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Family sociologists and demographers have long maintained a profound interest in 

understanding the determinants and consequences of female labor force participation. Much of 

this research has predominantly concentrated on the Western contexts, albeit with a handful of 

remarkable works shedding light on the Global South, where is also witnessing a growing focus. 

However, our comprehension of the intricate interplay between gender, work, and family in sub-

Saharan Africa remains insufficient and restricted. Over the years, there has been a steady 

increase in women's education and labor force participation in this region. Yet, many women 

continue to grapple with sociocultural barriers that hinder them from fully harnessing their 

employment opportunities. 

Particularly noteworthy is the mounting tension between conforming to traditional gender roles 

and meeting household needs through women's paid employment, especially in the face of 



  

increasingly challenging economic circumstances. This challenge is particularly pronounced 

among marginalized populations, such as rural and low-income urban population. 

My doctoral dissertation seeks to address three hitherto understudied issues: 1) examining the 

relationship between an individual's employment status and that of other household members in 

South Africa, and how it influences that individual's likelihood of future migration, 2) 

investigating the role of employment among kin members and the support provided by family 

members in facilitating women's employment in Nairobi, Kenya, and 3) exploring the dynamics 

of women's work concerning union formalization, motherhood, and livelihood in Nairobi. 

The dissertation comprises two quantitative analyses and one qualitative methods study, resulting 

in three papers that draw from two datasets collected in South Africa and Kenya. 
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Preface 

Family dynamics has emerged as a vital topic across diverse societies, with its 

implications reverberating in nearly all aspects of social life. This significance is 

underscored by observable trends such as declining fertility rates, the aging of 

populations, the imperative of migration, shifting gender role and increasing 

connectivity within and across countries. In the midst of these sweeping demographic 

shifts, I have become increasingly convinced that better understanding the intricate 

interplay between gender, work, and family is paramount for comprehending present 

and future social transformations. 

 

While acknowledging the analytical efficiency gained from dissecting each aspect—

gender, work, and family—individually, it is crucial to recognize their inherent 

interconnectedness. Notably, the deep-seated divergence in cultural expectations 

surrounding the roles of mothers and fathers, embedded within notions of femininity 

and masculinity respectively, has evolved gradually yet persistently. Concurrently, 

rapid shifts in economic conditions, compounded by acute financial hardships, have 

exacerbated the disparities between these roles. Consequently, sociologists are urged 

to scrutinize how this incongruity shapes social demographic behaviors and life-

course events, such as migration choices, workforce participation, and relationship 

dynamics. This imperative inevitably directs our focus towards a holistic examination 

of gender, work, and family. 
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This dissertation is a response to the need for greater attention to this multifaceted 

issue in the African context, which is often left out of mainstream sociology. It aims 

to refine and expand theoretical frameworks, leverage well-designed data sources, 

adopt appropriate methodological approaches, and synthesize empirical insights 

garnered from the Global South. Through this endeavor, I seek to enrich our 

understanding of gender, work, and family dynamics on a broader scale and center 

the Global South in the academic discourse of gender, work, and family.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Motivation 

The field of gender, work, and family has gained prominence in sociology and 

demography, contributing to a wealth of theoretical and empirical work. Despite these 

advancements, research on gender, work, and family in sub-Saharan African contexts 

remains relatively understudied, even as contemporary African societies undergo 

significant social changes, including increasing female educational attainment, a rise 

in female labor force participation (Backhaus & Loichinger 2022), postponement of 

first unions, and a decrease in the age difference between men and women at union 

formation (Batyra et al. 2021). These changes indicate the necessity of gender, work, 

and family research in this region, presenting an opportunity to contribute 

significantly to the field. 

Many countries in the sub-Saharan region face a growing tension between pre-

existing cultural scripts on gender roles and new ideas emerging from socioeconomic 

changes. The increase in female education influences key aspects of women’s 

empowerment, such as female labor force participation in non-primary sectors, age at 

first marriage, and age at first childbirth. Beyond women’s empowerment, high 

unemployment rates, increased inequality, and persistent stratification influence entire 

societies, prompting shifts in pre-existing social values and ways of living. Moreover, 

within-country variation in female education, labor force participation, union 
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formalization, and fertility, driven by high social stratification, adds complexity to 

these cultural changes.  

This context of competing ideas offers a unique backdrop for gender, work, and 

family scholarship. It allows us to explore how the early stages of social change and 

economic transformation interact and impact the gender, work, and family dynamics 

in society. Additionally, in terms of economic development, many sub-Saharan 

African countries have witnessed rapid economic growth, accompanied by increased 

inequality. Addressing this inequality is crucial for economic growth, especially 

through policies that enhance the opportunities of low-income households and women 

to participate in economic activities (Hakura et al. 2016). Therefore, gender, work, 

and family studies are essential to comprehend the origins of gender inequality in 

sub-Saharan African countries and determine necessary interventions. 

Particularly, this dissertation focuses on employment as an independent variable for 

internal migration from rural areas, specifically Agincourt, South Africa, young 

mothers' employment as the outcome variable in a low-income urban context in 

Nairobi, Kenya, and how these young mothers navigate their way to be recognized as 

adults and engage in 'hustle' to balance cultural expectations of good motherhood 

with the economic reality that compels them to actively seek employment. Through 

these three studies, this dissertation aims to gain a more comprehensive understanding 

of the gender, work, and family relationship in contemporary sub-Saharan African 

contexts and provide an incisive approach toward policy-making for women’s 

employment. 
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Why Women’s Employment? 

The participation of women in the labor force is of significant importance in two key 

areas: women's empowerment and the economy. It has been shown that improved 

labor market opportunities for women is associated with greater decision-making 

power for women and positively impacting children's health (Majlesi, 2016) and their 

overall well-being (Caputo et al. 2020). Economically, nations can benefit from 

increased female labor force participation by expanding the labor supply and reducing 

the dependency ratio within the working-age population. This is particularly relevant 

for countries undergoing demographic transitions and experiencing a demographic 

dividend, where the proportion of the elderly population is relatively smaller. 

Additionally, if female labor force participation is hindered, or if structural barriers 

distort job opportunities, it can lead to the underutilization of highly skilled women in 

low-return occupations, potentially hindering economic growth (Esteve-Volart, 

2004).  

Female Labor Force Participation and Economic Development Trends 

According to World Bank data, based on estimates from the International Labor 

Organization (ILO) (see Figure 1), female labor force participation (FLFP) has 

gradually increased in high-income countries.  

[Figure 1 insert here] 

Notably, low-income countries have the highest rates of female labor force 

participation compared to both high-income and middle-income countries. However, 
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the female labor force participation rate in low-income countries should be 

interpreted with caution because, as the World Bank data (2023) notes, "In many low-

income countries, women often work on farms or in other family enterprises without 

pay, and others work in or near their homes, mixing work and family activities during 

the day." An illustrative example of this dynamic is the U-shaped trajectory, 

originally proposed by Boserup (1970) and expanded on by others (Goldin, 1995; 

Mammen and Paxson, 2000; Tam, 2011; Tsani et al., 2013).  

U-Shape Hypothesis and Variation Factors 

In agricultural societies, despite the primary consumption of products within 

households, women's labor force participation is notably high, driven by necessity 

rather than choice. However, participation rates tend to decline until a shift towards 

improved girls' education raises women's overall education levels and increases the 

demand for their participation in the labor market. This leads to a resurgence and 

growth in women's labor force participation, and during this stage, women's work 

may appear to be driven more by willingness rather than necessity or imposition. 

However, it is also worth noting that FLFP has steadily decreased in middle and low-

income countries, although there is variation within these groups. The relationship 

between women's labor force participation and economic development, as well as the 

U-shape hypothesis, remains a subject of debate (Gaddis and Klasen, 2014; Verme, 

2015; Lechman & Kaur, 2015). Studies, especially those examining the country-level 

complexities (Gaddis & Klasen, 2014; Klasen, 2018), emphasize a range of factors 

influencing women's labor force participation. These factors include gender attitudes 
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(Fernández and Fogli, 2009; Jayachandran, 2021), historical endowments (Alesina et 

al., 2011, 2013), significant events like wars (Goldin, 1991; Fernández et al., 2004), 

religious beliefs (Feldmann, 2007; Guiso et al., 2003; Jaeger, 2010), ideological 

factors (Klasen, 1994), and policy interventions (Klasen and Lamanna, 2009), all of 

which can exert varying influences on women's labor force participation, 

underscoring the heterogeneity across countries. 

Job Mismatch & Gendered Labor Market  

Moreover, as economies undergo structural transformations from agriculture to 

industry and service sectors, the increase in women's education has not always 

aligned with job opportunities. This discrepancy has led to a shortage of job options 

for moderately educated women. Despite the rising levels of female education, 

women with intermediate education levels tend to have lower employment rates 

compared to those with lower or higher educational attainment. Several studies, 

particularly in South Asia (Najeeb et al., 2020; Chatterjee et al., 2018), have 

identified this trend, often attributing it to the limited availability of jobs for 

moderately educated workers in sectors such as clerical work, white-collar jobs, and 

the retail sector (Chatterjee et al., 2018). 

The issue is not solely the mismatch between women's education and job 

opportunities, but it also involves the persistence of a gender-segregated labor market, 

despite the increasing participation of women in the labor force and their educational 

advancements. This situation can lead to greater occupational segregation, resulting in 

more significant gender differences in the types of jobs. In simpler terms, as more 
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women enter the workforce, they tend to be concentrated in traditionally female-

dominated occupations, and the gender differences between occupations become 

wider (Borrowman & Klasen, 2020), and likely exacerbating the gender pay gap. This 

pay gap, along with the prevalence of lower-paid jobs for women and limited access 

to education for professions with high skills or vocational training for male-

dominated occupations, can discourage women from actively participating in the 

labor market. According to a study on non-farm employment in Malawi, Nigeria, and 

Tanzania, the gender gap in non-farm employment is larger in urban areas, and the 

paper points out it is necessary to consider factors related to educational attainment 

and male-dominated occupations (Van den Broeck et al., 2023). In Zambia, 

employers expressed a preference for hiring men over women for professional and 

production positions (Chigunta et al., 2013). This form of gender discrimination can 

impact job referrals and job search networks and some studies have highlighted that 

network constraints tend to affect women more than men. For instance, in Malawi, 

men are consistently less likely to refer women for job opportunities, even when they 

have qualified women in their networks (Beaman et al., 2013).  

Cultural Scripts of Gender and Gendered Family Expectation 

Not only limited occupational choices and underutilized network resources, but also 

cultural norms, including gendered family responsibilities, affect women's labor force 

participation. Prevailing social norms dictate that women bear the primary 

responsibility for domestic work and childcare, while men are expected to be the 

primary breadwinners. This norm tends to incentivize men to actively seek income-
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generating activities, aligning with the male provider norm. Good fatherhood is 

closely linked to fulfilling this role. However, the expectations of good motherhood 

and income-generating activities often conflict for women, leading to stress resulting 

from these strong gendered cultural scripts. Furthermore, not only do women restrict 

themselves from the labor market, but their family member’s preferences and 

perceptions of community attitudes are linked to their wives' work outcomes, 

including their social status and wages. For example, in South Africa, fathers play a 

significant role as network connections for their sons during the job search process, 

but not for their daughters (Magruder, 2010). Other research, in India, suggests that 

when men perceive that the community frowns upon husbands whose wives work, the 

likelihood of wives participating in the labor force significantly decreases (Bernhardt 

et al., 2018). More broadly, several studies show the influence of traditional gender 

norms and cultural practices on female employment-related preferences and outcomes 

(Heintz et al. 2017; Bridges et al. 2011; Luci et al. 2012). 

Why South Africa and Kenya 

I chose these countries not only due to data availability but also in consideration of 

their socioeconomic context with high unemployment rates accompanied by high and 

increasing social inequality. Moreover, both countries are characterized by high rates 

of mobility usually towards urban areas although these patterns are undergoing 

change. 

[Figure 2 insert here] 
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Both South Africa and Kenya are classified as middle-income countries by World 

Bank criteria. However, South Africa's GDP per capita, at $6,694 in 2022, is 

approximately three times higher than Kenya's, which suggests that South Africa has 

undergone a relatively greater degree of economic structural transformation. Despite 

this, South Africa faces the long-standing challenge of high chronic unemployment 

rates due to its uneven economic development (see Figure 2), which is significantly 

higher than the middle-income countries' average. 

[Figure 3 insert here] 

Conversely, Kenya's unemployment rate is lower than the middle-income countries' 

average (see Figure 2), but the proportion of vulnerable employment, defined as 

'contributing family workers and own-account workers as a percentage of total 

employment,' is higher than the average (see Figure 3). While both countries have 

witnessed an increase in female education, rapid urbanization, changes in gender 

norms and fertility rate, each country faces distinct economic challenges. South 

Africa grapples with high unemployment, while Kenya struggles with the lack of 

secure job opportunities in the early stages of economic structural transformation. 

Hence, the choice to study both South Africa and Kenya provides an opportunity to 

analyze two distinct cases, united by several crucial factors influencing women's 

labor force participation, while differing notably in their histories and economic 

conditions. 
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South Africa 

South Africa's historical legacy of apartheid, which officially came to an end in 1994, 

has left a profound mark on the landscape of women's employment within the 

country. During the apartheid, policies were implemented that enforced racial 

segregation in the labor market, resulting in particularly restricted access to formal 

employment opportunities for Black women (Lalthapersad 2003). 

In recent years, there has been a notable surge in the labor force participation of South 

African women. This increase can be attributed to a complex interplay of factors, 

including shifts in prevailing gender norms, improved access to education, and the 

growing need for women to contribute to household incomes (Posel & Casale 2019; 

Ntuli & Wittenberg 2013). However, it is important to highlight that despite this 

upturn in labor force participation, a significant number of South African women 

continue to be engaged in informal employment characterized by low income and 

limited job security (Casale 2004, Gradin 2021). Also, a pervasive challenge faced by 

South Africa, much like many other nations, is the existence of a gender pay gap, 

with women earning less than their male counterparts for equivalent work (Bhorat & 

Goga 2013). Nevertheless, there are signs of a narrowing gender pay gap among 

younger cohorts, attributed to improved human capital and enhanced labor market 

opportunities (Mosomi 2019, Gradin 2021). 

In terms of internal migration, South Africa has a long history of such movements. 

Movements beyond the homelands, which were created as a part of the policy of 

racial segregation aimed at establishing designated territories for various racial 
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groups, were strictly regulated by the Pass Laws Act of 1950. However, the increase 

in internal migration among black South Africans began well before the repeal of the 

Pass Laws in 1986, preceding the official end of apartheid in 1991, and even the first 

free election in 1994 (Reed 2013). This may indicate that internal migration has been 

a common means of securing livelihoods for many black South Africans facing 

economic hardship, given the unequal development across regions with a history of 

racial segregation.  

One common concept of internal migration in South Africa is "Stretched households," 

engaging in risk diversification strategies by sending or facilitating the migration of 

working-age household members to other regions. While young adult males in 

households are commonly the ones sent to other regions, several social contexts have 

played a role in shifting the trend of internal migration, notably the feminization of 

internal migration. For example, economic hardships have led families to reassess 

their stance on the migration of female household members, with many households 

transitioning from preventing their daughters' mobility to actively supporting it 

(Todes 1998), along with a noteworthy shift in gendered labor allocation norms in 

recent years. Previously, these norms were upheld through women's economic 

dependence on men, household gender attitudes, and societal pressures. However, as 

women have gained access to higher levels of education and become less likely to 

marry, these traditional norms have gradually lost their relevance (Spiegel 1991; 

Hunter 2007). 
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This transformation in gendered labor allocation norms may have been expedited by 

the male migrant labor system, which likely played a significant role in destabilizing 

traditional family structures and gendered power dynamics (Spiegel 1991; Hunter 

2007). Notably, working-age women are more inclined to migrate from households in 

which older women are eligible for old-age pensions. The presence of older women in 

these households serves a dual purpose, offering crucial childcare support for women 

in their reproductive years, especially when adult males are absent. Moreover, the 

steady income from these pensions allows households to diversify risks, often leading 

to the migration of working-age household members (Posel 2001; Kok et al. 2006). 

These changes underscore the intricate interplay between economic hardships, 

educational advancements among women, and the evolving dynamics of familial and 

gender roles, all of which have contributed to shifts in migration patterns and labor 

allocation within South African households. 

Kenya 

Kenya, situated in East Africa with its eastern border along the Indian Ocean, 

achieved independence from British colonial rule in 1963. The nation officially 

recognizes English and Swahili as its languages, with Swahili being widely spoken 

and comprehended throughout the country. Kenya's population is characterized by its 

ethnic and linguistic diversity including the prominent Maasai, Kikuyu, Luo, and 

Luhya communities. 

Kenya is East Africa's largest economy and has witnessed substantial economic 

growth in recent years. While agriculture continues to play a pivotal role in the 
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nation's economic landscape, the contribution of the manufacturing sector to the GDP 

has exhibited steady growth. Nairobi, Kenya's capital, is emerging as a financial and 

tech hub within the East Africa region. The government's efforts to transform the 

economy from an agrarian to an industrial one, alongside rapid urbanization, has 

attracted internal migrants seeking enhanced employment opportunities and 

educational access. However, similar to other developing countries, cities in Kenya 

face challenges in accommodating the influx of migrants, leading to the establishment 

of urban slums. Additionally, self-employment, informal labor, and hawking are 

prevalent, while secure job opportunities remain scarce. The 'Jua-kali' 

(hustler/hustling) culture is a distinct feature of urban life.  

Female labor force participation in Kenya has shown an upward trajectory alongside 

economic development and the availability of universal primary education. For 

example, trade expansion, along with increase of female education increases female 

labor force participation with the growth in labor-intensive industries that are 

predominantly female-dominated, such as the clothing and textile sector, as well as 

non-traditional agricultural exports. In terms of education, in 2003, Kenya 

implemented free primary education (FPE), abolishing all fees at public primary 

schools, which led to a substantial increase in primary school enrollment. Several 

research studies conducted in Kenya underscore the positive effects of increased 

access to education for women in terms of employment and empowerment. FPE has 

been associated with various favorable outcomes, including heightened formal 

financial inclusion and a substantial positive correlation between FPE, income, and 

employment (Ajayi & Ross, 2020).  
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However, it is important to acknowledge that gender inequality persists in the labor 

market, leading to significant disparities. For instance, in Kenya, only around 30% of 

formal wage sector positions are held by females. Moreover, research estimates 

indicate that up to 85% of female-owned businesses operate within the informal 

sector (Ellis et al., 2007). While the garment and non-traditional agriculture industries 

have indeed created employment opportunities for women, concerns have arisen 

regarding unfavorable working conditions, a growing trend of casual employment, 

and low wage levels (Tallontire et al., 2005; Were, 2011). Also, the investments in 

Kenya's agricultural sector, particularly for non-traditional agricultural export, 

predominantly favored skilled labor, which predominantly comprises men, resulting 

in an unequal distribution of employment income (Wanjala & Were 2009). On the 

other hand, the manufacturing sector played a significant role in job creation, with 

women potentially benefiting more from these opportunities, however, a substantial 

portion of female employment remains situated within the informal sector, where 

wages tend to be relatively low (Wanjala & Were 2009). 

While increasing female education and economic development has contributed to 

female labor force participation, it is both a cause and an outcome of gradual changes 

in cultural gender norms. The tension between pervasive gender role expectations and 

emerging new ideas, along with the required behavioral changes, has unsettled and 

intensified. Rapid changes in the socioeconomic environment, such as high living 

expenses, limited formal job opportunities, new forms of romantic unions, and the 

prolonged transition to adulthood, add additional complexity to understanding the 
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staggered female labor force participation and the persistent gender gap in their 

employment and wages. 

Plan of Dissertation 

This dissertation specifically focuses on women's employment within the context of 

sub-Saharan Africa, with a particular emphasis on the cases of South Africa and 

Kenya. Comprising three separate papers, it centers on the overarching theme of the 

dynamics surrounding women’s employment as both an independent and outcome 

variable. The research questions address how employment influences internal 

migration, the impact of kin member’s employment on young mothers' employment, 

and how these young mothers navigate their transition to adulthood amid the tension 

between cultural scripts defining a good mother and the economic reality that 

necessitates additional financial contributions to the household. 

Paper #1 Employment & Internal Migration in Agincourt, South Africa 

The first paper investigates how individual employment status and the employment 

status of household members are linked to internal migration in South Africa, where 

society grapples with high and chronic unemployment. This analysis aims to address 

three main issues: Firstly, it seeks to examine the relatively understudied area of how 

the employment status of individuals and the unemployment rate of the household 

predict future migration, particularly within a high-unemployment social context 

where historically internal migration has been a common livelihood strategy. 
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Secondly, it aims to incorporate cultural scripts of gender into well-known theories of 

family and internal migration, such as the New Economics of Labor Migration and 

the Family Migration model. Lastly, by conducting this study to document empirical 

findings and refine the theoretical base, it aims to broaden the understanding of 

internal migration and its complexity with cultural scripts of gender in South Africa. 

The study utilizes data from the Migration Health Follow-Up Survey (MHFUS) and 

employs a cross-lagged panel model to explore these ideas. 

Paper #2 Kinship Network for Young Mother’s Employment in Nairobi, Kenya 

The second paper shifts its focus to the employment status of the kinship network of 

young mothers residing in low-income urban areas of Nairobi, Kenya. It explores 

how the employment statuses within this network impact the employment of these 

young mothers and how kinship support influences the employment of these young 

mothers. This analysis is based on Social Capital theory and is inspired by a couple of 

previous studies that found kin members' employment to be positively associated with 

young mothers' employment in the US context, while childcare support is not. I 

analyze data from the Kinship, Nuptiality, and Child Outcomes in Kenya (JAMO) 

dataset.  

Paper #3 Reconciling Cultural Expectation & Economic Necessity 

The third paper employs the same dataset as the second paper but takes a distinct 

approach. It investigates how young mothers navigate their lives amidst the 

disparities between various expected family roles and the resource-scarce economic 

realities they face. This paper uses a qualitative interview data from the JAMO 
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project. I employed the "hustling" concept that life course research has utilized to 

comprehend young adults' social navigation practices during the transition to 

adulthood in an urban setting in sub-Saharan Africa characterized by legitimate 

unions and the roles of being good parents. I argue that "hustling" is not exclusive to 

young African men seeking to achieve their adulthood milestones; young mothers in a 

resource-scarce setting also engage in "hustling" across multiple domains. Women's 

hustling requires a more nuanced approach due to the conflict between gender 

expectations and economic realities, particularly in the context of motherhood for 

child-caring and the need to earn money for child-rearing in a high-cost urban area. 

In summary, this dissertation delves deep into the multifaceted relationships between 

kinship, women's employment, and the intricate societal dynamics of Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Through three distinct papers, it has explored the interplay of gender, work, 

family with internal migration and women's employment. The first paper has offered 

insights into the influence of individual and household employment statuses on 

internal migration, shedding light on the unique challenges faced by those in a high-

unemployment society. The second paper examined the supportive role of the kinship 

network for young mothers in low-income urban areas of Nairobi, emphasizing how 

employment status of kin impacts mother’s employment outcomes, while the third 

paper took a nuanced approach by investigating the "hustling" practices of young 

mothers navigating complex expectations and resource-scarce economic realities. 

Altogether, this research advances our understanding of the dynamic forces shaping 

women's employment within the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, making a significant 

contribution to the field of sociology and demography. These findings emphasize the 
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importance of considering cultural and societal nuances when addressing gender, 

work, and family dynamics in this region, providing valuable insights for 

policymakers and practitioners alike. 
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Tables & Figures 

Figure 1. Labor force participation rate, female (% of female population ages 15+) 

(modeled ILO estimate) - High income, Middle income, Low income 

 

International Labour Organization. “ILO Modelled Estimates and Projections 

database ( ILOEST )” ILOSTAT. Accessed September 05, 2023. ilostat.ilo.org/data. 
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Figure 2. Unemployment, total (% of total labor force) (modeled ILO estimate) - 

Middle income, Kenya, South Africa 

 

International Labour Organization. “ILO Modelled Estimates and Projections 

database ( ILOEST )” ILOSTAT. Accessed September 05, 2023. ilostat.ilo.org/data. 
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Figure 3. Vulnerable employment, female (% of female employment) (modeled ILO 

estimate) - Middle income, Kenya, South Africa 

 

World Bank, World Development Indicators database. Estimates are based on data 

obtained from International Labour Organization, ILOSTAT at ilostat.ilo.org/data. 
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Chapter 2: Employment Status and Internal Migration in 

Societies With Chronic Unemployment: Evidence From South 

Africa 
 

 

Abstract 

A significant body of research has extensively explored employment as one of the 

primary motivations for internal migration. However, our understanding of how 

employment influences migration in societies characterized by chronic 

unemployment, where a substantial portion of the population holds precarious or 

poorly compensated jobs, remains limited. To bridge this knowledge gap, I utilized 

data from the Migrant Health Follow-up Study (MHFUS), a 5-year cohort study 

conducted in Agincourt, South Africa. Our study aimed to investigate the role of 

employment in predicting migration events of population who resides in Agincourt 

study site at baseline and to assess how this relationship is affected by the 

employment status of other household members and the gender of the respondent. To 

address potential issues of reverse causality, the paper employed a cross-lagged 

model approach, which accounts temporal lagged associations between employment 

and migration. 

The findings of our study suggest that individuals employed in the informal sector are 

less likely to migrate compared to those who are unemployed and actively seeking 

work. Notably, unemployed males actively searching for work exhibit the highest 

probability of relocating to another area, while females engaged in informal 

employment display the lowest probability of doing so. This discrepancy may imply 
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the influence of the male breadwinner norm on migration decision-making and the 

significant opportunity cost faced by marginalized females engaged in precarious 

employment when contemplating a move in a high-unemployment society 

characterized by gendered labor market dynamics. Additionally, our study reveals 

that a household's unemployment rate serves as a push factor for both men and 

women. 

Introduction 

It has now been well established that the search for employment and/or better paid 

employment are primary push factors for internal migration in many contexts (Lucas, 

1997; White & Lindstrom, 2005; Assan, Kharisma, and Adaboh, 2018; Ochieng, 

Gyasi, and Mberu, 2022). This is most certainly true for post-apartheid South Africa 

where high unemployment and a mismatch between skills and employment 

opportunities, along with improvements in transportation and communication, have 

resulted in high rates of geographic mobility (Cross 2006; Mbatha & Roodt, 2014).  

Indeed, the conservative estimate of unemployment has exceeded 20% for over a 

decade, with an official rate currently at 32.9% (STATS SA 2023). We also know 

that while migration has become increasingly feminized since the fall of apartheid 

(Camlin et al. 2013, Fintel & Moses 2017), there are still significant differences in 

labor market outcomes by gender and race (Casale et al. 2020, Leibbrandt & Woolard 

2001, Rogan 2013). 

While the link between migration and employment in the South Africa context has 

been the focus of extensive research, much of this research is based on the 
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assumption that migrants are unemployed or under-employed in the place of origin. 

Given changes in labor market opportunities in both rural and urban communities, 

this assumption should be interrogated. For instance, an individual in formal 

employment may exhibit a lower inclination to relocate compared to a peer engaged 

in informal employment. This reluctance could be attributed to concerns about the 

availability of comparable job opportunities at the destination. Conversely, the same 

individual might be more inclined to move in pursuit of better-paying or higher-status 

employment opportunities, as wider and more active labor markets have lower search 

costs and facilitate better matches between employees and employers, particularly for 

job seekers with specific high skills or professional licenses.  

Additionally, we know far less about how household employment status impacts the 

propensity to migrate.  This is important because the household employment status is 

a key determinant of the opportunity cost of moving. These costs are not only 

associated with their own employment status but, more importantly, with social 

conditions such as labor market conditions, the financial needs of households, and 

household composition. Furthermore, the employment status of other household 

members assumes a crucial role in mitigating opportunity costs by establishing a 

safety net that facilitates migration. Simultaneously, a higher number of unemployed 

family members can exert pressure on employed individuals to migrate in search of 

improved income prospects. Conversely, individuals with more family members 

gainfully employed may feel less compelled to embark on migration journeys. 

Consequently, migrants may adopt varying approaches when considering the factors 

influencing their migration decisions (Cross, 2006). 
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Research Question 

In this paper, I examine the following questions with data from the Migrant Health 

Follow-up Study (MHFUS) in South Africa. 

1. What is the relationship between current employment status of individual and 

future migration? 

2. How is the proportion of unemployment adults in the household associated 

with future migration net of individual employment status? 

3. Does the effect of the proportion of unemployment adults in the household on 

migration events differ by marital union status? 

4. Does the effect of the proportion of unemployment adults in the household on 

migration events differ by gender? 

This research contributes to our understanding of how an individual's employment 

status relates to their internal migration, particularly within societies facing two 

significant challenges: slowing economic growth and increasing spatial inequality due 

to urbanization (S. Kim 2008; Zimbalist 2017; Pandey et al. 2022). In such contexts, 

the opportunity cost associated with migration decisions can become more 

pronounced, especially for those who are already employed. Methodologically, this 

work will contribute to better elucidating the direction of effects between 

employment and migration.  
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Through this research, my goal is to shed light on the intricate interplay between 

individual employment and household-level employment as factors influencing 

migration within the complex societal dynamics of the Global South, characterized by 

enduring social pressures related to chronic unemployment, as well as increasing 

tensions between relatively rigid gendered family responsibilities and expectations, 

juxtaposed with changes in the family and public sphere. 

Literature Review 

Internal Migration Dynamics in Low-Middle-Income Countries 

Within low and middle-income country contexts, numerous studies have focused on 

understanding the characteristics of communities and households that send migrants. 

Particularly, internal migrations, including seasonal and temporal migration, present a 

more affordable migration choice for low-middle income households compared to 

international migration. For instance, in rural Bangladesh, financially disadvantaged 

households often lack the means to support cross-border migration expenses and 

frequently resort to domestic migration. However, this internal migration often fails 

to alleviate the households' financial risk and the associated constraints (Mendola, 

2008). However, internal migration is not only for poor households. Research by 

Vanwey (2003), conducted in rural regions of Thailand, reveals a distinct pattern: the 

relationship between land ownership and temporary migration is curvilinear. In 

households with smaller landholdings (around 0–10 hectares), the likelihood of 

having temporary migrants, both male and female, decreases as landholdings 

increase. These households employ migration to address production shortfalls. In 
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contrast, households with larger landholdings (approximately 10–20 hectares) exhibit 

a higher likelihood of having temporary male migrants as landholdings increase, 

while the number of female temporary migrants decreases with larger landholdings. 

Recent studies have also investigated the relationship between employment and 

income on internal migration, moving beyond household wealth and asset levels. 

Studies in the rural Indian context have demonstrated that India's workfare program, 

which employs rural adults during the agricultural off-season, significantly 

discourages seasonal migration to urban areas (Imbert and Papp, 2019; Morten, 

2019). Other studies, using data from Ethiopia, have introduced not only household 

assets but also unemployment rates in the community. These studies have shown that 

larger, wealthier households exhibit a lower propensity to have family members 

involved in internal migration. Conversely, households residing below the poverty 

line and communities grappling with elevated unemployment rates are more likely to 

harbor both temporary and permanent migrants (Redehegn, Sun Eshete, Gichuki, 

2019). 

Family Responsibilities and Family Views on Migration 

A couple of studies provide suggestive insights into family responsibilities and the 

views of other family members on migration. For instance, Gubhaju and DeJong 

(2009) analyzed national migration survey data from 2001-2002 in South Africa. 

Their results suggest that never-married individuals migrate to maximize personal 

benefits, while married individuals migrate to mitigate household risks. In a 

subsequent study by Camlin et al. (2013), it was found that married women and 
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women with children have lower odds of out-migration compared to their unmarried 

and childless counterparts. Moreover, women with the highest level of secondary 

education or higher are more likely to out-migrate. The household dependency ratio 

negatively influenced women's out-migration. Interestingly, the number of other 

adults with employment in the household had no influence on out-migration. This 

suggests that the increased ratio of dependents to working adults reduces women's 

out-migration more due to their caregiving responsibilities than the suppressing effect 

of earned income from other adults in the household. Furthermore, in a different 

society, such as Thailand, the perceived attitude of a family member toward the 

migration of the focal individual (encouragement to stay, not stated, encouragement 

to move) exhibits a robust positive relationship with both temporary and more 

permanent outmigration behaviors for both males and females (DeJong, 2000). These 

findings illuminate the intricate dynamics of family influence on migration decisions, 

emphasizing the importance of considering family characteristics in understanding 

the migration process. 

Furthermore, family-based models of migration are not free from the influence of 

traditional gender norms and their transformation with changes in material conditions. 

In contexts where the male breadwinner norm operates (Hunter 2006), families may 

support males over females to migrate. Several studies emphasize that the male 

breadwinner norm is a critical part of masculinity and fatherhood in South Africa 

(Richter & Morrell, 2006; Hunter, 2006). Alternatively, we may find little to no 

variation across genders in contexts where women also actively participate in labor 

market and the returns are high for women.  
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DeJong (2000) analyzed longitudinal data from the 1992 and 1994 waves of the 

Thailand National Migration Survey. The presence of children or elderly dependents 

has an opposite-sign effect: it increases intentions to migrate for men due to increased 

financial family resource needs but reduces intentions to move for women due to 

dependent care responsibilities. Simultaneously, when women express higher 

expectations regarding income and job opportunities in locations such as Bangkok or 

other provincial centers compared to their current village, they also demonstrate a 

heightened intention to migrate. This correlation reflects the impact of changes in the 

domestic roles of Thai women, spurred by broader economic shifts. These changes 

actively encourage women to seek employment outside their home villages, 

contributing to the financial well-being of their families.  

Unraveling the Influence of Household Employment on Migration Dynamics 

From these studies, there are three insights into employment and internal migration in 

low-middle-income countries: 1) Household-level factors such as assets and wealth 

can exhibit a curvilinear function (Vanwey 2003) in relation to internal migration or, 

at the very least, vary (Cross 2006). 2) Employed individuals in rural areas may be 

less likely to engage in internal migration (Imbert and Papp, 2019; Morten, 2019). 3) 

Community-level factors, such as the unemployment rate, can influence internal 

migration (Redehegn et al. 2019). 

What remains unknown is how household members' employment is associated with 

migration. Considering that household-level resources, such as assets and wealth, 

follow a curvilinear function in relation to migration—where both resource-poor and 
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resource-abundant households have more migrants compared to medium 

households—how does the employment of other household members associate with 

migration? Having more unemployed household members may affect migration 

similarly to the mechanism observed in resource-poor households, while having more 

employed household members may impact migration similarly to the mechanism seen 

in resource-abundant households. 

Even though employment in rural areas may reduce internal migration to other 

regions, previous studies are based on public project work rather than individuals' 

regular livelihood occupations. We can presume that the unemployed not looking for 

work, the unemployed looking for work, those working in the informal sector, and 

those working in the formal sector all have different opportunity costs of moving. In 

addition, while the unemployment rate at the community level has been examined, we 

know relatively little about the employment effect under nationwide prolonged high-

unemployment social contexts. Finally, considering gendered family expectations, the 

effects of all household employment and individual employment on migration may 

differ by gender and martial union status. 

Conceptual Framework 

This paper delves into two significant theoretical frameworks concerning family and 

internal migration. It thoroughly compares and contrasts these frameworks, while also 

addressing the limitations associated with gendered components and the complexity 

inherent in decision-making processes. Furthermore, it expands its discussion to 
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encompass a broader spectrum of 'risk' or 'insecurity', offering a comprehensive 

analysis of the subject matter. 

Neoclassical migration theory is based on the idea that individuals make rational 

decisions to migrate based on a cost-benefit calculation. This calculation involves 

comparing the costs of migration, such as the financial costs of moving, the social 

costs of leaving behind friends and family, and the psychological costs of adjusting to 

a new environment, with the benefits of migration, such as higher wages, better job 

opportunities, improved living conditions, and the chance to reunite with family 

members. While neoclassical migration theory provides a foundational framework for 

understanding why people migrate and how other social factors influence migration 

patterns, it assumes that individuals make migration decisions independently. This 

strong assumption limits the role of other family members, such as parents and 

partners, in migration decisions.  

The New Economics of Labor Migration (NELM) (Katz & Stark 1986; Stark & 

Bloom, 1985) and the family model of migration (Root & DeJong, 1991) both 

emphasize the central role of family in migration decision-making. They suggest that 

migration occurs when the expected benefits are beneficial for the entire family. 

NELM presents family-based migration as a way to diversify risk by increasing cash 

flow to protect against income volatility due to low crop yields without well-

functioning capital market. According to NELM, the household decider (e.g. head of 

household) decides who migrates for the benefit of the household, and those who 

have characteristics to procure a good job and can protect against family income 
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volatility are selected. As a result, a currently employed person may be seen by their 

family members as having the potential to secure a good (or even better) job at the 

destination, leading them to become migrants for the benefit of their family. 

However, in societies with nationwide high chronic unemployment, sending an 

employed person to another region for better job opportunities may incur a high 

opportunity cost.  

While the New Economics of Labor Migration (NELM) theory places emphasis on 

the family unit as the primary decision-making entity, framing migration decisions 

within a contractual arrangement between two parties—the family sending and the 

family member being sent—via their 'calculated strategy,' Root and DeJong (1991) 

propose a family migration model. This model posits that six critical family 

characteristics influence migration decisions: 1) the presence of family members at 

the destination, 2) family/kin ties at the origin, 3) family pressure, 4) family structure, 

5) family socio-economic resources, and 6) family mobility experience (Root & 

DeJong, 1991). While the extent of influence of each characteristic and their 

interactions remains somewhat ambiguous, and the model initially focuses on the 

migration of the entire family, it is reasonable to assume that these factors may also 

operate in determining which family member becomes the migrant. 

Both of these theoretical frameworks have been widely utilized as foundational work 

for examining the role of family in migration, particularly internal migration. 

However, it is evident that these frameworks predominantly concentrate on the 

economic costs and gains associated with internal migration. Yet, they have 
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limitations in explaining the need for a more focused exploration of risk construction, 

corresponding to the emergence of the notion of a 'risk society' in contemporary 

societies (Beck 1992). Notably, social and cultural expectations, including gendered 

role expectations, have not been adequately factored into the risk calculation. This 

may contribute to social risks associated with failing to meet certain expectations, 

which can stem from economic difficulties. Therefore, there exists a literature gap 

concerning how social and cultural expectations, particularly gendered familial 

expectations, have not been extensively addressed in migration decision-making. For 

instance, in societies where the norm of male provider roles holds significant sway, 

decisions regarding migration may not solely revolve around the expected economic 

returns from migrants to the family; rather, males may be prioritized as potential 

migrants. Additionally, this cultural norm of male provider influence affects labor 

market functioning, gender wage differences, and gendered labor segregation. 

Incorporating a gender component into these models inevitably necessitates a more 

intricate decision-making process within the family. 

Hypothesis 

Considering these perspectives, hypotheses are proposed: 

Hypothesis 1: Individuals with employment are less likely to migrate in high-

unemployment societies due to higher opportunity costs. 

1A) Formally employed individuals may be less inclined to move than informally 

employed or unemployed individuals actively seeking work. 
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Hypothesis 2: Individuals with more unemployed household members are more likely 

to migrate, independent of individual employment status, due to pressure to reduce 

household members and diversify income. 

Hypothesis 3: The effect of household employment on migration will be stronger for 

men, aligning with prevailing male breadwinner norms. 

Bringing these theories together, I anticipate that household strategies and individual 

goals collectively influence migration intentions, providing a comprehensive 

understanding of migration decision dynamics in high-unemployment societies. 

South Africa Context 

South Africa is ideally suited for testing these hypotheses for three reasons: 1) long 

history of internal migration, 2) critical role of family in migration, 3) high levels of 

unemployment particularly for Black men and women and 4) undergoing changes in 

cultural expectations of gender and family roles. The country also has a number of 

state supported safety net programs targeting poverty. For example, the old age 

pension program has been shown to alleviate household hardship (refs needed) and, 

therefore, may enable younger family members to leave rural areas in search of better 

jobs and education (Shilpi et al. 2018). While Pass Laws restricted the free movement 

of the Black population under apartheid, a large number of Black African men 

migrated to cities to service the mines while women moved to become domestic 

workers (Phillips & James 2014). Reed (2013) examined the internal migration trend 

in South Africa from 1950-2000. She found that internal migration has steadily 

increased among Black South Africans after 1976 (after the Soweto uprising) and the 
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increase began well before the official end of apartheid in 1991 or the first free 

election in 1994. In the post-apartheid period, migration has become increasingly 

feminized as more women seek education and employment that was out of reach 

under apartheid (Sharp, 2021).  

Traditional gender roles are undergoing profound changes in the post-apartheid 

context due to shifts in educational attainment favoring women (Spaull & Makaluza, 

2019), new labor market opportunities for women (Dinkelman, 2011), and new rights 

that have empowered women (and men) to challenge traditional norms (Hunter, 

2010). However, the male breadwinner model remains significant, playing a crucial 

role in defining masculinity and fatherhood (Richter & Morrell, 2006). Men who 

cannot provide for their households are often viewed by their families and 

communities as powerless or lacking "Amandla," which means "power" in Xhosa and 

Zulu languages (Hunter, 2006). This phenomenon is not unique to South Africa but is 

prevalent in many other sub-Saharan African contexts, where meeting the male 

provider norm is closely tied to notions of good 'fatherhood' and proper 'masculinity.' 

Challenges in fulfilling the 'good provider' role can postpone romantic unions, 

partnerships, and marriages. These changes, coupled with high unemployment rates 

for Black African men, have made women's traditional forms of income support 

within the household less available, compelling women to become more actively 

engaged in the labor force, even though many of them end up unemployed or in 

precarious self-employment (Casale & Posel, 2002). 
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In terms of employment and internal migration, data from the 2001–02 HSRC 

Migration Survey show that unskilled labor constituted a significant portion of 

employment for both non-migrants and internal migrants. However, the latter group 

exhibited a slightly higher proportion of white-collar occupations as well. Notably, 

economic-related reasons such as "lack of suitable employment" and "inadequate 

income" were cited as the reasons for moving by more than half of internal migrants. 

Married or partnered individuals were less inclined to consider migration compared to 

those without a partner (Kok et al., 2006 ).  

Individuals who were dissatisfied with their current lives, especially those who were 

very dissatisfied, showed a greater inclination towards considering migration 

compared to those content with their lives. Across various migration routes, including 

rural-to-rural, rural-to-town, and rural-to-metro movements, the primary reasons for 

leaving their previous areas were related to employment. For those originating from 

rural areas, economic considerations, rather than government services, appeared to be 

the key factors guiding migration decisions (Kok et al., 2006 ).  

Data & Methods 

Data 

The research site is in a rural area of Mpumalanga Province, in northeastern South 

Africa and everyone in the sample is black African. Agincourt is part of a former 

homeland, an area where Black South Africans were forcibly resettled between 1920 

and 1970 under apartheid regulations. It is largely impoverished with limited formal 

employment opportunities. Traditionally characterized as a sending area for men to 
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work in the mining industry in Johannesburg, the pattern of mobility and the 

demographic composition of migrants has significantly changed (Kahn et al. 2012). 

Labor migration has become more feminized and now involves moving to smaller 

towns and rural communities as destination areas. Female migration increased 

threefold between 1997 and 2001 (Collinson, 2010) and has continued to increase 

through 2017 (SAPRIN, 2022).  

The Migrant Health Follow-up Study (MHFUS) is a 5-year cohort study aimed at 

understanding the relationships between migration, urbanization, and adult health in 

South Africa. The study includes both migrants and stayers in the Agincourt Health 

and Demographic Surveillance System (HDSS) site. Migrants are followed to their 

destination locations, in Gauteng province (which includes Johannesburg and 

Pretoria), other towns throughout the region, or to other provinces. The cohort of 

3098 individuals in Wave 1 included 18-40 year olds randomly selected from the 

Agincourt HDSS. From waves 1 to 3, a total of 2,965 individuals completed 

interviews, resulting in 8,895 person-years (2,965 x 3), and the analytical sample 

consists of 5,082 person-years (1,693 x 3) for individuals who resided in the rural-

origin Agincourt site at the baseline. Due to the use of a cross-lagged panel model, 

this sample size is reduced to 3,386 (1,693 x 2). 

Methods 

I use cross-lagged panel model with random effect specification (Leszczensky & 

Wolbring 2022) using the xtlogit command in STATA to examine how the 

employment status at survey time t-1 is associated with moving between waves which 
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I operationalize as a change in residence at the next wave. This model offers 

protection against both time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity and reverse causality 

(Moral-Benito 2013; Allison et al. 2017; Moral-Benito et al. 2018). I choose to use a 

random-effect specification for two primary reasons. First, a fixed-effect model 

would substantially reduce the sample size, as it excludes mothers who have 

consistently remained not moving across all three waves and those who have moved 

consistently throughout. Second, the predictor variables in our models exhibit 

variation among individuals but limited variation over time for each individual. In 

such a scenario, fixed-effects estimates may lack precision and result in large 

standard errors (Allison, 2009). To ensure the robustness of our findings, I conduct 

additional tests using the 'xtreg' command with fixed-effect specifications, which 

allows us to address the sample size issue associated with 'xtlogit' with fixed effects 

excluding cases with no within-group variation. I acknowledge that linear regression 

models assume that the outcome variable is continuous and normally distributed, 

which is not the case for binary outcomes. However, I believe that utilizing 'xtlogit, 

re' and conducting robustness checks with 'xtreg, fe' enables us to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of the results. 

The model also predicts how the unemployment rate of adult household members 

aged 18 and older at time t-1 is associated with moving between waves. The MHFUS 

household roster records data on members in the respondent's current location at each 

wave. Consequently, if the respondent had already migrated from Agincourt at 

baseline without other family members, the employment status of family members in 

Wave 1 remains unknown. To address this issue, I restrict our analysis to respondents 
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who were in the Agincourt study site at baseline. I acknowledge that this restriction 

may raise concerns about possible selection issues between those who were staying in 

Agincourt in Wave 1 and those who had already moved to another area in Wave 1, 

but this approach puts all analytical sample populations in the same labor market 

situation in the Agincourt area, eventually providing a more reasonable and relevant 

understanding of the results. 

I include the unemployment rate of adult members (number of unemployed adult 

members in the household divided by the total number of adults in the household) in 

the origin household at Wave 1 as a control. I input 0 when there are no other adult 

members in the household (in the case of a denominator being 0), and all adult 

members are employed (in the case of a numerator being 0).  

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽1𝑦𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽2𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽3𝑍𝑖 + 𝛼𝑖 + 𝛼𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 

outcome variable 𝑦𝑖𝑡 as an generalized linear function of the lagged time-varying 

variables 𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 

𝑦𝑖𝑡−1 : lagged values of the dependent variable; migration outcome of previous wave 

(t-1) 

𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 : lagged values of the independent variable; e.g. ego’s employment status at t-1 

𝑍𝑖: person-specific regressors; e.g. unemployment rate of the origin household at 

wave 1  

𝛼𝑖 : the combined time-invariant effects of all time invariant unobserved variables. (in 

fixed effect model) 

𝛼𝑡 : wave  

𝜀𝑖𝑡 : a random error term 

The outcome variable, migration (𝑦𝑖𝑡), is measured by the respondent's residence 

status at each wave, with a value of 0 indicating there is no change of residential 
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location between two waves and a value of 1 indicating that the current residential 

location is different from the previous wave. When the residential area changed 

between waves, I counted it as a 'move,' regardless of the distance and location. 

Employment status at Wave 1 (𝑥𝑖𝑡−1) predicts residence at Wave 2, while 

employment status at Wave 2 predicts residence at Wave 3. The odds ratio of 

employment status reflects the average likelihood of employment on move to other 

area across waves. Lagged employment status is the primary exposure variable, 

categorized into four types: 1) unemployed and looking for work (reference 

category), 2) unemployed and not looking for work, 3) informal employment, and 4) 

formal employment. I also include the lagged migration outcome (𝑦𝑖𝑡−1), as the 

movement outcome from the previous wave can influence migration in the following 

wave. To test hypotheses 2 and 3, I also created a variable for the unemployment rate 

of adult co-resident household members in each household at each wave and 

transformed it into a lagged format.  

This model introduces a temporal lag between employment status (𝑥𝑖𝑡−1) and the 

outcome variable(𝑦𝑖𝑡). This arrangement establishes a logical time sequence wherein 

the influence of the independent variable (𝑥𝑖𝑡−1) on the outcome variable(𝑦𝑖𝑡) is 

unidirectional, proceeding from the independent variable to the outcome variable. In 

simpler terms, statistical significance in the effect of employment status (𝑥𝑖𝑡−1) on 

the outcome variable in the next wave is plausible, but predicting the employment 

status of the previous wave based on the outcome of the next wave is illogical. This 

format effectively prevents reverse causality. Additionally, by incorporating (𝑦𝑖𝑡−1) 

on the right-hand side, it isolates the pathway through which (𝑦𝑖𝑡) is influenced by 
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(𝑥𝑖𝑡−1) via (𝑦𝑖𝑡−1). In simpler terms, this isolation mitigates the possibility that the 

current wave's migration outcome is solely due to the previous wave's migration 

outcome affecting the employment status of the previous wave. The inclusion of 

lagged terms controls the potential pathway of reverse causality between the 

independent variable of interest and the outcome variable. However, it is important to 

note that this model assumes a consistent temporal sequence where x always precedes 

y, with a temporal lag of 1 wave time. This assumption may not always hold true, and 

the actual temporal association between migration and employment is unknown. To 

address this uncertainty, I acknowledge the benefit of including a contemporaneous 

term 𝑥𝑖𝑡 in the model, a recommendation suggested when the true temporal 

relationship is ambiguous or not apparent - “including both a contemporaneous and a 

lagged effect of X on Y provides correct estimates for both effects (Leszczensky and 

Wolbring, 2022, page 858).” There can be a case where 𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 is not statistically 

significant effect on 𝑦𝑖𝑡 while 𝑥𝑖𝑡 is statistically significant effect on 𝑦𝑖𝑡. In this case, 

it indicates that the temporal lag in the model does not hold true even though there is 

a correlation between x and y, but it could be reverse causality. Alternatively, it 

means that a 1-wave temporal lag is not suitable to identify x as prior to y. In either 

case, identifying the contemporaneous nature between x and y within a certain time 

window is also an important finding for future studies. 

Nevertheless, the benefit of using contemporaneous variables, such as the timeframe 

of the data and the variation over time for each individual, is limited, which inevitably 

introduces multicollinearity issues between contemporaneous measures and their lags, 

as they are highly correlated. To address possible concerns, I ran separate models to 
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check for multicollinearity. According to the results of each model, the employment 

effect on migration consistently exhibited similar directions and magnitudes, 

suggesting that multicollinearity may be an issue in this sample when lagged and 

contemporaneous variables are included together. In this case, including both 

contemporaneous and lagged terms in the same model not only poses the risk of 

instability in estimating the association between employment and migration and 

reduced efficiency in estimating within our sample, but also may affect its 

applicability to other datasets. Therefore, my model did not include contemporaneous 

variable and focused on the lagged term only. 

The control variables include the lagged forms of age, age squared, the total number 

of children, number of female household member, number of male household 

member and the presence of a romantic relationship (no relationship, 

boyfriend/girlfriend, living together without lobola1, living together with lobola 

done). The romantic relationship variable is noteworthy because there can be gender 

differences in migration that are attributable to marriage or partnership (as opposed to 

labor market factors), as women often make short-distance moves for marriage and to 

reside in their partner's home. I categorized these four types of romantic relationships 

into binary formats: single (no relationship or having a boyfriend/girlfriend) and non-

single (living together without lobola, living together with lobola). In terms of the sex 

 
1 Lobola, also known as "lobolo" or "bride price," is a traditional custom prevalent in various ethnic groups in 

South Africa and other neighboring countries. In this practice, the family of a prospective groom negotiates and 

pays a specific amount of money or presents to the family of the bride. Lobola is considered a way of showing 

respect and appreciation to the bride's family. It is often viewed as a demonstration of the groom's commitment 

and ability to provide for his future wife, serving as a customary symbol of a legitimized union recognized by the 

family and community. 
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of the respondent and the respondent’s education level, I did not lag those two 

variables but included them as control variables, which are time-invariant covariates 

(𝑍𝑖). I assume that these time-invariant covariates are uncorrelated with 

unobservable time-invariant individual characteristics (𝛼𝑖). Random effects are 

used to control for unobservable time-invariant individual characteristics (𝛼𝑖) but this 

unit-specific error term (𝛼𝑖)is assumed to be uncorrelated with the independent 

variables and treated as a random variable following a certain probability distribution.  

Analytical Strategy 

Cultural scripts on gender roles and gendered family expectations are not explicitly 

addressed in the New Economics of Labor Migration (NELM) and family migration 

model. Additionally, MHFUS data primarily focuses on migrants' health issues rather 

than being purposefully designed for collecting data on family expectations toward 

migration. Therefore, it is important to consider how to incorporate a gender 

component into the analysis with the available data. First, I will present a model with 

the non-stratified full sample of individuals residing in the Agincourt study site at 

Wave 1 (1693 * 2 = 3386). Subsequently, I will stratify the sample based on 

relationship status at Wave 1, distinguishing between respondents who are single (not 

in a relationship or having a boyfriend/girlfriend) and those who are in a union/non-

single (living together with or without lobola). I will calculate the predicted 

probability of moving at time t based on the employment status at t-1 of each 

stratified group and the unemployment rate of the household at t-1 of each stratified 

group. This will enable us to identify possible differences in the employment effect 
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within each union group and compare them with each other. Similarly, I will stratify 

the sample based on respondent sex and calculate the predicted probability of moving 

at time t based on the employment status at t-1 of each gender and the unemployment 

rate of the household at t-1 of each stratified group. Considering the gendered labor 

market, gender wage differences, and gendered segregation in the labor market, this 

strategy will allow us to determine the predicted probability of moving for each 

gender and its effect on employment status. Following these two separate stratifying 

strategies, I will further stratify the groups into 4 groups: single males, single females, 

non-single males, and non-single females. This will enable us to observe differences 

in the predicted probability of moving by gender and union status, helping us 

understand gendered family expectations and their effects on migration while 

controlling for possible confounding factors such as age, education, and family 

characteristics. However, it is important to note that this is not a direct measure of 

family expectations and migration behavior; rather, it provides suggestive empirical 

indication that we may consider in conjunction with previous literature and the social 

context of South Africa. 

Results 

I present descriptive statistics of key variables in Table 1.  

[Insert Table 1 here.] 

Both unemployed groups are younger than the employed group, and more females are 

in the unemployed group. The mean age of the unemployed group looking for work is 

27.7, while for those not looking for work, it is 23.9. In contrast, the informally 
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employed group has an average age of 30.5, and the formally employed group has an 

average age of 30.9. Among the unemployed who are looking for work, 66.2% are 

female, while 52.3% of the unemployed who are not looking for work are female. In 

comparison, 36.6% of the informally employed are female. Interestingly, 50.4% of 

the formally employed are female. It is worth noting that the formally employed 

group is the largest among those who are not at the Agincourt study site at the 

baseline (not shown). Additionally, 70.3% of this formally employed group are male, 

indicating that gender differences in internal migration are apparent, especially 

among those working in the formally employed group.  

In terms of education, the unemployed who are not looking for work are 

disproportionately individuals who have not completed high school. Compared to the 

informally employed group, the unemployed who are looking for work have about a 

10% point higher of high school completion and about an 8% point lower of those 

who didn't complete high school. Among the formally employed group, 25.6% have 

education beyond high school. 

Additionally, the formally employed are more likely to have previous experience with 

migration. Specifically, 76.02% of those who are unemployed and not looking for 

work are more likely to have never experienced migration, whereas only 48.80% of 

those in formal employment have had no previous experience with migration.  

Finally, while the proportion of unemployed adult household members is similar 

across employment statuses, it is slightly lower for the formally employed. 
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Informally employed individuals are less likely to move compared to those who are 

unemployed and looking for work. 

[Insert Figure 1 here.]  

In the model, individuals engaged in informal work are much less likely (Odds ratio 

0.64, p-value 0.002, 95% CI 0.48-0.84) to move to another area by the next wave 

compared to those who are unemployed and looking for work. However, the odds 

ratios of individuals who are unemployed and not looking for work and individuals 

who are employed in the formal sector are not statistically significantly different from 

those unemployed individuals who are looking for work. 

Additionally, all household-level characteristics, such as the unemployment rate of 

the household, the number of adult females in the household, the number of males in 

the household, and the number of children, do not have statistically significant effects 

on moving to another area. Conversely, many individual characteristics do have 

statistically significant effects on moving to another area. For example, individuals 

who are one year older than others are more likely (odds ratio 1.28, p-value 0.004, 

95% CI 1.08-1.51) to move to another area by the next wave, while females are less 

likely to move (Odds ratio 0.63, p-value <0.001, 95% CI 0.52-0.78). Furthermore, 

individuals who have completed high school education are 1.75 times as likely (p-

value <0.001, 95% CI 1.43-2.15), and those with some level of university education 

are 2.76 times as likely (p-value <0.001, 95% CI 2.05-3.72), to move to another area 

compared to those who haven’t completed high school education. 
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I stratified this full model by union status at the baseline and sex to examine 

differences in the individual employment effect on migration. Figure 2 illustrates the 

results. 

The predicted probability of moving to another area for each of the four employment 

types within each group by gender or marital union 

[Insert Figure 2 here.] 

The predicted probability of moving to another area for each of the four employment 

types (unemployed looking for work, unemployed not looking for work, employed in 

informal work, and employed in the formal sector) within each stratified group (male, 

female, single in non-union, and in-union) is depicted in Figure 2 using different 

colors. 

The predicted probability of moving to another area for the single group and the non-

single group is not statistically different across all the different employment types at 

the 95% confidence level. Specifically, the predicted probability of moving to another 

area for individuals who are either unemployed and not looking for work or employed 

in the formal sector is not statistically different across all four stratified groups. 

The predicted probability of moving to another area of each household’s 

unemployment rate within each group by gender or marital union 

[Insert Figure 3 here] 

Figure 3 displays the same predicted probability of moving to another area for each 

stratified group (male, female, single in non-union, and in-union), but it focuses on 
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the effect of household unemployment rate. Similar to the results from the predicted 

probability for each of the four employment types, when all the adult household 

members are employed, the predicted probability of moving to another area is not 

statistically different across the stratified groups. However, as the household’s 

unemployment rate increases, the difference between males and females becomes 

more apparent and wider, with the predicted probability of moving for males 

increasing while that for females decreases. For instance, when the household 

unemployment rate is 0.5, the predicted probability of moving for males is 0.201 

(95% CI 0.173-0.229), whereas for females it is 0.142 (95% CI 0.119-0.165). 

The predicted probability of moving to another area for each of the four employment 

types within each group by gender and marital union 

[Insert Figure 4 here] 

I further restratified these four groups into single males, single females, non-single 

males, and non-single females. This adjustment slightly skews the sample distribution 

and increases the variation. For example, the high predicted probability of non-single 

males who are unemployed and not looking for work is due to the presence of only 5 

non-single males in this category. However, despite this limitation, it allows us to 

observe more interactions between union type and sex. 

Compared to the previous results, the probability of moving varies more across 

employment types and stratified groups. Generally, males have a higher probability of 

moving than females when their union status is the same. However, most of the 95% 

confidence intervals for each predicted probability of each of the four employment 
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types within each stratified group and across employment types overlap. 

Nevertheless, there are some statistically significant differences in the predicted 

probability of moving across the groups. 

For example, the predicted probability of moving for single males who are 

unemployed and looking for work is 0.231 (95% CI 0.184-0.278), while for single 

females in the same category it is 0.150 (95% CI 0.119-0.181). Non-single males who 

are unemployed and looking for work have a predicted probability of moving of 

0.321 (95% CI 0.195-0.447), which is not different from that of unemployed single 

males but significantly higher than that of unemployed single females. Additionally, 

single females working in the informal sector have the lowest predicted probability of 

moving at 0.080 (95% CI 0.037-0.122), whereas non-single males working in the 

same sector have a predicted probability of moving of 0.226 (95% CI 0.125-0.326). 

Comparatively, single males working in the formal sector (0.185, 95% CI 0.120-

0.250), single females working in the formal sector (0.192, 95% CI 0.126-0.258), and 

non-single males working in the formal sector (0.260, 95% CI 0.154-0.365) have a 

higher predicted probability of moving to another area than the single females 

working in the informal sector. 

The predicted probability of moving to another area of each household’s 

unemployment rate within each group by gender and marital union 

[Insert Figure 5 here] 
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In terms of the household's unemployment rate, when all adult household members 

are employed, the predicted probability of moving to another area does not 

significantly differ across the stratified groups. Additionally, the predicted probability 

of moving for single males remains relatively stable as the household's 

unemployment rate increases. However, as the household's unemployment rate rises, 

the predicted probability of moving for non-single males increases, while that for 

non-single females decreases. 

When all household members are unemployed, the predicted probability of moving 

for non-single males is 0.325 (95% CI 0.238-0.413), which is the highest and 

statistically different from all other comparable cases: single males at 0.189 (95% CI 

0.148-0.231), single females at 0.150 (95% CI  0.116-0.184), and non-single females 

at 0.106 (95% CI 0.049-0.162). 

Discussion 

Given the chronic high unemployment conditions in South Africa, it can be inferred 

that individuals in more precarious jobs may face a higher opportunity cost of moving 

to another area and changing employers compared to unemployed individuals who 

are actively looking for work (Figure 1). The results from our series of stratified 

groups unveil intriguing insights into the relationship between employment and 

internal migration. Across all models, distinct gender disparities emerge in the 

likelihood of movement based on employment status. Notably, the probability of 

relocation differs significantly between unemployed males actively seeking work and 

their female counterparts, as well as between males and females engaged in informal 
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sector employment (see Figure 2). Moreover, an escalation in the household's 

unemployment rate correlates with an increased probability of migration for males 

but a decreased probability for females (refer to Figure 3). While union status itself 

doesn't exhibit statistically significant effects on migration within our sample (as 

depicted in Figures 2 and 3), there are potential gender interactions with union status. 

For instance, non-single males generally display a higher probability of relocation 

compared to single males or females, regardless of their union status (see Figures 4 

and 5). Notably, single females employed in the informal sector exhibit the lowest 

likelihood of relocating (Figure 4). These findings suggest the prevalence of the male 

provider norm, wherein non-single males are more inclined toward internal migration. 

However, the data consistently show a low probability of movement among female 

respondents. Although union interactions with sex are less pronounced for females 

(Figure 4), it's worth noting that single females employed in the informal sector 

exhibit the lowest probability of relocation (Figure 4), while non-single females 

experiencing the highest household unemployment rates display the lowest 

probability of relocation (Figure 5). Overall, the push factor effect, particularly 

prevalent among males—especially those in unions—seems relatively evident, 

whereas the probability of movement for female respondents, particularly those in 

unions, diminishes with a rise in household unemployment rates. One possible 

explanation for the higher mobility among unemployed males looking for work could 

be the influence of the male breadwinner norm (Hunter, 2006), whereas the lower 

mobility of females in precarious employment may reflect limited job opportunities 

for Black African women compared to any other groups.  
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These generally low probabilities of female respondents for relocation reveal two 

distinct contrast cases: the apparent effect of employment status on single female 

respondents in the informal sector, and the household unemployment effect on non-

single females, which requires further investigation into the complexity of union and 

sex interactions for women's migration. Particularly, the analytical strategy of 

stratifying the sample by union and sex, in addition to the relationship variable within 

the model, allows our analysis to consider the possibility of marriage migration as 

well. 

For example, in the full model presented in Figure 1, the lagged relationship variable 

(single 0/non-single 1) does not show a statistically significant effect on migration. 

However, since the focus of this paper is on the employment effect rather than 

marriage migration, I did not delve deeply into this issue. Nevertheless, I agree that 

marriage migration, including virilocal resettlement of females, is an important 

feature to understand in the internal migration pattern in the Sub-Saharan African 

context. It requires further investigation with a broader time span and the inclusion of 

both lagged and contemporaneous relationship variables to understand how 

relationships before and after the move may change. 

Limitation 

I also acknowledge the limitations of this study. First, our migration outcome variable 

in this analysis is based on the current residence in each wave. When the residential 

area changed between waves, I counted it as a 'move,' regardless of the distance and 
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location. Therefore, it does not represent real-time migration flows, but it serves the 

purpose of this paper.  

Also, since this data is only from a single-district geographic origin (Agincourt) that 

limited our analysis are secure external validity with applicable and generalizable to 

the population in other regions in South Africa. However, the benefit of single-district 

geographic locations is within this district, unobservable region specific socio cultural 

traits that influence individuals are less varying across participants in this study.  

Therefore, this study setting allows us securing more internal validity within this 

region. 

Furthermore, this is only limited to 18-40 age group, which is more actively working 

age group, and relevant for our study which focusing on employment status and 

internal migration. However, considering 60 is a pension starting age, probably 

including 41-59 would cover broader range of possible migrants. Also, the wider 

range of age distribution in the study may allow us cohort analysis, how the migration 

pattern has changed, particularly, people who enter labor market is less severe than 

current prolonged high unemployment. 

Additionally, the household roster data were collected from household members in 

the respondent's current location. Consequently, I only analyzed individuals who 

were at the Agincourt study site at the baseline and excluded those who were already 

in different locations other than the Agincourt study site. This decision impacts the 

sample size and introduces possible selection bias, but I believe it allows for a clearer 

and more interpretable analysis. Moreover, a high proportion of those who were 
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already in different locations are formally employed males, which I consider a very 

selective group as well. 

Additionally, I conducted robust checks by including groups that were in different 

areas other than Agincourt at baseline (t=1). The effect of employment status in the 

previous wave remained statistically significant, with consistent associations: 

unemployed individuals not seeking work (Odds ratio 0.68, p-value 0.012), 

informally employed (Odds ratio 0.67, p-value 0.008), and formally employed (Odds 

ratio 0.63, p-value 0.001). However, while the effect of the household's 

unemployment rate in the previous wave lost statistical significance, the positive 

association with the likelihood of moving to another area remained unchanged. 

Conversely, in the cross-lagged model with fixed-effect specification (xtreg), the 

effect of the household’s unemployment rate in the previous wave was statistically 

significant, but the employment effect lost significance. When applying the cross-

lagged model with fixed-effect specification (xtreg) to the same sample of those who 

were in Agincourt at baseline (t=1), the direction of coefficients remained the same 

but lost significance. Therefore, further investigation is warranted, possibly with a 

longer time frame and a larger sample size. 

The MHFUS data is a valuable resource and a well-designed project for collecting 

and tracking internal migrants in SA. While I appreciate the data, I would like to 

suggest a couple of enhancements for future projects. Firstly, the data currently 

captures the reasons for moving for migrants, but the data lack information about 

individuals who desired to migrate but were unable to do so due to various reasons. 
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Understanding both the willingness to move and the actual migration, along with the 

reasons behind these outcomes, would provide a more comprehensive understanding 

of migration dynamics. 

Secondly, having more information about kinship networks could greatly enhance our 

understanding of the role of family in migration decisions. If the project could include 

data on kinship networks, it would enable researchers to explore this aspect more 

thoroughly. Additionally, expanding the project to cover different regions could offer 

valuable insights into regional variations in migration patterns and dynamics. 

Conclusion 

Despite these limitations, this analysis makes an important contribution to deepening 

our understanding of how current employment status and the household's 

unemployment rate are associated with future internal migration decisions in a society 

where high unemployment has persisted for more than a decade, and gendered social 

expectations and labor market barriers have coexisted within this high unemployment 

context. Particularly, this paper emphasizes the importance of methodological 

considerations when examining the association between employment status and 

migration. 

Furthermore, this paper reveals that employed individuals are less likely to move 

compared to those who are unemployed and actively looking for work in high-

unemployment societies. It becomes apparent that marginalized groups, whose 

current employment is precarious and who face gendered labor market challenges, are 

much less likely to move than others. For instance, females working in the informal 
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sector are less likely to move. Further study is needed to understand the underlying 

reasons, but one possible explanation is that a high unemployment rate in urban areas 

reduces the demand for female-dominant services, such as domestic work, because 

the motherhood penalty can be severe in high-unemployment societies. This affects 

mothers' opting out from the labor market and ultimately reduces the demand for paid 

childcare and domestic work, which is a major sector for rural-urban female migrants. 

Additionally, the high probability of unemployed males actively seeking work 

reflects the cultural script of the 'male breadwinner,' while the household's 

unemployment rate can act as a push factor for both men and women. 

While the South African context is unique in many ways, I suspect that issues related 

to employment, migration, and household are similar across various contexts. The 

effects of employed household members, as found in this paper, may also apply in 

other settings. I hope this paper will stimulate future research to determine whether 

these factors, such as the employment and unemployment rates at the household or 

community level, can be identified in different contexts.  
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Tables & Figures 

Table 1. Sample descriptives Agincourt study site,  MHFUS Wave 1 (N=1694) 

  

Unemployed 

(looking for 

work) 

Unemployed 

(not looking for work) 

Informally 

employed 

Formally 

employed 

Mean age 27.7 23.9 30.5 30.9 

Female 66.2% 52.3% 36.6% 50.4% 

Education     

Less than high school 40.03% 72.96% 48.3% 30.80% 

High school 

completion 
47.4% 24.74% 37.36% 43.6% 

Higher than high 

school 
12.58% 2.30% 14.34% 25.6% 

Previous movement 

experience 
    

0 62.01% 76.02% 69.43% 48.8% 

1 27.57% 19.39% 23.40% 36.8% 

2 8.26% 2.81% 6.04% 10.4% 

3+ 2.16% 1.79% 1.13% 4.0% 

Proportion of 

unemployed adult 

household members 

0.60 [0.42] 0.64[0.40] 0.64[0.42] 0.58[0.44] 

 
    

Total 787 392 265 250 

 

Note: Education level category ‘other’ is added to ‘Higher than highschool’ 
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Figure 1: Effects of Employment Status at Time t-1 on Moving with Full Set of 

Control Variables (Cross-lagged) 

 

Note: Wave, lagged migration outcome (𝑦𝑖𝑡−1), and constant is not shown in the 

figure. 
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Figure 2: Stratified Analysis by Sex and Union Status: Predicted Probability of 

Employment Status at Time t-1 on Moving to Another Area at Time t 

 

Note: All other controls are included and all other characteristics are at their mean 

values 

  



 

 

66 

 

Figure 3 : Stratified Analysis by Sex and Union Status: Predicted Probability of 

Household Unemployment Rate at Time t-1 on Moving to Another Area at Time t 

 

Note: All other controls are included and all other characteristics are at their mean 

values 
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Figure 4 : Stratified Analysis by Four Combined Groups with Sex and Union Status: 

Predicted Probability of Employment Status at Time t-1 on Moving to Another Area 

at Time t 

 

Note: All other controls are included and all other characteristics are at their mean 

values 

  



 

 

68 

 

Figure 5 : Stratified Analysis by Four Combined Groups with Sex and Union Status: 

Predicted Probability of Household unemployment rate at Time t-1 on Moving to 

Another Area at Time t 

 

Note: All other controls are included and all other characteristics are at their mean 

values 
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Chapter 3: Does Employment Status of Kin Benefit Mother’s 

Employment? 
 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper focuses on the employment dynamics within the kinship networks of 

young mothers in Nairobi's low-income urban areas, investigating the influence of kin 

members' employment on these mothers' work status. Analyzing data from the 

Kinship, Nuptiality, and Child Outcomes in Kenya (JAMO) dataset, the results 

suggest that mothers who have more employed kin members are more likely to be 

employed, and having more employed kin who work in the informal sector is 

associated with the mother's likelihood of working in the informal sector, while 

employed kin who work in the formal sector are associated with the mother's 

likelihood of working in the formal sector. An intriguing finding is that the number of 

employed paternal kin is associated with the mother's employment in the formal 

sector, while maternal employed kin are associated with the mother's employment in 

the informal sector. 
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Introduction 

While extensive research has delved into the dynamics of gender, work, and family in 

Western contexts, this paper aims to address the limited understanding of these 

dynamics in the Global South, with a specific focus on the role of kin in mothers' 

employment, particularly in Sub-Saharan African contexts. Research on mothers' 

employment in an African context has garnered relatively less attention compared to 

the extensive interest in Western contexts. 

In these regions, there has been an upward trend in women's labor force participation. 

However, women still encounter significant social constraints, including limited 

access to opportunities for vocational skill development, capital, networks, family 

formation, occupational choices, and safety (Chakravarty et al., 2017). Moreover, 

most studies on women's employment in the Global South often concentrate on issues 

such as girls' education and postponing fertility, rather than exploring the substantial 

role of kin and social factors related to family responsibility in shaping mothers' 

employment. 

While some exceptional studies have explored the role of kinship networks and 

employment in non-Western contexts, such as Magruder (2010) in South Africa, 

Luke & Munshi (2006) in Kenya, Berardi (2013) in Senegal, and Wang (2013) in 

China, many of these studies primarily focus on kinship networks and self-

employment or entrepreneurship. Examples include Peng (2004) in China, Nguyen & 

Nordman (2014) in Vietnam, Berrou & Combarnous (2012) in Burkina Faso, Grimm 

et al. (2013) in West-African countries, and Nordman & Pasquier (2015) in Burkina 
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Faso. However, women's employment has received relatively less attention in these 

studies.  Notably, none of these studies specifically delve into the realm of mothers' 

employment, except for Aragao and Villanueva's (2021) research on the living 

arrangements of kin members and mothers' work, which focuses on Brazil and Peru. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of study on the relationship between kinship networks 

and the type of mother’s employment, particularly regarding the social mobility of 

transitioning from informal to formal sectors (Danquah et al., 2021). 

This paper seeks to investigate the influence of kinship networks on mothers' 

employment, with a specific emphasis on two attributes of kin members: 1) 

employment status and 2) type of relationship (natal vs. affinal). By doing so, it 

contributes to the field of demography by providing an overview of the role of 

kinship in women's employment within a Global South context. This research has the 

potential to advance our understanding of the intricacies within kinship structures and 

shed light on how the employment of kin members can be associated with young 

mothers' employment in low-income urban areas. Furthermore, it underscores the 

importance of distinguishing between maternal and paternal ties within kinship 

networks. 

Kinship and Employment 

Drawing on the insights of Alburez-Gutierrez et al. (2022), "kinship" encompasses 

social bonds formed through shared cultural definitions of relatedness, stemming 

from biological, legal, or normative connections, serving as the underpinning of 

family systems. In contrast, "family" designates a more specific subset of closely 
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related kin responsible for providing care, support, and adhering to culturally and 

socially expected behaviors. These terms are not mutually exclusive; kinship 

represents the broader, more inclusive concept, while "family" characterizes a group 

of kin members who regard one another as sufficiently close to fulfill these roles. 

The usage of the terms 'kinship' and 'family' can be somewhat ambiguous, leading to 

their occasional interchangeability in various contexts and studies. Kinship networks 

(ties) delineate distinct social networks based on bloodlines, lineages, and marital 

bonds, their dynamics influenced by cultural obligations, age, gender, and relational 

connections. In contrast, family networks (ties) form a subset of kinship networks, 

typically denoting stronger ties, while the strength of connections within kinship 

networks may exhibit more variability (Mönkediek & Bras 2014). Importantly, the 

increasing complexity of kinship structures in recent times introduces an additional 

layer of consideration (Furstenberg 2020). 

Kinship networks, as a subset of social networks, are subject to the application of 

three central factors found in social network theory: tie strength (Granovetter 1973), 

network structure (Burt 1992), and embedded resources (Lin 1999, 2001). "Strong 

ties" signify relationships characterized by frequent contact, close emotional bonds, 

and mutual influence, whereas "weak ties" entail less contact, shorter duration, and 

lower emotional attachment. The term "structure" pertains to the way nodes connect 

within the network, while "resources" encompass the quantity and quality of network 

assets. Many studies examining the impact of kin networks on employment outcomes 

fall into one of these three categories or a combination of them. Furthermore, many of 
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these studies do not explicitly specify their primary focus but instead use more 

general terms like 'kinship network' or 'strong ties.' However, it might be useful to 

conceptualize how kinship networks can influence employment outcomes by 

considering each factor individually. 

Examining tie strength, the presence of numerous weak ties proves advantageous for 

gaining access to novel job-related information that diverges from the redundancy 

typically found in strong ties (Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter's comprehensive 

review of the 'strength-of-weak-ties' hypothesis not only acknowledged the utility of 

strong ties but also underscored their heightened significance for individuals in 

insecure positions. His assertion emphasizes, "Weak ties provide people with access 

to information and resources beyond those available in their own circles, but strong 

ties have greater motivation to be of assistance and are typically more easily 

available" (Granovetter, 1983, 209). 

Consistent with this perspective, recent studies highlight a predilection for 

information transmission through strong ties rather than weak ties (Obukhova, 2012; 

Marin, 2012; Kim & Fernandez, 2017). Variations in tie strength within kinship 

networks exist, with direct kin members more inclined to form strong ties due to 

factors like cohabitation, emotional attachment, and shared behavioral similarities—

hallmarks of strong ties. Noteworthy studies, such as those by Kramarz and Skans 

(2014) and Magruder (2010), underscore the importance of parents in securing the job 

for their children, which can be a good example of strong ties of kinship network. For 

instance, Kramarz & Skans (2014) analyzed strong social ties using Swedish data, 
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particularly focusing on parental connections. Their research revealed the stronger 

influence of these ties on young workers with weaker qualifications, especially during 

periods of high unemployment and limited job information.  

Conversely, non-coresidential family members, especially in-laws, possibly exhibit 

weaker ties characterized by lower emotional attachment and infrequent contact, 

aligning more closely with the concept of weak ties even though it can be relatively 

strong compared to other social networks. This nuance suggests that certain 

individuals may derive more significant benefits from relationships with family-in-

law (Wang, 2013) and marriage (Luke & Munshi, 2006).  Luke & Munshi (2006) 

concentrated on urban Kenya and highlighted the role of marriage within kinship 

networks in enhancing migrant employment and income levels. Berardi (2013) 

suggested that informal hiring channels based on family ties were preferred for filling 

unskilled vacancies in Senegal, even though strong family ties were associated with 

wage penalties. Wang (2013) examined the impact of marriage networks on young 

men's labor market outcomes in China, revealing that the death of a father-in-law 

reduced son-in-law wages by 7 to 13 percent, affecting household consumption. 

Kinship networks exhibit unique structural characteristics, often following a pedigree 

format. Each position within the kinship network is influenced by the previous 

generation’s fertility, mortality, and union formation. A diverse kin composition in 

the family tree may be advantageous because it can include a more diverse age and 

gender group, ultimately granting access to different kinds of information and 

support. 
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For example, in African society, fathers traditionally provide economic support and 

protection, but the role becomes more ambiguous in informal or dissolved unions. 

Grandparents offer both practical and economic assistance to grand children, 

including caregiving and contributing to child-rearing expenses. Uncles often act as 

quasi-social fathers, providing moral guidance and financial aid. Older siblings are 

expected to assist with child care (Clark et al., 2017). Traditional expectations dictate 

that women are primarily responsible for childcare activities, while men are viewed 

as the main breadwinners. Consequently, grandmothers are more likely to assume 

caregiving roles than grandfathers, and older sisters are more actively involved in 

childcare compared to older brothers (Clark et al., 2017). Union status (divorce, 

separation, widowhood, cohabitation, marriage) also influences the level and type of 

support. 

Resource availability is a particularly common factor examined in studies related to 

the influence of kin on employment outcomes. Resources within kin networks 

encompass two aspects: the availability of resources and the functionality of the 

kinship network. The presence of more educated, employed, and financially affluent 

kin members represents the availability of resources within the kin network, while the 

actual support provided by these kin members determines the functionality of the 

kinship networks. For example, in China's transitional economy, Peng (2004) found 

that robust kinship networks had a positive impact on rural enterprises by fostering 

trust and safeguarding property rights during the market reform. Zhang and Zhao 

(2015) also find that migrants with a larger social and family network are more likely 

to be self-employed. Small, successful entrepreneurs in the informal sector often rely 
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on kinship networks to support their businesses. In Burkina Faso, entrepreneurs in the 

informal sector benefit from effective kinship connections, which provide valuable 

resources for starting and growing their businesses (Berrou & Combarnous, 2012). 

Urban West African research has shown that local family and kinship ties are crucial 

in enhancing the workforce and the utilization of physical capital among informal 

entrepreneurs (Grimm et al., 2013). Additionally, a study in Vietnam examining the 

impact of social and family networks on the productivity of informal household 

businesses found that close ethnic ties tend to have positive effects. This may be 

attributed to the mutual support from the local community and the exchange of 

knowledge (Nguyen & Nordman, 2014).  

These diverse findings underscore the complex relationship between kinship 

networks and employment. Moreover, it is evident that all three major themes of 

social network theory can be applied to kinship networks, but they are intricately 

intertwined. For example, employment through both strong ties, as seen in Kramarz 

and Skans (2014) and Magruder (2010), and weak ties, as observed in Wang (2013) 

and Luke & Munshi (2006), is relevant to employment resources within kinship 

networks. Additionally, relationships such as parent-child, father-son, father-in-law, 

and son-in-law can benefit from unique social expectations placed on each other. The 

most important takeaway from this literature is that, regardless of how it functions in 

one's employment, a kinship network can significantly influence one's employment 

prospects. At the same time, it is also true that the role of kin networks in women's 

employment, whether in formal or informal sectors, has received relatively little 

attention. 
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Kinship networks on mother’s employment 

This lack of focus can be attributed to limited data availability regarding kin members 

residing outside the household. Moreover, in the Global South, men tend to be more 

actively engaged in income-generating activities compared to women, posing 

challenges in securing an adequate sample size for studying women's employment 

outcomes. While some studies include female participants, their results often lack 

statistical significance and are not thoroughly explored in the research. Consequently, 

investigating the impact of kin networks on mothers' employment in the Sub-Saharan 

African context remains challenging due to data limitations, despite the clear 

importance of investigating mothers' employment. 

First, the subject of mothers' employment is an evident case of the intertwined nature 

of gender, work, and family. Women's employment and union formation, women's 

employment and parenthood, opt-out, and reentry to the labor market, and the 

motherhood penalty—all of these topics are closely related to each other and are 

important for women's life course. Additionally, all these topics are mutually 

influenced by demographic factors and outcomes. Second, there is an increased 

interest in the demographic dividend in the Global South, where it is at the early stage 

of demographic transition. Women's employment, in general, needs to be more 

examined for a more fruitful return from demographic transition by reducing the 

dependent population, minimizing human capital misallocation problems, and 

increasing national productivity. 
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There have been a couple of studies on kin support and single mothers' employment 

in U.S. contexts. These studies initially focused on the support provided by extended 

kin members for childcare to assist single mothers in finding employment. The 

underlying logic is that having kin members who can help with childcare can reduce 

the burden and enable single mothers to pursue and maintain employment. However, 

intriguingly, Parish et al. (1991) discovered that it's not the childcare support but 

rather the presence of more employed kin members that increases the likelihood of 

single mothers being employed. Additionally, mothers who have additional sources of 

income support, such as income provided by others or AFDC payments, are less 

likely to be employed, though this effect is smaller than the effect of having 

employed kin members. Figueroa and Melendez (1993) found that the impact of co-

resident relatives on the labor force participation (LFP) of Black single mothers 

depends on whether the relatives are employed. Employed relatives tend to increase 

LFP, while non-employed relatives tend to decrease it. Similar results regarding the 

influence of employed kin members on single mothers' employment have been 

observed in several different studies (Cohen 2002). Likewise, Aragao and 

Villanueva's (2021) research focuses on the living arrangements of kin members and 

mothers' work, with a specific focus on Brazil and Peru. In their study, they 

hypothesized that if a co-resident adult family member is employed, mothers are less 

likely to be employed because employed kin members are less likely to provide 

childcare for mothers. However, they found that having more co-residential employed 

family members actually increases the likelihood of mothers' employment. 
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In addition to employed kin members, numerous studies suggest that kin coresidence, 

where family members live in close proximity, can significantly impact a mother's 

employment status. This is based on the premise that being near kin offers immediate 

access to support for childcare and various household responsibilities, thereby 

reducing the workload on mothers. For example, a study by Aragao and Villanueva 

(2021) found that mothers who live with an adult relative are more likely to be 

employed than those who do not share such a living arrangement. This trend extends 

to the co-residence of mothers with female kin, which increases the likelihood of 

engaging in paid work, as observed in both Brazil and Peru. In the context of the 

United States, research suggests that mothers with robust private support networks or 

high levels of perceived social support are more inclined to participate in the 

workforce (Harknett 2006). Additionally, a study conducted by Compton and Pollak 

(2014) reveals that among married American mothers with young children, those who 

have their mothers or mothers-in-law living nearby tend to experience more favorable 

employment outcomes. Hao and Brinton (1997) observed a positive association 

between coresidence with kin and the initiation of work among single mothers. In 

Kenya, kin members residing within the same household are more likely to provide 

assistance to working mothers compared to relatives who live outside the household, 

as demonstrated by research conducted by Clark et al. (2017). 

Based on these findings, I examine how the employment of other kin members is 

associated with mothers' employment and delve into three questions: Does the type of 

employment of kin members matter for mother’s employment? Does the location of 
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employed kin members matter for mother’s employment? Does the type of 

relationship (natal vs. affinal) matter for mother’s employment? 

According to studies on kin members and mothers' employment (Parish et al., 1991; 

Figueroa and Melendez, 1993; Cohen, 2002; Aragao and Villanueva, 201), we can 

expect that mothers who have more employed kin members in their network are more 

likely to be employed. If we find similar results, we may document similar findings in 

a different social context, particularly in a low-income urban context in sub-Saharan 

Africa. In addition, research question around type of employment, location of 

employed kin member and type of relationship can broaden our understanding of 

kinmember’s employment and mother’s employment.  

In terms of kinship support, Parish et al. (1991) could not find an association between 

care support and mothers' employment. However, based on recent studies (Aragao 

and Villanueva, 2021; Harknett, 2006; Compton and Pollak, 2014; Hao and Brinton, 

1997; Clark et al., 2017), mothers who receive care support are more likely to be 

employed. 

Data & Methods 

This study utilizes data from an ongoing longitudinal project in Nairobi, Kenya, 

focusing on kinship networks, marriage, and child outcomes in low-income urban 

areas (Korogocho and Viwandani). The data collection spans three years with six 

waves, involving 1,203 mothers aged 18-29 with children aged 0-24 months at the 

start. It includes socio-demographic information about mothers, union formalization, 

relationship quality, fertility history, maternal and child well-being, and the child's 
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perspective on the kinship network. The data provides details on named kin members, 

such as age, gender, relationship to the respondent, residence, employment status, 

relative wealth compared to the respondent, types of support (monetary, non-

monetary, childcare, emotional), frequency of contact, and visitation patterns. For this 

analysis, pooled data from three waves is used, involving 1,100 mothers for each 

wave whose biological father of the focal child is also alive across all three waves.  

All analyses are conducted at the mother level by aggregating the kin attributes. 

Study Sites 

The project is based in Korogocho and Viwandani, neighboring low-income urban 

areas in Nairobi with common urban slum features: dense populations, inadequate 

housing, limited sanitation, and insufficient infrastructure. These areas, with a 

combined population of around 80,000, face socio-economic challenges such as high 

unemployment and reliance on the informal economy. Ethnic diversity is evident, 

with significant Kikuyu, Luhya, Luo, and Kamba populations. Both areas are part of 

the Nairobi Urban Health and Demographic Surveillance Site (NUHDSS), managed 

by the African Population and Health Research Center (APHRC). 

Korogocho, one of Nairobi's earliest low-income areas, is situated near the Dandora 

dumping site, where residents commonly engage in activities like garbage picking 

and washing clothes/plastic bags to earn a living. In contrast, Viwandani, relatively 

newer and economically slightly better off due to industrial development, faces 

challenges associated with a more mobile population and a lack of social integration, 

impacting community development efforts. 
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The definition of formal work in my analysis, based on the JAMO project survey, is 

respondents who answer "yes" to the question "Do you have a regular/formal job in 

which you earn a salary or steady income?" Following this question, respondents are 

asked about the type or sector of this work, such as Government medical, Civil 

servant, Government industry, Private medical, NGO, CBO, Private industry, Own 

business, Private business, Domestic manager, Other. These lists are suggested and 

constructed by the field team, who have a better understanding of formal and informal 

work in the local context. The stable and taxable income is an important criterion for 

field interviewers to differentiate between informal and formal work in case of 

ambiguity. 

On the other hand, informal work in this context includes any other activities that 

respondents engaged in from which they earned money in the last month. Examples 

of informal work listed in the response include Domestic work, Babysitting/working 

at a daycare, Sewing, Cleaning businesses, offices, churches, etc., Work in a 

cybercafé or photocopy shop, Hairdressing/braiding hair, Working as a waitress in a 

hotel or restaurant, Bartending, Selling prepared food, Cooking for a hotel, restaurant, 

or business, Working as a retail cashier/selling in a shop or kiosk (includes MPESA), 

Fruit/Vegetable Stand/Mama Mboga (not cooking/not duka), Government youth 

work/kazi kwa vijana, Hawking, Garbage collection, Casual worker (industrial work 

and construction), Sex work, Transport work (matatu, motorbike, etc.), Volunteer 

work, Farming. Respondents can check multiple informal work options, and they can 

also have both formal and informal work. 
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In this case, I prioritize formal employment and treat it as formally employed. For the 

employment status of other kin members reported by young mothers, they can report 

other kin members' work as follows: "Unestablished own business, Established own 

business, Informal casual, Informal salaries, Formal casual, Formal salaried, Rural 

agriculture, Urban agriculture, Other." I treat reported work of the kin member as 

"Established own business, Formal casual, Formal salaried" as formal employment, 

and all other cases as informal. 

Method 

I employ a cross-lagged panel model (Leszczensky & Wolbring, 2022) using the 

'xtlogit' and ‘xtmlogit’ command in STATA to estimate the odds of young mothers 

being employed and to examine how the employment status of kin members and their 

support at survey time t-1 are associated with the employment of young mothers 

between waves. This model offers some protection against reverse causality (Moral-

Benito 2013; Allison et al. 2017; and Moral-Benito et al. 2019). Particularly, I focus 

on isolating the feedback effect between kin member’s support and mother’s 

employment. For example, unemployed mothers may be more likely to receive 

support from other kin members. 

𝑦𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽1𝑦𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽2𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 + 𝛽3𝑍𝑖 + 𝛼𝑖 + 𝛼𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 

𝑦𝑖𝑡−1 : mother’s employment outcome in previous wave 

𝑥𝑖𝑡−1 : number of employed kin members in previous wave / number of kin members 

who give childcare support in previous wave / number of kin members who give 

monetary support in previous wave 
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𝑍𝑖: unit-specific regressor 

𝛼𝑖 : the combined time-invariant effects of all time-invariant unobserved variables 

𝛼𝑡: Time fixed effect 

𝜀𝑖𝑡 : a random error term 

The model can be run using a random or fixed effects specification. The fixed-effects 

model is valuable as it helps control for omitted variable bias, even though it assumes 

that the effects of omitted variables remain constant over time. In contrast, the 

random effects model assumes the absence of omitted variables or, at the very least, 

that these omitted variables are uncorrelated with the explanatory (independent) 

variable. This is a stringent assumption that is often challenging to meet. For 

example, in our case, the random effects model assumes that there are no omitted 

variables or, at least, that these omitted variables are uncorrelated with the 

employment status of kin members. However, we might suspect that unobserved 

factors, such as family environment and attitudes toward a mother's work, 

consistently influence a mother's employment. In this sense, the fixed effect can 

control and minimize potential bias resulting from omitted variables. 

Nonetheless, I opted for a random effect specification instead of a fixed effect model, 

and I focused solely on the lagged term for the same reasons presented in Chapter 2: 

sample size limitations, limited variation, and multicollinearity issue. 

Variables 

The outcome variable, mother's employment (𝑦𝑖𝑡), is assessed based on the 

respondent's responses to a series of questions pertaining to women's employment. 
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Initially, respondents were asked whether they held a regular or formal job with a 

stable income. Follow-up inquiries included details about the specific job type and 

monthly income for those who responded affirmatively. Additionally, the survey 

inquired whether respondents engaged in any income-generating activities in the last 

month, with subsequent questions focusing on the types of activities involved. These 

questions aimed to gather information about informal employment. Based on the 

information, I examine the probability that a mother is either working or not working in binary 

format. The odds ratio for employment status reflects the average likelihood of mothers 

being employed across waves. Furthermore, in addition to mother's employment 

status (employed vs. unemployed), I differentiate between formal and informal 

employment, as well as unemployment. I employ multinomial logistic regression to 

assess the statistically significant effects of kinship network resources on each 

employment type in comparison to unemployment. 

Exposure Variables:  

Employment capital of kinship network: I used the number of employed kin members. 

In addition, I also tested the effect of the number of employed kin by the type of 

relationship -- natal or affinal, the number of employed kin by their type of 

employment, the number of kin members who give childcare support, and the number 

of kin members who give monetary support. 

Control variables: The control variables include the lagged form of the respondent's 

age, the age of the focal child in months (0-24), the number of siblings of the focal 

child, the number of potential kin members, the wave, the residential location and the 
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martial status. Additionally, the current partner's employment status, childcare 

support, and monetary support are controlled for. When she is not in union, I put 0 

fore employment status, childcare support, and monetary support. I treat the partner's 

employment and support as distinct from other forms of kinship support and the 

employment status of other kin members. It is worth noting that the wealth level of 

mothers and the mother's education level were only collected in Wave 1. Therefore, I 

did not lag these two variables but included them as control variables, which are time-

invariant covariates (𝑍𝑖). I assume that these time-invariant covariates are 

uncorrelated with unobservable time-invariant individual characteristics (𝛼𝑖) 

and time-fixed effects (𝛼𝑡). When I use a random effect specification rather than 

a fixed effect specification, this unit-specific error term (𝛼𝑖) is assumed to be 

uncorrelated with the independent variables and treated as a random variable 

following a certain probability distribution. In the fixed effect specification, the unit-

specific error term (𝛼𝑖) is not bound by these assumptions. I also include the lagged 

mother’s employment outcome (𝑦𝑖𝑡−1), as the mother’s employment outcome from 

the previous wave can influence her employment in the following wave.  

Results 

[Table 1 insert here] 

On average, the mothers' ages range from 24 to 25, with the majority (57.91%) 

having completed some level of secondary school, while 30.55% have finished some 

level of primary school. Partners' ages range from 29 to 30, with the majority 

(51.09%) having completed some level of secondary school, while 27.55% have 
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finished some level of primary school. Mother's employment has shown an increase 

over the waves, rising from 33% to 49%. One notable factor contributing to this 

increase in employment status is that the first wave was conducted during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and subsequent waves saw an improvement in the pandemic 

situation. Additionally, due to the sampling rule, as a mother's young child ages, her 

employment might also increase. Partners' employment rates are around 81% to 82%, 

significantly higher than those of mothers. However, the majority of employment 

types are 'informal employment' 

The average number of household members (>14 years old) is 1.2, with an average of 

2 children, including the focal child. In general, each woman mentioned an average of 

10 living kin members, aged over 15, with a relationship to the mother is identified 

(maternal or paternal), among whom 15%~16% live with her. About 47%~48% of 

kin members who do not reside with her are located in other areas of Kenya. The 

frequency of communication with kin members who do not live with her varies across 

waves. In the first wave, 23.73% reported weekly communication, 27.62% had no 

communication, and 7.98% communicated daily. In the second wave, the number of 

kin members with whom mothers did not communicate decreased, while daily 

communication increased to 10.26%. Finally, in wave 3, daily communication 

decreased to 7.37%, and the percentage of those reporting no communication 

increased to 25.74%. It is worth noting that in wave 3, the communication frequency 

question changed to be more specific, asking about the frequency of in-person 

meetings and communication. Therefore, a mother who meets on a daily basis may 

report no communication.  
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[Table 2 inserted here] 

Table 2 compares the basic models with control variables: 1) a cross-lagged panel 

model, which includes the number of employed kin alongside all control variables, 2) 

a model exclusively incorporating other kin members' childcare and monetary support 

without the number of employed kin, alongside all control variables, and 3) a third 

model that encompasses both the number of employed kin and kinship support. 

In the first model, the logistic regression results indicate that mothers are 1.073 times 

as likely to be employed when the number of employed kin increases by 1 person 

(Odds ratio 1.073, P-value 0.007, 95% CI 1.02-1.13). In the second model, other kin 

members' childcare support and monetary support are not statistically significant 

factors affecting mother's employment. In the full model with kin employment and 

kin support, mothers with one more employed kin are 1.078 times as likely to be 

employed (Odds ratio 1.078 P-value 0.006 95% CI 1.02-1.14).  

[Figure 1 insert here] 

To provide an intuitive visualization of the results of multinomial logistic regression, 

I have included only the relative risk ratios of the independent variables of interest in 

Figure 1. In the model (N=1100), mothers with more employed kin are more likely to 

be employed in the informal sector (Relative risk ratio 1.08, P-value 0.006, 95% CI 

1.02-1.15) and the formal sector (Relative risk ratio 1.09, P-value 0.02, 95% CI 1.01-

1.17). Childcare support and monetary support do not exhibit statistically significant 

effects on maternal employment. The predicted probability of being unemployed 

decreases with an increase in the number of employed kin members, whereas the 
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predicted probability of being employed increases with the same. However, when 

considering formal employment, the increase in the number of employed kin 

members does not yield a statistically different effect, ranging from 0 kin members to 

10 kin members. Conversely, in informal employment, mothers with 10 employed kin 

members exhibit a higher likelihood of working in the informal sector compared to 

those with 0 employed kin members. For instance, the predicted probability of 

informal sector employment for mothers without any employed kin members is 

0.206, whereas for mothers with 10 employed kin members, it is 0.32. These two 

predicted probabilities differ significantly from each other at a 95% confidence 

interval.  

[Figure 2 insert here] 

 Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between the employment type of kin members 

and mothers' employment status. Mothers with more kin members employed in the 

informal sector are more likely to themselves be employed in the informal sector 

(Relative risk ratio 1.16, P-value 0.000, 95% CI 1.07-1.25). Conversely, mothers with 

more kin members employed in the formal sector are more likely to be employed in 

the formal sector as well (Relative risk ratio 1.18, P-value 0.006, 95% CI 1.05-1.33). 

However, I did not find any statistically significant effect of childcare support and 

monetary support from other kin members on mothers' employment. 

The predicted probability of working in the informal sector increases with the number 

of kin members employed therein, but the number of kin members in formal 

employment does not have a statistically significant effect on the likelihood of 
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mothers working in the formal sector. For example, the predicted probability of 

working in the informal sector is 0.22 (95% CI 0.19-0.26) when a mother has no kin 

members employed in the informal sector, whereas it rises to 0.35 (95% CI 0.30-0.40) 

when she has 5 kin members employed in the informal sector. 

Conversely, the predicted probability of working in the formal sector increases with 

the number of kin members employed therein. When a mother has no kin members 

working in the formal sector, the predicted probability is 0.15 (95% CI 0.13-0.17); 

however, this probability rises to 0.24 (95% CI 0.17-0.32) when she has 5 kin 

members employed in the formal sector.  

[Figure 3 insert here] 

In Figure 3, the results reveal distinct associations with mothers' employment. 

Mothers with more employed maternal kin are more likely to work in the informal 

sector (Relative risk ratio 1.10, P-value 0.010, 95% CI 1.02-1.18) and in the formal 

sector (Relative risk ratio 1.11, P-value 0.29, 95% CI 1.01-1.22). However, those with 

more employed paternal kin did not show any statistically significant effect on 

mothers' employment, neither in informal nor formal employment. Consistent with 

previous models, I did not find any statistically significant effect of childcare support 

and monetary support from other kin members on mothers' employment. 

According to the predicted probability results, mothers who have more employed 

maternal kin are less likely to be unemployed. The predicted probability of 

unemployment is 0.62 (95% CI 0.57-0.67) for mothers with no employed maternal 

kin, but it decreases to 0.50 (95% CI 0.46-0.54) when mothers have 5 employed 
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maternal kin, and further to 0.39 (95% CI 0.28-0.50) when mothers have 10 

employed maternal kin. However, such a clear decrease in unemployment is not 

observed with an increase in the number of employed paternal kin. It is possible that 

the employment effect of maternal and paternal kin is influenced not only by 

maternity or paternity per se but also by the type of work each group engages in. This 

interpretation prompted a further investigation into differentiation in work types by 

maternity and paternity, as well as support from maternal and paternal kin.  

[Figure 4 insert here] 

The subsequent results demonstrate a notable trend in Figure 4. Maternal kin who are 

employed in the informal sector are positively associated with mothers' employment 

in the informal sector (Relative risk ratio 1.19, P-value 0.002, 95% CI 1.07-1.32), 

while paternal kin employed in the informal sector show no statistically significant 

effect on mothers' employment in the informal sector. For mothers' employment in 

the formal sector, maternal kin employed in the formal sector are positively 

associated with mothers’ employment in the formal sector (Relative risk ratio 1.26, P-

value 0.011, 95% CI 1.05-1.50), but paternal kin employed in the formal sector do not 

show a statistically significant effect at a p-value <0.05 (Relative risk ratio 1.21, P-

value 0.066, 95% CI 0.99-1.48). 

The predicted probability of mothers' employment in the informal sector is 0.25 (95% 

CI 0.22-0.28) when the mother has no maternal kin members employed in the 

informal sector, increasing to 0.39 (95% CI 0.30-0.49) when the mother has 5 

maternal kin members employed in the informal sector. Similarly, the predicted 
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probability of mothers' employment in the formal sector is 0.16 (95% CI 0.13-0.18) 

when the mother has no maternal kin members employed in the formal sector, rising 

to 0.31 (95% CI 0.17-0.45) when the mother has 5 maternal kin members employed 

in the formal sector. However, due to the relatively smaller portion of formal 

employment compared to informal employment in this community, the variation is 

much wider in formal employment. 

Additionally, one interesting descriptive trend is that when a mother has more 

paternal kin members who are informally employed, she is less likely to work in the 

formal sector. Conversely, when a mother has more partner kin members who are 

formally employed, she is more likely to work in the formal sector. Consistent with 

previous models, I did not find any statistically significant effect of childcare support 

and monetary support from other kin members on mothers' employment. 

Discussion 

This paper has revealed several key findings. Firstly, the results support a positive 

association between employment resources within the kin network, quantified as the 

number of employed kin members, and maternal employment (as demonstrated in 

Table 1 and Figure 1). The findings suggest that this association is primarily 

influenced by the type of kin member's employment (as depicted in Figure 2). 

Essentially, when mothers have a higher number of employed kin working in the 

informal sector, they are more likely to be engaged in informal employment 

themselves; likewise, those with a surplus of employed kin in the formal sector are 

more inclined to work in the same sector. 
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Furthermore, our analysis delves into the distinction between maternal and paternal 

kin, as illustrated in Figure 3. The results reveal that mothers with a higher number of 

employed maternal kin are more likely to be involved in the informal sector and the 

formal sector, whereas those with more employed paternal kin did not show any 

statistically significant effect on mothers' employment, neither in informal nor formal 

employment. Subsequent analyses indicate that not only maternality but also the 

employment type of kin is important for mother’s employment. Mothers with more 

maternal kin working in the informal sector display a positive association with 

maternal employment in the informal sector (Figure 4), and mothers with more 

maternal kin working in the formal sector display a positive association with maternal 

employment in the formal sector (Figure 5). This demonstrates that the outcomes are 

influenced by kinship, particularly the maternal line, but more specifically, the 

employment type of maternal kin is associated with the type of work young mothers 

engage in. Our findings also align with previous studies, such as Parish et al. (1991), 

Figueroa and Melendez (1993), Cohen (2002), and Aragao and Villanueva (2021), 

which have highlighted the relevance of other kin members' employment for maternal 

employment. Specifically, our analysis emphasizes the importance of maternal kin 

over paternal kin (partner’s kin members) for mothers' employment. Furthermore, the 

type of work is also shown to be relevant to the type of work engaged in by mothers. 

However, childcare support provided by other kin members did not show a 

statistically significant effect on mothers' employment in our sample. These findings 
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are consistent with Parish et al. (1991), who similarly found that childcare support 

does not significantly impact maternal employment, while the employment status of 

other kin members remains a significant factor. However, it's important to note that 

our results diverge from some other studies conducted in the United States (Harknett 

2006, Compton and Pollack 2014; Hao and Brinton 1997). 

Unlike research conducted in the U.S., our study explores a distinct social context, 

focusing on low-income urban areas in the Global South. In this context, the presence 

of a robust employment network within their kinship circles appears to be more 

influential for these mothers in terms of securing and retaining employment, 

compared to the role of childcare support. Furthermore, the age of their focal child, 

typically between 0 and 24 months, may diminish the significance of childcare 

support from other sources, as mothers often express reservations about accepting 

such support when their children are very young. 

Qualitative interviews in the project provide further insights that validate this 

observation, as many mothers report limited childcare support from other kin 

members. They frequently manage the delicate balance between work and family 

responsibilities by waking up early, returning from work at an early hour, and 

sometimes refraining from work due to their child's tender age. This decision is often 

made in agreement with their spouse, as they opt to wait until the child is older before 

actively seeking employment. 
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In this regard, it's possible that in a subsequent survey wave and with additional 

collected data, childcare support may exert a more significant influence on maternal 

employment. However, this effect has not manifested in the analysis conducted over 

the current three waves. 

Before concluding, it is important to consider several key factors that readers should 

bear in mind when interpreting the results of this analysis. Firstly, the decision to 

utilize a random effect specification rather than a fixed effect specification was made 

to accommodate a larger sample size and to explore the relationship between kin 

members' employment and maternal employment. However, it is crucial to 

acknowledge the potential influence of unobserved time-invariant characteristics on 

both kin members' and maternal employment statuses. For instance, family culture 

regarding outside work may predispose specific maternal kin to seek employment, 

thereby influencing mothers' pursuit of work and increasing their likelihood of 

employment. In such cases, it is imperative to recognize that our results may not 

solely reflect the impact of kin employment but may also be influenced by these 

unobserved characteristics, which could be better controlled for using a fixed-effect 

model. 

Secondly, despite employing a cross-lagged panel model to mitigate issues of reverse 

causality, it is worth noting that the current analysis is based on only three waves of 

data, resulting in a two-wave gap in the cross-lagged model. A more extensive dataset 
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with additional waves could offer a more nuanced understanding of the temporal 

dynamics at play. 

Lastly, the mechanism underlying why paternal kin did not exhibit any statistically 

significant effect on maternal employment remains somewhat unclear. Therefore, it is 

uncertain why paternal kin did not impact mothers' formal employment, while 

maternal kin did. Further research is warranted to unravel the underlying mechanisms 

connecting kin employment and maternal employment. 

Conclusion 

This paper addresses the underexplored dynamics of gender, work, and family in the 

Global South, with a particular focus on the role of kin in maternal employment, 

specifically in Sub-Saharan African contexts. Drawing upon data from an ongoing 

longitudinal project in Nairobi, Kenya, I analyzed pooled data from three waves, 

involving 1,100 mothers for each wave and a total of 39,959 kin members aged 15 or 

older, utilizing a cross-lagged panel model approach. 

This study has unveiled several key findings concerning the relationship between kin 

network resources and maternal employment. I observed a positive association 

between the number of employed kin members and maternal employment, echoing 

the findings of several other studies. However, this paper delves deeper into the type 

of employment among kin members and the distinctions between maternal and 

paternal kin. I also explored the impact of kin members' childcare and monetary 

support, revealing limited influence on maternal employment, likely due to the 

specific social context of the sampled mothers in low-income urban areas. 
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Maternal kin employment showed an association with mothers’ employment, and 

their work type is associated with the type of work mothers engage in, whether 

informal or formal sector. Conversely, paternal kin employment did not show any 

statistically significant effect on mothers' employment. Nonetheless, the underlying 

mechanism of this difference remains unclear. Further research is necessary to gain a 

deeper understanding of this linkage and difference between maternal and paternal 

kin for their employment. 

In conclusion, these findings contribute significantly to our understanding of the 

intricate dynamics between kin resources and maternal employment. They underscore 

the importance of further investigation into the specific mechanisms at play, shedding 

light on the relationship between kin members' employment and young mothers' 

employment in low-income urban areas. Additionally, this study highlights the 

importance of distinguishing between maternal and paternal ties within kinship 

networks.  
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Tables & Figures 

Table 1. Demographic and Kinship Characteristics of Analytical Sample 

  Average [Std.] 

  Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 

Resp age 24.3 [3.23] 24.8[3.2] 25.3[3.23] 

Partner's age 29.5 [4.86] 29.5 [4.88] 30.5 [4.86] 

Resp education    

No 0.91% 

primary 30.55% 

Secondary 57.91% 

Some Univ 4.73% 

Complete Univ 5.91% 

Partner's education    

No 0.55% 

primary 27.55% 

Secondary 51.09% 

Some Univ 5.09% 

Complete Univ 8.73% 
    

Resp. employed any 

form  
32.73% 44.18% 49.27% 

Formal employment 13.73% 20.55% 18.18% 

Informal employment 19.45% 24.18% 31.45% 

Partner's employed 

any form  
82.45% 82.72% 81.45% 

Formal employment 23.19% 21.18% 21.09% 

Informal employment 59.26% 61.54% 60.36% 
    

Number of siblings of 

Focal child 
0.9 [0.93] 0.92 [0.94] 0.94 [0.96] 

Focal child age in 

months 
12.7 [7.08] 18.5 [7.12] 24.6 [7.14] 

    

Alive Kin number 

(aged>=15yrs) 
10.5 [3.9] 10.7 [3.9] 10.9 [3.9] 

# of household 

member living 

together  (aged>=15yrs) 

1.2 [0.89] 1.2 [0.89] 1.2 [0.97] 

N 1100 1100 1100 
    

Live with  16.12% 15.86% 15.62% 
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Not live with     

Korogocho 9.17% 9.37% 9.55% 

Viwandani 6.31% 6.34% 7.00% 

Other Nairobi 15.00% 14.91% 15.28% 

Other 48.66% 47.60% 47.01% 
    

    

Frequency of 

communication 
   

Daily 7.98% 10.26% 7.37% 

Weekly 23.73% 22.06% 20.89% 

Monthly 15.19% 16.86% 13.61% 

Couple of time a year 5.13% 8.63% 10.20% 

No communication 27.62% 19.30% 25.74% 

N 13769 13934 14015 

 

All potential alive kin she mentioned in the survey  
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Table 2 Comparison of Basic Models with Control Variables 

 Mother’s employment (1= employed any type/ 

0=unemployed) 

VARIABLES odds ratio odds ratio odds ratio 

    

Number of employed kin (t-1) 1.073***  1.078*** 

 (0.0281)  (0.0293) 

Number of kin who give childcare support (t-

1) 

 0.966 

(0.0388) 

0.966 

(0.0387) 

    

    

Number of kin who give monetary support (t-

1) 

 1.004 

(0.0353) 

0.981 

(0.0358) 

    

    

Constant 0.0679*** 0.0668*** 0.0780*** 

 (0.0512) (0.0513) (0.0585) 

    

Controls included All All All 

    

Observations 2,199 2,199 2,199 

Number of mom_id 1,100 1,100 1,100 

 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1).  
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Figure 1: The predicted probability of employment based on the number of employed 

kin members 

 

Note: Childcare support and monetary support from other kin members are not shown 

in this figure. Both of them are statistically insignificant at a p-value <0.05. 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1).  
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Figure 2: The predicted probability of employment based on the number of employed 

kin members by employment type 

 

Note: Childcare support and monetary support from other kin members are not shown 

in this figure. Both of them are statistically insignificant at a p-value <0.05. 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1).  
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Figure 3: The predicted probability of employment based on the number of employed 

kin members, categorized by maternal and paternal kin 

 

Note: Childcare support and monetary support from maternal kin members, childcare 

support and monetary support from paternal kin members are not shown in this 

figure. All of them are statistically insignificant at a p-value <0.05. 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1). 
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Figure 4: The predicted probability of employment based on the number of employed 

kin members in informal work, categorized by maternal and paternal kin 

 

Note: Childcare support and monetary support from maternal kin members, childcare 

support and monetary support from paternal kin members are not shown in this 

figure. All of them are statistically insignificant at a p-value <0.05. 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1). 
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Figure 5: The predicted probability of employment based on the number of employed 

kin members in formal work, categorized by maternal and paternal kin 

 

Note: Childcare support and monetary support from maternal kin members, childcare 

support and monetary support from paternal kin members are not shown in this 

figure. All of them are statistically insignificant at a p-value <0.05. 

Control Variables: Respondent's age (t-1), Age of the focal child in months (0-24) (t-

1), Number of siblings of the focal child (t-1), Number of kin members (t-1), Marital 

status (t-1), Employment status of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Living 

arrangement of the biological father of the focal child (absent/living together; t-1), 

Childcare support of the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Monetary support of 

the biological father of the focal child (t-1), Wealth level of mothers and the mother's 

education level (t-1), Wave (t-1), Residential location (Korogocho/Viwandani; t-1), 

Number of available adult kin members who live with (t-1), Number of available 

adult kin members who live nearby (less than <1hr; t-1), Employment status of the 

mother-in-law (t-1). 
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Chapter 4:  Hustling over the Life Course: Reconciling Cultural 

Norms and Economic Realities for Young Mothers in Nairobi, 

Kenya. 
 

Abstract 

This paper utilizes qualitative data from in-depth interviews with 50 mothers and 30 

fathers in the JAMO project to understand the process of 'hustling' in romantic 

relationships and motherhood in low income communities in Nairobi, Kenya. 

Employing a ‘thematic analysis' approach, we find that young mothers engage in 

'hustling' to legitimize their unions through specific agentic processes such as 

encouraging family introductions and securing bridewealth payment. In the realm of 

romantic relationships, 'hustling' involves perseverance amid financial challenges and 

societal expectations. In motherhood, it necessitates a delicate balance between 

household responsibilities and income-generating activities. Young mothers exhibit 

commitment despite financial constraints, hustling to make their relationships work 

within the context of societal views toward single parents. The paper contends that 

such gendered 'hustling' in the domestic sphere is a strategic response to rapidly 

changing gender norms, transformation in marriage patterns and pervasive economic 

insecurity. The examination aims to contribute to a broader understanding of 

'hustling' practices among African young mothers. The paper reveals that the dual 

'hustling' responds to the changing social environment, where traditional pathways are 

less feasible. Young mothers navigate both romantic relationships and motherhood, 

reflecting the influence of traditional values amid economic challenges. 
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Introduction 

“Eliza Samba, a widow and mother of three, has spent the past four years working 

as a shopkeeper, house help, waitress and laundrywoman since losing her 

husband. She often goes for several days without an income because she can’t find 

work every day. (Kimega, 16 OCT 2021, “Why hustling is here to stay” STAR )” 

'Hustling’ is one of the words that has become popular and widely used in current 

Kenyan politics and society. Eliza Samba’s story, who, having lost her husband, faces 

a lack of resources and economic hardship, serves as a poignant example of more 

conventional understandings of ‘hustling:’ the use of hard work to piece together 

daily survival for those with low incomes. Eliza hustles in the above example because 

she is filling the gaps left by the loss of her late husband. However, if she had not lost 

her husband, Eliza may have still needed to ‘hustle’ in other respects, as a mother of 

three and a wife. This paper is part of our endeavor to expand the concept of 

‘hustling’ to account for the labor that mothers, particularly young mothers in two 

low-income areas in Nairobi, conduct within the domestic sphere to be good wives 

and good mothers.  

There has been a recent academic interest in the concept of ‘hustling’ as a way for 

young adults particularly in African social contexts to access limited opportunities 

(van Stapele, 2021; Thieme, 2018). In different social contexts, there have been 

several instances of media coverage about the ‘hustling culture’ (Griffith, 2019) and 

the ‘hustle economy’ with the rise of the gig economy (Ravenelle, 2019). Thieme 

(2018) introduced the term "hustle" to describe how young people in African urban 

areas navigate crises and uncertainties, seeking agency and opportunities in the face 

of challenging conditions. While very useful in expanding our understanding of the 
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structural constraints in attaining life course markers, it falls short in theorizing the 

role of gender. Specifically, more work needs to be done to fully appreciate the 

tension between gendered cultural expectations of motherhood and the need to secure 

economic stability. To address this lacunae, I expand on the concept of “hustling” by 

explicitly considering it as a gendered process through which women seek to cement 

social legitimacy and secure economic stability for themselves and their children. I 

draw on qualitative data from the JAMO project to illustrate how hustling unfolds in 

the lives of young mothers in a low-income area in Nairobi, Kenya.  

What is “Hustling” 

‘Hustle' encompasses various meanings but, generally, is understood as a response to 

economic uncertainty. Some use ‘hustle’ to denote a hardworking or overwork 

attitude (Griffith 2019, Patel et al. 2016 ) — represented by ‘hustle culture’ or holding 

multiple jobs, even triple jobs, with the rise of the gig economy, particularly in the US 

context (Ravenelle 2019). While frequently used to characterize marginalized groups, 

it is relevant for anyone striving for economic return or success (Patel et al. 2016), 

including highly educated individuals engaged in 'white-collar hustle' (Walker 2019). 

On the other hand, it can be described as the amalgamation of daily struggles for 

survival, interactions, and opportunistic behaviors in the absence of formal 

institutional support, particularly for low-income individuals. This may involve 

defying established rules and exploring alternative routes to access and distribute not 

only essential services but also desirable resources that individuals seek to obtain. For 

instance, in Monteith’s ethnographic exploration of George Mirembe's 'hustle' (2021), 
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witness how Mirembe, a young Ugandan man, shapes his life as a moneylender in 

Nakasero, Kampala, Uganda. As the narrative unfolds, Mirembe transforms into a 

migrant who strategically constructs an LGBTQ identity in order to be recognized as 

an asylum seeker, fleeing Uganda’s draconian laws on homosexuality, and accessing 

UNHCR’s support in Nairobi, Kenya. 

Chulek (2019) delves into the lives of slum inhabitants in Kibera and Korogocho in 

Nairobi. His ethnographic work unveils the unique ecology of the garbage industry 

and provides insight into the daily hustle - defined as ‘creating stability’ with a local 

understanding and social network in the high uncertainty and transient environment 

of the urban slum. Anwar et al. (2023) conducted in-depth interviews with ride-

hailing drivers, also in Nairobi, portraying their hustle - defined as everyday 

resilience, reworking and resistance to overcome precarious existence and ensure 

survival, a daily struggle to secure a livelihood- amid the challenges posed by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. These drivers actively engaged in various forms of street 

trading and other small-scale businesses, strategically catering to off-app clients ('go-

Karura') to circumvent application commissions. With a mixture of 'hustle' denoting a 

hardworking or overwork attitude and the daily struggles for survival, interactions, 

and opportunistic behaviors of marginalized groups, it is also true that 'hustle' has 

taken on more of a political meaning and representation in Kenya. For instance, the 

new political language of ‘hustlers vs dynasties,’ brought and framed by the current 

Kenyan President, William Ruto, during his election campaign, was considered a 

possible emergence of new class-based identity politics in Kenyan politics, which has 

been dominated by ethnic issues (Muga 2020). 
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‘Hustling’ in Life Course Research 

The life course approach and, in particular, the concepts of emerging adulthood 

(Arnett, 2007) and waithood (Honwana, 2012; Inhorn & Smith-Hefner, 2020; Mains, 

2013) are valuable tools for understanding the transition to adulthood. Waithood is 

defined as a prolonged period between adolescence and adulthood, and, as such, 

explicitly recognizes the lack of opportunities preventing young people from 

achieving aspirations for better jobs and marriage (Honwana, 2012; Inhorn & Smith-

Hefner, 2020; Mains, 2013). However, 'waithood' is implicitly built on an idealized 

life course, beginning with secondary school attainment and progressing to 

employment–usually denoted as a formal, well-paying job–followed by a stable union 

and parenthood. It is far less useful in understanding the experiences of those who do 

not or cannot follow such trajectories. Simply stated, not all young people around the 

world, and definitely in the African context, can afford to wait for better employment 

and esteemed marriage. In response, scholars have attempted to redefine and expand 

the waithood concept with labels that reflect structural constraints and enable agency. 

These include 'stuck' (Sommer 2012), 'straining' (Finn and Oldfield 2015), and 

proactive ‘waithood’ (Honwana 2012).  

Thieme (2018) developed the “hustling” approach through fieldwork in urban African 

contexts to further advance the agentic dimension of the transition to adulthood. She 

defines it as “a process of making do and negotiating the entanglements of crises and 

waiting while moving towards adulthood. It is a way of navigating and negotiating 

the contradictory conditions of urban life, including uncertainty, micro-exploitation, 
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and competing interests, in order to generate possibilities and agency for oneself” 

(Thieme, 2018, p. 531). 'Hustling' has its own competency to understand the agentic 

behavior of young people in obtaining social status or markers, regardless of their 

stage in the life course trajectory. This applies whether they follow a socially 

legitimized pathway or not, even in cases where traditionally established life course 

pathways are not realistic options. This is particularly important in current sub-

Saharan African contexts, where traditionally established and widely accepted life 

course pathways become largely unattainable due to rapid urbanization, uneven 

economic growth, and widening social stratification. However, the influence of these 

traditional pathways is not negligible in shaping individual life courses and decisions. 

Therefore, amid rapid social change and the influence of rigid traditional norms 

around gender roles and life course expectations, young Africans find themselves in a 

position where they need to 'hustle' to forge their own path towards socially esteemed 

adulthood. Navigating the disjunction between societal expectations and the available 

opportunities becomes more challenging, and 'hustling' serves as a means to reconcile 

this disjuncture. 

The bulk of scholarship on hustling has focused on the struggles of men to meet 

masculinity norms, particularly in urban areas in Africa (Finn and Oldfield 2015, van 

Stapele 2021, Swartz and Bhana 2009; Smith 2017). Far less attention within this 

scholarship has been paid to the lives of young women in the transition to adulthood. 

Chernoff’s (2013) exploration of 'hustling' as a livelihood strategy for Ghanaian 

ashawo (bar girls), Bocast’s study of young university women in Uganda engaging in 

'transactional sex' for tuition, Honwana’s (2012) work on women involved in cross-
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border small-scale trade, and Steedman and Brydges’s (2021) work on female 

filmmakers in Nairobi, Kenya all stand out as notable exceptions. However, there 

remains a need to more fully develop hustling as 1) a gendered concept that centers 

the competing demands made on women by traditional and modern scripts and 2) a 

concept relevant to the domestic sphere of motherhood, romantic relationships and 

livelihood.  

Gendered Hustling in the Domestic Sphere 

In this paper, the 'hustle' concept underscores the significant role of resource scarcity 

in urban areas, emphasizing the need for improvisation and diligence to survive in the 

face of high unemployment, precarious living conditions, and the prevalence of 

transient social relationships. In addition, 'hustling' does not necessarily always 

become an identity as a 'hustler,’ and this ‘hustling’ can be used by both men and 

women to describe and express specific practices and experiences they have (Thieme 

2021). Delving into various aspects of 'hustle'—as a situation, 'hustling'—as a 

practice, and 'being a hustler'—as an identity (Thieme et al. 2021; Zollmann 2021), 

our specific focus centers on 'hustling' as a practice. It is important to note that 

gendered aspects can be easily found in the use of ‘hustling’ and studies with the 

‘hustling’ concept. For instance, as van Stapele (2021) noted, it is true that men more 

frequently use 'hustle' to describe gender-specific experiences in the hardship of 

obtaining socially recognized male roles, often connecting it with the 'male provider 

norm.' They also tend to link their ability to hustle with a gendered sense of self as 

'masculinity.'  
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However, it is essential to exercise caution when linking 'hustling' to just the 'male 

provider norm,' as this association can position women on the 'demander' side or 

make them appear 'dependent.' Also, considering that the expected costs of union 

dissolution and single parenthood are much higher and riskier for mothers in this 

context than for fathers, we can presume that mothers are also highly motivated to 

engage in ‘hustling’ to overcome various social constraints and to provide a stable 

union and improved conditions for their children as well as their partner who strives 

to be a good ‘male provider’ or even more ‘hustling’ to be a ‘good mother’ and 

‘second provider.’  

Young mothers frequently encounter a strain between social expectations of being a 

good mother and a good wife, based on the male provider and female homemaker 

model, while economic realities, including insufficient male support, necessitate 

being a working mother. Amidst this, the preference for staying-at-home mothers by 

their partners still holds influence. Consequently, these young mothers are compelled 

to 'hustle' to reconcile these two different demands. The traditional cultural norm of 

being a 'good mother/wife' and the economic realities they face require different roles. 

These young mothers need to navigate socially to be a 'good mother/wife' in a new 

era of economic challenges, as the previously established criteria for a 'good 

mother/wife' are hardly attainable. Simultaneously, they are more vulnerable to the 

failure of their current unions, often initiated as transient unions ('come-we-stay') 

(Pike et al. 2018), resulting in high social and financial costs of being young single 

mothers. These mothers are also at risk of being viewed as reckless young women 
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who are not yet recognized as socially matured or established in the roles of a good 

mother and wife.  

To explore gendered hustling, additional understanding of the ‘hustle’ concept is 

required. Drawing from Vigh’s (2009) of  'social navigation,' which emphasizes the 

interaction between individuals, socioeconomic forces, and change, I investigate how 

people adapt and adjust their strategies in response to evolving social dynamics and 

anticipate the impact of these forces on their actions. In this sense, 'hustling' can be 

thought of a form of 'social navigation' for all young people but may be particularly 

relevant for the urban poor who face more pressing challenges moving through the 

increasingly protracted transition to socially recognized adulthood (Sommer 2012, 

Finn and Oldfield 2015). For example, for men, social navigation primarily involves 

hustling in the public sphere, whereby meeting both economic needs and cultural 

expectations of adulthood and masculinity linked to the ‘male provider norm.’ For 

women, attaining culturally sanctioned adulthood necessitates respectable 

motherhood and being a good wife, both of which are grounded in the domestic 

sphere, while at the same time securing a livelihood through employment.  

Young mothers in low-income urban Kenya involved in 'hustling' may need to 

navigate social expectations and norms regarding what constitutes a good mother and 

wife. This includes being responsible for childcare, performing household duties, 

demonstrating perseverance, respecting the husband as the head of the household, and 

supporting him as the backbone of the household. These roles become particularly 

crucial in the face of economic realities where a partner's income is usually 
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insufficient to cover household expenses and childcare. Thus, mothers may consider 

income-generating activities, but they must also take care not to have these activities 

seen as a threat to their male partner's masculinity or disrespect his position as the 

male provider. This balancing act requires more attentive and incisive 'hustling' to 

respond to various expectations in different domains. 

In addition, it goes beyond simply navigating opportunities and adjusting strategies; it 

involves more agentic and nuanced proactive attitudes such as perseverance, tenacity, 

doggedness, and persistence in overcoming social constraints, pressures, and 

limitations to achieve the goal of being socially recognized as adults, particularly 

marked by being good mothers and fathers. For example, young mothers sacrifice 

their sleep to wake up early, taking care of household chores that traditionally fall 

more on mothers' shoulders, before going out to work. They also come back early to 

prepare dinners for their husband and child. Some mothers choose to work from 

home, such as tailoring, to manage work and childcare simultaneously.  

In summary, this paper defines ‘hustling’ as social navigation and endeavor for a new 

pathway toward recognized adulthood under the lack of a previous established life 

course pathway that is no longer attainable. I argue that young mothers engage in’ 

hustling’ as ‘agentic behavior to reconcile social expectations and economic 

circumstances’, and show how it plays out in the lives of young mothers in two 

distinct and central social domains—romantic relationships and motherhood. This 

phenomenon is under a broader gendered social realm, given that social expectation 

and role demands are mostly based on cultural scripts of gender, and each young 
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individual strives and hustles to reconcile a broader cultural views toward ‘good 

father’, ‘good husband’, ‘good mother’, and ‘good wife’ with economic reality they 

encountered and need to overcome. I also make note of the competing ways in which 

hustling is portrayed. On one hand, it is seen as an alternative to informality, 

marginality, and inferiority, whereby emphasizing deficiencies and ignoring agency 

in changing circumstances. On the other hand, the romanticization of 'hustle,' through 

rags to riches stories in media (Griffith 2019) or book (Patel, et al. 2016), can distract 

attention from the structural problems that force people to engage in 'hustling' in the 

first place. Throughout the paper, our approach to 'hustling' aims neither to denigrate 

nor romanticize.  

Data & Method 

This paper draws on the qualitative data from Round 1 of the JAMO project. This 

includes a total of 80 in-depth interviews with 50 mothers and 30 fathers of the focal 

children in the survey. The interviews covered a range of topics including relationship 

history, relationship quality, types and levels of kin support, stress and coping 

strategies, willingness to work, and perceptions of the qualities of a good wife or 

husband. These interviews were conducted individually and privately in a semi-

structured format by four qualified research assistants who were themselves previous 

residents of the same communities. Out of these, 30 interviews were conducted with 

each member of a couple (both the mother and father), and 20 interviews were 

conducted with mothers. The selection of the qualitative sub-sample of mothers 

(n=50) was based on specific criteria including ethnicity (stratifying across the four 
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main ethnic groups resident in these communities), relationship quality (measured by 

relationship quality score across four domains), stage of union formalization process 

(ranging from not being in a current relationship to various stages of union 

formalization), kinship support level (receiving kinship support on monetary or 

childcare support above average or not), and location. 

Preparation of these data for both thematic and narrative analysis is collaborative 

work involving the field team and other project team members. This collaboration is 

essential for coding the total of 80 interviews due to their quantity and for ensuring a 

less biased code scheme across interviews. Simultaneously, transcribed and translated 

interview transcripts were uploaded into Atlas.ti for thematic analysis coding and 

served as a basis for narrative summaries. 

For thematic analysis, I began with deductive codes derived from our semi-structured 

interview guide, representative of key topics discussed in the interviews. The initial 

code list was also informed by the code list generated from earlier formative work 

conducted in the community. Interviews were primarily analyzed by a team of four 

interviewers who held weekly calls to discuss analysis approaches and ensure coding 

agreement. Additional inductive codes were added to this code list after discussion 

and agreement across the research team. 

Additionally, I conducted thematic narrative analysis by re-storying the interviews 

into narrative summaries focusing on participants' depictions of their marriage 

history, current relationship quality, and experiences with navigating family, 

employment, and motherhood/fatherhood demands. To enhance the credibility of the 
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analyses, field interviewers independently reviewed a subset of transcripts and drafted 

narrative summaries, which were then compared with those of the research team. 

While there was agreement on the main points, discussions with the interviewer team 

significantly enriched analysis and interpretation. 

Drawing from narrative summaries and select codes, I conducted a search for 

common threads extending across the entire interview set (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

Initially, all 80 narrative summaries were reviewed to provide a general 

understanding of how relationships began, the quality of relationships, commonalities 

in the extent to which unions have been formalized, the type of work mothers engage 

in, how they perceive their work, and their partners' views toward their work. 

Through this review, I found that mothers' commitment to the relationship remains 

stable and high, even though the quality of the relationship varies. Additionally, most 

relationships had not yet been formally recognized by the State, the Church, or 

customarily. Furthermore, mothers generally expressed a high willingness to work, 

engaging in common menial tasks such as laundry, while their partners generally 

showed hesitation toward their work. 

Building on the common themes identified in the narrative summaries, I focused on 

codes related to union formalization, relationship quality, the male provider norm, her 

work, the partner’s view on her work, and his work. Using the text captured by these 

selected codes, I then explored the intersections between the use of these codes and 

the concepts of a 'good father' and a 'good mother.' 
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This process led to the identification of two main themes related to young mothers' 

hustle in their lives. While our qualitative interviews were not initially designed to 

capture 'hustling,' significant descriptions relevant to 'hustling' emerged in 

participants’ experiences related to union formalization and relationship quality, 

falling under the theme of 'hustling in romantic relationships.' Another set of 

questions, focused on their work, their partner's work, and their views on each other’s 

work, as well as others' opinions about their partner’s work, fell under the theme of 

'hustling in motherhood.' 

Additionally, during a week-long analysis workshop with the interviewer team we 

discussed the notion of gendered 'hustling.' The field team possesses an in-depth 

understanding of the social context of study sites, participants, and cultural scripts, 

such as the male provider norm. Their insights, comments, and feedback were 

valuable contributions to this paper.  

Results 

Hustling in mothering 

Many of male participants expressed ideals in line with the 'masculinity provider 

norm' and the concept of a ‘good father’ as someone who can provide for all the 

household needs. This understanding of fatherhood and male provider norm align 

with other studies (Hunter 2006). Male participants often explicitly identify 

themselves as 'hustlers' or 'jua-kali,' which means ‘hot sun’ in Swahili, referring to 

people who work in the informal sector, including small businesses and street shops 

where they usually operate in open space under the hot sun. According to their 
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responses, fatherhood expectations and male provider norms are closely linked. Their 

income-generating activities as 'hustlers' and their 'hustling' indicate their efforts to be 

‘good fathers’ and eligible to be considered as 'good husbands.' Therefore, in our 

interviews, regardless of their gender, the characteristics of a good father include 

being a good provider who can feed children, buy clothes, pay rent, and school fees.  

On the other hand, it is less apparent what a 'good mother’ is compared to a 'good 

father’. Frequently, descriptions for a 'good mother' or 'good wife' begin with very 

inclusive and broader terms such as characteristics, manner, and behavior, while the 

requirements for a good father are relatively clear as 'his ability as a provider.' When 

the interviewer asks for a more detailed description of the kinds of 'characteristics,' 

'manner,' and 'behavior,' various responses emerge, but they can be broadly grouped 

into three categories: 

1. Good homemaker - this includes not only childcare and household work 

performed with a hardworking manner but also frugality, saving, and even 

income generating work.  

2. ‘Husband is head, wife is neck’ - this common analogy was used to explain 

the conventional expectation for the relationship between husband and wife; 

emphasizing husband’s authority and wife’s compliance and submission 

3. Faithful - this refers not only to faithfulness within the relationship, but also to 

a women’s demonstration of her faithfulness through respectful demeanor and 

behavior, such as ‘not hanging around’, ‘dressing properly’, ‘not much make-

up’ and others.  
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From these criteria, we can describe the ‘ideal type’ of a 'good wife' to be a woman 

who is a good homemaker who, respects her husband as the head of the household, 

plays the role of the neck supporting the head in a respectful manner, and is a faithful 

partner in a monogamous relationship. However, these three key components are 

mutually interdependent with the male provider norm. For example, being a good 

homemaker implies he provides resources, and she manages resources for childcare 

and household work. 'Husband is the head, and wife is the neck' also holds from 

women’s perspective; it is conditional upon him meeting his male provider role, and 

only then can he be respected as the head; while men may interpret it as full respect 

without any condition of his ability to provide, particularly when the economic 

situation is less favorable for men to be a good provider. Finally, faithfulness is 

valued and expected, but as I discuss in the following section on hustling in romantic 

relationships, some women consider alternatives when their partner cannot meet the 

provider role. In addition, considering the multifaceted meaning of ‘transactional sex’ 

in the sub-Saharan African context (Stoebenau et al. 2016), navigating between a 

primary partner and other men who are financially capable and willing to support her 

is not uncommon (Chernoff 2013; Bocast 2023). 

Therefore, men who feel pressure or have difficulties meeting the male provider role 

may experience vulnerability in terms of their authority as the head of the household 

and her commitment to the relationship. At the same time, women encounter a 

situation where cultural expectations as a good mother/wife and economic reality, the 

prerequisite condition of satisfying the male provider, are not met. Under this 

situation, women need to navigate the way to meet these expectations, considering the 
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male partner's perception toward her, other social constraints, and the need to hustle 

to make it.  

In a similar yet distinct context, Sanyu Mojola (2014) examines the social navigation 

of Luo widow women in the Kisumu region, Kenya. Here, the intersection of 

economic crisis and the HIV epidemic presents substantial challenges for young Luo 

men and widows alike. The constraints of unemployment and limited financial access 

impede young men's ability to meet traditional manhood expectations. Conversely, 

widows face social pressure to adhere to customary laws of widow inheritance, which 

require a widow to marry a male relative of her late husband, yet they encounter a 

scarcity of willing partners from their husband's lineage. For some widows, engaging 

in unconventional relationships with economically disadvantaged young men serves 

as a creative solution to the shared challenges they confront. 

In our case, young mothers find themselves at the intersection of economic hardship 

and cultural expectations of being a good mother. These young mothers face social 

pressure to adhere to the role of a good wife, serving her husband who is supposed to 

provide enough for her homemaking work, but this often falls short in reality. Indeed, 

due to the high cost of living and insufficient income from men, sufficiently meeting 

a male provider norm becomes more difficult. Some mothers feel the need to 

participate in income-generating activities.  

Nevertheless, some men do not like their partners' involvement in such activities. 

They appreciate it less because they believe their income is sufficient to meet the 

household’s needs, considering themselves to be capable male providers. The 
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majority opinion of men in our study at the time was that ideally, the mother of the 

child should not be working. Overall, men either find it inappropriate or believe their 

partners are not ready to work. They are concerned that the working conditions of 

menial jobs may negatively affect their wives' health, while some worry about 

childcare.  

Additionally, although not explicitly stated in the female interviews, I frequently 

observe that men express the willingness and possibility of 'opening a small shop'—

signifying a small kiosk near or in one's house—for their wives in the future. This 

arrangement allows mothers to work and handle childcare simultaneously. Not only 

does 'opening a shop' facilitate income generation and childcare, but it also carries 

cultural significance. The act could be seen as men expressing their concern about 

women being out in the community, asserting a sense of control over their 

interactions with other men. In a low-income community context, this gesture may 

also be linked to women's safety and security. 

However, for women, the idealized expectation that they would remain at home while 

their husbands provide was often insufficient. They also frequently face their 

husbands' less appreciation for their outside work. Moreover, the feasibility of 

'opening a shop’ is questionable, as it may be challenging for husbands to financially 

support it. 

Annette (age 18, married to the father of her two children) serves as an example of 

this. She believes her husband's income is insufficient to meet the needs of her and 
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her kids, while her husband thinks his income is enough and is not supportive of her 

work. She has a high willingness to work when her child is grown up enough. 

The income generating activity that I do sometimes he does not feel 

good because he thinks he will provide for everything I need but I 

don’t think he can provide for everything that I need. He won’t provide 

most of what I want and also what the kid wants because Zedrick has 

more needs than me. I tell him I can’t sit down and he pays rent, he 

feeds and buys clothes for me and the children. I have to do something 

that will hold me for the time being because I have a young child. After 

the child is grown up and I know he can stay alone the whole day I can 

go to look for work, even if it is not permanent I will still do it. For 

example he might be sacked and I will pay rent that month. 

Annette’s perspective on her partner’s income is that it is not enough. She believes it 

is essential to work to cover living expenses. In the past, she was selling bhajia, and 

she also used to braid hair. However, currently, she has decided to wait until the child 

grows up. Many mothers find themselves in one of two situations: either they desire 

to work, but their child is perceived as too young, leading them to engage in hustle 

work while managing family responsibilities simultaneously. Women who do work 

often find themselves involved in 'hustling' to meet the expectations of motherhood 

while also shouldering the financial burden. In our interviews, most mothers work in 

informal menial jobs, waking up early and returning home early to handle household 

chores without additional support. 

Lisa, a 24-year-old mother with three children, all from the same father, earns her 

income by doing laundry for others. She took up this common menial job as a way to 
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address concerns about her husband's ability to provide for the family, especially with 

regard to food and her children's school fees. She found this job independently, as 

there was no one to assist her in finding it. Despite her husband Julius disapproving of 

her work due to its physical demands, Lisa persists in her 'hustle' - which is her 

navigating the balance of both her job and expected household responsibilities. 

To manage her schedule, Lisa wakes up early at 5:00 am to tend to household chores 

before leaving to wash clothes and earn income. Julius's disapproval of her work has 

occasionally caused conflicts in their relationship. She thinks he would prefer her to 

spend less time on income-generating activities, citing concerns about the cold 

weather during the current season, which can lead to illnesses like malaria or 

pneumonia. However, Lisa tries to educate him about the importance of this work, 

emphasizing that the money earned benefits the entire family. Her partner Julius’s 

opinion about Lisa’s work is similar to what she perceive it to be:  

I feel bad her doing that work because she is weak. She is someone 

who when she touches water, she becomes gets sick. I told her not to 

wash but I told you that sometimes I usually don’t have work after 

these two weeks, I don’t have a job and therefore this one makes her 

feel that she also needs to provide but I usually feel bad because she is 

the kind of a person who gets sick quickly. 

Similarly, Victoria a 25-year-old mother who has only 1 child washes clothes for her 

income. She also wakes up early and comes back early to do the chores. Her partner 

also did not like her to do this work because he thinks that the child is still young.  

He does not want because he says the child is still young and that it 

hurts the child. I wonder what I will do and we can’t depend on one 



 

 

128 

 

person and he also does not have a job; he is just a hustler. He does 

not want because of the child. Sometimes we can just quarrel because 

when something small happens and the child gets sick he will say I am 

the one who is making the child get hurt and she got sick because of 

me. He wants to me stay at home and raise the child. He disturbs me 

because of that. 

She also emphasized the necessity of working for income, particularly noting in her 

description, "he also does not have a job; he is just a hustler." It's interesting to 

observe that many male interviewees self-identify as 'hustler' or 'jua-kali,' but she 

portrays it with a more negative nuance, not considering it as 'a job.' This perspective 

might stem from his income not being sufficient for her or varying from day to day. 

Therefore, if possible, being in a situation where 'hustling' is not needed would be 

preferable. Additionally, the 'hustler' identity might be viewed as a quasi-male 

provider whose income is not enough to meet the male-provider norm, but his actions 

are considered a part of the male-provider norm.  

Nevertheless, while Victoria knows her husband did not approve of her working, she 

wished to keep it, despite its low pay, as she found it better than nothing. 

You just persevere with the little that you get and you plan yourself 

with that because I can wash someone’s clothes and they pay me two 

hundred and yet you are supposed to be paid five hundred or six 

hundred shillings but they refuse. You will wonder if you will go home 

without anything so you just have to persevere and wash the clothes. 

After that you will go and pay your debts so you won’t be left with 

anything. 
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While washing clothes is a common menial task that many mothers undertake, some 

actively pursue other types of work. Angela, a 26-year-old mother of three children 

with the same father, met her husband in school. They lived together before she got 

pregnant with her firstborn. She believed it was her husband's responsibility to 

provide, and they have been together for five years. She is engaged in a business 

selling socks. 

I support him by running a sock-selling business. When he doesn't have 

money, I take on the responsibility of providing for our needs. For 

instance, if I have saved money and there's a shortfall for school fees, I 

use my savings to cover it. I also offer him guidance, encouraging us to 

move forward in life together. I believe that simply waiting for one thing 

in life isn't the right approach, even if you have a husband. That's why I 

started selling socks. I work as a hawker, and it can be challenging at 

times. For example, there are days when I need to buy more stock, but I 

may not have the necessary funds, so I have to wait until I can afford it. 

This situation can be stressful, especially if I'm part of a group like a 

chama, where I'm expected to contribute. Despite the difficulties, I 

started this business because there were limited job opportunities, and 

I didn't want to work in unpleasant conditions like I did before. I 

realized that many people begin with something small, so I decided to 

use my savings to buy stock and start hawking. My husband has been 

supportive, and if I ever run short on funds, I can turn to him for 

assistance, even if it means borrowing money, with the intention of 

repaying it later. 

Her description has several implications. First, she actively engages in providing 

financial support for the family and also offers him guidance, encouraging them to 

move forward in life together. This description is clearly opposite to women who 
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demand or are entirely dependent on financial resources from men. Particularly, the 

statement 'I believe that simply waiting for one thing in life isn't the right approach, 

even if you have a husband' reflects common thoughts or expectations towards 

husbands and how she differs from the typical type. Second, she started this business 

because job opportunities are limited, and she did not want to work in the unpleasant 

conditions she experienced before, which might be a situation similar to what Victoria 

describes. Also, she exhibits a very entrepreneurial attitude in starting this business, as 

seen in statements such as 'I realized that many people begin with something small, so 

I decided to use my savings to buy stock and start hawking,' and 'if I ever run short on 

funds, I can turn to him for assistance, even if it means borrowing money, with the 

intention of repaying it later.’ 

Not only is she very active in income generation and financial support to the household, 

but her entrepreneurial attitude aligns with economic hustling. However, it does not 

stop there; it goes beyond mere economic hustling. Her response to the question about 

how she balances her work and household chores, and who supports in balancing this, 

is informative, showing the benefits of this work. It allows her to relatively easily 

accommodate her household work responsibilities and income generation. 

 I am able to balance because this is work which I have employed myself. 

So, I wake up in the morning and then take the child to school at 7 am, 

I come back and start washing utensils and by 9 am, I am usually out of 

the house. … there is no one who supports me. It is just me. I usually 

leave by 9 am and I am usually done by 6 pm.That is usually my 

maximum hours whether I sell or don’t, because by 4 pm, I have to go 

for the child at school. I then have to wash uniforms and cook because 
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they sleep early because of school. I therefore make sure that I close my 

work by 6 pm. 

Angela's description of how she manages her work and life reflects her responsibility 

not only for economic matters but also for domestic ones, the latter being something 

not traditionally expected of men and not frequently mentioned in men’s interviews. 

Similarly, Rachel, a 27-year-old mother of two children, participated in 'kazi mtaani' 

and 'Kazi Kwa Vijana,' which are government-led social protection programs for 

vulnerable youth in informal settlements. She earned some money through these 

public programs and explicitly referred to this as 'hustling.' However, after having 

children, she began staying at home and working as a tailor. She sewed clothes for 

people in her house, which enabled her to both take care of her children and work. 

Although not many, some women also advocate for fathers' involvement in household 

chores. Maria, a 26-year-old mother of two children with the same father, is a 

carpenter and manages her household chores with the help of her husband.  

Actually, my husband and I support each other. We support each other 

with my husband Musa because he comes back from his work at 4 am 

and by 7.30 am, he is usually back to the house. I usually leave that 

morning at 7.30 am and I come back at 5 pm. So, you know he is the 

one with the child the whole day and then when leaves in the evening. 

He goes to work in the evening and I remain with the child. Therefore, 

I always plan that when I come back in the evening, I do the household 

chores which I need to do and, in the morning, before I leave, in case 

there are child’s in water, I wash and then you find things just flowing 

well. I have to cook when I get from work and when I leave in the 
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morning, I have to cook porridge for the child. The father is the one 

who cooks for him lunch. 

Also, she said  

you need to respect your wife. The first thing is that respect and also 

loving. You need to love your husband. Right now, according to how 

life is, you cannot say that all the house chores are for a woman alone 

because as a woman, I am also supporting you financially and 

therefore you also need to support me such as cooking, washing his 

clothes for the marriage to work. 

Her description is informative, highlighting how she and her husband manage 

childcare and household responsibilities around their work schedules. What's 

intriguing is her emphasis on the importance of mutual respect in their relationship. 

She states, "You (husband) need to respect your wife" and "You (wife) need to love 

your husband." This perspective is noteworthy, considering the common biblical 

advice for husband-wife relationships, which often includes the instruction for wives 

to submit to their husbands and for husbands to love their wives, as seen in 

Colossians 3:18-19 (NIV).  

She creatively flips this analogy, interpreting that the husband needs to respect his 

wife, and the wife needs to love her husband. This reinterpretation is supported by her 

statement, "Right now, you cannot say that all the house chores are for a woman 

alone because, as a woman, I am also supporting you financially. Therefore, you also 

need to support me, such as cooking and washing clothes, for the marriage to work." 

Her expression and description are explicit and unique. In the midst of the challenges 

of motherhood, which is hardly supported by the traditional male provider model, her 
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perspective could serve as a possible upcoming outlook on gender relationships in 

terms of work and family responsibility. It is particularly inspirational to move 

toward parenting rather than sole mothering with increase of dual-earning model.  

Hustling in romantic relationships 

In Kenya, similar to many other African societies, marriage is often perceived as a 

gradual process rather than a one-time event (Meekers, 1992). The formalization of a 

union holds significant importance in this cultural context, serving as a key indicator 

of reaching adulthood. Notably, 'come-we-stay' arrangements–nontraditional conjugal 

unions characterized by cohabitation with few legal and social constraints–have 

become increasingly prevalent among young adults (Pike et al. 2018). They serve as 

novel forms of romantic partnerships and often mark the initial stages of union 

formalization. 

The rise in 'come-we-stay' unions can be partly attributed to economic challenges, 

escalating living expenses, limited job opportunities, and inadequate income. These 

factors dissuade individuals from following the traditional process of formalizing 

conjugal unions, which also holds importance as a marker of societal esteem for both 

men and women. 

On the path to achieving socially esteemed and formalized unions, demonstration of 

kin involvement, particularly introductions and the payment of bride price play a 

pivotal role, even when the union begins as a 'come-we-stay' arrangement (Madhavan 

et al., 2022). The burden of paying the bride price has grown for men, with women 

sometimes also contributing in various ways. This may involve assisting the man in 
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saving part of his earnings for the bride price or achieving financial stability to plan 

the negotiation. 

Specifically, young mothers face dual challenges. Living with men who have not paid 

the bride price or being in unions without other forms of kin involvement leads to 

reduced social respect and recognition (Madhavan et al., 2022). Simultaneously, 

unions that lack bride price payment or other kin involvement, can be more transient 

and hold a heightened risk of union dissolution. This places a greater burden on 

young mothers in come-we-stay unions, who not only face the social stigma of being 

single mothers, but also confront limited job opportunities to independently support 

their children. For example, Nancy, a 29-year-old woman living with her husband and 

three children, responded to a question about why her partner is essential in her life, 

highlighting the importance of the status of being ‘married’ or with the father:  

He is important in my life because he is the head of my family, he is the 

father of the children. He has made me at least be able to stand before 

people, if you don’t have a husband and you have children, you hear 

people saying, she is giving birth unnecessarily. But if you are with their 

father, there is a class you have. Also, financially. 

Consequently, these young mothers actively engage in their romantic relationships, 

encouraging the formalization of unions and persevering with their current partners, 

even though there is no legal binding between them. Particularly, perseverance is one 

of the highly gendered concepts in our interviews. Only women used this term, and it 

was really about their commitment to holding on despite challenges. Due to the 

fragility of romantic partnerships, women often strive to strengthen their relationships 
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by encouraging or pressuring partners for bride price2 and adhering to traditional 

gender roles. The case of Millicent (26-year-old living with her husband and two 

children) is instructive:  

 I will keep reminding him all the time. I will tell him and explain to 

him the importance of that issue - the importance of paying dowry. We 

have agreed to live together. In a relationship, it is not only one hand 

that gives; the[re] need to be two hands so that they can support each 

other in life. So, I can support him financially if I am able. … We need 

to make our lives better and, once he is financially stable, he can pay 

the bride price for me. 

Both young mothers and their partners hold the same values regarding the importance 

of paying the bride price. Young mothers, understanding the financial responsibilities 

and burdens that husbands are supposed to bear for the bride price, maintain a stance 

of reminding them 'it should be done at some point.' Some mothers even actively 

express their willingness to offer actual financial assistance to contribute to saving 

money for the bride price, even though there is uncertainty about whether these 

women and men are able to provide actual financial support and pay the bride price. 

This involvement by mothers, traditionally not required nor expected, indicates a shift 

in their perspective, partially driven by severe economic hardship, including high 

unemployment and living expenses. This shift aligns them more with their partners, 

 
2
 The term 'dowry' typically refers to transfers from the wife’s kin to the husband’s 

upon marriage; however, participants in our study use the term 'dowry' to refer to 

payments made by the man and/or his kin (often including cash and livestock) to the 

woman’s kin, either in a single payment or through multiple installments. Therefore, 

we used the term 'bride price' instead of 'dowry' for clarity and ease of interpretation. 
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actively participating in the union formalization process, specifically towards the 

payment of the bride price.  

However, despite their active involvement in the bride price process, young mothers 

do not exhibit an assertive or pushy attitude, such as bringing up the issue of custodial 

rights for the children, which are under mothers until the father pays the bride price, 

or signaling that she can find another man who is financially more capable. Instead, 

they often choose to invest in their current relationship and exert more effort to make 

it work rather than seeking new ones. 

For example, Pamela, a 26-year-old, is with her partner, who is the father of her four 

children. She married him when she was 16 years old, and he was 18 years old. Her 

decision to start a serious relationship with him was based on her desire to settle 

down with one person and create a stable family. He also expressed his commitment 

to a monogamous relationship, which attracted her. Money did not play a significant 

role in her decision, as he did not have a job at the time. Despite facing many 

challenges in the relationship, including her partner having concurrent relationships 

with other women as a second wife, she chose to remain committed to this union. 

There have been many changes. He still loved to party, so life started 

getting tough, but we persevered. There were times when I wanted to 

leave because I was tired, but he would come and resolve our issues, 

and we would continue our relationship. This pattern continued even 

after we had our second child, in 2010. Life continued with its 

challenges, and in 2016, I had our third child. Despite the challenges, 

we carried on. I can't deny it; their father enjoys having fun, and we 

navigate life together like that. 
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As she explained, the main reason she decided to start a serious relationship was her 

desire to settle down, and he was also serious about a monogamous relationship, even 

though he did not have a job at the time. It is less apparent how a 16-year-old girl is 

eager to settle down in her interview, but she lost her father early, and in Kenyan 

society, losing a father is generally linked to economic hardship. However, she soon 

realized that her husband loved to party, which was not expected of a married man. It 

seems that the relationship she has been experiencing has not yet met her stated 

reasons for entering it, and her interview indicates that this issue has not been 

resolved in their relationship up to now, but she continues to stay. Partially because 

she lost her mother at 18 years old, which may induce her to be more 

perseverant/enduring in her current relationship given the lack of her own parental 

support. However, I want to emphasize that there were many other cases like 

Pamela's, whose relationship quality has many issues, her union formalization process 

is stuck due to the money issue, life is getting tough, but she shows sincere 

commitment to the relationship and tries hard to make it work. 

There are some young mothers like Millecent who can actively engage in union 

formalization and keep reminding their partner of the issue of bride price payment. At 

the same time, some mothers like Pamela endure in less formalized unions. While the 

underlying reasons are not explicitly identified in the interviews, we can presume that 

expected cost of failing in the current relationship is very high including being a 

single mother, limited job opportunities to independently support their children, and 

struggling with the lack of other social support.  
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While most young mothers and fathers delineated expectations for wives and 

husbands along gender-traditional lines, there were some exceptions. Given the 

importance of being with a partner and making the current relationship work, some 

young mothers offered a new understanding of a good wife—someone who can share 

the burden of providing for the family with her husband and remain faithful, even if 

their partner’s financial support is not sufficient to meet the male provider norm. 

Ednah, a 25-year-old woman with two children by the same father, provides a 

detailed description of her idea of a good wife. She emphasizes that a good wife is 

someone who fulfills family responsibilities. Her description effectively portrays 

women's dedication in their relationships, especially in remaining faithful to one 

partner and not seeking other men even if their current partner's support is 

insufficient. When asked to define a ‘good wife,’ Ednah replies:  

Being a woman, not being dependent, and actively participating in 

providing for the family are important qualities. Sometimes, you 

cannot stay at home and expect your husband to provide everything. 

As a woman, you should be prepared to work hard and contribute. A 

man truly appreciates your efforts as a woman. It's about mutual 

support within the family and raising children well. There are times 

when a man may face difficulties, and you may not have enough either. 

In such situations, who will support whom? The answer is both. 

Therefore, we help each other and work hard together. You shouldn't 

just wait to be provided for. Stand up as a woman, work hard, find 

employment that allows both of you to contribute financially. If one is 

down, the other lifts them up. A man will see your dedication. 

…Remember that household needs are substantial. … Even if your 

husband annoys you, don't complain to others. First, sit down together 
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and have a discussion to reach an agreement. If the situation becomes 

overwhelming, seek assistance from someone mature, not someone 

who …might exacerbate the situation. For example, if I have a 

problem, I might not go to my mother. I have a specific friend or 

individual I can confide in, and she advises me constructively. As 

women, we need to work hard and endure. … there are friends who, if 

you share your problems with them, might suggest harmful solutions. 

For example, if you tell them, 'My husband isn't providing financially,' 

they might advise you to consider alternatives, like having an 

extramarital relationship or seeking a sponsor outside of your 

marriage. These friends encourage you to take actions that could 

negatively impact your family life. 

 

Her idea of a good wife well reflects the young mother’s hustle in romantic 

relationships in this context. In her description, the male provider role is less 

apparent, and mutual support, including financial support, stands out. I acknowledge 

that this kind of view toward a ‘good wife’ is relatively uncommon, and it represents 

an ‘emerging’ perspective. However, I bring up this new concept because it may 

reflect that young mothers understand the difficulties of traditional expectations of 

men’s role as the sole breadwinner in a household and the need for a new model of 

‘good wife.’  

At the same time, it is important not to consider alternatives when he is not able to 

meet her needs. It involves not being dependent, actively participating in providing 

for the family, offering mutual support, helping each other, and working hard 

together. She emphasizes that women should not just wait to be provided for; instead, 

they should stand up as women, work hard, find employment that allows both 

partners to contribute financially. According to Ednah, “As women, we need to work 
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hard and endure.” It is noteworthy that being hardworking and endure/perseverance 

are key characteristics of a ‘good wife,’ but now hardworking is more inclusive of 

income generation in addition to household work. 

Additionally, she advises against complaining to others when her husband annoys 

her. Her example of advice that might exacerbate the situation, such as ”if you tell 

them, ’my husband isn't providing financially,’ they might advise you to consider 

alternatives, like having an extramarital relationship or seeking a sponsor outside of 

your marriage,” is informative about the strength of the expectation that men should 

uphold male provider role norms, and the terms on which faithfulness should be 

expected of women.  

In our interviews, only a few couples engage in bride payment negotiations or 

complete payments. However, many young mothers express commitment to their 

relationships and continue to maintain them. Women who have not yet received bride 

payment express the desire for their partners to fulfill this tradition, aiming to secure 

and legitimize their unions. In the low-income urban setting, these young mothers 

often enter into 'come-we-stay' arrangements before or after pregnancy, with varying 

timing and employment statuses for both partners. Despite these variations, a 

common theme among these mothers is the aspiration to make their relationships 

work towards a legitimized union with their current partners.  

Similar to how young men 'hustle' to meet the 'male provider norm' for their 

relationships to work, these young mothers 'hustle' to continue their current romantic 
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relationships, even when their partner’s income is insufficient, and their commitment 

to the relationship is in question.  

In the past, 'marriage as a process' was built upon a shared life course, pathway, and 

value system. However, in the contemporary urban African social context, life 

courses and pathways vary, and such an idealized life course and pathways are 

scarcely attainable, leading to the erosion of the traditional system associated with the 

union formalization process. Nevertheless, the observation of 'marriage as a process' 

persists in contemporary urban Kenya, partly owing to 'hustling.' This practice serves 

to reconcile traditional cultural norms with the altered economic circumstances of the 

present. 

In this sense, 'hustling' plays a crucial role in making transient unions more enduring, 

sometimes even enabling the achievement of various formalization markers. 

Consequently, women’s 'hustling' in romantic relationships contributes to the 

realization of Meeker's (1992) concept of 'marriage as a process' in contemporary 

low-income urban African society, where traditional and customary marriage 

processes are less attainable in the face of economic hardship and the weakening of 

traditional value systems within the community that guide and regulate the marriage 

process. Under these circumstances, young mothers and fathers both 'hustle' to 

maintain their relationships until they meet the social markers of a legitimized 

marriage union, socially recognized male provider, and socially esteemed faithful 

wife. 



 

 

142 

 

Discussion 

"Hustling" has emerged as a potentially useful concept in understanding the work-

family dynamics of young adults in urban contexts in sub-Saharan Africa. However, 

the extant research is almost entirely focused on young men, who are expected to 

conform to dominant masculinity norms and provide for their families through 

hustling in the public sphere. In this paper, I use qualitative data from interviews with 

young mothers and men in low income communities in Nairobi, Kenya to expand and 

deepen the nascent concept of 'hustling' in the life course literature. This paper does 

so by using an explicitly gendered lens rooted in the domestic sphere, conditioned by 

cultural expectations but also responsive to economic constraints. The interviews 

reveal that young mothers engage in ‘hustling’ in both motherhood and romantic 

relationships as a form of social navigation toward recognized adulthood, as an 

alternative to the more conventional pathway marked by transitions from school to 

work followed by marriage and childbearing. All our respondents are acutely aware 

that such a pathway is aspirational at best and, in most cases, unattainable in a context 

marked by dire economic precarity. Hustling for our respondents is characterized by 

diligence and perseverance in reconciling cultural expectations of respectable 

femininity in adulthood with the very real economic exigencies they face. 

Moreover, by explicitly shifting the locus of attention from the public to the private 

sphere of motherhood and relationships, this paper contributes to the growing interest 

in the “care economy” (Folbre 2006, 2014). Traditional gender roles position men in 

the public sphere of work and women in the domestic sphere of mothering, 
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maintaining a household and caregiving. It has long been known that caregiving in 

the domestic sphere is essential for economic gains in the public sphere (Folbre 2006, 

2014). However, in light of pervasive unemployment accompanying migration and 

urbanization occurring in much of the Global South, gender roles in the care economy 

are in flux. Put simply, both men and women have to “hustle” to make any 

meaningful contributions to the care economy. In this analysis, I go further by 

showing how women’s hustling straddles the domestic and public spheres in an 

attempt to perform traditional gender roles while, at the same time, securing a 

livelihood. Together, women use hustling as a means to reconcile the various 

demands made on them in the care economy.  

While our analysis makes important contributions to advancing life course research 

and is grounded in an unusually large qualitative sample conducive to conducting 

rigorous thematic analysis, a number of caveats should be mentioned. First, it is 

important to note that our use of hustling is not necessarily consistent with an emic 

understanding of the concept. In other words, I fully acknowledge that women and 

men living in these communities may not share the same perspective on their lives as 

interpreted through the lens of ‘hustling,’ as employed in this paper. The definition 

and utilization of this concept are based on other ‘hustling’ and life course literatures, 

and follow widely used qualitative analysis steps to establish a systematic and 

analytic tool to avoid confirmation bias. Additionally, this paper endeavored to 

incorporate the thoughts and ideas of field interviewers who are from these 

communities into this analysis and paper, ensuring alignment with the communities’ 
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understanding of ‘hustling’ to the best extent possible. However, I still recognize 

certain limitations from our positionality in this study and researcher bias. 

While qualitative methods proved apt for the exploration, I faced challenges when 

considering quantitative analysis due to the absence of methodological discussions on 

how to incorporate, measure, and identify 'hustling' in quantitative surveys and 

analyses. This underscores the need for additional contributions from life course 

researchers to balance the current emphasis on qualitative approaches in 'hustling' 

research. As part of this ongoing discourse, I anticipate the potential benefits of 

incorporating longitudinal qualitative interviews into the project—particularly with 

the completion of the second round of interviews. This may not only enhance our 

understanding of 'hustling' but also contribute to the development of robust 

quantitative measures for this dynamic phenomenon. Lastly, our analysis is rooted in 

a low income, urban context. Future research should examine its applicability across 

different socioeconomic statuses, ethnicity and regions across Kenya and, more 

generally, in other African settings. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study underscores the resilience and commitment of young 

mothers in low-income urban contexts as they navigate the intricate interplay of 

economic challenges, gender expectations, and family responsibilities. As the 

'hustling' concept gains further recognition, future research should delve deeper into 

the nuanced strategies employed by young women to balance their multiple roles, the 

impact of these strategies on their well-being, and the evolving dynamics of gender 
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norms in these settings. Understanding the experiences of young mothers not only 

enriches our understanding of 'hustling' but also provides insights into the broader 

context of work, family, and gender roles in the Global South. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion 
 

This dissertation aimed to study gender, work, and family in the sub-Saharan context, 

focusing on South Africa and Kenya, with a particular interest in women's 

employment. 

In the first paper, MHFUS data were analyzed using a cross-lagged panel model. The 

study explored the relationship between one's employment status and internal 

migration from the rural area of Agincourt, South Africa. Findings revealed a high 

relocation probability among the unemployed actively seeking work, especially 

among unemployed males. Conversely, females working in the informal sector were 

the least likely to relocate. This gender difference may indicate the influence of the 

male provider norm, prompting unemployed males to relocate for employment, even 

in societies with high unemployment rates. Women in precarious employment, 

however, were less likely to migrate, emphasizing the gendered nature of the labor 

market. Moreover, having more unemployed household members served as a push 

factor inducing migration for both males and females. 

While theories based on cost-benefit calculations have contributed to our 

understanding of human migration behavior, their assumption of an individual 

decision-maker independent from all other social relationships, including family, is 

somewhat unrealistic. To address this, the family migration model was developed, 

suggesting the concept of family income risk-diversification to understand migration 

behaviors as a member of a family. Works such as DeJong (2000) have shown that 
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these approaches are not mutually exclusive but rather that family interests can be 

incorporated into one's cost-benefit calculations, depending on marital status, the 

presence of children, the availability of other caregivers, and other income sources. 

The first paper also demonstrated that having more unemployed household members 

can act as a push factor for internal migration, not only for income risk-diversification 

but also to consider reducing consumption, directly impacting household income, and 

successful internal migration contributing to household income through remittances. 

Individuals' employment status and migration behavior yield interesting results that 

broaden our understanding of the feminization of labor migration. Our findings show 

that women in precarious employment are the least likely to migrate. While some 

may attribute this to the high unemployment rate suppressing potential migrants, the 

argument is less convincing given that unemployed males looking for work show the 

highest likelihood of migration. If high unemployment is more severe for women in 

terms of job opportunities, women with precarious jobs are less likely to voluntarily 

choose migration for better employment until they become unemployed. In this case, 

internal migration and the gendered labor market need consideration. Moreover, when 

considering previous studies on the economic impact of internal migrants in South 

Africa, reduced women's employment may decrease the demand for housekeeping or 

other service sector jobs, which are typically female-dominated occupations. 

Alternatively, it could be that the human capital of women working in the informal 

sector is limited, making it less likely for them to find jobs outside rural areas like 

Agincourt. In this case, the least probability of movement among women working in 
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the informal sector may be found in different social contexts, highlighting potential 

gender differences in human capital accumulation.  

The distinction is noteworthy: both male and female respondents are influenced by a 

high household unemployment rate to move, but in different directions. Unemployed 

non-single males actively seeking work exhibit a significantly higher probability of 

relocation compared to their non-single female counterparts. Although requiring 

further investigation, this trend may initially signify a shift toward acknowledging the 

acceptability and encouragement of female migration for household benefit, which 

may not be relevant for non-single females. Despite this, men continue to demonstrate 

an agentic response, adhering to the cultural norm of the male provider role. 

Simultaneously, the remarkably low probability of migration among women working 

in the informal sector may reflect gendered labor market dynamics, suggesting that 

female mobility can be more closely tied to the demand in female-dominant sectors. 

In contrast, men are more subject to a relatively broader array of opportunities in the 

labor market or more pressure, revealing a reflexive relationship between the male 

provider role and the structure of the labor market 

In this context, policymakers could benefit from investigating the demand for female 

workers and the reasons behind it to gain insights into the feminization of migration 

and labor migration. Additionally, although the male provider norm is perceived to be 

relatively weakening compared to the past, it continues to influence 

sociodemographic behaviors, including internal migration. Nevertheless, it would be 

insightful to examine the experiences of men who fail to meet these expectations and 
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how they perceive such failures. Especially in societies with high unemployment 

rates, which pose structural challenges, understanding the impact on men's mental 

health and emotional well-being is crucial. 

In the second paper, quantitative data from the JAMO project were analyzed, 

employing a cross-lagged panel model and multinomial logistic regression. This 

study aimed to examine the relationship between the employment of other kin 

members and young mothers' employment in low-income urban Nairobi, Kenya. 

Results indicated that having employed kin members in her network was positively 

associated with a young mother's employment. Notably, the type of employment of 

other kin members was relevant to her own employment type. More informally 

employed kin were associated with a higher likelihood of working in the informal 

sector, while more formally employed kin were associated with a higher likelihood of 

working in the formal sector. Furthermore, maternal kin having more maternal 

employed kin members was related to a mother's likelihood of working, while 

paternal kin did not have a statistically significant effect. Although kinship support 

for childcare and monetary assistance did not yield statistically significant effects on 

mothers' employment, this does not imply an absence of association but rather 

prompts further exploration of how mothers manage both childcare and work 

responsibilities. Considering the gendered labor market structure, access to 

employment resources within social networks may be crucial for these mothers. 

The association between kin members' employment and mothers' employment 

highlights the significance of employment resources within kinship networks for 
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young mothers in low-income urban contexts. Previous literature on kinship networks 

and employment has predominantly focused on male employment, and studies on 

young or single mothers' employment have been largely conducted in the U.S. 

context. Consequently, there is limited evidence in the Global South context, making 

the findings in the second chapter a bridge that expands our understanding of 

employment resources in kinship networks and mothers' employment in this context. 

Drawing from previous studies on gendered gaps in job referral, it is plausible to 

consider employment resources in kinship networks as a primary source of job 

information for women. Furthermore, these resources may function not only as job 

information channels but also as mentoring or guidance for specific types of work. 

The presence of more informal employment among kin is linked to informal 

employment for mothers, while having more formal employment among kin is 

associated with formal employment for mothers. Qualitative interviews reveal 

instances where mothers secured jobs through family connections, such as one mother 

replacing her aunt in a company. The limited social network in the community 

enhances the value of employment resources within one's network compared to those 

with broader and more diverse networks. 

The negligible impact of kinship support in childcare and monetary assistance 

warrants careful interpretation. Firstly, the study's analytical sample comprises young 

mothers with children aged 0-24 months. Consequently, their employment situation is 

inherently challenging due to the demands of caring for a very young child, and the 

child's age significantly influences maternal employment. Secondly, the question may 
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not revolve around whether women receive childcare or monetary support, but rather 

under what conditions these supports become effective for women's employment. The 

effectiveness of childcare and monetary support hinges on the mothers' willingness to 

work. If the primary hindrance is the lack of support for childcare or other financial 

needs, then these forms of kinship support manifest as significant contributors to 

maternal employment. However, as previously mentioned, mothers with very young 

children may have a low inclination to work until their child reaches a certain age, 

rendering childcare and monetary support less impactful on maternal employment 

unless these supports stimulate a greater willingness to work. 

For policymakers, the presence of employed kin members in a mother's network 

emerges as a relevant factor for maternal employment. It is essential to note that this 

model assumes unobserved kinship network characteristics to be random, and the 

results could be influenced by these unobserved family traits affecting both maternal 

and kin members' employment. Consequently, this paper refrains from asserting a 

decisive relationship between having employed kin members and maternal 

employment. However, drawing on existing literature on networks and employment, 

focus should be more on understanding how job seekers discover opportunities in 

Kenya and access vocational training. Addressing potential inefficiencies in 

information flow between employers and job seekers is a critical consideration.  

The significance of having more employed kin members in the network extends 

beyond mere employment numbers; it implies access to additional information, 

potential role models, and mentoring opportunities. To enhance vocational training, 
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collaboration with companies could establish clear pathways for career development. 

Policymakers need to contemplate strategies that facilitate efficient information 

exchange between employers and job seekers in order to create more accessible and 

effective vocational training programs.  

Addressing the potential misallocation of the labor force resulting from inefficient 

information flow and a lack of vocational training is crucial for ensuring a well-

functioning labor market and fully capitalizing on the benefits of the demographic 

dividend. Kenya's demographic structure is youthful and abundant, making it 

essential to optimize this demographic advantage. While previous literature on the 

demographic dividend primarily emphasizes savings and education, there is a need to 

consider support systems for young mothers, enabling their active participation in the 

labor market, including childcare. 

Given national budget constraints, the initial step involves investigating the primary 

obstacles hindering maternal employment and determining how support systems can 

effectively address these challenges. This proactive approach is essential for creating 

policies that foster a supportive environment for young mothers, contributing to a 

more inclusive and dynamic labor market that aligns with the country's demographic 

characteristics. 

In the third paper, qualitative data from the JAMO project were analyzed through a 

narrative analysis on mothers' hustling in romantic relationships and motherhood. The 

paper argues that 'hustling' is not exclusive to urban male youth in Africa but is also 

practiced by female youth, particularly young mothers. However, they face more 
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complicated social expectations of good motherhood compared to the relatively 

straightforward notion of good fatherhood. 

While hustling in romantic relationships is more about making the union more 

socially legitimized and achieving goals, hustling in motherhood is more about 

balancing household work and income-generating activities. Hustling in romantic 

relationships and hustling in motherhood are not mutually exclusive but slightly 

different in terms of core values. Perseverance or endurance is a key theme across 

descriptions of hustling in romantic relationships. Even if their partner’s income is 

not enough, even if there is no dowry payment, young mothers show commitment to 

the current relationship and choose to make it work rather than finding alternatives. 

Even though the multifaceted meaning of ‘transactional sex’ in sub-Saharan Africa 

and the absence of legal binding to these unions can give more room for young 

mothers can find alternative ways, young mothers focus on their current relationship. 

Given the social view toward single parents, especially single mothers, and the 

gendered labor market, young mothers hustling in romantic relationships is not just a 

manifestation of their faithful personality but also an indication that they are in a 

position to make their current relationship work.  

On the other hand, hustling in motherhood requires diligence to manage household 

responsibilities and work. Hustling in motherhood stems from the disparity between 

cultural expectations of motherhood and the economic reality that the male-provider 

role hardly meets to sustain the traditional relationship between motherhood and 

fatherhood. In this situation, young mothers either seriously consider income-
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generating work or actively engage in income-generating activities regardless of the 

amount they earn or the type of work they participate in. At the same time, husbands 

are aware that their wives' income-generating activities can help meet household 

financial needs, but it is hard to fully welcome it because it may imply that their male 

provider role is insufficient. These young mothers are aware of their husbands' views, 

and most of the time, their views align with their husbands' responses in their 

interviews. Despite his hesitation, most mothers are participating in work but care 

about their husband’s perception, hustling not to show that their work interferes with 

their childcare responsibilities or other household chores. While many mothers work 

in menial jobs such as washing clothes, some women make more entrepreneurial 

decisions to start their own businesses. Women engaged in more skilled or capital-

intensive work show more demand for men’s involvement in household work, even 

as they also participate in income generation alongside their husbands. 

Young mothers hustling in these two social domains is a response to the new social 

environment where the traditional pathway of adulthood, with male-provider 

fatherhood and homemaker motherhood, is less attainable due to a lack of job 

opportunities, a high cost of living, and the emergence of new union formation types, 

such as the so-called 'come-we-stay.' However, this does not imply a disjuncture 

between the traditional, customary way and the modern, urban way. Rather, it reflects 

the continuous influence of traditionally established social values and the impact of 

new modes of life on each other. In this social context, young mothers need to 'hustle' 

to achieve socially esteemed adulthood with motherhood within a legitimized union. 

This 'hustling' in romantic relationships enables the 'marriage as a process' to continue 
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alongside social changes, even though the prerequisites of the social background and 

pathway are hardly possible. 'Hustling' in motherhood involves 'social navigation' of 

what constitutes a good mother and a good wife today, serving as an agentic practice 

to reconcile cultural expectations with economic reality. Their typical hustling is 

similar to what we have seen in other studies about mothers' 'double-shift,' and there 

is still a need to study what is shared and different between them. One point worth 

mentioning is that young mothers' 'hustling' is a response to the unmet need for a 

male provider who can fulfill all household needs, while 'double-shift' is more about 

the unmet need for fathers' involvement in household work. Both are influenced by 

the gendered realm in the household, but their focused grounds are slightly different. 

For example, the political discourse in Kenya focuses more on the 'hustler'—mainly 

men working in informal, self-employed positions—while the United States and other 

Western countries prioritize discussions about parental leave, paid leave, and 

affordable childcare. 

In terms of policy implications, as highlighted in this paper, it is crucial to avoid 

idealizing or disparaging the 'hustle' culture. While some may romanticize or criticize 

it for political reasons aligned with specific goals, policymaking needs to adopt a 

longer-term perspective focused on the greater benefit for the public. The 

international development sector is increasingly interested in small-medium 

enterprises, and the 'Jua-kali/hustler' culture provides valuable insights for 

establishing more formalized and organized business models. However, the absence 

of a systematic approach to foster and plan for hustlers, coupled with persistent 

structural constraints placing them in 'hustler' positions, remains evident. Mere 
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admiration for the positive aspects of 'hustling' practices, without addressing 

underlying structural issues, will not translate into improved outcomes or enhance the 

lives of those engaged in hustling activities. 

This dissertation focused on women's employment from various perspectives, aiming 

to contribute to the field of gender, work, and family dynamics in the Global South, 

specifically within sub-Saharan African societies, with case studies from South Africa 

and Kenya. The research yielded three significant insights. Firstly, in the context of 

internal migration, both men and women respond to high household unemployment 

rates by relocating, but in opposite directions. Notably, unemployed men actively 

seeking work exhibit a higher propensity, which may indicate men continue to adhere 

to the cultural norm of the male provider role. The lower migration probability among 

women in the informal sector underscores gendered labor market dynamics and a 

potentially closer link between female mobility and demand in female-dominant 

sectors. Secondly, the study on kin members' employment and mothers' employment 

emphasizes the crucial role of employment resources within kinship networks for 

young mothers in low-income urban contexts, addressing a gap in Global South 

literature predominantly focused on male employment. Lastly, the examination of 

'hustling' among young mothers reveals that this practice is not exclusive to urban 

male youth but is also embraced by female youth, particularly young mothers, 

navigating intricate social expectations related to good motherhood.  

In conclusion, these studies illuminate the gendered nature of women's work and 

family responsibilities, emphasizing the changing cultural scripts of gender in tandem 
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with economic dynamics. The intersection of historically and socially established 

views and values with economic situations influences individuals' social navigation 

and responses. While individual decisions vary based on economic and cultural 

positioning, the overarching trends identified in these studies provide insights into the 

potential future landscape of gender, work, and family relationships for migrants from 

rural areas in South Africa and young mothers in low-income Nairobi, Kenya. 

However, given the rapid and uninterrupted pace of social changes, it is imperative to 

remain vigilant and scrutinize whether the findings from this study endure in different 

temporal and spatial contexts. This dissertation aspires to contribute to the field of 

gender, work, and family scholarship by shedding light on relatively understudied 

topics and regions. Furthermore, it aims to catalyze increased attention toward these 

subjects and regions, urging further research and exploration. The hope is that this 

work sparks a broader conversation and prompts scholars to delve deeper into these 

critical aspects of gender dynamics, employment, and family structures, fostering a 

more comprehensive understanding in the evolving landscape of societal 

transformations. 

 

  

 


