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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Shifting and intensifying migration flows are causing profound changes in household structures, livelihood
Fe‘minization of agriculture portfolios, and rural landscapes worldwide. Yet, migration trends, including who migrates within the household,
M‘grati‘(’“. whether migration is permanent or temporary, and the relationship the migrant maintains (or not) with the
zzsgelr“’dlhoo‘is household, have strong geographic particularities. In certain regions of sub-Saharan African, outmigration

dominated by able-bodied men from their rural homesteads is causing a redistribution and redefinition of re-
sponsibilities, with women, children, and elders who remain on the farm negotiating ways to adjust to changing
household demographics. In our study, we aim to understand migration trends and their impacts on the orga-
nization of farming households and their production systems in Oubritenga Province, in the Central Plateau of
Burkina Faso. To do so, we draw on case study data acquired using mixed-methods in 12 villages in Oubritenga
Province. We analyze how rural outmigration affects gendered knowledge and decision-making, labour orga-
nization and availability, investments in agricultural production systems, and future aspirations for household
members who remain on the farm. We find that, in our study site, migration is highly economically-motivated,
and underpinned by environmental and socio-cultural push factors. A shift toward temporary migration is
shaping seasonal labour availability on the family farm, and although outmigration is overwhelmingly under-
taken by young men, we do not find that a ‘feminization of agriculture’ is occurring. Instead, migrating and non-
migrating men maintain most influence in decision-making, and temporary migrants contribute labour to
household agriculture when they return to their farms during the wet season. We argue that the high rates of
male outmigration in this context do not imply a fracture from agriculture nor a ‘feminization of agriculture’.
Instead, outmigration offers potential for complementarity with and indeed new investments in the family farm,
while deeply entrenched gender norms and cultural expectations raise questions about the sociocultural and
intra-household outcomes of diversifying livelihoods through migration.

Smallholder households
Burkina Faso

1. Introduction

Outmigration from rural areas has been accelerating worldwide and
taking new forms in recent decades (Kelly 2011; Carte et al., 2019;
Jokisch et al., 2019; Obi et al., 2020). In many regions, rather than entire
households moving together, one or more household member(s) migrate
(s) in the short-term or indefinitely, leading to multi-sited households
and livelihoods, on and off the family farm. These movements create
significant changes in rural and agrarian settings as well as in gender
relations and divisions of labour (Deere 2009; McEvoy et al., 2012;
Sugden et al., 2014; Doss et al., 2020). Non-migrating household

members often identify important changes in the quantity and type of
their (farm) labour inputs (de Brauw et al., 2013; Bhandari and Chin-
nappa Reddy 2015; Lahiri-Dutt and Adhikari 2016), though these im-
pacts are differentially experienced within the household (Leder and
Sachs 2019; Bhawana and Race 2020; Spangler and Christie 2020). In
many contexts, migrants are generally men, which raises questions
about the ‘feminization’ of agricultural production systems and changes
in the gender relations they embed (Gartaula et al., 2010; Pattnaik et al.,
2018; Nomunume Baada and Najjar 2020). This so-called feminization
of agriculture broadly refers to women’s increased participation in
agricultural labour and decision-making amid male outmigration; but
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questions abound surrounding its occurrence and diversified outcomes
in rural settings worldwide (Slavchevska 2016; Doss et al., 2020;
Kawarazuka et al., 2022; Leder 2022). Moreover, in some contexts,
migration is predominantly undertaken by women, with further differ-
ences in how migration affects household members and livelihoods
(Elmhirst 2007; Preibisch and Encalada Grez 2010; Camlin et al., 2014;
Huang et al., 2020; Kawarazuka et al., 2020).

In countries like Burkina Faso, located in West Africa’s Sahelian and
Sudanian regions, migration is a common and longstanding livelihood
strategy (David and Yabré 1995; Breusers 1998; Sanfo et al., 2017;
Ilboudo Nébié and West 2019; Kaag et al., 2019). Several studies identify
interlinkages between migration and environmental factors in the
country, with soil degradation, climate change, and rainfall variability —
which challenge the viability of smallholder agriculture — encouraging
movements out of rural areas (Deshingkar 2012; Gray and Wise 2016;
Sanfo et al. 2017; de Longueville et al., 2019, 2020; Ilboudo Nébié and
West 2019). Rural-to-urban migration, a growing trend often conducted
in search of income and socioeconomic mobility, increasingly fragments
Burkinabé households across rural and urban areas (Soura 2014;
Thorsen 2013; Flahaux et al., 2020). In-migration due to rural-to-rural
domestic migration, commonly from the Central Plateau and northern
regions to the south of the country, has been closely associated with
land-use and land-cover changes in receiving locations (Ilboudo Nébié
and West 2019).

Outmigration affects rural sending communities in multiple ways.
For instance, numerous Burkinabe migrant associations have helped
establish public services, including schools and health centres, in their
villages of origin (Beauchemin and Schoumaker 2009). Remittances are
important for consumption and investment purposes, including invest-
ing in conservation activities such as constructing stone bunds to pre-
vent soil erosion (Konseiga 2004). Remittances from international
migrants have been associated with increased income inequality in rural
communities, whereas those from domestic migrants have had the
opposite effect (Wouterse 2008). Moreover, remittances from
longer-term migrants have reduced the prevalence of child labour in
contrast to those from more recent migrants (Bargain and Boutin 2015).

However, many questions remain surrounding migration in Burkina
Faso. First, as a significant portion of internal migration is to the capital,
Ouagadougou, much research focuses on migrants in this urban centre
rather than in rural areas (Thorsen 2013; Flahaux et al., 2020; Kazianga
and Wahhaj 2020; Mikal et al., 2020). Then, migration research has
focused on permanent (versus temporary) migration; the dominant
trend in the country. Yet, rural-to-rural and international migration,
particularly to the Ivory Coast, as well as seasonal migration in pursuit of
dry season livelihood activities, are also common and in need of atten-
tion (Breusers 1998; Zongo 2003; Ilboudo Nébié and West 2019). Third,
despite the possible redistribution and redefinition of responsibilities
among household members caused by migration, there has been limited
gendered or intra-household analysis of migration trends and impacts.
Where sex-disaggregated data is available (e.g. de Longueville et al.,
2019; Flahaux et al., 2020), gender is treated as a secondary consider-
ation rather than a key area of focus. Fourth, environmentally-driven
migration, which is very important in Burkina Faso (Deshingkar 2012;
Gray and Wise 2016; Sanfo et al. 2017; de Longueville et al., 2019, 2020;
IIboudo Nébié and West 2019), has dominated analyses, whereas other
forms of and motivations for migration have received scarce attention.
Finally, although migrants maintain important connections to their
natal villages and households (e.g. Beauchemin and Schoumaker 2009;
Bargain and Boutin 2015; Ilboudo Nébié and West 2019), the complexity
of these relationships, particularly from the viewpoint of household
members who remain on their farm, is under-examined.

Beyond Burkina Faso, too, debates surrounding the effects of
migration on gender relations in agricultural production, or in gener-
ating a ‘feminization of agriculture’, are limited by an overall lack of
empirical analyses (Deere 2009; Slavchevska 2016). In particular,
research examining the feminization of agriculture tends to focus on few
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countries, prompting the need for more research to address these lines of
inquiry in other settings. Moreover, scholars have identified the need for
more integrated analyses of the impacts of migration on both the
migrant and the agrarian household, and on household processes of
decision-making (Doss et al., 2020; Spangler and Christie 2020;
Kawarazuka et al., 2022; Leder 2022). These gaps are critical for un-
derstanding gendered rural transformations, and of particular signifi-
cance in countries with high and growing rates of migration, such as
Burkina Faso.

To contribute to addressing these gaps, this paper focuses on rural
outmigration trends and their impacts on the organization of farming
households and their production systems in the province of Oubritenga,
on the Central Plateau of Burkina Faso—an area historically character-
ized by large-scale outmigration. Specifically, we ask.

1) What are the major migration trends in the province of Oubritenga,
Burkina Faso? Who is migrating, why, and how?

2) How do these trends affect gendered decision-making, labour,
knowledge, and other investments in agricultural production
systems?

3) How does migration influence the aspirations of household members
who remain on the farm, and their future visions for agriculture and
beyond?

To begin, we situate our rural study site within its national context
before detailing our mixed-methods data collection strategy. We then
explore the complexities of migration in this region, characterizing the
patterns of migration and migrant motivations. We demonstrate that
whether outmigration affects labour availability for agricultural pro-
duction in sending households depends on the type and timing of
migration, before turning to the importance and uses of remittances for
the migrants’ households and to changes to decision-making and
knowledge (on-farm management capacities) as a result of migration.
Finally, we present the aspirations of migrants’ household members in
and beyond agriculture, and how they relate to or extend beyond
migration, before discussing the implications of these findings. We argue
that migration is a heterogeneous phenomenon, and that the type of
migration pursued has implications for gendered agricultural produc-
tion processes and rural futures.

2. Research context and methods
2.1. Study site

The case study is situated in Oubritenga Province, on the Central
Plateau of Burkina Faso (Fig. 1). The region falls in the Sudanian-
Guinea/Sudano-Sahelian climatic zone, where rainfed agriculture is
constrained by low and unpredictable rainfall and a long dry season
from November to April (Nyamekye et al. 2018; de Longueville et al.,
2019, 2020). The Central Plateau is an agrarian region, with livelihoods
focused on smallholder farming and livestock rearing (Breusers 1998;
Wouterse 2008). The predominantly ethnic Mossi communities who
inhabit the region also pursue non-agricultural activities such as gold
panning and small-scale trade. The most common crops grown in the
study area are white sorghum, small millet, cowpea, and maize for
consumption; and cowpea, sesame, and groundnuts for sale (Author
data, Key informant interviews).

According to Kazianga and Wahhaj’s (2020) data from 20 villages,
83% of rural households in the Central Plateau and Centre West regions
of Burkina Faso have at least one permanent or temporary migrant. The
Central Plateau is a prominent migrant-sending region in Burkina Faso
due to land degradation, declining agricultural yields, and drought, with
migrants either permanently or temporarily migrating to more fertile
areas in the south of the country or abroad (Reij et al., 2005; Ilboudo
Neébié and West 2019). Mossi residents from this region have a history of
migrating to the Ivory Coast, though this trend has fluctuated over time
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Fig. 1. Study location: Oubritenga Province, Burkina Faso.

and with political unrest in the Ivory Coast (Songré et al., 1974; Kon-
seiga 2004; Deshingkar 2012).

Changes in rainfall over the past decade, as well as increasingly
destructive environmental hazards such as strong rains and winds, have
led to severe food shortages in this region (Author data, Key informant
interviews). These have been compounded by local environmental
changes, including the drying up of landscapes, soil degradation, and
vegetation loss (particularly trees) (Author data, Key informant
interviews).

2.2. Data collection and analysis

This paper draws on individual, household, and community-level
data on migration in Oubritenga Province, where data were collected
in 12 villages in the communes of Dapelogo (5 villages) and Zitenga (7
villages) between September 2019 and August 2020. Taking a mixed-
methods approach, we conducted 55 key informant interviews (be-
tween 2 and 14 from each village) including community leaders, civil
servants, entrepreneurs, religious leaders, teachers, and health workers,
among others, to develop a profile of the study villages. Community
profiles provided background information on each village, such as its
history, local population, main livelihood activities, and in particular,
recent migration trends.

The community profiles helped us shape questions for a small-n
household survey (n = 192), which was conducted with 16 partici-
pants in each of the 12 villages. Households were selected through
stratified random sampling to have an equal number of households with
and without migrants included in the survey. A list of households was
acquired for this purpose through Association tiipaalga, an NGO working
on land restoration in the region. Most household surveys were con-
ducted with the household head (179 men, 3 women), however if un-
available, the household head’s wife (9 cases) or daughter (1 case)
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responded instead. Household surveys captured household de-
mographics, livelihood activities and divisions of labour, limitations to
the family farm, land restoration practices, details of migrant household
members, their migration patterns and related impacts on production
systems, and visions for the future of the family farm and local liveli-
hoods. We use a broad definition of household to capture both com-
posite and multi-sited households that are common in the region. We
view household members as interconnected through webs of social and
economic relations, but not inferring a fixed “unit” absent of power
differences or life course (Rakodi, 2002; Huijsmans 2014).

As such, we subsequently conducted surveys with women (n = 79;
henceforth referred to as the ‘women’s survey’) and temporary migrants
(n = 14, all male; henceforth the ‘migrant survey’) for a subset of
households included in the household survey to gain additional per-
spectives on migration. Wives of migrants were targeted for the
women’s survey, however if the wife was unavailable, the migrant’s
mother, daughter, or another female household member responded.
Women were asked about the impacts of the migrant’s absence on the
household and the respondent, including associated changes in house-
hold and farm labour tasks, decision-making, remittances, and aspira-
tions for the migrant and the household. In the migrant survey, we
surveyed migrants who were present in the village at the time of data
collection, for a total of 14 male temporary migrants, to hear their his-
tories and perspectives on migration, and the ties they maintain with
their households with regard to remittances, knowledge sharing, and
decision-making.

Finally, we conducted focus group discussions (n = 10; henceforth
‘FGDs’) with community members from the 12 study villages to explore
similar themes as in the surveys at a community-level, in contrast to the
household-level information sought in the survey. FGDs provided rich
context and explanations for the trends observed in the survey. Partic-
ipants were brought together across villages for this exercise, and group



J.C. Langill et al.

composition was determined based on whether households had any
migrants, and by gender. Five (5) FGDs were held with participants
whose households had migrants, and 5 with those without. Groups were
segregated by gender where possible, such that 4 FGDs were conducted
with men only, 4 with women only, and 2 with both men and women. In
total, there were 120 FGD participants, with an equal representation of
men and women.

In this study we refer to permanent migrants as household members
who have left the homestead over the preceding five years and who no
longer eat or live in the household, excluding women’s departure from
the household for marriage. Temporary migrants, in turn, refer to
household members who leave the homestead for multiple weeks up to
several months of the year, after which they return to the homestead.
Instances of entire households migrating together were not considered
in this study.

The qualitative data obtained from community profiles, open-ended
questions in surveys, and FGDs were analyzed using magnitude and
axial coding (Saldana 2016), whereas quantitative survey data were
analyzed in RStudio 2021.09.2 to produce descriptive statistics and
carry out significance testing for comparisons of data subsets (using
Mann-Whitney and Pearson’s Chi-Square tests). Identifiable information
has been removed from data presentation to ensure participant
confidentiality.

Overall, our mixed-method data collection approach allowed for
multiple, and at times, contrasting, views to emerge from households
and the individuals within them. By drawing on the perspectives of so-
cially differentiated household members, particularly by gender, age,
and household position, we are able to capture a nuanced and complex
picture of the impact of migration on social organization and small-
holder production in this context.

3. Results: the complexities of migration from rural Oubritenga
3.1. Characterizing migration trends
3.1.1. Who migrates?

Consistent with our stratified random sampling strategy, half of the

surveyed households have at least one migrant member (Table 1). The
most common form of migration is temporary, but some households (26)

Table 1
Characteristics of the study population.

Migrant composition of households

No Permanent Temporary Both
migrants migrants migrantsonly  permanent &
(n =96) only (n =61) temporary
(n=26) migrants
(n=9)
Number of 0 1.39 1.43 2.44
migrants per (1-3) (1-6) (2-3)
household
Total 9.27 10.89 12.92 16.22
household (2-26)* (5-19) = (3-30)° (8-22)
members
Active 4.02 5.39 6.00 7.00
household (2-11)* (2-10)° (2-14)¢ (5-9)
members
No. Of 5.25 5.50 6.92 9.22
dependent (0-15) (1-12) (1-16)° (3-17)
household
members
Household land  2.50 2.46 3.60 4.11
size (0-7)° (0.5-6)" (1-25)° 2-7)

(hectares)

Notes: Presented as mean (range). Values with a different superscript letter
within the same row are statistically different (Mann-Whitney test, p < 0.05).
Households with both permanent and temporary migrants are excluded from
significance testing given the small sample size.
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have permanent migrants only, and a few (9) have both temporary and
permanent migrants. The size of surveyed households ranges from 2 to
30 members (2-14 active members) and is correlated with the migration
status of the household. Households with one or more migrant(s)
(n = 96) tend to be significantly larger (total household members and
active household members) than those without migrants (n = 96).
Furthermore, households with one or more migrant(s) have significantly
larger landholdings than households without.

FGDs help explain why household size influences capacities to
migrate:

Not all households have the same ability to send or let members leave
for migration. For example, if in a household there are only three
people, namely the head of the household, his wife and son, no one
can migrate, or the family would experience starvation. But if you
can afford it, you can let a member of your household migrate
permanently because you can pay a worker to replace him during
agricultural activities (mixed-gender FGD, households without
migrants).

A household with a large membership, 12-15 active members, may
well let members migrate compared to a household with a total of
five members. So it all depends on the size of the household and its
composition. They say its composition, because your members could
be only women, in which case you wouldn’t be able to have some
members migrate out. Poverty is an aggravating factor in migration.
The poorer you are, the more trouble you have retaining members of
your household (men’s FGD, households without migrants).

Both permanent and temporary migrants are predominantly men
(96% and 90%, respectively) (Table 2), as cultural norms and what one
woman described as the “different realities” that men and women face
limit women’s capacities to migrate (women’s FGD, households with
migrants). Normative expectations that women undertake housework
and childcare, worries about risks to women migrants, assumptions that
women are unable to undertake the same level of difficult tasks and jobs
as men, the idea that “we love our women and would not want to lose
them in any way” (male key informant, September 25, 2019), and the
view that women who go against established norms are “disobedient”
(women’s FGD, households without migrants) help explain the low
number of women migrants.

Women and men FGD participants elucidate that, as opposed to men,
migration is very uncommon for women and widely viewed as unac-
ceptable, with many stating that women are forbidden to migrate and
would be repudiated as wives or daughters for doing so. For instance, in
one village:

Women do not have the right [to migrate]. Men forbid them. They
say it is tradition: a woman must always stay at home and take care of
her children. Even to visit your parents, you're only given two days’
leave. But for young men, as their parents cannot fulfill all their
desires, migration can help them buy motorcycles and mobile
phones, and we as the parents will be very happy and proud of them
(women’s FGD, households without migrants).

Men and women are not at all facing the same barriers. A woman
can’t even think about migrating because she’ll be repudiated and
her husband will take another wife. The place of the woman is in the
home. If she does not want the home, while she goes where she
wants, she will be rejected by everyone (men’s FGD, households
without migrants).

A small minority of respondents noted that women are slowly
beginning to migrate, mostly temporarily, despite these societal expec-
tations, as men are recognizing the economic contributions these women
can make. However, this is barely perceptible in the overall dataset.
Participants in several focus groups specified that women who migrate
longer-term usually only do so alongside a male household member.

The migrants in our dataset are relatively young (mean age 28 for
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Table 2
Characteristics of permanent and temporary migrants.
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Permanent migrants

Temporary migrants

All (n = 49) Men (n = 47)

Women (n = 2) All (n = 97) Men (n = 87) Women (n = 10)

Age Mean (range) 28.10 (16-65) 28.42 (16-65)

20.50 (17-24) 25.78 (16-58) 26.30 (16-58) 21.30 (16-37)

Education level 33% 32% 50% 22% 24% 0%
None 31% 32% 0% 16% 15% 22%
Primary 14% 13% 50% 31% 30% 33%
Secondary 4% 4% 0% 6% 6% 11%
Tertiary 18% 19% 0% 25% 24% 33%
Bantaré”

Relationship to household head 4% 4% 0% 15% 16% 0%
Household head 0% 0% 0% 2% 0% 2%
Wife 69% 68% 100% 68% 67% 8%
Son/daughter 27% 28% 0% 15% 16% 0%
Brother 0% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0%
Nephew

2 Bantaré refers to an adult literacy program in Burkina Faso.

permanent migrants and 26 for temporary migrants), although ages Table 3
able

range from 16 to 65. According to FGD participants, the increasing
migration of youth, particularly young men, owes to the inability of their
family to pay for all their needs, to younger generations being less
interested in agriculture, and to young men’s desire to purchase goods
that their peers have been able to buy with income from migration ac-
tivities. Moreover, FGD participants describe the challenges with farm
management that can arise if the household head (versus younger gen-
erations) migrates. For example:

When it is the head of the household [who migrates], it causes a lot of
difficulties in the management of the family farm, since he is very
important in decision-making, overseeing, and executing decisions
(men’s FGD, households with migrants).

Another FGD participant similarly explains that:

If it is the head of the household himself who is migrating, there is a
disturbance in the organization of agricultural activities, because he
is the first person responsible for the management of the family farm
(men’s FGD, households with migrants).

In contrast, the departure of young men is less disruptive and thus
more manageable. Hence, nearly 70% of migrants (permanent and
temporary) are the son or daughter of the household head, followed by
the household head’s brother. While relatively uncommon for the
household head (predominantly men in this setting) or his wife to
migrate, when this happens, it is usually a temporary rather than per-
manent move.

Temporary migrants are relatively more formally educated than
permanent migrants, with most permanent migrants having no formal
education or primary only and a much larger proportion of temporary
migrants having graduated from secondary education or completed the
Bantaré (adult literacy) education program.

3.1.2. Where do migrants go?

The destinations of migrants differ significantly based on whether
they migrate permanently or temporarily (Table 3). Nearly 60% of
permanent migrants in our study moved internationally (27 to Ivory
Coast and 1 to Mali), and over 40% to urban domestic locations, pre-
dominantly Ouagadougou (17/20). Temporary migrants moved to both
urban and rural locations, with international destinations including
Ivory Coast (12 migrants), followed by Mali (3) and Nigeria (1). Tem-
porary migrants also moved to over 20 different domestic locations.
Although Ouagadougou was the most common destination, 72% of do-
mestic migration was to other destinations. The 11 women for whom we
have locational data migrated to rural areas within the same province or
to domestic urban locations, and none migrated internationally.

Migrant destinations.

Permanent migrants Temporary migrants

All (n Men Women All (n Men Women
=49) (n= (n=2) = 95) n= n=9)
47) 86)
Rural same 0% 0% 0% 10% 6% 44%
province
Rural other 2% 2% 0% 20% 22% 0%
province
Urban area in 41% 38% 100% 54% 54% 56%
Burkina Faso
International 57% 60% 0% 17% 19% 0%

3.1.3. What do migrants do?

There is considerable variation in the activities that migrants un-
dertake (Fig. 2). Permanent migrants are more likely to work as traders,
paid agricultural labourers, and own-account farmers, whereas tempo-
rary migrants are more likely to pursue horticulture, gold panning, and
their studies. Given the lack of water sources for productive use during
the dry season months in the study villages, inhabitants outmigrate to
pursue horticultural opportunities in areas closer to dams, such as the
Loumbila, Koubri, Kongoussi, and Ouahigouya dams. Key informants
explain:

It is poverty and the lack of water for production that lead the men to
temporarily leave the village (male key informant, 03/10/2019).

After the harvests, they have nothing more to do here and for that
they go practice horticulture in areas with dams to obtain money to
buy motorcycles and laptops, for example. In fact, they leave with
the intention of obtaining money to meet their secondary needs
(male key informant, 10/09/2019).

New opportunities arising with gold panning in nearby Bam Province
have also spurred seasonal migration to this northern province over the
past five years.

3.1.4. When and for how long do migrants leave?

Participants from several FGDs explained that there has been a
relative decrease in permanent migration in recent times, and an in-
crease in temporary migration. Indeed, survey data illustrate a notable
increase in temporary migration, as 81% of temporary migrants only
began migrating over the four years preceding the survey (Fig. 3).

Within the calendar year, temporary migrants are absent for an
average of 5.86 months (5.93 and 5.22 for men and women, respec-
tively), though this ranges from under one month to nearly the entire
year. Key informants explain that the duration and timing of temporary
migration largely depends on the migrant’s activities:
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Fig. 2. Migrant activities (permanent migrants n = 49; temporary migrants n = 96).
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There are three groups of temporary migrants. First, there are those leave in October and come back in April or May. These people
who are away from the village for four months because they leave practice two cycles of horticulture before their return. They leave in
after the harvests and they return as the rainy season nears; meaning October, return in January, and leave [again] in February to return
that they are gone generally from January to April. Then there are in April or May to cultivate. Finally, there is the third group, which is
those who spend seven or eight months outside the village, since they made up of those whose departure is unknown, as is their return,
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because they no longer even cultivate ... but they are not numerous.
Certainly, by June at the latest, all those who return to cultivate are
back (male key informant, 01/10/2019).

Those who do horticulture come back after five to six months. They
leave in October and generally come back in April or May to culti-
vate. But those who do gold panning do not have a specific time to
come back. They stay there until they are successful. When they
return, they do not spend more than a month to see their family, and
then return to the [gold mining] sites (male key informant, 04/10/
2019).

As these excerpts suggest, temporary migration generally occurs
during the dry season, when there is a lull in agricultural tasks (Fig. 4).
Across study villages, key informants state that temporary migrants tend
to return home between April and June to contribute to the new agri-
cultural cropping cycle. Nonetheless, most FGD participants note labour
shortages between April and August due to the high labour inputs
required in their fields at this time. According to FGD participants,
temporary migrants begin to leave again from September to December,
either after plowing and weeding tasks are completed (in September) or
after the harvest (October to December). Most temporary migrants are
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thus absent from December to March, when their family farms require
the least labour. The migration of students during the academic year
further clarifies the seasonality of temporary migration, as students who
leave for school do so in September or October and return in late May or
early June.

Overall, the timing of temporary migration is intentionally seasonal
with the family farm in mind. As one man summarized:

The periods when people leave coincide with the period when the
activities that remain in the fields do not necessarily require a lot of
manpower. But if there are any household members leaving in the
middle of the winter season, then it can have a serious effect on
agricultural activities because the head of the household has not
foreseen this (men’s FGD, households without migrants).

3.1.5. Why do migrants leave?

Consistent across all sources of data is the overwhelmingly economic
motivation for migration, coupled with a much smaller proportion of
migration for educational pursuits, mostly among temporary migrants.
Participants consistently discussed the need to generate income amid
poverty, increasing costs of living, and a lack of income generating
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Fig. 4. Seasonality of agricultural calendar and temporary migration. Top half based on household surveys (n = 95); bottom half based on FGDs (n = 10).
*For households that do not have the tools for mechanical weeding, all weeding is done manually.
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opportunities within their village, as a primary motivation for
migration:

Those who leave [internationally], it is not because they do not like
their country or that they love to work, but there are no jobs here
(male key informant, 04/10/2019).

Societal expectations for men to acquire some assets (e.g., motor-
bikes) in order to marry further motivate young men to migrate.

The decreasing availability of land associated with increasing pop-
ulation growth and more frequent land sales, and a decreasing interest in
farm-based livelihoods, further encourage migration. FGDs suggest that
poorer households are compelled to migrate, but also that insufficient
funds to finance the initial migration event and debt from previous
migration hinder the capacity to migrate. FGD participants noted the
importance of migration in helping their households cope with the
economic challenges posed by COVID-19, and anticipated higher rates
of migration to confront the increased poverty levels created by the
pandemic.

The success of migrants encourages subsequent migration from
others in the village. In one FGD, for example, men depict a domino
effect of migration among peers:

There is an increase in migration because migrants come back with
money and buy luxury items like motorcycles. It encourages others to
go too (men’s FGD, households with migrants).

Hence, in another FGD, male participants estimate that temporary
migration and daily off-farm movements have increased by at least 60%
over the preceding decade. However, participants in several FGDs pre-
dict that participation in permanent migration would decrease over
time, as migrants turn their focus toward temporary migration options.

In a FGD, women from migrant households explained the intergen-
erational dynamics that underpin decisions to migrate:

Yes, migration has an impact on the workforce. Once the children
decide to migrate, their dad can’t stop them from leaving. As soon as
they leave, all you can do is pray that they have a job. Then, you stay
with the little ones until they come back ... Nowadays, with this
expensive life, you can no longer prevent a child from migrating if
you have nothing to offer him. For example, with bad rainfall, we
remain helpless and we can only count on luck ... If you prevent them
from leaving and you have nothing to offer them in return, it can lead
to discontent. If they migrate and succeed, they are aware that they
have left their families behind, they can help you, but if they do not
succeed, there is nothing we can do about it. That is why we let those
of age go. We want several things at once. If we want them to have
scientific knowledge when agriculture does not pay for their edu-
cation or supplies, then if they migrate and succeed, they can come
back and pay for their education and help you with the food
(women'’s FGD, households with migrants).

Against this backdrop, community representatives highlighted the
high prevalence and rapid increase of migration in their villages.
Overall, key informants and FGD participants characterized migration as
predominantly dominated by young men undertaking temporary
migration:

There are times that if you come to this village, you cannot see a
young man. Therefore, after the harvest, around 80% of households
record migration of men (male key informant, 27/08/2019).

3.2. Impacts of migration for rural smallholder households

3.2.1. Migrant remittances

According to the household survey, approximately 60% of migrants
(61% and 59% of permanent and temporary migrants, respectively) sent
remittances to their rural household over the 12-month period preced-
ing data collection. Two thirds (66%) of temporary migrants’ household
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members note that remittances are extremely important for the house-
hold and family farm, and all but one of the rest believe remittances are
either moderately or somewhat important (equivalent information not
available for permanent migrants).

We observe gender differences in the FGDs with regard to the
importance of remittances for household members who remain on the
farm. Whereas men FGD participants noted the benefits of remittances
for the family farm, women reflected that remittances, if any, remained
insufficient to have any noticeable impact. FGD participants reflected
that for households who did receive enough remittances to invest in the
farm, by purchasing “carts, plows, and draft animals, yields only in-
crease” (men’s FGD, households with migrants). Within the same vil-
lages, however, both men and women reported that remittances were
thus far insufficient. One woman explained:

There are no remittances because what they [migrants] earn is not
enough. Since they started migrating, they have not yet been able to
help us with the purchase of anything. Often, we even help them in
return. What they earn is not enough for them, let alone to help us in
return (women’s FGD, households with migrants).

Households that receive remittances use them toward various ends:
most prevalently, to purchase food for the household, then to settle
healthcare costs and tuition fees (Fig. 5). Agricultural inputs, clothes,
and hiring farm labour were other common uses, more so in temporary
migrants’ households. Other less common uses of remittances include
pocket money, buying animals (mostly goats), solar panels, saving for
emergencies, bike repair, and trade.

The data paint a mixed picture of who within the household decides
how to spend remittances. Among women’s survey respondents whose
migrant household members sent remittances home, 72% consider that
they are free to independently decide how to spend this money. Alter-
natively, in a FGD with men and women from households with migrants,
there was a common understanding that both the male household head
and his wife are involved in allocating remittance money, but that mi-
grants do not always share the money they earn with other household
members:

The investment is based on a consensus between the head of the
household and his wife, wherein usually it is the head of the
household who takes the initiative to invest in a particular activity.
But in general, the migrants themselves decide what to invest in,
because they already have their plan before going on migration. In
general, they want to buy motorcycles (mixed-gender FGD, house-
holds with migrants).

Another participant in the same FGD explains the diversity in
remittance sending patterns:

For some, there are remittances, but these funds do not allow them to
acquire inputs; they are used for other needs such as health or school.
Others don’t send anything at all. Still others send money, but it is for
the family to keep until they return and not to invest in anything.
Before going on migration, each migrant has their own well-planned
project, and if they happen to earn money, they think of themselves
first before the family. There are fewer who care about their family,
and what they earn and send does not allow them to invest in the
family’s inputs. When they send, you as the head of the family have
to keep this money until they come back and decide for themselves
what to invest in (mixed-gender FGD, households with migrants).

According to FGDs, migrants use the money they earn while away to
access or acquire means of transportation (mainly motorcycles), farm
inputs and machinery, technology (such as mobile phones), and other
material goods.

3.2.2. Effects of migration on household labour and agricultural production
Nearly all survey respondents (92%) of households with permanent
migrants considered that migrants contributed labour to their family
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Fig. 5. Top six household uses for migrant remittances. Note: The sum of frequencies exceeds 100% as participants could select more than one response option.

farm before migrating (Fig. 6), and 75% reported that the migrant’s labour. FGD participants added that permanent migrants are no longer
departure affected the quantity of agricultural labour available. Those considered in agricultural production planning given the long duration
who reported the contrary explained that other household members, of their absence.

mainly the migrant’s wife, makes up for the absence of the migrant’s Most household survey respondents did not consider permanent
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Fig. 6. Effects of permanent outmigration on migrant contributions to agricultural production.
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migrants as an important resource or household member with specific
training prior to their departure, and thus did not see their migration as a
drain on the agricultural skills held by their household. About half of
permanent migrants had contributed to decision-making before their
departure, and of these, 95% played an important role in decision-
making; however, only 16% continue to contribute (over the tele-
phone). The majority who no longer contribute to decision-making were
portrayed as quite separated from the household, with household survey
respondents making comments such as “he rarely calls”, “as he is not
nearby, it is complicated”, “he left a really long time ago” and has new
activities now, or “since his departure he no longer cares about the
family back in the village”. Some survey respondents also explained that
the household head makes the decisions for the household, and the
permanent migrant follows them.

The situation is different for temporary migrants, with the impacts of
their absence being dependent on its timing in relation to the agricul-
tural calendar (Fig. 4). According to survey respondents, over 80% of
temporary migrants used to play important roles on the family farm
during field preparation, cultivation, and the harvest before they began
migrating. These contributions have mostly been maintained (Fig. 7) as
temporary migration mainly occurs during lulls in the agricultural
cycle—although some migrants may not return in time for field prepa-
ration, and may leave before the harvest (see Section 3.1.4 above). For
temporary migrants who are studying, there is less flexibility to align
their departure with the agricultural calendar; an important consider-
ation as educational migration becomes more common.

Similar to permanent migrants, the absence of temporary migrants
was not seen to affect the knowledge or skills available to the household
for agricultural production, and only one in ten migrants were reported
to share new technical agricultural information with the household.
Survey respondents considered that, unlike permanent migrants, tem-
porary migrants who have important knowledge and skills to contribute
to farm production are still present when needed to share these.

Decision-making patterns were similar for temporary and permanent
migrants. According to household survey respondents, nearly half of
temporary migrants contributed to decision-making before they began
migrating, and of those, over 90% played an important role. However,
only 36% of them have continued to contribute to decision-making since
they began migrating. These migrants are either the household head or
able to contribute by phone or during temporary returns to the home-
stead. The drop in contributions to decision-making is even higher for
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permanent migrants, among whom only 16% of those who previously
contributed continue to do so after their departure.

In contrast to the predominantly male household survey re-
spondents, the women’s survey respondents mostly reported that the
absence of migrants does not affect household decision-making in
relation to the family farm (93%) or the household (89%). They attribute
this to many migrants not being involved in decision-making before
their departure (e.g. because they are the children of the household
head) or to decisions being made by consensus as a household, and still
involving the migrant from afar.

FGD participants elucidated the impacts of outmigration on small-
holder production. As one male participant explained:

[Outmigration] has a negative impact because it reduces work ca-
pacity, leading to more tasks for non-migrants since migrants leave a
void to compensate for ... old people will be forced to perform other
tasks that were not intended for them, such as the installation of
stone bunds. This leads to a decrease in the area under cultivation,
which in turn leads to a decrease in the quantity of crops because it
will be difficult for non-migrants to manage large areas (men’s FGD,
households with migrants).

Land restoration techniques related to field preparation, such as the
building of stone bunds that control for erosion and the digging of zai
pits (planting basins), tend to be undertaken before temporary migrants
return home each year. As such, it is difficult for households to maintain
these practices in their absence. Temporary migrants often help with
some stages of the agricultural cycle, such as planting, but their depar-
ture hinders subsequent farm production as remaining labourers try to
make up for their absence. Moreover, “they come back tired in general,
so not very productive” (men’s FGD, households without migrants).

A recurrent theme in FGDs is that households annually determine the
area of land they will cultivate in relation to the number of household
members available to provide labour. If there is a reduction in labour
availability due to outmigration, many households accordingly reduce
the size of the land they will cultivate. For this reason, many respondents
considered that outmigration does not reduce their capacities to culti-
vate their lands; they only put as much as they can manage into pro-
duction. One FGD contextualized this practice within a larger historical
trend: farm labour used to be done with collaborative (unpaid) labour,
which required feeding the workers. As in current day households no
longer have enough food to share with workers, they no longer request
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Fig. 7. Effects of temporary outmigration on migrant contributions to agricultural production.
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their help and only work with their own household’s labour, adjusting
the size of land under production to the household labour available.
While a few respondents mentioned hiring labourers to fill in for their
household’s migrating members, the majority stated that their house-
hold could not afford to do so.

Although most women reported that the departure of one of their
household members does not affect their own work in the household
and/or on the farm, approximately one third of women’s survey re-
spondents felt that it does. The tasks most commonly cited for requiring
more of women’s work are collecting water and firewood, feeding ani-
mals, and providing farm labour.

FGD participants also discussed the social effects of outmigration,
including loss of reproductive and communal labour, and the impacts of
outmigration on interpersonal relations:

These problems are the inability to travel and participate in various
ceremonies, reduction of labour that leads to famine, and disruption
of the homes of married migrants because the management of their
families is generally difficult (men’s FGD, households with
migrants).

We also have a problem of attendance at different ceremonies such as
weddings, baptisms, and funerals as it should be. We are also un-
derstaffed to attend all social welfare activities such as house
building or harvesting (men’s FGD, households with migrants).

There are a few cases of disagreements related to the fact that the
migrant returns and does not want to share the profits of the fruit of
his work, or that it is the head of the household who financed his
move to the site of the horticultural activities or gold panning and
who sometimes paid the inputs for him and even sent him the food.
Returning migrants who do not have enough to buy the bike of their
dreams are at odds with their family (men’s FGD, households
without migrants).

Thus, outmigration can cause intra-household tensions, and reduce
the ability to fulfill community expectations towards constituent
households.

3.2.3. Effects of migration on household capacities to manage their farm
Overall, when asked “did your capacity to manage your farm change

due to the outmigration of household members”, the majority of

household survey respondents indicated that outmigration has not
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changed (increased or decreased) this capacity (Fig. 8). Among those
who do perceive such a change, more respondents considered that this
capacity decreased rather than increased. This negative effect was more
prominently reported for permanent rather than temporary migration
(Fig. 8).

Survey respondents who believe that outmigration has had no effect
on their household’s farm management capacity attributed this to hav-
ing other labourers (usually other children in the family) replace the
migrant, or to the migrant not having been involved on the family farm
and/or with farm management prior to their departure. These answers
were consistent for male and female migrants, and permanent and
temporary migrants.

The eight survey respondents who reported that outmigration had
increased their household’s farm management capacity were all refer-
ring to temporary migrants and unanimously attributed this increased
capacity to the use of remittances the migrants provided, for instance,
for purchasing seeds. Remaining households reported that outmigration
had caused a reduction in farm management capacity because of the loss
in labour, particularly where the migrant had previously contributed to
farm management or was the household head. Instances where the head
of household permanently migrated were exclusively associated with
decreased management capacity, and in only one case did the temporary
migration of the household head lead to a perceived increase in the
household’s capacity to manage its farm.

3.3. Looking forward: rural futures and household aspirations

When asked about their hopes for the future of their migrating
household member, 63% of the women’s survey respondents indicated
that they would like the migrant to continue migrating and sending
remittances home. A further 14% would like the migrant to continue
migrating, but only temporarily, whereas only 16% indicated that they
would like the migrant to return home to work on the family farm or to
return to the homestead because they themselves are aging. Only 4%
indicated that they would like to join the migrant at their destination.

Women’s survey respondents stressed the lack of opportunities for
the migrant within the village, the importance of remittances for the
household and for improving their family’s living conditions, and
insufficient income from the farm alone. One respondent explained that
“agriculture has no future”, while others considered that agriculture
cannot meet household needs and is becoming even more challenging
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Fig. 8. Effects of outmigration on farm management capacity.
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due to changing environmental conditions, particularly insufficient or
unpredictable rainfall.

Yet, women’s survey respondents and both male and female FGD
participants preferred their household members to migrate temporarily
rather than permanently, to be able to continue working with them and
helping on the farm:

Let them continue to migrate and bring us money. Let them continue
to migrate and come back to help us during the necessary period of
agricultural work before leaving. [I would like] that they continue to
migrate but preferably that they practice temporary migration
because it allows them to return to carry out agricultural activities
(men’s FGD, households with migrants).

Some women’s survey respondents preferred domestic, temporary
migration to international, permanent migration as they considered that
remittances from both were the same, or even higher from temporary
migrants, and that temporary migration offers the benefit of being able
to visit the homestead more often. FGD participants were eager to ac-
quire new social and agricultural knowledge from migrants, use re-
mittances to purchase vehicles and land, as well as improve their living
conditions and those of the wider community.

Over half (56%) of the women’s survey respondents expect their
household’s off-farm income-generation to grow over the next five to ten
years, and 48% anticipate a reduction in the area of land their household
cultivates over the same time period, with similar opinions shared in
FGDs. Participants associate this reduction to a drop in household labour
availability due to migration. Respondents across data sources lament
the many limitations of smallholder agriculture, which is increasingly
unable to meet household needs. According to women and men in one
focus group:

In our opinion, the livelihoods of our village will change. Agriculture
will play less of a role because of the irregularities of rainfall, the
degraded soil, and children refusing to cultivate (mixed-gender FGD,
households without migrants).

Parents expressed a desire for their sons and daughters to achieve
high levels of training and formal education to access off-farm oppor-
tunities, and worried about their children’s future if they were depen-
dent on agrarian-based livelihoods.

Despite these aspirations, one third of women’s survey respondents,
as well as several FGD participants, anticipate increased investments in
new agricultural practices and techniques, such as zai pits, stone bunds,
composting, mechanization, and tractors and carts; all seen to help
maximize outputs and profitability. One women’s survey respondent
stressed that this was needed to make farming viable: “Otherwise we
will not survive.” FGD participants were interested in receiving tech-
nical training in new agricultural and land restoration techniques, and in
adopting promising practices on their farms. As one participant (men’s
FGD, households with migrants) explained, these new agricultural
techniques are essential to generate the interest of youth in agriculture.

Overall, FGD participants articulated the role migration plays in
shaping their visions for their family farm. As one woman from a
migrant household explained:

Migration affects the vision of family farming because more and
more children can no longer be relied upon. They are unpredictable
(women’s FGD, households with migrants).

Forty (40) percent of women’s survey respondents considered that
their future visions for their family farm are influenced by migration,
mostly due to the associated lost labour input on the farm. Participants
described making plans to account for the absence of household mem-
bers who migrate, particularly when they are unable to return to provide
agricultural labour. These plans include reducing the cultivated area or
tasks on the farm, placing additional labour burdens on household
members remaining on the farm, and purchasing agricultural inputs
with future remittances.
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4. Discussion and implications

Our results offer a nuanced and gender-disaggregated analysis of
migration in Oubritenga Province, Burkina Faso; a country where
migration has long been an integral component of rural livelihoods
(Breusers 1998; Sanfo et al., 2017; Ilboudo Nébié and West 2019; Kaag
etal., 2019). Our multi-village case study demonstrates that migration is
a heterogeneous phenomenon. Overall, however, the observed patterns
of outmigration in this region are dominated by households with more
members and larger landholdings; overwhelmingly undertaken by men,
due to deeply rooted gender norms and expectations; and largely pur-
sued in search of income-generating opportunities. Migrants are mainly
the children or brother of the (male) household head, and very rarely the
household head and/or spouse. In our study site, migration is mostly
temporary; a shift from the permanent type of migration that key in-
formants and focus group participants described as being dominant in
the past. Yet, permanent migration also occurs and has different effects
on the organization of smallholder household production than tempo-
rary migration. For instance, permanent migrants contribute less to
decision-making and agricultural production, and have a stronger
negative impact on the household’s capacity to manage its farm than
temporary migrants. Migrant activities, motivations, destinations, and
the level and type of involvement migrants maintain with their house-
hold are also diverse. These differences highlight the need to recognize
multiple types of migration and their varied outcomes on the organi-
zation of smallholder production systems, rather than conceptualizing
migration as a homogeneous phenomenon.

Current migration trends in our study site result from a conjuncture
of interrelated, contextually-rooted factors occurring at multiple scales:
environmental, including ongoing land degradation and rainfall
unpredictability, which hinder agricultural production; socio-cultural,
including peer effects shaping youth aspirations, norms and ascribed
gender roles, and rising educational goals and pursuits; and economic,
precisely the increased costs of living, the lack of dry-season income-
generating activities in villages of origin coupled with new (gold
panning and horticultural) opportunities in neighbouring localities, the
need for cash-intensive farm inputs, and desires for new consumption
goods (particularly motorcycles), which are increasingly expected of
young men before marriage. Migration thus reflects both distress
diversification and progressive diversification (Ellis 2000; Rigg 2006;
Bouahom et al., 2004)—including over a medium to long time frame, as
migration for educational pursuits is a longer-term investment in
household livelihood diversification. As suggested by de Longueville
etal. (2019: 473), migration is not inherently a “failure to adapt” to rural
conditions, but can be a strategy to secure a living amidst limiting
environmental and socio-economic circumstances in the migrant’s
location of origin. By surfacing the deep interconnections between
environmental, socio-cultural, and economic drivers of migration, our
study complexifies the narratives that peg Burkinabé migration down to
environmental change (Deshingkar 2012; Gray and Wise 2016; Sanfo
et al. 2017 de Longueville et al., 2019, 2020; Ilboudo Nébié and West
2019), and calls for a more multi-faceted understanding of the push and
pull factors that motivate migration in this setting. This includes
attention to both gendered and generational considerations within the
household, part of a growing field of literature that unravels the intra-
household dynamics of migration and deagrarianization as differentially
experienced across household members; including those who migrate
and those who remain at the homestead (Huijsmans 2014; Bryceson
2019; Rigg et al., 2020). Follow-up longitudinal studies will be impor-
tant for understanding how these patterns and processes are influenced
by life course and the ongoing environmental, socio-cultural, and eco-
nomic changes identified here.

Importantly, we see that outmigration does not necessarily imply a
rupture with agriculture. In our study, outmigration of a family member
is undertaken in conjunction with smallholder farming at the household
level, and even at the individual level, as most temporary migrants also
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maintain a foothold in their family farm. In this context, migration often
leads to reduced cultivation areas to adjust to a drop in household la-
bour. Yet, a portion of remittances is sometimes used to purchase agri-
cultural inputs or hire farm labour (in the case of temporary migrants),
which demonstrates continued investments in the farm in spite of—or
indeed because of—migration. Future visions and hopes for the farm
reflect a sense that agriculture offers few prospects for the future, but
also that it will remain integral to the household’s overall livelihood
strategy; hence the preference for the temporary migration of household
members who can return to the farm during critical periods in the
agricultural calendar. Although the livelihoods literature explores
migration as a livelihood activity, and to a lesser extent its gendered
dimensions and role in breaking down rural-urban divisions (de Haan
1999; Awumbila and Ardayfio-Schandorf 2008; Oberhauser 2016), it
has only superficially engaged with the role of migration in pluri-activity
household livelihood portfolios, such as we describe above, both for the
migrant and the family farm. As such, greater attention to the individual
migrant as situated within the household, as well as coexisting (and at
times, contrasting) perspectives of migration among differently posi-
tioned household members, are important for intrahousehold livelihood
and migration-based research (Huijsmans 2014). The tensions in the
data gathered through mixed-method approaches, such as we used in
this study, surface the plural ways that differentiated household mem-
bers and households experience migration within changing rural con-
texts and livelihood portfolios.

Moreover, bringing nuance to macro analyses that show an increased
labour participation in agriculture of women ‘left behind’ in rural areas
across Africa (e.g., Bryceson 2019), our findings call into question that
male outmigration necessarily equates a feminization of agriculture, or
“the broadening and deepening of women’s involvement in agricultur-
e—in terms of workload, decision-making, or visibility” (Doss et al.,
2020: 280). We find that, in the case of young temporary migrants, male
outmigration causes changes in labour relations and production on
smallholder farms, and particularly drops in the migrant’s contributions
to field preparation and harvesting. Yet, when the male household head
is not the one to leave the farm, he remains the primary decision-maker.
Likewise, male temporary migrants continue to contribute to
farm-related decisions either through phone communication or when
they seasonally return to the homestead. Therefore, despite reduced
presence of male household members, women do not gain greater in-
fluence in decision-making in this context. Moreover, approximately
two thirds of women did not report increased on-farm and off-farm
workloads, and women do not appear to have increased engagement
in agriculture due to male outmigration, as long as other men remain on
the homestead. These place-based results among Mossi farmers in the
Sudano-Sahelian region should not be generalized across rural Africa,
however. Gender analyses in other socio-cultural and ecological con-
texts are needed to examine historically-rooted contextual specificities.'
Nonetheless, our results support broader calls for critical approaches to
’feminization of agriculture’ studies, including recognizing the limited
effects migration can have in creating transformative impacts for gender
relations and equality (Doss et al., 2020; Kawarazuka et al., 2022; Leder
2022).

Our findings further shine a light on women migrants, who are
largely ignored in the feminization of agriculture literature. Some
studies have examined women’s migration and whether a ‘feminization

! For example, in the nearby Sahelian region, which is dominated by different
ethnic groups and livelihood strategies, and where tillage using the plough as
well as conservative forms of Islam are more prevalent, gender relations in
agriculture can assume very different forms. For more discussion on gendered
agricultural participation in the region and beyond, particularly as differenti-
ated by social structures and by use of the hoe versus the plough in agriculture,
see Boserup (1965, 1970); Bryceson (1995, 2019); David and Yabré (1995);
Nielsen and Reenberg (2010); Kiptot and Franzel (2012); Phiri et al. (2022).
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of migration’ is occurring (Elmhirst 2007; Preibisch and Encalada Grez
2010; Camlin et al., 2014; Huang et al., 2020; Kawarazuka et al., 2020),
but these remain rare. Yet, when outmigration is primarily done by men,
as is the case in many contexts such as Burkina Faso, the women who
also migrate in that context are largely overlooked. Although they are
too few in number in our sample to make gender-based comparisons, we
found that some migrants are indeed women (4% and 10% of permanent
and temporary migrants, respectively), despite norms around migration
that discriminate against women leaving. These women should not go
unnoticed under the assumption that migration is a man’s activity. In
rapidly transforming rural contexts, questions around gender norms,
their evolution, and factors pushing or pulling women toward migration,
as well as the implications their migration holds for their self-identities,
households, societal positioning, and production systems, warrant
future attention.

While debates on whether and where a feminization of agriculture is
occurring are important, polarizing approaches have the tendency to
simplify the complex links between migration and feminization pro-
cesses (Kawarazuka et al., 2022). Applying a gendered lens to the study
of rural outmigration (Doss et al., 2020) that also considers (inter)
generational dimensions (Huang 2012; Thorsen 2013), the relationship
migrants maintain (or not) with their household, and intrahousehold
tensions or conflicts that can be generated (McEvoy et al., 2012;
Huijsmans 2014) encourages a deeper understanding than migration as
livelihood diversification or the passivity projected on those ‘left behind’
would suggest. Instead, it looks at the role of migration in householding,
or how “creating and sustaining a household is a continuous process of
social reproduction that covers all life-cycle stages and extends beyond
the family” (Douglass 2006: 423), from both an individualistic, collab-
orative, gendered, and generational perspective. Further research is
needed to delve into the economic and more-than-economic implica-
tions of migration for the multi-sited and at times trans-national
households it generates.

These findings have important implications for the continuity of
rural livelihoods. First, there is a strong intergenerational component to
migration in our rural study site. The age of the migrants, as well as the
perception of respondents that migration is predominantly undertaken
by ‘youth’, may indicate generational shifts in rural livelihood trajec-
tories and aspirations. Further in-depth and contextual research is
needed to shed light on how these processes affect the ‘inter-genera-
tional contract’, or the shared and sometimes conflicting understanding
of what family members expect to owe and receive from one another
(Kabeer 2000; Whitehead et al., 2007). Our gender analysis shows the
importance of disaggregating the concept of ‘youth’ to understand
gender-specific migration opportunities and constraints, and the
gendered effects of migration among household members who remain
on their farm. Moreover, understanding the roles and power that ‘youth’
maintain in the household, how those may change depending on the age
and position of young women and men (e.g., as an older or younger
sibling) and relative to the maturity of the household along its life
course, and how that is (re)shaped by migration, are important for un-
derstanding shifts in intrahousehold relations and generational expec-
tations. Similar gender and generational trends have been observed in
other contexts, highlighting the need for research on the feminization of
agriculture, a process intricately related to broader rural trans-
formations (Doss et al., 2020), to analyze the nexus of migration, youth
aspirations, intrahousehold relations, and rural futures through a gender
lens (Huang 2012; Huijsmans 2014; Elmhirst et al., 2017; Rigg et al.,
2020; Huijsmans et al., 2021).

As temporary migration is a relatively recent phenomenon in our
study site, its long-term effects on social organization and production
remain to be seen. Our preliminary data suggest that when eldest sons
leave their household, their responsibilities shift to younger siblings; and
when successful migrants return, they gain new status and re-
sponsibilities within the household. Although plots farmed individually
by migrants may remain in fallow for a few years, these lands are
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eventually farmed by other household members, folded into collectively
farmed household lands, or sold with the migrant’s accord. Longitudinal
research is needed to elucidate whether or how these processes play out
across households and localities at different temporal scales, and their
effects on rural differentiation and transformation.

5. Conclusion

Future studies on the intergenerational dynamics of gendered
migration are essential for understanding the long-term impacts of
outmigration on production systems, household labour allocation, and
related shifts in agricultural knowledge systems and land uses. Greater
engagement between the livelihoods literature and the literature on the
feminization of agriculture would help to address the gender limitations
of most livelihoods frameworks (Oberhauser et al.,, 2004), the
complexity of gendered migration processes, and the reorganization of
agricultural production processes as situated within multi-activity live-
lihood portfolios. Important gendered and generational components,
interwoven with environmental, socio-cultural, and economic consid-
erations, are creating new migration patterns that require renewed
attention in rural development policies and programmes. Importantly,
including gender in these analyses needs to extend beyond simplified
divisions between men and women as off-farm and on-farm, respec-
tively, or the presence or absence of a ‘feminization of agriculture’.
Rather than rural outmigration signifying a move away from small-
holder production, our analyses have demonstrated the place-based
heterogeneity of the phenomenon and its gendered implications;
including its diverse drivers and outcomes, essential for understanding
the family farm and broader rural transformations.
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