Mothering as Migrants: Experiences from the Informal Settlements of Nairobi, Kenya

Abstract

Research emphasizing effects of internal migration on sub-Saharan African
families has focused on implications of absent fathers, particularly in areas
with historic male migration. Yet, the number of women migrating
throughout Africa is likely to have more profound effects on family stability
and child well-being. When women move, they face difficult decisions of
migrating with children, potentially exposing them to risky environments, or
leaving them with others. This research will shed light on decision-making
processes of migrant mothers, and the implications of mother’s migration on
children’s residence using interviews with migrants in informal settlements
in Nairobi City, Kenya. African women continue to migrate to cities, this
research points to important implications with regard to how women
manage family life when moving to impoverished urban communities.
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Our Setting

The study sites are two informal settlements of Nairobi City, Kenya:
Korogocho and Viwandani. The two settlements are part of the Nairobi
Urban Health and Demographic Surveillance System (NUHDSS), and are
approximately 12 km and 7 km from the city centre, respectively. The
NUHDSS follows an average of 70,000 individuals in both settlements (Emina
et al. 2011) and rates of population change due to migration are high,
particularly among young children (Beguy et al. 2010).

Data & Sample

This study uses data from 31 interviews with women ages 19 to 49 who had
ever given birth to a living child. Interviews were conducted in Swahili and
translated and transcribed in English. Coding and analysis of transcriptions
was conducted thematically using MaxQDA10.

Background

Much of the earlier literature on migration and family dynamics emphasized
the commonality of families 'left behind' by male migrants (Nelson 1992;
Gordon 1981). Early research that discussed women migrants tended to
label women and children as 'tied' or 'associational' migrants, accompanying
husbands and fathers to urban centres only as dependents, never as
independent migrants of their own right.

Children and their needs are likely to influence the migration decisions of
their parents, especially their mothers, although migration strategies may
differ dependent on needs of the family as a unit and the household
members as individuals. Despite awareness of the centrality of children to
women’s migration choices, we still know relatively little about the
movements of these women’s children and how migrant women decide
whether to foster their children in rural homes or migrate with them to
slums, which they may perceive as dangerous. Women’s ability to mother
their children may be strained by distance if children do not co-migrate, but
co-residence with children in urban slums present other, uniquely
challenging circumstances.
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Migrant Women’s Childcare Strategies Vary

Descriptive Results
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Migration: Of 31 respondents, 4 were born in a Nairobi community other
than Korogocho or Viwandani, 26 were born elsewhere in Kenya, and 1 was
born outside of Kenya. Of the 27 women born outside Nairobi, 11 migrated
to the slums before childbearing and 16 migrated after they had given birth
to at least one child. The 4 women born in Nairobi migrated to the informal
settlements before bearing at least one child. Respondents migrated from
nearly all areas of Kenya, with significant numbers arriving from Central and
Western provinces. The majority have migrated to more than one location
prior to settling in the slum settlements.
Marital Status: The majority of respondents (19) are currently married; 6 are
divorced, 4 are widowed, and 2 have never been married.
Children: The respondents have an average of 2.65 children, ranging in age
from 2 months to 30 years.
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19 year old, Viwandani

Descriptive Results
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“So that I can know
the life of my child.”

“I am separated from my other children. As a
mother, they are constantly on my mind.”
33 year old, Viwandani

A small number of mothers reported children living elsewhere. One 35 year
old mother of 2 in Korogocho lives alone, having “tried living with one here
last year but due to economic hardship I took him back home.” A 33 year old
mother of 5 lives in Viwandani with her husband and one child, while “the
other children are back home in the village… My husband cannot afford to
support them here in Nairobi..” A 25 year old mother of 4 living in Viwandani
sent her husband’s non-biological child to live elsewhere, and states she can
“…sense her [daughter’s] unhappiness…” at being separated. Even mothers
who prefer their children remain in Nairobi may have their children sent
‘upcountry’, as noted by a 20 year old mother in Viwandani – “It will be good
to bring her up in Nairobi, but I don’t think she will stay here—she will go
back to my husbands home.” Children appear to live with whoever is most
able and willing to care for them: mothers report children in the care of
paternal and maternal grandparents, maternal uncles, and extended kin.

All children always reside with mother

Married Mothers: Most Children Reside with Mothers

Children will be sent back

A number of mothers were explicit in their desire to have their children
remain with them in Nairobi at all costs. A 39 year old mother of 5 in
Korogocho who says that she doesn’t “see anything good about Nairobi” and
resorts to prostitution to feed her children still insists “I am glad they are
living with me because I can monitor their behaviour… Children who live
with their grandmother tend to be spoilt.” A 27 year old mother of 2 young
children in Viwandani similarly notes she is glad she doesn’t “have to worry
about leaving them back home” in her rural village. A 25 year old mother of
3 small children in Viwandani prefers Nairobi as a place to raise children,
stating “I just want to bring them up personally, because they may go
somewhere else and have a bad lifestyle. I can only let them visit the
grandparents and come back to me here.” Maintaining close ties between
mother and child were identified as a primary reason to keep children in the
slums, regardless of potential risks.

Children in multiple homes
Children initially left behind

Children initially left behind

Forty interviews were conducted by trained fieldworkers in Korogocho &
Viwandani, Nairobi, Kenya in July 2011 with women ages 15-49.
Respondents were selected from the Nairobi Urban Health and
Demographic Surveillance System population.

With increasing focus on the 'feminization of migration' in recent years
(Pedraza 1991), research has acknowledged that women can and do migrate
independently or with partners in order to pursue livelihood strategies, and
they frequently do so in young adulthood at peak childbearing and
marriageable years (Clark & Cotton 2013; Beguy et al. 2010; Reed et al.
2010). Research in developing countries suggests that women's migration
often occurs as part of a household livelihood strategy aimed at improving
the social and economic status of the family, but this may come with tradeoffs for women's ties with spouses and children who may or may not
accompany female migrants on their journeys (Locke et al. 2012; Posel &
Casale 2003).

Descriptive Results

Step-children in multiple homes
Children will be sent back
All children always reside with mother

“Sometimes life is so challenging that I just feel
like I should die to avoid the suffering instead of
being alive and meeting all the problems.
Sometimes you are pushed to the wall.”
35 year old, Korogocho

Next Steps

• Conduct additional in-depth interviews and focus groups with women in
Korogocho & Viwandani
• Incorporate longitudinal data collected in Korogocho and Viwandani
slums, to accurately measure the percent of migrant women whose children
reside with them, what percentage have a child or children residing in other
households, and what other childcare strategies are used when mothers
migrate to Nairobi’s informal settlements.
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