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Many women leave their homes in Zimbabwe in the hopes of finding work in South Africa. In this study we investigated the experiences of Zimbabwean transnational mothers working as domestic workers in South Africa with a specific focus on how they navigate motherhood while separated from their children. We conducted semi-structured interviews to explore the visitational, financial, and emotional aspects of their separation. We used thematic analysis to interpret the data, which revealed three key themes, namely, (a) infrequent homecoming shaped by structural barriers, (b) vulnerabilities and unseen challenges of children left behind, and (c) transnational mothering. The findings highlight the emotional tax and structural constraints of mothering across borders. The study calls for a more culturally grounded understanding of parenting, specifically transnational mothering.
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1 Introduction

According to Statistics South Africa (2024), there are 861,000 domestic workers in South Africa. They make up about 25% of the informal labor sector, agriculture excluded. Although the exact numbers are not known, Zimbabwean domestic workers make up a large portion of this group. This is not surprising, given that globally, one in every five domestic workers is employed in a country outside their own (International Labour Organization., 2021). Owing to South Africa's proximity to Zimbabwe and better prospects of finding work there than in other neighboring nations, the country is often an attractive destination for migrant women seeking work opportunities, including domestic work. When women make the decision to leave their homes and countries, the decision is not only economic, but also personal and emotional, especially when they leave children behind. This study examines one aspect of transnational migrant women's lives, that is, mothering from afar. This is an important social phenomenon to study, as it has implications for transnational family cohesion, childhood experiences, and motherhood.

While economic and exploitation aspects of migrant work (e.g., Ruzungunde and Zhou, 2021; Vosloo, 2020) and domestic work (e.g., Fenton and Fitchett, 2025; Maboyana and Sekaja, 2015) in South Africa have been widely studied, the aspect of transnational mothering by Zimbabwean migrants lacks scholarly attention.

Through their work, Madziva and Zontini (2012) demonstrate that it is almost impossible for Zimbabwean transnational mothers to provide for their children and maintain emotional intimacy due the strict immigration laws of the United Kingdom, highlighting the importance of family resilience specifically when it comes to guardians' ability to provide and care for the absent mothers' children. Maintaining emotional connections is not enough for these mothers, they must also send remittances and maintain ongoing communications to show their children and those caring for them they are still present in their absence (Madziva and Zontini, 2012). While transnational mothering often leaves the mother with feelings of failure brought on by the inability to pull their families out of poverty no matter how hard they try (Muñoz, 2019), other findings have challenged dominant narratives about women that leave their children behind. In a study of transnational mothers, their children and their children's caregivers, Takaindisa (2020) shows firstly that separation from family must happen and is for the good of the family as it allows breadwinning to take place; secondly that children are not to be perceived as just individuals in need of care but can themselves show up as necessary caregivers. Further, they can accept the absence of their mothers when they can see perceive this absence as instrumental for family survival; and thirdly that caregivers take care of the left-behind children expecting reciprocity in future. Caregivers also do not take on all the responsibilities of motherhood, leaving aspects such as discipline for their biological mothers.

The necessity of this study lies in adding to the dearth of existing body of knowledge on the mothering experiences of Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa. The studies that exist tend to focus on the experience of the mother, leaving the experiences of the child largely understudied (Asis and Feranil, 2020) although scholarship in this area is growing (Chingwe et al., 2025). This study contributes to the body of knowledge by exploring underrepresented emotional and relational elements of mothering across borders, by looking at the visitation and strategies of mothering left-behind children from a distance. The experiences of children are also considered in understanding transnational parenting.

This research sought to gain insight into how Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa navigate mothering while separated from their children. By conducting in-depth interviews with Zimbabwean mothers who have migrated to South Africa to perform domestic work, we interrogated the effects of prolonged separation on the part of both the mothers and their children.

We chose to focus on Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers for the following reasons. Firstly, there has been an increase in the number of Zimbabwean women who migrate to South Africa (Tame, 2018). Many of them find work as domestic workers because of the low barriers to access that are present in this sector (Tame, 2018). Owing to the nature of domestic work, there is generally little opportunity to visit their families who remain back home. These women work in a foreign country while simultaneously trying to maintain ties with their children who remain in Zimbabwe (Thebe and Maombera, 2019). Secondly, although the experiences of Zimbabwean women in South Africa have been documented in the literature, they have not been explored from the perspective of family separation and parenting across the border. By foregrounding the voices of Zimbabwean domestic workers, this paper contributes a contextually grounded understanding of transnational motherhood by revealing how structural constraints, financial constraints, and emotional burdens shape cross-border parental practices across the border.



2 Literature review and theoretical framing


2.1 South–south migration

Migration is a common human undertaking that is often driven by globalization, politics, and economics. South–South migration, the migration between the developing countries of the Global South (Bakewell et al., 2019), makes up more than one-third of global migrations (Schewel and Debray, 2024). It is propelled by factors such as proximity, informal labor markets, and intra-regional networks. According to the United Nations. (2019), more people move between developing countries than between developing and developed countries. Despite the scale thereof, South–South migration is still understudied. Some 80% of South–South migration takes place between countries that share borders (Shaw and Ratha, 2007). This is because such migration is less costly and the process is eased somewhat by ethnic and community ties with people from the same country and region. Of interest to this study is migration in sub-Saharan Africa, where political and economic strife drives movement within the region. Movement by migrants is often for informal labor purposes, including domestic work, a field dominated by women (International Labour Organization., 2021).

The major factor in the large-scale migration from Zimbabwe is political instability which gave way to major economic challenges (Vorvornator and Enaifoghe, 2024). Unemployment skyrocketed and the highly unfavorable economic conditions caused a surge in poverty levels (Madebwe and Madebwe, 2017; Van Klaveren et al., 2010). These factors diminished people's ability earn a living (Madebwe and Madebwe, 2017). The introduction of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in 1991 was one of the major causes of the exodus (Hadebe, 2022). Its failure has been a key contributor to Zimbabweans exiting their country to becoming labor supply to the care, agricultural, security, teaching and domestic work industries (Crush and Tevera, 2010).

Following Zimbabwe's multi-layered crises of the early 2000s, millions of Zimbabweans have been driven to pursue their livelihoods in other countries (Hammar et al., 2010), with or without documentation (Hansen, 2024). In keeping with the legacy of colonial-era labor migration routes, most have moved to South Africa (Musoni, 2020). With its relatively strong economy, South Africa is particularly attractive to Zimbabweans, as they perceive the country to hold better economic prospects for them (Landau and Segatti, 2009) until they may return home at the end of their working lives (Hansen, 2024).

The number of Zimbabwean women migrating to South Africa has been steadily increasing over the years (Bamu, 2018; Chisale and Gubba, 2018), and many of these women eventually find work as domestic workers in the country. Domestic work is a low-skill job that is popular among immigrants globally because of its low barrier to access (Tame, 2018). However, Chisale and Gubba (2018) argue that the commonly held belief that domestic work is performed only by uneducated women has been proven to be false, as increasingly, educated women are taking employment as domestic workers. In South Africa, the domestic work sector employs educated women migrants from Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries, including Zimbabwe (Chisale and Gubba, 2018).

The demand for domestic workers in South Africa has been on the rise since the late 1990s (Blackett, 2011). This increase in demand is argued to be due to the rise of dual-income households in which women have careers outside the home (Blackett, 2011; Du Toit, 2012). Although there is a large demand for domestic workers, the cost of employing a domestic worker in South Africa has increased since new labor regulations were introduced. Although these labor laws (e.g., the Basic Conditions of Employment Amendment Act, No. 7 of 2018, and the National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018) were designed to protect domestic workers from exploitative labor practices, they may sometimes have unintended consequences. After the National Minimum Wage Act was introduced, local domestic workers became more expensive to hire at the legally mandated minimum wage (Nqambaza, 2016). Employers tend to prefer hiring migrant women to perform domestic work because they are willing to accept less pay (Albin and Mantouvalou, 2012; Motala, 2010) than locals for the same work. Unlike locals, migrant domestic workers who do not possess the appropriate permits are easily exploited and replaceable (Tame, 2018), since they do not enjoy the protection of South Africa's labor laws. These factors increased the demand for the cheaper labor of migrant domestic workers (Nqambaza, 2016).



2.2 Leaving home behind

Bamu (2018) notes that the high costs associated with moving to South Africa preclude Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers from bringing their spouses and children to South Africa. Many of these women are therefore compelled to make the choice to leave their families behind in Zimbabwe (Dinat and Peberdy, 2007; Filippa et al., 2013). This has emotional consequences for these women, which reinforces the need to understand emotion in the context of migration (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Tolla, 2013). Castañeda and Buck (2011) note that individuals who migrate to other countries are confronted with many psychological challenges. Several studies have found that immigrant women may experience post-traumatic stress, loneliness due to separation from family and friends, poor social and support networks, and may also suffer from low self-esteem (Hall et al., 2019).

For migrants who are mothers, leaving their children behind and living far away from them can be experienced as a daily emotional struggle and a highly stressful experience that influences their overall wellbeing (Schmalzbauer, 2004). In their study, Thela et al. (2017) found that leaving one's family behind is associated with depression, and they argue that within the context of the host country, family separation may be experienced through feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. This adjustment usually involves emotional disruptions and disconnections (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012) and may have a negative impact on the worker's emotional wellbeing (Tolla, 2013).

This is the case of these Zimbabwean women who have left their homes and families in Zimbabwe to work for and live with another family in their home. They must cope with the separation from family while finding a job, accommodation, possibly learning a new language and familiarizing themselves with the new culture.

Silver (2011) argues that being separated from family can induce stress and depression. These negative effects are generally more present in women because the family tends to play a more significant role in their lives (Silver, 2011). Regardless of how long family members have been separated, family members in both countries experience emotional strain as a result of being away from family, including feelings of worry, depression, loneliness, and loss (Solheim and Ballard, 2016). (Hall et al. 2019) reveal that female migrant domestic workers tend to also experience a decline in social networks and support. The separation of women migrants from their families can be a stress-inducing life event that causes a breakdown of support networks, which may make it more challenging to cope with everyday life stressors (Silver, 2011).

The children who are left behind may suffer negative consequences as a result of separation from their parent(s). These include feelings of loneliness and anxiety, which may have detrimental effects on the child's academic progress (Filippa et al., 2013). In pursuit of a better life for their children, migrant domestic workers spend long days at work caring for their employers' children, while only parenting their own children from a distance (Phillips, 2011).

Crush et al. (2015) maintain that in South Africa, Zimbabwean migrants generally remain in contact with their family left behind in Zimbabwe. Similarly, Dinat and Peberdy (2007) found that most migrant domestic workers in South Africa, particularly those from countries in the SADC region, preserve their relationships with those they leave behind in their home countries. How they manage to maintain communication over national boundaries, Hoang and Yeoh (2012) suggest, provides an interesting way of exploring how the transnational Zimbabwean–South African family maintains its intimacy and emotional ties. Another way of maintaining contact is by sending money and other material goods to their home countries.



2.3 Remittance-sending

Making a living is the reason for most transnational labor migration, as migrants want to be able to support the families they leave behind (Adem, 2021). Filippa et al. (2013) note that the decision to leave one's family, particularly children, to pursue work is made under the belief that the remittances they send home will provide those left behind with a better life. Research shows that Zimbabwean migrants living in South Africa often send remittances to their families in Zimbabwe (see Nzabamwita, 2018; Sithole, 2022). Remittances, in this context, refers to the money and/or resources that Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers send to their families in Zimbabwe during their stay in South Africa (Castañeda and Buck, 2011). Nzabamwita (2018) and Sithole et al. (2025) distinguish between formal and informal remittance-sending. Formal remittances are those sent through recognized financial institutions such as banks, whereas informal remittances are those sent using informal channels, such as sending cash with friends (Nzabamwita, 2018).

Remittance-sending by migrants points to strong ties between them and the family members back in Zimbabwe (Castañeda and Buck, 2011). Zimbabwean migrants commonly remit grocery staples such as grains (rice, maize meal, and cereals), dairy products, and perishable (fish and meat) and non-perishable foods (Sithole et al., 2025). Nzabamwita (2018) found that Zimbabweans tend to remit more than other African migrants in South Africa. Makina (2013) found that migrant women are generally more consistent than male migrants in the amounts they send back home and tend to remit a higher proportion of their salaries than men do. Younger migrants tend to remit lower amounts and less frequently than their older counterparts (Solidarity Peace Trust., 2009). Furthermore, Nzabamwita (2018) found that a migrant's income and level of education are strong determinants of the value of their remittances. Nzabamwita (2018) found that those with relatively better education and income tend to remit more money than those with little to no education and little income.

Bamu (2018) estimated that Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa may remit over 50% of their wages to their families back home, despite their low income. Castañeda and Buck (2011) found that, in cases where migrants had not made enough earnings to be able to remit, many preferred to stop all communication with their families rather than return to Zimbabwe as a “failure” with no money or resources. According to The Solidarity Peace Trust (2009), the reality is that many migrants do not remit as expected by their families. This includes not sending money at all, sending at very infrequent intervals, bringing goods and money only when they return home for the holidays, or sending money when they first find work but stopping over time. There are several reasons that migrants might not remit goods and money back home, including not being able to secure stable income and developing unhealthy social habits (such as drinking) that take up most of their money.



2.4 Transnational mothering

When migration seems to be the only way to take care of their family, mothers may need to live apart from their children for long periods at a time (Castañeda and Buck, 2011; Dinat and Peberdy, 2007; Nawyn, 2010). It is a persisting phenomenon that has been documented extensively in the literature (see, e.g., Ballaret and Lanada, 2021; DePalma et al., 2022; Haagsman and Mazzucato, 2021; Khosravi Ooryad, 2022). Migrant domestic workers may be compelled to leave their children behind in their home country to be cared for by their spouses, mothers, sisters, or other family members, even extended family (Clarke, 2002; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997) named this phenomenon “transnational mothering.” Migrant domestic workers who are also mothers do not give up their parental duties when they leave; however, they often find it challenging to maintain a bond with their children when they are away for a long time (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Migrant mothers are expected to maintain significant emotional ties with their children despite the distance between them (Dreby, 2006).

To cope with being away from their families, women who mother transnationally experience social and psychological strain, emotional distress, and at worst, depression (Ballaret and Lanada, 2021; Pineros-Leano et al., 2021). They turn to prayer, friends, optimism, and virtual communication to try and counteract these negative effects (Ballaret and Lanada, 2021). Mothers in this situation tend to re-evaluate their mothering and reconstruct financial support as a care (DePalma et al., 2022).

Understanding transnational motherhood involves looking at how parenting is practiced and experienced in the context of geographical separation (Carling et al., 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that the concept of transnational mothering challenges the dominant view about the bond that exists between mother and child and the implications associated with the mother and child's being physically distant from each other. Usually, when mothers migrate, relatives step in to care for the left-behind children (Carling et al., 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that transnational families continue to maintain their bonds even though they may not be physically present in each other's daily lives.

Children also feel the impact of the mother's absence. Parental migration has left an increased population of children to be cared for by other family members (Chingwe et al., 2025). Since most studies on transnational families tend to focus on mothers (Asis and Feranil, 2020). Chingwe et al. (2025) found that children left behind experience negative psychological, educational, economic and physical effects. Psychologically, their experiences are marked by hopelessness, misery, suicidal thoughts, rage and apprehension (Chingwe and Chakanyuka, 2023). Others also felt a sense of rejection and presented with symptoms of depression (Filippa, 2011). They can also be stigmatized, bullied and abused and vulnerable to abuse with no limited social support and protection (Tawodzera and Themane, 2019). According to Chingwe and Chakanyuka (2023), the psychological impact frequently leads to undesirable vices such as such smoking and drinking as well as violence and crime. Because some children have to take up the role left by their migrant families, these added responsibilities tend to create such a workload burden that they are not always able to meet the demands of school (Chingwe et al., 2025).

Despite the overwhelming negative effects, there are instances where the left-behind children thrive and these tend to be those with healthy coping mechanisms such as extra-curricula activities, participating in social activities (Makondo, 2022). In rare instances, remittances made provision for their educational needs thereby increasing positive outcomes for the children (Ndlovu and Tigere, 2018).



2.5 Experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women

Various researchers have documented the experiences of Zimbabwean female migrants in South Africa. Baison (2021) examined the recruitment and job-seeking strategies utilized by Zimbabwean women care workers in the domestic services sector. The findings of the study pointed to challenges in obtaining valid work visas and thus could not seek employment through formal channels such as recruitment agencies; they therefore favored social networks instead. Hlatshwayo (2019) studied the problems faced by Zimbabwean women, many of whom were domestic workers, when they traveled to South Africa in search of work. He found that women faced the double jeopardy of violence and lack of basic services and goods to maintain basic female hygiene. These women often employed individualized and isolated strategies to deal with these challenges. Makandwa and Vearey (2017) sought to understand the maternal health experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women in inner-city Johannesburg and found that their healthcare-seeking experiences were marred by verbal abuse and delays in receiving medical attention, especially at the critical time of giving birth. Ncube and Bahta (2022) wanted to understand how Zimbabwean migrant women adapted and coped while in South Africa. Their study revealed that human livelihood capital helped them navigate their environment. They also found that the women capitalized on South Africa's equality policies, which helped them survive. In their exploration of the feminized poverty that makes Zimbabwean women leave their home country and the sexual and gendered livelihoods that emerge as part of their survival strategies in South Africa, Batisai and Manjowo (2020) found that sexuality and migrations shape each other—an intersection that has not received academic attention. Their participants' experiences demonstrated that the subsumed sexuality in migration studies adds vulnerability to the Zimbabwean migrant woman identity. Chinyakata et al. (2019) aimed to understand the vulnerability of young female Zimbabwean migrants in Johannesburg, South Africa. The results pointed to the young women's being at risk of abuse (including from their intimate partners), discrimination, xenophobia, and economic marginalization in the workplace, at the hands of authorities, and from society at large. Lastly, Vanyoro (2019), in his study exploring the activism of Zimbabwean migrant workers in South Africa's domestic service sector, highlighted the importance of considering the intersectionality of nationality alongside race, class, and gender when dealing with the challenges faced by this population.

Of the existing research, none has explored the lived experiences of Zimbabwean women domestic workers who leave their families behind to settle in South Africa. Against this background, in this study we focused on the lived experiences of such women. Our aim was to develop an in-depth understanding of how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa experience family separation and transnational mothering. With this research we therefore seek to contribute to the body of literature concerned with migrant domestic work by examining how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa experience family separation.



2.6 Theory of ambiguous loss

This study, primarily grounded in the experiences of migrant domestic worker mothers, is informed by the theory of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999). Ambiguous loss is experienced when, for the individual, the loss is unclear in terms of how long it is going to last or whether a loss has even occurred Huebner et al., (2007). The uncertainty has much to do with the fact that ambiguous losses are not as easily identifiable as other losses such as death (Betz and Thorngren, 2006). However, (Huebner et al. 2007) note that, although people may experience much uncertainty in such a situation, they are different in how they process that uncertainty, therefore resulting in different experiences of loss, which can either be physical or psychological (Betz and Thorngren, 2006). Individuals also differ in how they are able to cope with ambiguous loss, as some are more resilient than others (Pérez, 2015). De Leon (2005) argues that immigrants may suffer from ambiguous loss. Boss (1999) theory of ambiguous loss therefore offers a useful framework for exploring how migrants experience and cope with separation from family. Boss identifies two types of ambiguous loss: the first is characterized by a physical absence of the individual while maintaining their psychological presence, and the second occurs when the individual is present physically but psychologically absent. The first is relevant to this study. When individuals are separated from their family across national borders, they may experience ambiguous loss (Juabsamai and Taylor, 2018; Mazzarelli et al., 2021). The mother leaves home, but she remains in the minds of the family left behind and vice versa. Ambiguous loss has psychological and psychosocial implications for the migrant and her family and for social and community contexts (Mazzarelli et al., 2021). Consequently, in order to make sense of the ambiguous loss, it is important to understand the ethnic and cultural contexts in which the loss occurs (Boss et al., 2003).

Solheim and Ballard (2016) argue that those immigrants who migrate independently, leaving their families behind, often experience greater levels of stress than those who travel with their families. In such cases, family members in either country can experience grief and loss in their separation. They argue that the ambiguous loss resulting from transnational family separation (when families are separated across national borders but remain psychologically present in each other's lives) may lead to a blurring of boundaries. A migrant may experience ambiguous loss when their family is still alive but far away and they do not have access to them or cannot reach them at will (De Leon, 2005). Unlike the finality of death, in the case of migration, there is always the possibility of dreaming about the return of those who are gone so that they may reconcile with their family. The limited global scholarship on migration and ambiguous loss suggests that when a parent is separated from their children, the parent tries to make up for their physical absence by maintaining their psychological presence through sending remittances or frequent communication (Juabsamai and Taylor, 2018).

Against the background set out in the preceding sections, the central research question for this study was: how do Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa experience and navigate transnational motherhood? Specifically:

• What are the constraints associated with visiting home?

• What emotional difficulties do migrant mothers experience when leaving their families behind?

• How does the migration of their mothers affect the left-behind children?

• What are the challenges that migrant mothers face when sending money home?



2.7 Positionality

In addition to the standard ethical considerations, we evaluated our positionality and the implications it had for our study into a sensitive topic.

The first author was a master's student at the time of data collection. She is a young Black South African woman who recognizes that she holds a complex position in the context of this study. There was racial proximity to the participants which may have helped elicit trust, candor and shared understanding during the interview. Simultaneously, her South African citizenship situates her differently from the participants who hold a marginalized identity as migrant women and face realities she cannot fully comprehend as transnational mothers. Due to her role as researcher, she may be perceived by the participants as a figure of authority, which made it important for her to be aware of the power imbalances and emphasize empathy, respect and their position as experts in their own experiences.

The second author is an academic and supervised the first author during her master's studies. One of her key research focus areas is the Black condition and understanding the experiences of Black people from a social and work perspective. Therefore, this study was of interest to her. Although she is an African mother herself, she came into the study acknowledging her privileged position as a middle-class individual and as an outsider, without first-hand experience or deep understanding of what it means to leave one's children behind out of necessity. Of great importance to her when conducting and supervising this study was the fact that she employs a migrant domestic worker, without whom she could never do what she does. She believes that understanding migrant domestic workers' struggles allows her and others not to become part of their ongoing challenges but to be co-seekers of solutions.




3 Research method

In order to fulfill the research objectives and answer these questions, we adopted a qualitative approach, grounded in a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm. The qualitative approach was suitable in this case because we were concerned with both meaning and context, that is, the meanings that Zimbabwean domestic workers create around their mothering experiences while in South Africa.

We employed purposive sampling to recruit only those participants who had experience of the phenomenon being studied. The study participants had to meet the following inclusion criteria: (a) be a Zimbabwean woman migrant currently working as a domestic worker in South Africa, (b) have been living in South Africa for at least 6 months, and (c) have children back home in Zimbabwe. Additionally, they had to be able to communicate in English. Since we anticipated that the population of Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers might be difficult to find (which proved to be the case), we recruited additional participants using snowball sampling. The first participant put the first author in touch with some of her friends from church who met the selection criteria. No new participants were recruited after we reached data saturation at nine participants.

A summary of the participants' biographical details is given in Table 1.

TABLE 1  Demographics of participants.


	Pseudonym
	Age
	Length of time in South Africa
	Family left behind





	Rudo
	35
	5 years
	Child (7), sister, nieces, and nephews

 
	Tsitsi
	37
	7 years
	Son (16)

 
	Tarisai
	45
	5 years
	Sons (16; twins, 24)

 
	Tatenda
	32
	4 years
	Son (5), daughter (7), mother

 
	Chiedza
	39
	6 years
	Son (9), mother, father, sister

 
	Gamuchirai
	58
	22 years
	Daughter (31), grandson (14)

 
	Rutendo
	36
	7 years
	Daughter (15)

 
	Fadzai
	60
	17 years
	Children, brothers, sisters

 
	Chido
	58
	19 years
	Children, parents






Semi-structured interviews are one of the most widely used methods of gathering data in South African migration research (see Kanayo and Anjofui, 2020; Masebo, 2018). Through face-to-face semi-structured interviews, the first author was able to directly access the experiences of participants and probe for clarifications, examples, and elaborations as needed. Examples of questions and prompts include “How do your kids back home cope with your absence for the greater part of the year?” and “Tell me about your visits home.” All of the interviews were conducted in English.

Both authors analyzed the data, using Braun's and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis technique. This allowed us to identify, analyze, and report themes and capture nuances and complexities in the data. The first author transcribed the interviews verbatim and performed a quality check on the transcripts. We performed open coding on the first two transcripts together. This was done as a way for the second author to train the first author on how to complete the process. For the rest of the transcripts, the second author played a guidance role. She quality checked the final product. Then during manuscript preparation, the second author reviewed and refined the coding framework. Both authors were responsible for ensuring that the themes and subthemes were reflective of the data and research questions. The analysis involved open coding to identify and code data that helped answer the research questions; sorting the codes and grouping like codes; generating subthemes and themes; reviewing the themes to ensure each code was housed under the correct theme and that each theme was sufficiently different from the others; naming the themes; and finally, compiling a report of the findings.

Ethical clearance was granted before data collection commenced. The participants took part in the study voluntarily. They were aware that they could withdraw at any time from the study, without adverse consequences or having to explain themselves. Before the interviews took place, each participant consented by signing a consent form. As we believed that in talking about their experiences the participants might touch on issues of a sensitive nature that could cause them distress, the first author informed the participants that if they shared sensitive information about themselves that led to negative emotional consequences, they would be referred to an experienced counseling psychologist at no cost to them. The participants shared without any perceivable hesitation or discomfort. The data was stored on the password-protected laptops of the researchers, and the participants were made anonymous through the use of pseudonyms.



4 Findings

The analysis yielded three separate but intertwined themes around the participants' transnational mothering experiences.


4.1 Theme 1: infrequent homecoming shaped by structural barriers

This theme encapsulates the participants' experiences of their visits home to their families in Zimbabwe. The participants all expressed that, although they could make the trip home, it was rarely more than once a year and the visit only lasted a few weeks. These holidays were in December–January and coincided with the festive season, when families in South Africa (their employers) would be on leave.

“Three years ago I was visiting [Zimbabwe]. I just to go there to stay for three weeks then I came back.” (Tatenda)

“I always visit during December on the 20th. Every year I will be going on the 20th [of December] and coming [back] on the 15th January. Then I will spend the whole year here not seeing my family.” (Tarisai)

The participants felt that this was not enough, as they missed their homes and their children. However, going home is expensive, which limits the frequency of the visits.

“If you don't see your child maybe for a year you only see your child once in December, it's so painful. Because you can't go always. You must budget.” (Tsitsi)

“Some years I go three times a year and some years when I'm financially constrained, I only go once at the end of the year in December.” (Fadzai)

The participants lamented that, in addition to limited funds, their work requirements were another impediment to their going home—the families they work for need them around all year round and allow for December holiday visits, whose length is determined by the employer's needs.

“At home, I don't stay for a very long time. It's like I stay according to my boss, how long did she give me. If she say two weeks, it's two weeks, I come back. If she say it's a month, it's a month, I come back.” (Rudo)

The participants in the present study faced challenges visiting home, including limited finances and leave. There is limited literature on Zimbabwean migrant workers' visiting home, but a few issues can be highlighted from what is available. The above stories from the participants reflect brief and sporadic reunions with family at home, indicating prolonged absence from family which may contribute to unresolved longing. This is indicative of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999). Their ability to visit mean that they are never fully present, yet never fully absent.

Thebe and Maombera (2019) note that one of the key reasons for limited visitation for domestic workers is employment terms, which suggests that some domestic workers receive less leave than is due to them by law. The time off given to the domestic workers in the present study was not abnormal, however, as they seemed to receive the same number of leave days as South African workers—or more in some cases. According to the Basic Conditions of Employment Act (No. 75 of 1997), employees are entitled to 21 consecutive days of annual leave. One of the participants spoke of taking only as much time as was given to her by her employer, which alludes to the employer–employee power dynamics that must be negotiated. Due to their vulnerability in this relationship, the domestic workers rely on the goodwill of their employers to determine meaningful and just time off, which should be guided by the Basic Conditions of Employment Act but is often not. A further challenge for migrant workers is that they do not live with or near their families, so the time off seems insufficient (compared with local workers) when they have not seen their families for prolonged periods of time. Furthermore, although this was not mentioned by the participants in our study, since many domestic workers work under exploitative conditions (Nayupe et al., 2023), their freedom to travel may be severely restricted in many cases, which may hamper their ability to maintain bonds with family members.

Financial constraints hindered the participants' ability to visit Zimbabwe because they send much of their income back home through food and monetary remittances, thus limiting their ability to save money to travel back themselves. This finding aligns with those of Namuleme (2019) and Zikhali (2016), who contend that women migrants employed in low-wage jobs such as domestic work are often pressured to be separated from their families for extended periods of time due to financial constraints.

Although we did not ask the participants their legal status, literature points to nuances in the ability of migrants to visit home. For example, if one works in South Africa illegally, this significantly restricts one's movement across borders (Moyo, 2019). Should they want to cross illegally, they need to pay to do so (Moyo, 2016).



4.2 Theme 2: vulnerabilities and unseen challenges of children left behind

This theme captures the experiences of migrant domestic workers' children living in Zimbabwe, through the lens of their mothers, the participants in this study. It describes how having to leave one's children leads to poorer outcomes for them.

Tsitsi detailed how, when she was living with her child, she ensured that scholarly matters were attended to, and her son showed strong academic potential. In her physical absence, her child's academic performance seemed to have declined, and she could not get to the root cause of the issue due to her being far away.

“My child is suffering. Sometimes— Long back my child was very bright at school but now he's going down down down, which I don't know what's going on.” (Tsitsi)

Furthermore, the children miss their mothers and long for them to be together, which is almost always impossible. Ironically, mothers are separated from their children for the good of their children. Tsitsi relayed the story:

“He always told me that, ‘Ey, I wish, mama, I was there with you.' … I can't just come and stay with you while I'm doing something for you again, you see.” (Tsitsi)

Tsitsi also reported that migrant workers' children such as hers are mistreated and bullied by other children in the village. She spoke about how some other children took her son's clothes without asking while he was away at school. Her son also reported that another child in the family had beaten and hurt him badly. Both she and her son were powerless to stop the abuses from the other children, and this made her wish that he lived with her instead, so that he did not have to experience these abuses, which caused her distress, in turn.

“[My son] tells me, ‘When you are buying me clothes, they take my clothes.' … He's 16 years [old] and he's tall, and you'll find that some guys [who] are not going to school; when he's not around, he's at school, they took the clothes and [wore] them. … Last time he was beaten by the other child, by my cousin's child; he beat him badly. I was hurt. He was beaten the whole body. You know that stick which AmaZulu [the Zulus] they are using, that one?” (Tsitsi)

Tsitsi narrated yet another story about her son's being taken advantage of in her absence, this time by the adults who should have been caring for him. He sometimes went without food, even though she made provision for him. She was left to conclude that his caregivers did not like him, and she wondered whether her son received enough love from those around him. All of this was hurtful to Tsitsi.

“At times he will be telling me that, ‘sometimes I go to school, I do not eat' [‘I go to school without having eaten'] but it's so painful because you are sending money for food. The people who are taking care of him [don't] like him, you see. You see, it's hurting, so in time you realize that, eish, maybe my child doesn't find enough love.” (Tsitsi)

Tarisai believed that her absence might lead to her child's falling into destructive behavior and she would be none the wiser. Tarisai reasoned that, as she could not parent him meaningfully and provide him with the necessary guidance to make healthy choices in his teenage years, he might pick up unhealthy lifestyle habits such as smoking.

“If a child doesn't have motherly care, he will be like someone who doesn't even have someone who can tell him that ‘that thing which you are doing, this is bad.' No one can tell him. He can even smoke, if I'm there he can't smoke, you see.” (Tarisai)

Nonetheless, this did not deter Tarisai from trying to parent and make the effort to talk to her son to advise him to spend the money she sends responsibly. However, she conceded that she may never know the truth, as he would simply hide any bad habits from her during her short visits.

“Every month-end when I send him money, I will talk to him. … [My son] respects me very much but a child can even hide the things he does when you are not there. But when I'm there he respects me.” (Tarisai)

In contrast to Tsitsi and Tarisai's distressing accounts, Rudo reported that her child's experiences were positive, and as a result, she had fewer worries about being away from her child. She was happy about the treatment that her daughter received from her caregivers.

“I'm very happy because when I go there I just see they are living with [her] in a good way. … But if you just see, you see she gets enough food each and every time, she bath each and every time, so you just see she's living proper way.” (Rudo)

These findings echo those of Zikhali (2016), who noted that Zimbabwean migrants often perceive their children to be better off when left in the care of female relatives such as aunts and grandmothers. The study participants' accounts suggest that, although Zimbabwean transnational mothers leave their children in the care of relatives in Zimbabwe, hoping they will be safe and well taken care of, this is often not the reality. While many of the participants in the study expressed satisfaction with the caregiving arrangements they have organized for their children, one reported neglect. According to Asis (2006), when the children receive the required care, their wellbeing is maintained and the void left by the transnational parents is filled as best as possible.

However, the separation carries some risk, as it may expose children to dangers that parents (mothers, in the case of this study) have no sight of or control over (Haagsman, 2018; Larrinaga-Bidegain et al., 2024). This becomes a source of anxiety for mothers, as some of the domestic workers in this study recounted. To try to overcome this anxiety and monitor their children's wellbeing, they maintain regular communication with their children, which also allows them to provide advice, encouragement, and affirmation, as Namuleme (2019) and Thebe and Maombera (2019) found. However, despite these efforts, they worry that their children might associate with negative peer groups and adopt high-risk behaviors. Chib et al. (2014) reported a similar finding in their study: transnational mothers often worried that their children might engage in drug or alcohol abuse and perform poorly in school. The moms feel guilty about this and often blame their absence for the change in their children's behaviors, a pattern also observed by Lockwood et al. (2019).

The term “diaspora orphans,” a term now part of the Zimbabwean public discourse, describes children whose parents have migrated to another country but left their children behind (Kufakurinani et al., 2014). They have been stereotyped as delinquent, emotionally neglected, and lacking structure. According to Kufakurinani et al. (2014), global studies show that such children often develop depression, anxiety, and resentment toward their parents. A Mexican study demonstrated how the children of migrant workers had fewer educational aspirations and were more likely to drop out of school (Dreby, 2007; Zentgraf and Chinchilla, 2012).

Although a plethora of literature acknowledges the trauma of parent–child separation, problematic assumptions underlie this discourse. The psychological damage is evaluated through a Western lens that prioritizes the Western nuclear family and model of attachments and often disregards culturally relevant models (Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). In Africa, extended family caregiving is common and socially accepted; therefore, the same assumptions cannot be made in this context, and a culturally sensitive understanding of transnational mothers and their children is needed for a more nuanced understanding of the matter (Kufakurinani et al., 2014).



4.3 Theme 3: transnational mothering

In exploring how the participants maintained links with those they left behind in Zimbabwe, the theme of transnational mothering emerged. The women in the study, although separated from their children, tried to live up to their role as mothers. This theme, comprising three subthemes, details how the participants experienced mothering across national borders.


4.3.1 Subtheme 1: longing and emotional labor of absence

A very common theme among the women was missing their children, parents, and Zimbabwe as home, an expected phenomenon given ties with family members and the long periods without seeing them. Many of the participants reported feeling these emotions continually.

“I was thinking of [my child and grandchild] them every day. I was thinking of them.” (Gamuchirai)

“I took it one step at a time but it was so hard because I would think of my parents every day, I would think of my kids every day.” (Chido)

The moments of missing family back home did not start after long periods of not seeing them, but almost immediately, at the moment of separation, such as on the bus to South Africa, as Tatenda described. Given the extended period of separation and sometimes not knowing how long it would be until they saw their families again, it was a painful experience for the mothers. Although she may be physically in South Africa, a mother's heart is at home with her children, as Rudo put it.

“My heart it was so painful. I remember the time I was crying in the bus. Yes, then I was just— The bus was standing to go in the road. I just, eish— [pause] My mind was still thinking about my kids, yoh.” (Tatenda)

“I'm here but my mind and my spirit is at home.” (Rudo)

The parents in this study expressed missing their parents and children constantly. Our findings reflect what we already know about transnational mothering. Zimbabwean mothers navigate the complex web of diasporic responsibilities of having to meet economic needs, mother from afar, and live through the separation from their children. Madziva and Zontini (2012) state that prolonged separation from their children is emotionally taxing on mothers, and at times even ambivalent: the migrant mothers balance the necessity of being away from their children to provide financially for them with the emotional bond that makes them want to be with their children physically. This is true for Zimbabwean mothers who seek opportunities in other countries in the hopes of securing better outcomes for their children (McGregor, 2007). These families rely on phones to keep up communication, which can help mitigate the feelings of absence and maintain familial bonds despite physical separation (Madianou, 2012). The use of such technologies allows mothers to participate in parenting practices that reinforce their maternal roles, even from afar.



4.3.2 Subtheme 2: financial remittances and extended obligations

All of the participants shared that their primary reason for migrating to South Africa was to find employment so that they could provide for their children. However, their children are not the only ones that benefit from this money. Caregivers such as the children's grandparents and aunts also receive a share (in addition to the money to cover the children's needs) as gratitude for taking care of the children. Importantly, since the people that immigrant workers leave behind often live in poverty, there is the expectation that such workers will help their family when required. Some of the participants listed their obligations as follows:

“I send money at home, like [to] my parents, every month. Sometimes at home groceries are too expensive; I have to buy grocery here and send at home to my parents, even to my baby. She's at school but I have also to buy the grocery for her. On top of that, I have many people to take care of.” (Rutendo)

“I had to take some of my salary and send it to [my son] in Zim. Not to him only, but to my parents as well because no one was taking care of my parents. There's a certain amount that I take home to help there because I've got my aunts there to help at home.” (Chido)

At times, however, those back home must face disappointment from their migrant relatives, since they do not always have the money to meet the demands at home. This is especially true for those who are not employed full-time and therefore have no consistent income. For example, Tsitsi's extended family, who were looking after her son, would sometimes demand more than she had to give. She expressed:

“Once you don't send, yoh, they will call you and tell you something else … and even if you are sending they will still complain that the money that you are sending is too little. And even if you're telling them, ‘these days I'm not working.”' (Tsitsi)

Similarly, Tatenda shared:

“For now I just [am able] to pay the rent and buy the food [for myself in South Africa]... I don't have the money to send for the home [in Zimbabwe].” (Tatenda)

Fortunately, her family was more understanding than others, and her sister would step in and provide for her children:

“Sometimes it's my sister [who helps] my kids.” (Tatenda)

Existing literature (e.g., Sithole et al., 2025) clearly describes the difficulties of having to sustain oneself as a Zimbabwean migrant in South Africa while having to send money back home. Remittances are an important source of financial support, especially given the economic hardships in Zimbabwe. For our participants this was also the case. They supported not just their children but their families too, which are broad, by definition in the African sense. However, to our knowledge, no studies detail the dynamics of migrants' depending on family members to use their remittances to pay for necessary expenses in their absence but also having to contend with the misspending of the same.



4.3.3 Subtheme 3: fractured bonds and emotional withdrawal

Having left her daughter in Zimbabwe 22 years before, Gamuchirai believed that their mother–daughter bond was somewhat fractured because they did not communicate as openly as she wished:

“There are some things she doesn't tell me.” (Gamuchirai)

Similarly, Tarisai believed that in her absence, her sons' behaviors have changed, pointing to how their relationship would have been closer had she been able to be in close proximity to her son while he was growing up:

“The way I used to be with them and the way they are acting when we are separated, it's different. As a mother, you can see that it is different. It's not the way they were doing when I started having them.” (Tarisai)

Tsitsi relayed that a similar distance had formed between herself and her son. Instead of being excited to hear his mother's voice on the phone, he had become withdrawn.

“The situation is not that good. So, you find that sometimes you call him he won't say much.” (Tsitsi)

The transnational mothers in this study articulated the distress they experienced in being separated from their children. Adem's (2021) study on transnational families revealed similar findings and suggested that the physical distance created between mothers and their children generated psychological strain for them, a hardship that is structurally imposed and not voluntarily chosen. While migrant mothers face many challenges, sustaining maternal intimacy is chief and most precarious among these (Baldassar, 2008; Ryan, 2008). The accounts of the participants in this study point to the emotional ambiguities that migrant mothers must navigate. Through Boss's ambiguous loss lens (Boss, 1999; Boss et al., 2003), we understand that mothers experience a loss that they cannot clearly define in being separated from their children but remaining invested by calling and caring for them from a distance. It is a loss nonetheless, as the mother is simultaneously absent and present, thereby creating a continual sense of emotional strain.




4.4 Implications

This study extends the application of Boss (1999) Theory of Ambiguous Loss into the Southern African context, particularly the experiences of transnational Zimbabwean domestic worker mothers living and working in South Africa whilst leaving their children back home. While one of the ways in which ambiguous loss is positioned is psychological presence despite physical absence (Boss et al., 2003), our study suggests that this psychological presence is not guaranteed and is often neither stable nor secure. While a participant was satisfied with the care received by her children, in other instances, prolonged separation often led to emotional distancing by the children, strained communication and uncertainty about the state of the children's emotional states, reflecting the blurring of boundaries and unresolved grief that Boss (1999) refers to in her conceptualization of ambiguous loss. This lack of uniformity in experiences challenges the assumption that ambiguous loss leads to emotional distress. This emotional tax may be mediated by the quality of care received by children at home, social support by family and access to communication (see Chib et al., 2014; Madianou, 2012). Future scholarship in migration should pay close attention to this aspect.

South-South migration presents us with ambiguous loss dimensions that are under-researched. Participants described the emotional toll of having to fulfill family obligations to children and other family members whilst simultaneously having to see these remittances misused. These findings align with Castañeda and Buck (2011) and Adem (2021) but add culture-specific insight, that psychological presence can not only be maintained through emotional connections, but also through financial provision that does not always meet the needs of the child. This expands Boss (1999) framework to include financial visibility as a means of maintaining presence, over and above physical and psychological.

Our findings challenge dominant, western-centric discourses that pathologize transnational parenting (Kufakurinani et al., 2014; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). In African contexts, child-rearing is a communal and involves extended kin networks. Therefore, absence due to migration does not automatically signal deficiency in parenting. Therefore, an African lens must be applied to African family and mothering practices fully understand the meanings of transnational mothering in context. However, even with these networks in place, domestic workers often experience difficulty in intervening in challenges faced by their children from afar, thereby exacerbating ambiguity and helplessness in the loss. Our study both supports the theoretical assumptions of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999) while simultaneously adding a new lens of how we understand it indicating that ambiguous loss is shaped by relational, socio-economic and cultural structures.

There are implications for domestic workers who mother transnationally. Firstly, the mothers who participated in this study relayed stories of how they were affected by being separated from their children due to socio-economic circumstances. The separation affected them psychologically, as evidenced by their mentioning the pain they felt. Transnational mothers may expect to experience emotions of guilt as a result of the separation and time lost, anxiety and worry about the wellbeing of their children, and powerlessness to intervene in a meaningful way in their children's struggles back home.

Although transnational mothers cannot be with their children as often or for as long as they would like, they may find or form social networks with other domestic workers who are mothers and share the same struggle of being away from their children. This can provide some social support for them and alleviate the psychological burden of being away from their families. Given the number of Zimbabwean women working as domestic workers in South Africa, there should be cooperative savings groups or group savings clubs to help the women save for home visits and emergencies. The South African “stokvel” model could be used: members contribute an agreed-upon amount each month, from which a lump sum is paid out to each member, in turn.



4.5 Limitations

The first author was acutely aware of the power dynamics between the participants—Black immigrant women—and herself—a South African who, although also a Black woman, held more privilege by virtue of her citizenship and socio-economic standing. Many of the interviews took place during a time when there was a spike in xenophobic attacks in the country, and she feared that the participants might assume that she herself was xenophobic. Many of the women she approached plainly refused to participate in the study out of fear, and so, with every participant who did agree to take part in the interviews, she made sure to cultivate trust by reiterating who she was, by stating that the participant's data was being collected for research purposes, and by assuring the participant of her anonymity. She checked in every so often with the participants during the interviews to ensure that they were comfortable continuing. The researcher came to the interviews as an “unknower,” with a stance of readiness to listen so that she might learn what the participants had to share, rather than assuming (Thomas and Sohn, 2023).

Appropriate and matched the interview questions.



4.6 Recommendations for future studies

This study offers an understanding of the transnational mothering experiences of Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa. The findings offer a foundation upon which future studies could build. Firstly, the participants spoke of how family members were the ones caring for their young ones in their absence. The experiences for the children were mixed, with some having positive and others negative experiences. This phenomenon of children being cared for by grandmothers and aunts and how this impacts the children, mothers and caregivers, warrants more examination than currently exists. Secondly, when the domestic workers are far from home, they have no choice but to keep contact and “mother by telephone” through calls and WhatsApp. The nature of these conversations and how this impacts their relationships needs to be explored.




Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Industrial Psychology and People Management Research Ethics Committee. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

LZS: Investigation, Methodology, Writing – original draft. LS: Writing – review & editing, Methodology, Formal analysis, Conceptualization, Supervision.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Acknowledgments

Thank you to all our participants for sharing their stories with us.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Adem, S. S. (2021). Maternal absence and transnational female labour migration; implications for the left-behind child. Int. J. Migr. Health Soc. Care 17, 315–336. doi: 10.1108/IJMHSC-01-2020-0003

 Albin, E., and Mantouvalou, V. (2012). The ILO convention on domestic workers: from the shadows to the light. Ind. Law J. 41, 67–78. doi: 10.1093/indlaw/dws001

 Asis, M. M. (2006). Living with migration: experiences of left-behind children in the Philippines. Asian Popul. Stud. 2, 45–67. doi: 10.1080/17441730600700556

 Asis, M. M. B., and Feranil, A. (2020). Not for adults only: toward a child lens in migration policies in Asia. J. Migrat. Hum. Sec. 8, 68–82. doi: 10.1177/2331502420907375

 Baison, P. (2021). Recruitment and job-seeking mechanisms for Zimbabwean women care workers in the domestic services sector in South Africa. Afr. Hum. Mobil. Rev. 7, 68–88. doi: 10.14426/ahmr.v7i1.868

 Bakewell, O., De Haas, H., Castles, S., Vezolli, S., and Jónsson, G. (2019). South–South Migration and Human Development: Reflections on African Experiences. International Migration Institute. Available online at: https://www.migrationinstitute.org/publications/wp-15-p-09

 Baldassar, L. (2008). Missing kin and longing to be together: emotions and the construction of co-presence in transnational relationships. J. Intercult. Stud. 29, 247–266. doi: 10.1080/07256860802169196

 Baldassar, L., Kilkey, M., Merla, L., and Wilding, R. (2014). “Transnational families,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families, ed. J. Treas, J. Scott, and M. Richards (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell), 155–175. doi: 10.1002/9781118374085.ch8

 Ballaret, J. R., and Lanada, J. P. (2021). Mothering from a distance: the lived experiences of Filipina transnational mothers in Singapore. Fam. J. 30, 507–513. doi: 10.1177/10664807211061833

 Bamu, P. (2018). A pluralistic approach to organizing migrant domestic workers: the case of the Zimbabwe-South Africa global care chain. Int. J. Comp. Labour Law Ind. Relat. 34, 313–344. doi: 10.54648/IJCL2018014

 Batisai, K., and Manjowo, L. (2020). Renegotiating gender identities and sexual bodies: Zimbabwean migrant women's narratives of everyday life in South Africa. Gend. Quest. 8:23. doi: 10.25159/2412-8457/6519

 Betz, G., and Thorngren, J. M. (2006). Ambiguous loss and the family grieving process. Fam. J. 14, 359–365. doi: 10.1177/1066480706290052

 Blackett, A. (2011). Introduction: regulating decent work for domestic workers. Can. J. Women Law 23, 1–46. doi: 10.3138/cjwl.23.1.001

 Boss, P. (1999). Ambiguous Loss, Learning to Live with Unresolved Grief . MA: Harvard University Press.

 Boss, P., Beaulieu, L., Wieling, E., Turner, W., and LaCruz, S. (2003). Healing loss, ambiguity, and trauma: a community-based intervention with families of union workers missing after the 9/11 attack in New York city. J. Marital Fam. Ther. 29, 455–467. doi: 10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01688.x

 Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol. 3, 77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

 Carling, J., Menji'var, C., and Schmalzbauer, L. (2012). Central themes in the study of transnational parenthood. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 38, 191–217. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2012.646417

 Castañeda, E., and Buck, L. (2011). Remittances, transnational parenting, and the children left behind: economic and psychological implications. Lat. Americanist 55, 85–110. doi: 10.1353/tla.2011.a706534

 Chib, A., Malik, S., Aricat, R. G., and Kadir, S. Z. (2014). Migrant mothering and mobile phones: negotiations of transnational identity. Mob. Media Commun. 2, 73–93. doi: 10.1177/2050157913506007

 Chingwe, E., and Chakanyuka, S. (2023). Effects of parental migration on the psychological well-being of adolescent children left behind in Bulilima and Mangwe Districts, Zimbabwe. Int. J. Res. Innov. Soc. Sci. 7, 416–429.

 Chingwe, E., Munhumayenga, S., Ndlovu, S., and Mudzingwa, W. (2025). Curate's Egg: Effects of parental migration on well-being of Zimbabwean children left behind. Afr. Hum. Mobil. Rev. 11, 110–128. doi: 10.14426/ahmr.v11i1.2647

 Chinyakata, R., Raselekoane, N. R., Mudau, T. J., and Mapaya, M. G. (2019). The vulnerability of young Zimbabwean female immigrants in Johannesburg, South Africa. J. Gend. Inf. Dev. Afr. 8, 251–272. doi: 10.31920/2050-4284/2019/8n3a12

 Chisale, S. S., and Gubba, A. (2018). The involvement of domestic work mothers in their children's education: cultural capital and migration. Gend. Quest. 6, 1–19. doi: 10.25159/2412-8457/3048

 Clarke, M. P. (2002). Domestic work, joy or pain? Problems and solution of the workers. Soc. Econ. Stud. 51, 156–179.

 Crush, J., Chikanda, A., and Tawodzera, G. (2015). The third wave: mixed migration from Zimbabwe to South Africa. Can. J. Afr. Stud. 49, 363–382. doi: 10.1080/00083968.2015.1057856

 Crush, J., and Tevera, D. S. eds. (2010). Zimbabwe's Exodus: Crisis, Migration, Survival. Cape Town, South Africa: Idasa Publishing.

 De Leon, S. A. (2005). Assimilation and ambiguous experience of the resilient male Mexican immigrants that successfully navigate American higher education [doctoral dissertation]. University of Texas: Austin, Texas.

 DePalma, R., Pérez-Caramés, A., and Verdía Varela, V. (2022). Doing family: nicaraguan transnational families' narratives on motherhood. Glob. Netw. 22, 308–324. doi: 10.1111/glob.12346

 Dinat, N., and Peberdy, S. (2007). Restless worlds of work, health and migration: domestic workers in Johannesburg. Dev. South. Afr. 24, 186–203. doi: 10.1080/03768350601166056

 Dreby, J. (2006). Honor and virtue: Mexican parenting in the transnational context. Gend. Soc. 20, 32–59. doi: 10.1177/0891243205282660

 Dreby, J. (2007). Children and power in Mexican transnational families. J. Marriage Fam. 69, 1050–1064. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00430.x

 Du Toit, D. (2012). “For better or worse”: Domestic work and outsourced housecleaning services in Stellenbosch [doctoral thesis]. Stellenbosch: Stellenbosch University.

 Fenton, A., and Fitchett, J. (2025). Views from above: the continued discrimination of domestic workers living in the apartment blocks of Northern Johannesburg. Urban Stud. doi: 10.1177/00420980251322010. [Epub ahead of print].

 Filippa, O. M. (2011). Zimbabwe adolescents' experiences of their parental absence due to diaspora. [Master's dissertation]. Pretoria: University of South Africa.

 Filippa, O. M., Cronjé, E. M., and Ferns, I. (2013). Left behind: a qualitative study of Zimbabwean adolescents affected by parental migration. Psychol. Soc. 45, 36–52.

 Haagsman, K. (2018). Do transnational child-raising arrangements affect job outcomes of migrant parents? Comparing Angolan parents in transnational and nontransnational families in The Netherlands. J. Fam. Issues 39, 1498–1522. doi: 10.1177/0192513X17710773

 Haagsman, K., and Mazzucato, V. (2021). “Gendered transnational parenting,” in The Palgrave Handbook of Gender and Migration, ed. C. Mora and N. Piper (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan), 121–136. doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-63347-9_8

 Hadebe, S. (2022). “Neoliberal capitalism and migration in the Global South: a case of post-ESAP Zimbabwe to South Africa migration,” in Migration in Southern Africa. IMISCOE Research Series, eds. P. Rugunanan and N. Xulu-Gama (Springer, Cham). doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-92114-9_4

 Hall, B. J., Garabiles, M. R., and Latkin, C. A. (2019). Work life, relationship, and policy determinants of health and well-being among Filipino domestic workers in China: a qualitative study. BMC Public Health 19, 229–243. doi: 10.1186/s12889-019-6552-4

 Hammar, A., McGregor, J., and Landau, L. (2010). Displacing Zimbabwe: crisis and construction in Southern Africa. J. South. Afr. Stud. 36, 263–283. doi: 10.1080/03057070.2010.485779

 Hansen, S. (2024). Economies of care and the politics of death among Zimbabwean returnees from South Africa. Anthropol. South. Afr. 47, 359–373. doi: 10.1080/23323256.2025.2468521

 Hlatshwayo, M. (2019). Precarious work and precarious resistance: A case study of Zimbabwean migrant women workers in Johannesburg, South Africa. Diaspora Stud. 12, 160–178. doi: 10.1080/09739572.2018.1485239

 Hoang, L. A., and Yeoh, B. S. (2012). Sustaining families across transnational spaces: vietnamese migrant parents and their left-behind children. Asian Stud. Rev. 36, 307–325. doi: 10.1080/10357823.2012.711810

 Hondagneu-Sotelo, P., and Avila, E. (1997). “I'm here, but I'm there”: the meanings of Latina transnational motherhood. Gend. Soc. 11, 548–571. doi: 10.1177/089124397011005003

 Huebner, A. J., Mancini, J. A., Wilcox, R. M., Grass, S. R., and Grass, G. A. (2007). Parental deployment and youth in military families: exploring uncertainty and ambiguous loss. Fam. Relat. 56, 112–122. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3729.2007.00445.x

 International Labour Organization. (2021). Terms of reference: Migrant domestic worker study for the Southern African region. International Labour Organization.Available online at: https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@africa/@ro-abidjan/@ilo-pretoria/documents/vacancynotice/wcms_789648.pdf

 Juabsamai, K., and Taylor, I. (2018). Family separation, reunification, and intergenerational trauma in the aftermath of human trafficking in the United States'. Ant-Traf. Rev. 10, 123–138. doi: 10.14197/atr.201218108

 Kanayo, O., and Anjofui, P. (2020). Migration dynamics in Africa: expectations and lived experiences of immigrants in South Africa. J. Asian Afr. Stud. 56, 572–588. doi: 10.1177/0021909620934840

 Khosravi Ooryad, S. (2022). Dadkhah mothers of Iran, from Khavaran to Aban: digital Dadkhahi and transnational coalitional mothering. Fem. Theory 25, 42–63. doi: 10.1177/14647001221127144

 Kufakurinani, U., Pasura, D., and McGregor, J. (2014). Transnational parenting and the emergence of ‘diaspora orphans' in Zimbabwe. Afr. Diaspora 7, 114–138. doi: 10.1163/18725465-00701006

 Landau, L. B., and Segatti, A. W. K. (2009). Human development impacts of migration: South Africa case study. United Nations Development Programme. Available online at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2009/ (Accessed February 10, 2025).

 Larrinaga-Bidegain, N., Gemignani, M., and Hernández-Albújar, Y. (2024). Parents who migrate without their children: gendered and psychosocial reconfigurations of parenting in transnational families. J. Fam. Theory Rev. 16, 857–884. doi: 10.1111/jftr.12577

 Lockwood, K., Smith, K., and Karpenko-Seccombe, T. (2019). Rethinking stories with transnational mothers in the context of international study. Womens Stud. Int. Forum 72, 17–24. doi: 10.1016/j.wsif.2018.11.006

 Maboyana, Y., and Sekaja, L. (2015). Exploring the bullying behaviours experienced by South African domestic workers. J. Psychol. Afr. 25, 114–120. doi: 10.1080/14330237.2015.1021511

 Madebwe, C., and Madebwe, V. (2017). Contextual background to the rapid increase in migration from Zimbabwe since 1990. Inkanyiso: J. Hum. and Soc. Sciences 9, 27–23.

 Madianou, M. (2012). Migration and the accentuated ambivalence of motherhood: the role of ICTs in Filipino transnational families. Glob. Netw. 12, 277–295. doi: 10.1111/j.1471-0374.2012.00352.x

 Madziva, R., and Zontini, E. (2012). Transnational mothering and forced migration: understanding the experiences of Zimbabwean mothers in the UK. Eur. J. Women's Stud. 19, 428–443. doi: 10.1177/1350506812466609

 Makandwa, T., and Vearey, J. (2017). Giving birth in a foreign land: exploring the maternal healthcare experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women living in Johannesburg, South Africa. Urban Forum 28, 75–90. doi: 10.1007/s12132-017-9304-5

 Makina, D. (2013). Migration and characteristics of remittance senders in South Africa. Int. Migr. 51, 148–158. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-2435.2012.00746.x

 Makondo, P. V. (2022). Experiences of distant-parented adolescent girls in Chiredzi South constituency of Zimbabwe. [PhD Thesis]. Pretoria: University of South Africa.

 Masebo, W. (2018). Accessing ART in Malawi while living in South Africa – a thematic analysis of qualitative data from undocumented Malawian migrants. Glob. Public Health 14, 621–635. doi: 10.1080/17441692.2018.1524920

 Mazzarelli, D., Bertoglio, B., Boscacci, M., Caccia, G., Ruffetta, C., De Angelis, D., et al. (2021). Ambiguous loss in the current migration crisis: a medico-legal, psychological, and psychiatric perspective. Forensic Sci. Int. Mind Law 2:100064. doi: 10.1016/j.fsiml.2021.100064

 Mazzucato, V., and Schans, D. (2011). Transnational families and the well-being of children: conceptual and methodological challenges. J. Marriage Fam. 73, 704–712. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2011.00840.x

 McGregor, J. (2007). ‘Joining the BBC (British Bottom Cleaners)': Zimbabwean migrants and the UK care industry. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 33, 801–824. doi: 10.1080/13691830701359249

 Motala, M. (2010). Domestic workers in South Africa: it's modern day slavery. The South African Civil Society Information Service. Available online at: http://sacsis.org.za/site/article/473.1

 Moyo, I. (2016). Changing migration status and shifting vulnerabilities: a research note on Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa. J. Traffick. Organ. Crime Secur. 2, 108–112.

 Moyo, I. (2019). On borders and the liminality of undocumented Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa. J. Immigr. Refug. Stud. 18, 60–74. doi: 10.1080/15562948.2019.1570416

 Muñoz, L. (2019). Transnational motherhood and economic failure among immigrant domestic workers in South Africa and the United States. Fem. Form. 31, 26–46. doi: 10.1353/ff.2019.0015

 Musoni, F. (2020). Border Jumping and Migration Control in Southern Africa. Indiana University Press. doi: 10.2307/j.ctv104tb2v

 Namuleme, R. (2019). Transnational Mothering Among Kenyans in Portugal: Experiences and Perceptions [Doctoral Dissertation]. Lisbon: University of Institute of Lisbon, Portugal.

 Nawyn, S. J. (2010). Gender and migration: integrating feminist theory into migration studies. Sociol. Compass 4, 749–765. doi: 10.1111/j.1751-9020.2010.00318.x

 Nayupe, S. F., Touray, A., Tembo, D., Msiska, M. T., Mputeni, J., and Muhome, A. H. (2023). Addressing the rights and well-being of domestic workers in Africa: Status in Malawi. Pub. Heal. Chall. 2:e123. doi: 10.1002/puh2.123

 Ncube, A., and Bahta, Y. T. (2022). Meeting adversity with resilience: survival of Zimbabwean migrant women in South Africa. J. Int. Migr. Integr. 23, 1011–1043. doi: 10.1007/s12134-021-00878-2

 Ndlovu, E., and Tigere, R. (2018). Economic migration and the socio-economic impacts on the emigrant's family: a case of Ward 8, Gweru rural district, Zimbabwe. Jamba J. Disaster Risk Stud.10, 1–10. doi: 10.4102/jamba.v10i1.414

 Nqambaza, P. R. (2016). Quintessential Intersectional Subjects: The Case of Zimbabwean Domestic Workers [Master's Dissertation]. Johannesburg: University of Johannesburg.

 Nzabamwita, J. (2018). African migrants' characteristics and remittance behavior: empirical evidence from Cape Town in South Africa. Afr. Hum. Mobil. Rev. 4, 1226–1254.

 Pérez, R. M. (2015). Cuba no; miami sí: cuban americans coping with ambiguous loss. J. Hum. Behav. Soc. Environ. 25, 50–66. doi: 10.1080/10911359.2014.953433

 Phillips, L. H. (2011). ‘I am alone. I am a woman. What are my children going to eat?' Domestic workers and family networks. S. Afr. Rev. Sociol. 42, 29–44. doi: 10.1080/21528586.2011.582346

 Pineros-Leano, M., Yao, L., Yousuf, A., and Oliveira, G. (2021). Depressive symptoms and emotional distress of transnational mothers: a scoping review. Front. Psychiatry 12:574100. doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2021.574100

 Ruzungunde, V. S., and Zhou, S. (2021). Attitudes towards migrant workers in South Africa: a critical discourse analysis. J. Local Gov. Res. Innov. 2:a36. doi: 10.4102/jolgri.v2i0.36

 Ryan, L. (2008). Navigating the emotional terrain of families “here” and “there”: Women, migration and the management of emotions. J. Intercult. Stud. 29, 299–313. doi: 10.1080/07256860802169238

 Schewel, K., and Debray, A. (2024). “Global trends in South–South migration,” in The Palgrave Handbook of South–South Migration and Inequality, eds. H. Crawley and J. Teye (Palgrave: Macmillan), 153–181. doi: 10.1007/978-3-031-39814-8_8

 Schmalzbauer, L. (2004). Searching for wages and mothering from AFAR: the case of Honduran transnational families. J. Marriage Fam. 66, 1317–1331. doi: 10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00095.x

 Shaw, W., and Ratha, D. (2007). South-South migration and remittances. World Bank Working Paper No. 102. Available online at: http://hdl.handle.net/10986/6733 (Accessed March 20, 2025).

 Silver, A. (2011). Families across borders: the emotional impacts of migration on origin families. Int. Migr. 52, 194–220. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00672.x

 Sithole, S. (2022). The evolving role of social media in food remitting: evidence from Zimbabwean migrants in Cape Town, South Africa [Ph.D. Thesis]. Cape Town: University of the Western Cape.

 Sithole, S. T., Tevera, D., and Dinbabo, M. F. (2025). Feeding hope: Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa and the evolving landscape of cross-border remittances. Glob. Food Secur. 44:100843. doi: 10.1016/j.gfs.2025.100843

 Solheim, C. A., and Ballard, J. (2016). Ambiguous loss due to separation in voluntary transnational families: ambiguous loss in transnational families. J. Fam. Theory Rev. 8, 341–359. doi: 10.1111/jftr.12160

 Solidarity Peace Trust. (2009). “Gone to Egoli”–Economic survival strategies in Matabeleland: a preliminary study. Available online at: https://solidaritypeacetrust.org/download/report-files/gone_to_egoli.pdf (Accessed July 05, 2025).

 Statistics South Africa. (2024). Quarterly labour force survey: Quarter 4 2024. Available online at: https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/P02114thQuarter2024.pdf (Accessed March 11, 2025).

 Suárez-Orozco, C., Bang, H. J., and Kim, H. Y. (2011). I felt like my heart was staying behind: psychological implications of family separations and reunifications for immigrant youth. J. Adolesc. Res. 26, 222–257. doi: 10.1177/0743558410376830

 Takaindisa, J. (2020). Transnational Mothering, Patterns and Strategies of Care-Giving by Zimbabwean Domestic Workers in Botswana: A Multi-sited Approach. [Ph.D. Thesis]. Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand.

 Tame, B. (2018). “Establishing and performing an intimate work culture through identity niching in South Africa's domestic sector,” in Masons and Maids: Class, Gender and Ethnicity in Migrant Experiences, eds. B. Monteiro and F. Garba (SSIIM Unesco Chair on Social and Spatial Inclusion of International Migrants - Urban Policies and Practice, Università Iuav di Venezia), 92–111.

 Tawodzera, M. C., and Themane, M. (2019). Schooling experiences of children left behind in Zimbabwe by emigrating parents: implications for inclusive education. S. Afr. J. Educ. 39, 2–13. doi: 10.15700/saje.v39ns1a1797

 Thebe, V., and Maombera, P. (2019). “Negotiating the Border”: Zimbabwean migrant mothers and shifting immigration policy and law in South Africa. Afr. Stud. Rev. 62, 134–153. doi: 10.1017/asr.2018.120

 Thela, L., Tomita, A., Maharaj, V., Mhlongo, M., and Burns, J. K. (2017). Counting the cost of Afrophobia: post-migration adaptation and mental health challenges of African refugees in South Africa. Transcult. Psychiatry 54, 715–732. doi: 10.1177/1363461517745472

 Thomas, S. P., and Sohn, B. K. (2023). From uncomfortable squirm to self-discovery: a phenomenological analysis of the bracketing experience. Int. J. Qual. Methods 22:16094069231191635. doi: 10.1177/16094069231191635

 Tolla, T. (2013). Black Women's Experiences of Domestic Work: Domestic Workers in Mpumalanga [master's dissertation]. Cape Town: University of Cape Town.

 United Nations. (2019). Population facts. Available online at: https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/populationfacts/docs/MigrationStock2019_PopFacts_2019-04.pdf (Accessed March 30, 2025).

 Van Klaveren, M., Tijdens, K., Hughie-Williams, M., and Martin, R. N. (2010). An Overview of Women's Work and Employment in Zimbabwe. Decisions for life MDG3 project. Country report No. 7 University of Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies (AIAS).

 Vanyoro, K. P. (2019). Zimbabwean Migrant Domestic Worker Activism in South Africa. [white paper]. Migrating out of Poverty Research Programme Consortium. Available online at: http://www.migratingoutofpoverty.org/files/file.php?name=wp55-vanyoro-2019-zimbabwean-mdw-activism-in-sa.pdfandsite=354 (Accessed March 11, 2025).

 Vorvornator, L. K., and Enaifoghe, A. (2024). South African migration policy on the Zimbabwean special permit renewal experience: diplomacy of weapons for power. J. Law and Sust. Dev. 12:e3514. doi: 10.55908/sdgs.v12i8.3514

 Vosloo, C. (2020). Extreme apartheid: the South African system of migrant labor and its hostels. Image Text 34, 1–33. doi: 10.17159/2617-3255/2020/n34a1

 Zentgraf, K. M., and Chinchilla, N. S. (2012). Transnational family separation: a framework for analysis. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 38, 345–366. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2011.646431

 Zikhali, T. (2016). Mothering from across the Limpopo: Experiences of Zimbabwean mothers living in Johannesburg [Doctoral Thesis]. Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand.

Copyright
 © 2025 Shamase and Sekaja. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Mothering away from home: experiences of Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa



		1 Introduction



		2 Literature review and theoretical framing



		2.1 South–south migration



		2.2 Leaving home behind



		2.3 Remittance-sending



		2.4 Transnational mothering



		2.5 Experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women



		2.6 Theory of ambiguous loss



		2.7 Positionality







		3 Research method



		4 Findings



		4.1 Theme 1: infrequent homecoming shaped by structural barriers



		4.2 Theme 2: vulnerabilities and unseen challenges of children left behind



		4.3 Theme 3: transnational mothering



		4.3.1 Subtheme 1: longing and emotional labor of absence



		4.3.2 Subtheme 2: financial remittances and extended obligations



		4.3.3 Subtheme 3: fractured bonds and emotional withdrawal









		4.4 Implications



		4.5 Limitations



		4.6 Recommendations for future studies







		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Acknowledgments



		Conflict of interest



		Generative AI statement



		Publisher's note



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
@ frontiers | Frontiers in Sociology

Mothering away from home:
experiences of Zimbabwean
domestic workers in South Africa





OPS/images/fsoc-10-1607624-t001.jpg
Pseudonym Age

Length of
time in South
Africa

Family left behind

Rudo 35 5 years Child (7), sister, nieces,
and nephews

Tsitsi 37 7 years Son (16)

Tarisai 45 5 years Sons (16; twins, 24)

Tatenda 32 4 years Son (5), daughter (7),
mother

Chiedza 39 6 years Son (9), mother, father,
sister

Gamuchirai 58 | 22years Daughter (31), grandson
(14)

Rutendo 36 7 years Daughter (15)

Fadzai 60 17 years Children, brothers, sisters

Chido 58 19 years Children, parents












OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
& frontiers | Frontiers in Sociology







