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• Many young people are unable to afford official marriages through the payment of bridewealth and remain 
in limbo, with implications for their social status, residence, gender roles, and responsibilities. 

• Despite the difficulty in attaining official marriage, the ability to produce many children remains central to 
ideals of femininity and masculinity in Karamoja, with direct impacts on social status.  

• The death of a family member, particularly the household head, takes a significant social, economic, and 
emotional toll on the surviving family members and often brings changes to gendered decision-making and 
responsibilities, dependency, livelihoods, and assets.

This briefing paper explores some of the major 
life events and social markers for young people in 
the Karamoja sub-region of Uganda. This is one of 
four briefing papers based on research on youth 
livelihoods conducted in 2019. The other three 
papers address youth interaction with savings 
mechanisms, youth innovations and adaptations, and 
market access and decision-making. These findings 
are part of the Apolou Activity. Apolou is made 
possible by the support of the American people 
through the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and is implemented by Mercy 
Corps and partners. The Feinstein International 
Center, Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 
Policy at Tufts University is the research and learning 
partner for Apolou. The mixed-methods research 
seeks to understand the ways in which market 

expansion, including increased commoditization 
and monetization, have (or have not) provided 
opportunities for the population. The qualitative 
component of the research, of which this briefing 
paper is part, focuses specifically on youth and 
seeks to shed light on their experiences, aspirations, 
and interactions with economic, financial, and aid 
systems in a sub-region that has seen rapid change 
in the past decade. We seek to understand the 
ways in which young people (from late adolescence 
to late 20s) not only cope with shock and chronic 
vulnerability, but also take advantage of emerging 
opportunities. The longitudinal approach entails 
interviewing the same cohort of individuals each 
year, which allows for an in-depth understanding of 
change over time. This design allows the research 
team to explore the engagement of young men and 

Introduction and overview

Key Messages
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Methodology
This briefing paper discusses some of the findings 
from the qualitative portion of the study. In the 
first round of the cohort study in year two of the 
Apolou Activity, between October and December 
2018, the research team worked across 24 villages 
receiving or scheduled to receive Apolou programs. 
In these villages, we purposively selected 48 female 
youth and 48 male youth (a total of 96 youth) with 
approximate ages from their late teens to mid-
20s. We started with focus group discussions to 
gather background and contextual information, and 
then proceeded with semi-structured, open-ended 

qualitative interviews with individual respondents. 
In year three of the Apolou Activity, the qualitative 
approach involved in-depth interactions with the 
same respondents who had been interviewed 
the previous year. Of the 96 youth participants in 
2018, the research team in 2019 was successful in 
locating and interviewing 86 youth (45 female and 
41 male) between October and December 2019. We 
analyzed the data inductively, paying attention to 
patterns emerging from the research, and coded it in 
Dedoose.

women in livelihood activities, decision-making, 
market interaction, governance, and financial 
strategies and systems, as well as their aspirations. 

The lives of young people in Karamoja are marked 
by a series of major life events that signal their 
transition from childhood to adulthood, which 
include initiation (for men) as well as marriage 
and parenthood (for young people of all genders). 
These events serve as important markers and rites 
of passage, with often profound impacts on youth 
roles, responsibilities, authority, and social standing 
in the community among male and female peers. 

This briefing paper discusses marriage, the process 
of becoming parents, and the experience of death.1 
We pay particular attention to how these events 
and social markers may be evolving in conjunction 
with broader changes in the region and ways in 
which young people experience these events and the 
impacts upon their lives. In this way, the life events 
we analyze represent both continuity—of traditions, 
rites of passage, and structural effects on both 
vulnerability and coping mechanisms—and ruptures 
that have a profound impact on the life trajectories of 
young people in Karamoja.

Key findings 
A better understanding of key life events for male 
and female youth, from the perspective of youth 
themselves, will allow programmers and policy 
makers to recognize the social and economic 
tensions and expectations in the lives of young 
people. Findings discussed in this section include i) 
the challenges and changes associated with shifts in 
the marriage process and practices; ii) the changes 
and experiences brought by marital life; iii) the 
importance of childbearing within marriage; and iv) 
coping with death in the family. Each of these sub-
sections begins with the main messages. 

Challenges and changes 
associated with shifting marriage 
process and practices

Main messages:
• Poverty, loss of herds, and growing 

inequity in animal ownership mean that 
many young men are unable to pay 
bridewealth or associated and expected 
costs. Marriages without bridewealth are 
not considered official, with associated 
impacts on social status. 

1   Initiation is an important rite of passage that allows males to join in the decision-making process with other adult men. Initiation is not covered in this 
paper as it was not raised by male participants in the study population. See E. Stites, 2013, A struggle for rites: masculinity, violence and livelihoods in 
Karamoja, Uganda in Gender, violence, and human security: critical feminist perspectives, eds. A. Tripp, M. Ferree, and C. Ewig, New York and London: New 
York University Press.
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• Without official marriage, women and 
children do not have rights and protections 
afforded by the husbands’ clans. Men have 
no official claim to their wives or children, 
and women may continue to reside at their 
natal home. 

• New roles and dynamics are emerging 
within unions. Women may have greater 
flexibility around place of residence and 
more freedom to exit a union when not 
officially married. Couples are more likely 
to work together to raise bridewealth, as 
opposed to this responsibility remaining in 
the hands of the man. 

apethe or akamaaith, the hut for the woman within 
her natal homestead where she can receive her 
suitor; the ceremonies to negotiate the bridewealth 
amount; the start of the final trimester of pregnancy; 
and the first birth and naming of the child. While 
all these steps are important, the transfer of 
bridewealth from one family to another is a central 
component of a completed marriage. In its absence, 
both husband and wife experience decreased social 
status and security. We now discuss in more depth 
the relevance of these aspects for youth in Karamoja 
today.

Bridewealth is traditionally provided by the 
groom’s father, kin, and male friends, with the 
youth contributing if they have their own herds.5 
However, in recent years and confirmed within 
this study sample, many young men report that 
they are unable to procure the necessary livestock 
for bridewealth. Parents, friends, and relatives are 
no longer able to support them with bridewealth 
contributions due to poverty, reduction in livestock 
holdings, and the reduced number of households 
with cattle.6  Previously, bridewealth could be 100 
animals or higher and, on average, ranged between 
40–50 heads of cattle or more, depending on the 
households, clan, or pastoral group. The number 
increased in accordance with growing herd sizes.7 
Now, respondents reported transfers ranging from 
as low as 3 to as high as 60 heads of cattle, and 5 
to 50 for heads of goats.8 The wide spread in the 
magnitude of the payment is significant, especially 
when compared to historic averages. Although the 
inability to fulfill bridewealth, or other associated 
costs, results from a number of factors, the lack of 
livestock and the detrimental impacts of these low 
assets dominate men’s narratives. As a 28-year-
old male youth from Lotim Sub-County in Kaabong 
explained: “I am unable to marry because my family 
has no animals.” 

Challenges to marrying “officially”
As in many parts of the world, getting married 
in Karamoja is a gradual process that unfolds in 
stages over time, as opposed to being a one-off 
ceremonial event.2 The prospective groom and his 
family provide bridewealth, traditionally in livestock 
but at times in cash (as a substitute or complement 
to the livestock) to the family of the prospective 
bride. The marriage becomes “official” only after 
the full agreed-upon payment is made, a process 
that may take years.3 Two types of transfers often 
precede the full bridewealth payment, namely ekicul 
and akirop. The former, ekicul, is paid by the man 
upon the birth of each child born while the woman 
is still living with her parents and is meant to help 
the woman’s family provide for the child. The latter, 
akirop, often referred to as a “surety payment,” is 
a down payment on the total bridewealth. If he is 
able, a man will often pay akirop after the second 
or third child is born, but before the woman moves 
to his homestead.4 These transfers of assets and 
associated rituals comprise some, but not all, of the 
formal and informal processes that seal the marital 
union. Others include the establishment of akai ka 

2   D. Meekers, 1992, The process of marriage in African societies: a multiple indicator approach, Population and Development Review 18(1): 61–78.
3   S. Gray, 2000, A memory of loss: ecological politics, local history, and the evolution of Karimojong violence, Human Organization 59(4): 401–418.
4   P. Gulliver, 1953, Jie marriage, African Affairs 52(207): 149–155.
5   A. Kuper, 1982, Wives for cattle: bridewealth and marriage in southern Africa. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul; S. Anderson, 2007, The economics of 
dowry and brideprice, The Journal of Economic Perspectives 21(4): 151–174.
6   E. Stites, 2013, Identity reconfigured: Karimojong male youth, violence and livelihoods, PhD thesis, The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts 
University.
7   N. Dyson-Hudson, 1966, Karimojong politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press; Gray, Memory of loss.
8   Five young men reported having paid the following highly variant amounts of bridewealth: 1) 43 cattle and 10 goats; 2) 20 cattle and 10 goats; 3) 15 
cattle and 8 goats; 4) 8 cattle and 20 goats; and 5) 3 cattle and 8 goats.
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Few youth interviewed as part of this study 
described their marriages as “proper” or “complete,” 
meaning that they had paid the full bridewealth as 
required to make the marriage official. Instead, the 
majority of male youth with a female partner had 
either paid no bridewealth or had paid only a portion, 
either as the akirop surety price or in additional 
payments. Some could afford only the ekicul at the 
birth of children, while some were not able to pay 
even ekicul. A 27-year-old youth in Rengen Sub-
County, Kotido, explained his predicament: “I have 
not paid bridewealth fully; so far, I have only given 
two goats to the in-laws, which makes my marriage 
unofficial.” This limbo has important social and 
personal consequences for both men and women, 
with many respondents reporting feeling “stuck” 
in their current life phase due to their inability to 
officially marry.9

A man’s ability to pay the expected bridewealth 
affects his suitability to marry and, with this, his 
social status and self-esteem.10 Some young women 
explained that they assessed suitors to see if they 
had the capacity to pay bridewealth and care for 
children. These evaluations linked closely to values 
of manhood, as illustrated by an 18-year-old woman 
in Tapac Sub- County, Moroto:  

We mainly look at the number of cattle a man 
has. Our parents tell us to value cattle because 
it is a source of survival. We also weigh whether 
the person is man enough to take up the 
household responsibility of being father to our 
children.

The lack of payment, or low payments, of 
bridewealth also has impacts on young women. A 
few female respondents lamented the low levels 
of bridewealth, such as an 18-year-old woman in 
Rengen Sub-County, Kotido: “My bridewealth was 
paid in May 2019 with 25 cows and 60 goats. The 
bridewealth was contributed by my husband’s 
friends and relatives. I feel this was not enough, 

maybe because my husband had few animals, but if 
it was back when we had guns, he would go to…raid 
more animals to pay for my bridewealth.”

Impacts of failing to marry
Official marriage determines, in part, the rights and 
protections afforded to women and children, as well 
as the social status of men and women, and their 
ability to cohabitate.11 If officially married, a woman 
and children are part of the man’s clan, and will be 
supported and protected by clan members. The 
clan is expected to provide for the family even if 
the husband cannot; for example, if a child needed 
emergency medical care, an officially married 
woman would have the right to go to the husband’s 
clan for support with expenses.12 If widowed, a 
woman would either be inherited by another male 
relative (discussed in more detail below) or—if past 
childbearing age—cared for as a clan member. In 
contrast, if not officially married, the clan has no 
official obligation to the woman or children, and 
she may be sent home to her natal kin if she is 
widowed. By the same token, however, a woman 
who is not officially married and finds herself in an 
abusive or neglectful relationship is not beholden 
to remain with her partner and may return to her 
family at any time. A 21-year-old woman in Kacheri 
Sub-County, Kotido who is not officially married said 
that her husband does not provide any support for 
their infant, and she planned to leave in two years 
if this has not changed. As such, official marriage 
extends protection to women at the same time 
that it constrains their independence. While many 
men lament the autonomy of women who are not 
officially married, earlier work indicates that at least 
some young women recognize the benefits inherent 
in this arrangement.13

An unmarried man is likely to have lower standing 
within his community and may be limited in his 
ability to own property and participate fully in public 
life. One young unmarried man in Lotim Sub-County 

9   M. Sommers, 2012, Stuck: Rwandan youth and the struggle for adulthood, University of Georgia Press.
10  E. Stites et al., 2007, “Angering Akuju”: survival and suffering in Karamoja: A report on livelihood and human security in the Karamoja Region of 
Uganda, Feinstein International Center, Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University, Boston.
11   Pokot respondents explained that this sequence of events did not necessarily hold true in their communities. For the Pokot, a man and woman will 
often cohabitate with a surety payment and will work together to raise the bridewealth amount that has been agreed upon via negotiations with the two 
families.  
12  Stites, Identity reconfigured.  
13  Stites, Identity reconfigured. 
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in Kaabong, who was trading goats to save up for 
cattle, discussed this frustration and the impact of 
being unable to afford to marry: 

Young people who are unmarried feel 
undermined when their friends speak about 
them being unmarried at their age and they look 
down on them. Once married, I would own my 
property, but because of delay to marry, people 
start to doubt me; they wonder whether I am 
normal or abnormal to reproduce—whether I am 
healthy and reproductive!

  
Importantly, without official marriage, a man has 
no official claim on the woman or children born 
of the relationship, meaning that another suitor 
with sufficient bridewealth can marry the woman 
and adopt the children. Moreover, if the marriage 
was unofficial, a husband forfeits his right to his 
daughters’ bridewealth; when his daughter marries, 
the cattle would be transferred to the maternal as 
opposed to the paternal family.  

Most women who are not officially married remain 
(with their children) at their natal homestead 
(with exceptions for the Pokot; see footnote 11); 
concomitant with official marriage comes a move 
to her husband’s home where she is afforded rights 
and protection by his clan. The parents of a young 
woman may sometimes permit her to move to 
her husband’s homestead following either partial 
bridewealth payment or the akirop.14 However, in the 
absence of official marriage, she will have a lower 
status in her husband’s clan and may be subject 
to the authority of married wives with cattle (even 
when these women are junior in age). Women 
who remain at their natal homestead, with visits 
from their suitors, may face an extended period of 
uncertainty. In particular, if a woman is widowed in 
this period, she will not receive any support from 
the man’s clan. In addition, once the first installment 
of bridewealth is paid, a woman is expected to be 
committed to the relationship, while men can pursue 
relations and—potentially—official marriage with as 
many wives as they can afford.15

Changes in residence, roles, and responsibilities 
The obstacles to official marriage have led to an 
increase in the number of couples living together 
prior to the payment of bridewealth. A 17-year-old 
female in Kalapata Sub-County, Kaabong described 
these changes:

In my culture, if a woman is married to a man 
who has not paid for her, she can’t be allowed by 
her parents to go stay at the husband’s home. 
But nowadays, this is fading because there are no 
cattle. So people just get married, even without 
cows.

Parental approval is required before a young woman 
joins her husband in his home. In the absence of 
such approval, the union is considered an elopement, 
with the potential for long-term tension between 
the families at the perceived intentional avoidance 
of bridewealth discussions. Even with parental 
approval, the acceptance of cohabitation in the 
absence of official marriage signifies a major shift in 
marriage practices in the region. Earlier research on 
this topic indicates that, in the absence of adequate 
cattle for bridewealth, some parents have simply 
accepted that young people should be allowed to 
build lives together.16 However, views differ widely, 
with many people still refusing to contemplate 
cohabitation in the absence of the completion of 
bridewealth. 

Another change resulting from the delay in the 
marriage process is the emergence of new roles 
within unions. These changes sometimes allow 
young people to experience more freedom and 
flexibility in their relationships and daily lives than 
they otherwise would have. Traditionally, a woman 
remained in her natal homestead, receiving her 
suitor in her akamaaith hut and raising children 
born of the union. Some respondents for this study, 
however, described couples moving back and forth 
between the woman’s and the man’s homesteads, 
spending extended periods in both places. Another 
shift in roles is evident in the increased pooling 
of labor and financial resources prior to official 

14  Ibid.  
15  Ibid.
16  Stites, Identity reconfigured. 
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marriage. Respondents described couples working 
together to perform domestic or agricultural work 
and men providing financial support to the women 
and her family prior to official marriage (above 
and beyond the traditional ekicul child support 
payments). A 21-year-old woman from Rengen 
Sub-County in Kotido explained, “My husband does 
not stay with me at my mother’s homestead, but he 
sometimes sends help to his child in terms of money 
and food.” Another 21-year-old woman from Rengen 
Sub-County, Kotido said, “I am not officially married, 
not even any ekicul, but my husband supports me. 
He helps to take care of the child—he usually brings 
food like beans and sorghum.” This expansion of 
financial involvement illustrates a shift beyond 
the changing parameters of the marriage process, 
and speaks to the slowly growing communication 
between and gradually increasing equity across 
genders. These changes are taking place very 
gradually and are not uniform; the study team first 
became aware of these shifts in the mid-2000s.17  

Changes in the marriage process and practices 
are bringing shifts in responsibilities by gender 
and generation. By living within their natal 
homesteads during the courtship period and into 
early motherhood, young women are able to draw 
upon the advice and support of their mothers and 
other older female relatives. This time is particularly 
important for adolescent mothers, who are learning 
important skills as well as receiving emotional 
support. A 20-year-old respondent in Rengen Sub-
county, Kotido, acknowledged this, saying she felt 
too young to manage a household on her own and 
appreciated the time at her natal home to adjust to 
the expected role of wife and mother. An 18-year-old 
woman in Nadunget Sub-County, Moroto described 
warmly how, even though she was living with her 
husband, she returned home after the birth of her 
child to seek her mother’s guidance: 

When I gave birth, I had to come back to my 
parents so that my mother could help me take 
care of the child. It is a tradition in my culture 
that when a daughter gives birth, she is first 
meant to return home for proper care until the 
child has grown older. This is a sign of a mother’s 

care and love for her daughter and sometimes 
the girl married at a young age and…needs to be 
guided by the mother. 

In many ways, the delayed marriage process may 
benefit young women, who spend more time in their 
natal homes with their children. In addition, many 
young women play critical economic roles in their 
households through support to aging parents and 
younger siblings. However, the extended presence of 
these young women and their children also creates 
burdens on their families. A 26-year-old man in 
Nadunget Sub-County, Moroto reported that his 
sister and her six children continued to live at their 
parents’ home, as her bridewealth had not been paid, 
creating financial strain on the household.

Main messages:
• Women are taking on a growing role in 

providing for their households due to the 
decline in pastoral production.

• Women report giving up more of their free 
time and social interactions upon marriage 
than their male counterparts do. 

• Some women in polygamous relationships 
report inequity and tension between wives, 
while others see their co-wives as a source 
of support and assistance. 

Marriage was a turning point in most young men 
and women’s lives, though experiences differed 
widely. Respondents interviewed for this study 
acknowledged that once married, their lives 
change significantly. This is especially the case 
for women. Once married, young women must 
take full responsibility for their households and 
family livelihoods. In a thriving pastoral production 
system, men’s engagement with livestock normally 
provides for households. With growing challenges to 
pastoral livelihoods, women have taken on increased 

17  Ibid.

Changes and experiences brought 
by marital life
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responsibilities for the survival of their families 
in addition to their already heavy domestic and 
reproductive duties.18 Many young women in the 
study population lacked a stable source of income, 
placing further strain on them as they attempt to 
provide for their families. 

Many female respondents reported that their free 
time and access to their friends changed due to 
increased work burdens and, for some, restrictions 
placed by their husbands on their movements. As a 
young mother from Lodiko Sub-County in Kaabong 
narrated:

When I got married, my friends and free time 
changed; I no longer interact freely with my old 
friends and don’t spend enough time with them 
because I have assumed a lot of household 
responsibilities…with a lot of restrictions from 
my husband because he does not allow me to go 
chat with my friends freely.

Some women reported they lack time or money 
to take care of themselves, as they prioritize all 
resources for the needs of their families. These 
changes illustrate how the expectations on women 
in Karamoja increase with marriage, including a 
growing work burden and limitations on personal 
freedoms.  

The challenges of marital life, from bridewealth to 
cohabitation and livelihood strategies to decision-
making, intersect with the nuances of polygamous 
and monogamous marriages. Traditionally, 
polygamous men in Karamoja were expected to 
share their resources evenly and to treat their wives 
equally. A man’s social status was partly a factor 
of his ability to provide adequately for numerous 
wives and children.19 However, the most often cited 
objection from women in polygamous relationships 
is inequity between wives, further strained by 
pressure on resources. A 21-year-old mother from 
Kacheri Sub-County in Kotido complained:

My most stressful challenge is that my husband 
has two wives, and I am the second. He loves the 
first wife more than me; he is not like the other 

men who love their wives equally…Since I gave 
birth to my 1-month-old child, he has never spent 
a penny to buy clothes for the baby or support 
me, as if he were not the father. 

The combination of multiple wives and limited 
economic resources has the potential to increase 
mistrust, competition, and impoverishment. At 
times, fractious relationships within households may 
damage the social capital that can be critical for 
coping in difficult times.20 

At the same time, co-wives can be a source of 
support and companionship for each other, sharing 
food, childcare, resources, and knowledge. One 
respondent, a 20-year-old woman from Rengen 
Sub-County, Kotido described discussing family 
planning with her co-wife; a 20-year-old single wife 
from Kacheri Sub-County, Kotido described her 
admiration for a friend who “lives peacefully with 
her husband, properly feeds her children, and loves 
her co-wives.” A 24-year-old woman from Nadunget 
Sub-County, Moroto described a pleasant family life 
with her husband and co-wife. Despite neither wife 
being officially married, there was a strong support 
network with shared decision-making; she expected 
to be officially married within the coming year. The 
young woman in Nadunget Sub-County, Moroto 
described her positive polygamous household: “I 
am actually very happy in my marriage even if we 
are two wives because I feel that my husband trusts 
me a lot when it comes to money and involves me 
in household decisions.” A 19-year-old woman from 
Tapac Sub-County, Moroto expressed pride in her 
position in the marital ranks, though also voiced 
concern for how this might change in the future: 

I am officially married with 20 cows and 10 
goats. We are two wives to my husband and I 
am proud to be the Nakicholongo [the youngest 
and newest wife] because I assume much love 
from my husband. I am worried that I may not 
attain that position for long because Karamojong 
men can marry more than five wives as long as 
they have the cattle; then the financial help to 
us two will reduce. But the most amazing thing 

18  E. Stites and D. Akabwai, 2010, “We are now reduced to women”: Impacts of forced disarmament in Karamoja, Uganda, Nomadic Peoples 14(2): 24–43.
19  Stites et al., “Angering Akuju.”
20  See D. Mazurana et al., 2013, Making gender-just remedy and reparation possible: upholding the rights of women and girls in the greater north of 
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about our husband is that when he gets money 
he divides it between us equally. We don’t stay in 
one homestead with my co-wife but live together 
as a family. 

All young men and women in the sample and 
their families struggle with similar marital issues. 
Female respondents were more likely to discuss the 
dynamics the relationship, such as their interactions 
with co-wives, support from their husband, or 
nuances in decision-making. Male respondents 
tended to note the significance of co-wives in terms 
of whether the marriage was official and their ability 
to pay bridewealth.

Main messages:
• Having children remains central to male and 

female identity and social status, and most 
respondents hoped for large families. 

• Some respondents did emphasize the 
importance of spacing their children or even 
having smaller families. 

Successful procreation is important for both male 
and female youth in Karamoja and is not stigmatized 
before marriage. The birth of a child signifies the 
couple’s fertility. In particular, respondents see it as 
proof of a man’s virility, which elevates his status 
among his peers. As expressed by an unmarried 
18-year-old goat trader from Moroto, his shame 
and concerns about marriage were bound up in 
his lack of children and the consequences on his 
social reputation of failing to establish his virility. 
The birth of a first child cements a couple’s union, 
but obtaining funds for the ekicul payment is very 
difficult for some male youth. A 22-year-old male in 
Rengen Sub-County, Kotido, who had not paid any 
ekicul or bridewealth, explained that the price was 
too high. “There are price charges for each child 
produced before marriage; the girl’s parents need six 
cows for two children.” The inability to afford even 

paying for one’s children highlighted the frustration 
for young men.  

Giving birth is also important for the status of 
women. The ability to produce healthy children is 
central to local ideals of femininity, and a man’s 
family does not want to pay bridewealth for a 
female unless there is evidence that she will be able 
to produce a large family. The idea of not having 
children is foreign, and a woman who does not 
is pitied for her presumed barrenness. Even with 
this pressure and the cultural expectations around 
motherhood, some of the young people in this study 
voiced concerns. Some adolescents felt they were 
“still too young” to consider having children. In a few 
cases, young mothers did express their concerns or 
fears. A young woman from Nadunget Sub-County, 
Moroto who was in a forced marriage lamented:  

I am not really feeling good about having this 
child because with it a lot has changed in my life, 
especially when it comes to my way of life. Now 
I have to try as much as possible to behave like a 
mother yet I also don’t like being called a mother.

By and large, having many children is considered a 
blessing. Large families are particularly important for 
a man’s social status.21 Anecdotal evidence implies 
that the desire for many children may be changing 
along with shifting economic circumstances and 
livelihoods in the region. For this study, we asked 
young people about their desired number of children. 
Many respondents (male and female) still expressed 
their desire for as many children as possible. Having 
many children provides an opportunity to spread risk 
and diversify livelihoods, as children can engage in 
multiple and different livelihoods in support of their 
households. For instance, an 18-year-old newlywed 
in Rengen Sub-County, Kotido boasted that although 
she has no child yet, “I expect to be pregnant in two 
months and plan to have nine children, so that some 
can help me in the garden, while others go to the 
kraal or school.”

However, some male and female respondents did 
say that a smaller number or greater spacing of 
children was optimal. In such instances, we queried 

21  Stites et al., “Angering Akuju.”

The importance of childbearing 
within marriage 
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as to the ideal number of children that people would 
like to have. While responses varied, many young 
women reported that their male partner made 
this decision. Some felt it was God’s will; a smaller 
number of women said that they were able to decide 
or that they decided jointly with their husbands. 
As discussed in another report, while many young 
people were aware of contraception, misinformation 
abounds, particularly concerning long-term negative 
impacts on the ability to bear children.22

Main messages:
• Death is a reality for many in the study, with 

impacts on decisions around family size as 
well as on roles and responsibilities within 
households.

• Many respondents had experienced the 
loss of a parent and ended up taking on 
greater obligations and/or losing access to 
assets. Losing an able-bodied adult often 
had severe financial implications and often 
resulted in young people dropping out of 
school. 

Death is a feature in the lives of the respondents. 
Fears around death in childbirth or the death of 
children, primary caregivers, or income generators 
pervaded their stories and influenced their actions. 
One young woman shared that she would give 
birth to many children so that, if some died, some 
would remain to support her. This approach is a very 
practical one, given the high rate of child mortality 
in Karamoja. As such, having many children can 
be seen as a way to spread risk in the long term. 
Poor and limited access to healthcare, as well as 
continuing insecurity, exacerbates concerns around 
premature death. Youth who had experienced 
death within their families described adapting on 
both emotional and practical levels, with changes 
to domestic decision-making and responsibilities, 
dependency, livelihoods, and assets. 

Changes to dependency and living arrangements 
are the most tangible consequences of a primary 
family member’s death. Many respondents reported 
the death of parents, the impacts of which differed 
depending on the ages of their offspring at the 
time of death. Grandparents, or other close male 
relatives, might step in when a father has died; the 
death of a mother often relegates children to the 
care of co-wives or stepmothers. Where possible, 
the eldest surviving child will assume predominant 
responsibility for younger siblings; this is true for 
both male and female respondents in the study 
sample.

Widows can be inherited by a husband’s male 
relatives, or sometimes return to their natal 
homestead (more likely if bridewealth was not 
completed). A 19-year-old female student from 
Lokori Sub-County, Kaabong described how when 
her “father died, his male relative inherited my 
mother.” This was because “my mother was my late 
father’s youngest wife with only three children and 
bridewealth fully paid, so it was necessary for my 
father’s relatives to inherit her so he can care for her 
and produce more children.” Because her mother’s 
bridewealth had been paid in full, it was important 
that she—and her offspring—remain part of the late 
husband’s family. Had the marriage been unofficial 
or the woman past childbearing age, she might not 
have been inherited by another family member. 

Some widows are able to claim some independence 
and take on increased decision-making roles 
following their husbands’ deaths. An 18-year-old 
male from Nadunget Sub-County in Moroto said 
that, after his father’s death, “My mother took full 
decision-making responsibility…but, as a first-born 
son, I support her sometimes by suggesting key 
ideas, then she seconds.” However, in many cases 
the elder son or another male relative will assume 
decision-making, as described by a 20-year-old 
female respondent from Kaabong West Sub-County, 
Kaabong: “In my culture, men are the overall heads 
of households unless he dies or else his elder son 
takes over. Women have little say in decision-

22  T. Atim, B. Athieno, K. Howe, R. Krystalli, and E. Stites, 2019, “Young people are the fulcrum of the community:” youth experience and aspiration in four 
districts of Karamoja, Uganda, Feinstein International Center, Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University, Boston.

Coping with death in the family
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making.” These arrangements may be dynamic and 
shift in accordance with key life events, such as the 
coming of age or marriage of a son. A 20-year-old 
man from Loroo Sub-County, Amudat explained 
that “the decision-making process has changed in 
the past five years because when my father died, 
my mother took over control of the whole family.” 
However, when “I got married, I took full control of 
the home, including all the assets and livestock, but 
with my mother as a key focal person in decision-
making.”

Decision-making patterns and responsibilities 
can shift dramatically for both male and females 
following the death of a parent, spouse, or primary 
care-giver. As one 20-year-old man from Lodiko Sub-
county, Kaabong described:

My roles as a young man have changed since 
the death of my father; I now have a lot of 
responsibilities in the family. These roles now 
affect my ability to relate and associate with my 
fellow friends, though I still find time to be with 
them but every evening I have to check on my 
mother who lives with my uncle. 

Youth, both male and female, report that they 
became decision-makers after a parent’s death. In 
this study’s narratives, this shift often came after 
a period in which common livelihood activities 
were de-prioritized in order to care for an ailing 
parent. Both male and female respondents had 
this experience, and male youth described taking 
on more tasks commonly performed by women, 
such as housework and caregiving. Economic and 
social impacts can be particularly pronounced if 
multiple family members pass away. To illustrate, 
one recently married 24-year-old woman from Lotim 
Sub-County, Kaabong lost both parents and her 
husband in the space of one year. As the eldest child 
(and third wife to her husband), she received little 
support: 

I was used to struggling with life. I am now stuck 
but life has to continue. When my parents died, 
I decided to come back home to help care for 
my young siblings, go to the garden, cook, buy 
clothes, fetch water and firewood, and take 
care of their health conditions. I can say, I am a 
decision-maker now at home. 

Several respondents reported how a death could 
cause subsequent conflict over assets within 
extended families. For example, one 20-year-old 
male from Lodiko Sub-County, Kaabong described 
how his father’s death coincided with a raid on their 
cattle. A herd of once 200 was severely depleted 
and “Relatives came with guns and took all the 
remaining animals from my father’s kraal.” The man’s 
family was unable to rebuild the herd because of 
lack of sufficient income. A death can result in the 
inheritance of debts as well as assets, leaving it to 
the youth and remaining parent to pay them off.  

Among the study population, death of an able-
bodied adult normally had ripple effects on 
household livelihoods. In response to a parent’s 
death, numerous respondents cited having to 
cease their education, both to find employment to 
support the family and because they no longer had 
financial or other forms of support from a parent 
for schooling. This support was often emotional, 
as explained by a young woman from Rengen 
Sub-County in Kotido who was refusing to marry 
a man for his cattle, “If my biological father was 
alive I would be at school now because he really 
valued education but unfortunately he passed on.” 
Young people often find they are responsible for the 
dependent relatives left behind after the death of a 
parent. In some instances, these changes may allow 
women to take on greater decision-making roles. 
One 26-year-old female respondent from Loroo Sub-
County, Amudat explained that, after the death of a 
parent, she was able to open and own a business to 
support the remaining family members.

Many young people spoke of the emotional toll of 
grief. The loss of a father or other male elder often 
brought an emotional toll on the community as well 
as on the household. Male elders are the holders of 
tradition and customary authority in Karamoja: they 
oversee numerous ceremonies that mark critical life 
events for youth (including initiation and marriage), 
resolve conflicts, and make important decisions 
regarding herding and cultivation schedules. 
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Conclusions and implications

This paper shows the extent to which life events—
specifically, marriage, childbirth, and death—impact 
the lives of youth in Karamoja. In particular, the 
findings demonstrate how these life events might 
lead to stagnation and/or adaptation among young 
people with regard to their economic, social, and 
psychological worlds.

Our findings suggest that the shift in marriages has 
brought changes to young people’s everyday life, 
residency, roles, and responsibilities. Some of those 
changes have been positive, such as the shift in 
gender and generational roles and responsibilities 
within households, the increased sharing of labor 
and resources between men and women, and 
the possibility for couples to cohabitate without 
the bridewealth payment. For young women, in 
particular, unofficial marriages have allowed the 
potential for more rights, agency, and autonomy, 
particularly when spouses are negligent, abusive, 

Main messages:
• The inability to afford bridewealth affects the 

lives, livelihoods, relationships, and social 
standing of young people. While young men 
generally lose standing and rights, some 
young women reporting having greater 
agency, rights, and autonomy as a result of 
the lack of marriage. 

• Marriage, childbirth, and death bring 
complex shifts to intra-household roles and 
responsibilities, and may at times afford 
space for more autonomy and agency for 
young people. Overall, young people show 
extreme resilience and ability to cope with 
these challenges. 

• Young people’s lives are highly influenced by 
their social, cultural, economic, and political 
contexts, and interventions should take 
these complex interactions into account in 
order to address vulnerabilities and build 
upon opportunities. 

• Programs and projects should actively 
incorporate the voices and perspectives of 
young men and women.

or unsupportive. For young men, however, 
unofficial marriage can lower social standing in 
the community, as well as diminish their claim and 
control over women and over the children born of 
the relationship. Lower social standing can limit 
their participation or effectiveness in the community 
and in development initiatives. Young men similarly 
expressed anxiety about their inability to provide full 
bridewealth payments, and about the implications 
of incomplete marriages for their life, livelihood, 
relationships, and social standing. 

The death of a family member had some social, 
economic, and emotional consequences on young 
people and their families. The death of a family 
breadwinner increased reliance on the surviving 
family members, who take on the dependents 
left behind. However, in the case of the death of 
a male family provider, some women were able 
to take on more decision-making responsibilities 
in a social environment where their views were 
often overlooked. These are important positive 
impacts, but also added a significant time burden to 
young women’s already heavy set of domestic and 
reproductive duties. 

Young people in the sample adapted in various ways 
in response to the changes brought by evolving 
matrimony situations, having children, and the 
deaths of family or household members. Some 
young men took on more feminine roles, and some 
young women moved into predominantly male roles 
and took on greater agency and autonomy. Actors 
working with young people should understand the 
shifting patterns of young people’s lives following 
the various life events and their own adaptations 
in order to bolster their resilience. For example, 
programs targeting youth should incorporate and 
build on these changing patterns in gender roles and 
responsibilities, and residency in their design in order 
to suit youth’s realities and aspirations. Similarly, 
innovative programming in critical areas of health, 
family planning and child spacing, education, and 
livelihoods would help build youth’s resilience and 
adaptation to the changing contexts. 

The challenges young people face to fulfill 
significant life markers are, in part, related to 
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the broader changes in their social, cultural, 
and economic context in which they live. These 
effects are highly gendered and in line with the 
deeply patriarchal expectations placed on men 
and women in Karamoja. It is important in this 
context to understand and address youth realities 
in connection with their larger surroundings. 
Importantly, a good analysis and understanding of 
the gendered influences on and differences between 
young men and women is critical to ensure that 
programs and policies address specific opportunities 
and vulnerabilities in their surroundings. Only by 
incorporating the voices and perspectives of young 
men and women into the design and implementation 
of programs can these aspects be taken into account. 
Apolou is working directly with youth groups to 
build youth capacity, including in leadership, and to 
increase youth involvement and voice within their 
communities. Thirty-two youth associated with 
these programs competed for local positions in the 
recent elections.23 These findings have significant 
implications for policy and programming aimed at 
young people. Implications include the following:

• Programs aimed at young people should 
consider the complex reconfigurations of 
households. Our research suggests that 
young people in unofficial marriages may 
often be located between households, 
simultaneously relying on their parents and 
attempting to establish a new household 
with their spouse. This dynamic does not 
necessarily exacerbate vulnerability, as 
young people (and, in particular, young 
women) have expressed cherishing the 
opportunity to learn from older women in 
their families, especially with regard to child-
rearing. Programmatic interventions should 
consider the way young people are located 
between households (or simultaneously 
inhabit multiple households, with different 
roles in each one) in order to help youth 

leverage their kinship and social connections, 
rather than overlooking or undermining 
these complex bonds.

• The shifts in marriages have underscored the 
importance of providing key information to 
young women through a variety of channels, 
particularly regarding their rights as wives, 
the resources on which they can draw to 
support their families, and the issues of 
family planning, childbirth, and child-rearing. 
Young women still need access to this 
crucial information even if they have moved 
to their spouses’ homesteads, particularly 
given the shifting state of marriages and 
the implication of those shifts for young 
women’s agency and relationships.

• While many programmatic interventions 
already take into account shocks to 
individuals, households, and communities 
that result from shifts in livelihoods, the 
effectiveness of these interventions is likely 
to be enhanced by taking into account 
the establishment, maintenance, and 
reconfiguration of social connections. Life 
events, such as marriage, childbirth, and 
deaths in the family, have significant impacts 
on social networks, often reorganizing 
relationships of dependence and reliance 
and having impacts on a household’s 
emotional, relational, and economic security. 
The importance of taking these events 
into account and creating mechanisms 
by which to support youth through these 
rites of passage (or strengthening existing 
mechanisms and coping strategies) has 
emerged as a key finding of this research.

23  Feedback on draft from Mercy Corps, March 2021.
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