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Abstract 
The study aims to analyse the effects of husbands’ out-migration on psychological well-being of rural adult left-

behind wives in the district of Cooch Behar, India. A sample of 400 wives aged between 18 to 60 years has been 

selected for the purpose of this study through snow ball sampling and subsequently they have been interviewed 

by a structured schedule. The Psychological Well-Being Index of left-behind wives has been calculated based on 

the indicators namely, household responsibilities, decision-making, mobility and social relations, life satisfaction 

and psychological problems. To identify the difference in Psychological Well-being of left behind wives at different 

age groups, One-Way ANOVA has been carried out. The results shows young left-behind wives are more 

psychologically well-being than middle aged or older ones.  

Keywords: Rural left-behind wives; Out-migration; Psychological Well-being; young left-behind wives; 

Loneliness. 
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I. Introduction 
Rural India is characterised by monsoon dependent agricultural system that causes seasonal 

unemployment in rural areas, particularly during non-monsoonal months because of dearth of native jobs for the 

poor agricultural workers. In this situation for managing their family needs they are compelled to migrate away 

from their native place in any other destination sates at south, west or north India to be engaged in secondary 

economic activities. The most common features of these large-scale male labour out-migration is change in rural 

social landscape (Rai, 2018) and their left-behind families (Zacharia et al., 2003) specially their wives. Poor rural 

wives are not only physically but economically and socially also left-behind (Biao, 2007). Though husband’s 

outmigration contributes towards household income through remittances and improve their economic status (Fakir 

& Abedin, 2021), fulfils their basic needs yet this remittance flow cannot fulfil the voidness of their life. 

Psychologically they are in a living in a threshold condition where at one side they are enjoying autonomy, and 

on the opposite side suffering from psychological distress (Mahapatro, 2018). Husband’s out-migration offers 

expansion to primary decision makers in household affairs, makes them authority to carry out family 

responsibility, social and economic empowerment (Gulati, 1995). They are transformed from humble, fragile 

caregivers of their families to household managers (Rajan & Zacharaia, 2018). Simultaneously, negative 

consequences brought by their empowerment could not be ignored. They have to carry out increased burdensome 

workload, dominance of in-laws, adjustment with family members, restrictions in their social or economic 

independence etc. those make them vulnerable to anxieties, worries , conflicts, loneliness etc, (Roy,2011;Haans 

& Rooij, 2010). Their actual state of psychological well-being are combination of both of positive and negative 

factors. In Indian context rural social cultural norms and context set a wide array of factors those also controls, 

contributes and make variations in psychological well-being of these women. This may vary according to age of 

left-behind wives. Identifying the level of difference at different is always a challenge for social science 

researchers because of a complex social structure.  
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II. Methods 
Respondents 

A group of adult individual rural left-behind wives whose husbands have migrated outside Cooch Behar 

District in any other states of India and engaged in secondary sector of economic activities have been included in 

the study. The respondent’s age-group was between 18-60 years as they are considered as the adult left-behind 

wives (Jacka, 2012). Respondents below 18 years have been excluded from the study as they have not reached 

adulthood. Older left-behind wives of 60 years above are also excluded as they are considered in some study as 

‘elderly left-behind women’ (Luo et al.,2020). 

 

Design 

Cross-sectional data of 400 (95% Confidence Interval, 4% Margin of error) (Moore and McCabe, 1989) 

rural adult left-behind wives have been collected and who were selected by snowball sampling technique from 

120 villages of the district during field visit 2019-2022, from the cohort of 18-59 age-group and either nuclear or 

joint family types. The respondents participate spontaneously with their self-consent in the interview procedure. 

 

Materials 

Instrument that has been used for the survey is a well-structured schedule comprising, 17 items under 5 

variables namely, household responsibilities (family-size, nos. of dependent , daily workload-3 items) ; 

decision-making (decision in child education, decision in household activities, decision in household regular 

purchase and expenditure -3 items); mobility and social relations (mobility and contact for health management, 

participation in social activity, increase in social contact, autonomy in accessing outside world-4 items); life 

satisfaction (improvement in lifestyle, increase in savings, engagement in recreational activities-3 items) and 

psychological problems (mental stress, depression, isolation, fear of insecurity - 4 items). All the items are 

orderly quantified in a five point Likert Scale. 11 items have been measured as (never=1 and always =5) and 6 

items have been reversed as (never=5 and always =1), each item scores range between 5-25. The internal 

consistency of the items has been measured performing reliability test and Cornbach’s Alpha value has been found 

acceptable (0.621) (Taber, 2018). The item scores are transformed to average scores for computing each variables 

and Psychological Well-being Index (PSWBI) has been developed from the scores of the variables using the 

following formula 

Psychological Well-Being Index (PSWBI) =
 1

5
∑ 𝑤𝑝𝑥𝑝

5

𝑝=1
 

                                                              = 𝑤1 ∗ 𝑥1 + 𝑤2 ∗ 𝑥2 + 𝑤3 ∗ 𝑥3 + 𝑤4 ∗ 𝑥4 + 𝑤5 ∗ 𝑥5 

Where,𝒘𝟏 , 𝒘𝟐 …….𝒘𝟓 are the weightages of the indicators (equal weightage considered)  

and 𝑥1 = family responsibility 

𝑥2= decision-making 

𝑥3= mobility and social relations 

𝑥4 = life satisfaction 

𝑥5 = psychological problems 

 

It has been considered PSWBI has positive relation with psychological well-being of the respondents i.e. higher 

the index value better the level of psychological well-being and vice-versa. 

 

Variable Selection  

Selection of socio-demographic variables those influence psychological well-being of left-behind wives 

is very evident in any empirical research in social science (Gartuala et al., 2012; Hadi, 2001). Adulthood of women 

is a transitional and interacting phase of human life cycle and in this phase psychological well-being evolves more 

(De-Juanas et al., 2020). The survey findings reveal that in the study area among the socio-demographic 

background of adult left behind wives, their age, make a large difference in their psychological well-being (Kousar 

et al., 2014; Lei & Desai, 2021). The specific objective of the article is to assess the difference in pshychological 

well-being at different age-groups. 

 

Analytical procedure  

For statistical analysis, scores of PSWBI is considered as dependent variable and their age-group  has 

been considered as independent variables. To analyse whether there is significant difference in psychological 

well-being between age-groups of  left-behind women One-Way ANOVA has been performed using SPSS (20.0) 

version. To measure whether there is any difference in the score of PSWBI within group’s pair-wise multiple 
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comparison test (Bonferroni Post-Hoc test) was also performed (Field, 2013). The assumptions of One-way 

ANOVA i.e. normality of dependent variable has been assumed (Altman & Bland, 1995), homogeneity of 

variance among the groups of independents variables has been adequately met (Levene’s Test 0.235, p > 0.05). 

All the tests were two-tailed and probability of p<0.05 has been considered. 

 

III. Results 
Background of the left-behind wives 

Characteristics of 400 rural left-behind wives (independent variables) has been presented in Table 1, 

showing their Mean and SD values. The Mean age of these wives is 39 years. The age group of the respondents 

have been categorised as Young left-behind wives (18-31 years) (22.00%), Middle-aged left-behind wives (32-45 

years) (24.25%) and Older left-behind wives (46-59years) (53.75%). Young adult wives (Mean= 2.998, SD= 0.45) 

and middle-aged adult wives (Mean = 2.997, SD= 0.33) seems to be more psychologically well-being than older 

adult wives (Mean= 2.669, SD= 0.39).  Standard Deviation values are more or less similar so PSWBI within each 

group is equally spread. 

 

Table I: Descriptive Statistics of independent variables on PSWBI 
Independent variables N Percentage Mean SD 

Age-group     

Young adult wives (18-31yrs) 88 22.00 2.998 0.45 

Middle-aged adult  wives (32-45yrs) 97 24.25 2.997 0.33 

Older adult wives (46-59 yrs) 215 53.75 2.669 0.39 

 

Effect of Age group on PSWBI 

In regard to left-behind adult women’s psychological well-being a significant main-effect of independent 

variables have been observed. Age-group makes a significant difference in PSWBI score of left-behind wives 

with a large effect size (.11) (F (2, 398) = 25.132, p= 0.000 < 0.001, Ꙍ2 = .11) (Saha et al., 2019, Cohen, 1988)  

 

Table 2: Effect of Age-group on Psychological Well-being 
Indicator Sub-indicators Mean S.D Df F Sig Ꙍ Ꙍ2 Effect Size 

Age-Group 

18-31 2.87 .46 

2 (398) 25.132 0.00 .33 .11 Large 32-45 2.91 .36 

46-60 2.61 38 

 

With-in Group Multiple comparison test  

The multiple comparison test (Bonferroni Post-Hoc) has been performed for all the three levels of age-group. The 

result shows difference in scores of PSWBI within groups of these independent variables. Young and middle aged 

adults (p= 0.000 < 0.001) are significantly higher in PSWBI scores than older adults (Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Boneferroni Post-Hoc Test 
Age-group Mean difference Sig 

Older left-behind wives (46-

60 yrs) 

Young left-behind wives (18-31yrs) -.2639* 0.000 
Middle-aged left-behind wives (32-45yrs) -.2982* 0.000 

 

IV. Discussion 
Dealing with psychological issues of left-behind wives is a ubiquitous life –event in all age-groups. 

Literatures have stated either about their psychological consequences or psychological resilience they enjoy 

through autonomy, independence and empowerment. An exploration about psychological well-being of this 

community is very limited. The roles played by difference in age upon their psychological wellbeing is very less 

known. This study is meant to fulfil that void. Developing and designing Psychological Well-being Index 

(PSWBI) in a context of backward rural district and comparison of functioning certain demographic variables is 

the uniqueness of the study.  

As expected, age of left-behind wives is a significantly important variable. Age-group of left-behind 

wives have distinct inverse relationship with their psychological well-being i.e. younger the age of wives higher 

their psychological wellbeing (Aryal et.al, 2020). Young left-behind’s faces less psychological stress and they 

enjoys greater autonomy, freedom, economical independence and empowerment compared to middle aged or 

older left-behind’s (Heller & Kaushik, 2020). As, migration of husbands reconfigure traditional gender roles in a 

household living arrangements (Hoodfar & Singerman, 1996) left-behind wives’ enjoy having household headship 

particularly in nuclear families (Arokiaraj et al.,2021) and enjoy psychological well-being too. But young left –

behind wives living in a joint family arrangement face the problem of power controlling upon them. This control 

of the in-laws curtails their emancipation, decision making and managerial ability (Datta & Mishra, 2011). Adult 
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left-behind wives who are far more likely have the confidence about managing their own lives prefer to make 

decisions independently (Desai & Banerjee, 2008). They are able to be responsible for their own well-being and 

comes out from the patriarchal parasol of rural society (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992). Living in a nuclear family 

having household headship enhances their controlling power managerial ability (Jetley, 1987) and have greater 

psychological well-being.  

Subsequently, having household headship make young adult wives more likely to be psychologically 

well-being than others. Young left-behind wives enjoys more independence in mobility, performs fewer 

responsibilities towards in-laws and greater autonomy by completing chores outside the household (Yabiku et al. 

2010). Additionally, receiving remittances regularly maintains steady flow of income in the family and exempts 

them to be engage in further paid jobs (Khan & Valatheeswaran, 2016). Psychological well-being of middle-age 

or older adult left-behind wives in any kind of household is always lesser as they have to perform greater family 

responsibilities and deal with all the problems in life course (Thomas & Adhikary, 2012).  

 

V. Conclusion 
The study highlights about the psychological well-being of rural left-behind wives belonging to different 

age categories in certain social circumstances likewise their household arrangement, headship and husband’s 

duration of absence. Young adult left-behind wives are more psychologically well-being than middle aged or older 

ones. This scenario, easily concludes that age is a factor that controls empowerment, independence, self-reliance. 

Psychological well-being to left behind wives can give them confidence to cope up with the restrictions, 

insecurities, hesitations they face in their absence of husbands. As, middle-age or older left-behind wives are more 

susceptible of being self-dependent in outside household activities they require greater attention and support from 

society and family to overcome their psychological barriers. Instead of being or feeling marginalised they could 

be the then part of greater society.     
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