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The Impact of Migration on Family 
Structure and Functioning in Java 
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TIle vast population mobility between regions in Indonesia in the past two 
decades is closely associated with the development of transportation and 
communication systems. These have made traveling in Indonesia easier 
(Hugo et aI., 1987), and the economic development policies implemented by 
the government have played a major role in accelerating movement betvveen 
regions within the country. People generally move from rural or less­
developed areas to urban or developed areas. 

Migration of one or more members of a family influences the way the fam­
ily functions and the way it distributes its internal roles. TIle absence of par­
ticular family members, either on a permanent or temporary basis, affects 
family structure, in both destination and origin areas (Hugo, 1987). Following 
the changing of its structure, the family has to make adjustments, for exam­
ple, in the roles of family members left behind. During the husbands' absence, 
the wives may take over several of his roles in order to maintain the necessary 
family functions, such as handling more agricultural tasks (Siegel, 1969; Col­
fer, 1985; Rodenburg, A.N., 1993; Rodenburg, j., 1993) or acting as a de facto 
household head (Hetler, 1986), and may represent the household in commu­
nity activities, such as attending community meetings, becom~~g involve~ 
in community activities, and paying taxes (Hetler, 1986). In addItion, there IS 
always a chance that migration of adult children to the cities will adversely in­
fluence the well'being of their elderly parents in the rural areaS (Hugo, 1987). 

Although several studies have discussed the impact of migration on the 
family, there is a lack of information about the impact of migration on family 
structure and functioning in Indonesia. How does migration influence the 
family structure? How do families cope with the instability due to the migra­
tion of particular members of the family? What do they do to m~int~in ~he 
family's function in the larger society? How do they change the dlstnbuhon 
of roles among the family members left behind? This chapter is intended to 
explain the impact of migration on family structure and functioning among 
the Javanese etlmic group. 
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This study is focused on internal migration in Java island, and this has been 
carried out in an area of out-migration, a village in Central Java, and in a des­
tination area in West Java. Java is the most densely populated island in Indo­
nesia and is relatively more developed than the other islands. The island 
comprises only seven percent of the total land area of Indonesia, but more 
than 100 million people, about half the population, reside there. Administra­
tively Java is divided into six provinces, namely Banten, Jakarta Special 
Region, West Java, Central Java, Yogyakarta Special Region, and East Java. 
Two major ethnic groups are native to Java, the Javanese and Sundanese, 
and there are several minorities. TIle Javanese mostly live in Yogyakarta, Cen­
tral and East Java provinces, while the Sundanese heartland is West Java and 
Banten. Jakarta Special Region is the Capital of Indonesia and accommodates 
almost all ethnic groups in Indonesia. 

Two methods of data collection are used in the study, a survey in the origin 
village and a qualitative approach in both areas. The survey data are used to 
obtain the magnitude of out-migration, while the data from qualitative inter­
view are used to explain the reasons for migration and the impact of migra­
tion on family structure and functioning. This report presents only the 
qualitative. 

Migration as a Family Strategy: Cross-National Findings 

Household's Socioeconomic Condition as a Migration Factor 
Migration for economic survival is more likely to occur among the lower 

strata families, whereas the better off tend to use migration as a wealth accu­
mulation strategy (Arizpe, 1981; Connel et aI., 1976; Findley, 1987). If the pur­
pose of migration is to gain greater wealth, families will send their children of 
both sexes out to get a better education or to find more lucrative employment 
(Connell et aI., 1976; Arizpe, 1981; Trager, 1984b; Radcliffe, 1986). However, in 
North Tapanuli, Indonesia, both rich and poor families send their children, 
preferably their sons, to migrate to get a better education, perceiving that edu­
cation is the only way to get a white-collar or nonagricultural job (Rodenburg, 
A.N., 1993). Migration of sons in North Tapanuli, Indonesia, cannot be associ­
ated directly with a household strategy, but is mainly motivated by individual 
job expectations and the reciprocity relation beween parents and their chil­
dren as a basic moral consideration. However, once the son has secured a 
salaried job the "counter obligation" definitely occurs, by sending remittances 
to the village to support elderly parents or to pay for younger siblings' school 
fees or to provide accommodation and other help for his siblings in the city. In 
fact, wealthier families have a greater chance to control their sons' income 
than poorer ones, because wealthier families tend to invest more in their sons' 
success, having the ability to pay for their education or to arrange that 
employment, whereas the children's success from poorer families mostly 
depends on their own efforts. 

Beyond the ability to take risk or to finance migration costs, the availability 
of family labor is also an important consideration in a family's decision to 




















