
72

Examining the Role Of Networks in Conflict-Induced Migration in 
Bawku 

Ebenezer Goodman Ashie Nikoi1*
Isaac Kwamena Arthur1

Mumuni Yakubu Nambe2

Abstract
Conflict-induced migration has received extensive attention, but little remains known about the role of 
social networks in the patterns of migration during conflicts and peace times in the Ghanaian context. 
This study examined the use of social networks for migration during the conflict and peace time. The aim 
was to understand migrants’ experiences in and out of Bawku, and to offer a comparative perspective. The 
mixed method approach was employed to survey 180 respondents in Bawku. Additionally, 80 relatives of 
the selected respondents were contacted and surveyed. Also, 24 respondents were recruited for three focus 
group discussions. The survey data was analysed with Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and 
presented using tables of frequencies and charts, while the framework analysis was used for the qualitative 
data. The study revealed that migrants’ decisions were motivated by strong ties to family and friends in 
both the origin and destination areas. Respondents who did not migrate lacked networks outside Bawku, 
rather had strong family ties in Bawku. However, there were instances where networks failed to explain 
migrants’ destination decisions. For return migrants, the motivating factors transcended strong family ties 
to include education and employment ties. While this paper extends studies on conflict-induced migration 
by introducing the theoretical framework of networks, it was narrow in scope. Future research should 
therefore include categories of migrants and how networks affect their activities. This paper should be 
considered as a starting point in the analysis of the role of networks in conflict-induced migration in Bawku. 
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Introduction

Conflict is an inherent part of human society (Massey and Miller, 2018) and helps in the establishment of 
group identity and development of new rules and laws. Conflict can be construed as the consequence of the 
pursuit of incompatible goals by different people or groups (Mengistu, 2015). Opposing factions often act 
under the guise of institutions such as family, clan, tribe (ethnic group), language, regional and nation state 
affiliations (Deng et al., 1996). Violent acts associated with conflicts are often direct, indirect, repressive 
and alienating, and in some cases, politically motivated (Raleigh, 2014). Conflicts in countries like Syria, 
Nigeria, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Somalia, Palestine, and Yemen portend an increasingly violent world 
(Dupuy et al., 2017). 

Africa has experienced violent conflicts since the end of the Cold War, leaving in its tracks serious political, 
social, economic and humanitarian consequences (Anderson & Rolandsen, 2014; Annan, 2014). Notable 
among them are the 1967-1970 Biafra war in Nigeria, the recurrent Tuareg rebellion in Mali and Niger 
between 1960 and 2012, conflicts in Somalia since 1991, Liberia (1989-1997, 2000-2003), Sierra Leone 
(1992-2002), and Rwanda (1994) (see Heerten & Moses, 2014; Emerson, 2011; Lyons, 2009). Remarkably, 
majority of these conflicts are intra-state, though there are a few inter-state conflicts such as the Ethiopia-
Eritrea (recent events point to improving relations) and Eritrea-Djibouti conflicts (Ramsbotham, et al., 
2011). 

While some scholars cite scarcity of resources, the fragility of the African states, bad governance, ethnicity, 
and colonialism, among others (Kendie et al., 2014), others suggest control of economic resources such as 
gold, diamond, oil and competition over territorial boundaries as reasons for the conflicts (El Jack, 2003). 
Notwithstanding, conflicts have been blamed for stymieing human development in Africa with far-reaching 
consequences for stability and development (World Bank, 2011). Collier et al. (2008) contend that conflicts 
in the form of civil wars have the tendency to reduce economic growth by 2.3%, therefore posing major 
impediment to socioeconomic development. For instance, the conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) was estimated to have resulted in a 2% loss in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Oelbaum, 2010). 

Conflicts impact migration at the individual, community, regional and national levels, particularly where 
political and ethnic conflicts are more pervasive in many developing countries (Teye & Yebleh, 2014). 
Conflict-induced migration gained much prominence in the migration discourse as a result of the frequency 
and severity of conflicts in countries such as South Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, Libya, 
among others, as well as other violent activities of radicalized and extremist groups. Although violence is 
a major determinant of forced migration in Sub-Saharan Africa (BICC, 2010), the decision to migrate is 
often multifaceted (Dewind et al., 2008), with social ties at both the origin and potential destination playing 
an important role. 

Apart from four coup d’états, conflicts in Ghana have generally not taken on a national dimension. A number 
of localised violent conflicts have however been well documented (Yahaya & Tinab, 2015; Osei-Kuffour et 
al., 2016). These are prominent and often recurrent, including the Mamprusi and Kusasi conflict in Bawku, 
in the Upper East Region; the Konkomba and Nanumba; the Abudu and Andani conflicts in Dagbon in the 
Northern Region (Awedoba, 2011); and the Nkonya and Alavanyo in the Volta Region (Coleman, 2000; 

Ghana Journal of Geography Vol. 11(1), 2019 pages 72–86



74

Gati, 2008). In northern Ghana for instance, protracted conflicts are partly due to chieftaincy succession 
right, landownership, ethnic or tribal sentiments, religious differences (Osei-Kuffor et al., 2016) and struggle 
for paramountcy and autonomy (Sulemana, 2009). 

The Mamprusis’ and Kusasis’ conflict in northern Ghana is one of the protracted conflicts in the country. 
The quest for dominance and power is centered on the rights to the Bawku skin. Studies show that the 
first clash between the two groups occurred in 1957, with subsequent violence erupting between 1980 and 
2000, and producing five violent clashes often with negative consequences for the population, property and 
livelihoods (Odonkor & Mason, 1994). Several studies also implicate factors such as title to land, ethnicity, 
colonial policies, chieftaincy, religion, politics, urbanisation, struggle over resources, and the fight for 
recognition in the protracted Bawku conflict (Talton, 2010; Kendie et al., 2014; Osei-Kuffor et al., 2016). 
For instance, Kendie et al. (2014) reported chieftaincy and related land disputes and political interference as 
undergirding the conflict in Bawku. Accordingly, though British colonial policies of consolidating smaller 
ethnic groups with bigger/centralized groups could be blamed for provoking the Bawku conflict; party 
politics’ the quest for dominance, and authority continued to fuel it. 

Although some form of mediation and resolution have been championed by various religious bodies, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and government, the complex nature of the conflicts has made them 
intractable, and in turn induced some out-migration from Bawku. The migrants end up in other regions or 
communities to avoid the negative effects associated with the violent conflicts (Williams & Pradham, 2009). 
Even though the causes and effect of the conflict have received extensive treatment (Annan, 2014), the 
effects of social networks on the decision and patterns of migration from Bawku due to the violent conflicts 
remains under-researched. Similarly, motivations leading to the return of migrants to Bawku during peace 
times are less understood, resonating a common phenomenon in sub-Saharan Africa (Hirvonen & Lilleør, 
2015). Given the out flow of migrants from Bawku during the conflict and later returns, what role did social 
networks play in motivating the decisions to leave or return? The objective of this study is to examine the 
interpersonal ties that enabled access to and use of social networks for migration during the conflict and 
peacetime. Our aim is to understand migrants’ experiences in and out of Bawku and to offer a comparative 
perspective. 

The sections that follow present the theoretical underpinning of the study- interrogating the network theory 
with particular reference to the strong ties view, brief description of the study area, the paper’s methodology, 
the study’s results, discussion and conclusion.

Understanding the Role of Networks in Out-migration and Return migration: 
A Theoretical Perspective 
Migration has evolved over the past three decades without a single encompassing theory, whereas only 
a heap of competing theories attempting to explain its different dimensions (de Haas, 2010; Kurekova, 
2011). According to Kurekova (2011:7), different migration theories examine “the origins of migration; the 
directionality and continuity of migrant flows; the utilization of immigrant labour; and the socio-cultural 
adaptation of migrants” in isolation or binary combinations. Many of these theories are skewed towards 
out-migration, while others on return migration have emphasised more on the economically successful 
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and unsuccessful migrant discourse (Hirvonen & Lilleør, 2015). Although no theory answers all the main 
dimensions of migration, this study found the network theory of migration useful as it provides understanding 
of how migrants’ networks boost and perpetuate migration in space and time, by minimizing the cost and 
risks involved (Massey et al., 1993).  The network theory also helps to explain the rational for the uneven 
patterns of migration across places, and the tendency for the formation of migration regimes (Faist, 2000). 

One way we seek to understand access to and use of networks for our empirical analysis is through Mark 
Granovetter’s views on strong ties. His views rest on the assumption that, intuitively, close friends and 
relatives have the tendency to develop strong ties and are inclined to group together due to their common 
linkage (Granovetter, 1973). This echoes the view that shared norms, reciprocal ties, and practical assistance 
are often features of kin-based networks, which may be a key source of social capital for migrants (Dykxhoorn 
et al., 2019). Common linkages shared through strong ties are usually ubiquitous in big cities that attract 
migrants from all walks of life in search of peace, greener pastures and other opportunities they can obtain. 
Strong ties therefore provide greater motivation for the group to get assistance, which is typically available. 
Furthermore, strong ties are likely to become useful, for example for migrants, when they find themselves 
in insecure and risky situations such as violent conflicts (Granovetter, 1983). According to Guilietti et al. 
(2018), the decision to migrate is co-determined by an individual and the strong ties which he/she can 
access. This suggests that strong ties are key in the decisions making of migrants and constitute a base of 
trust that can lessen risks and costs while offering comfort in the face of uncertainty (Krackhardt, 2003). 

 According to Granovetter (1973, p.1361), the strength of people’s ties can be identified through the 
‘combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the 
reciprocal services which characterize the tie’. However, (Granovetter 1973; 1983) argues that there is 
a possibility for information obtained through strong ties to be redundant, thereby making the network 
ineffective. Therefore, weak ties (acquaintances) are usually important than strong ties in understanding 
network-related activities. While strong or weak ties can play key role in migration, the most significant to 
demonstrate is, how the conflicts and network ties reinforce people’s migration choices and return decision.

Migration networks may be defined as ‘sets of interpersonal ties that link migrants, former migrants, and 
non-migrants in origin and destination areas through the bonds of kinship, friendship, and shared community 
origin’ (Ullah, 2009, p. 155). Similarly, Dykxhoorn et al. (2019) describes networks as a complex web 
comprising of close family and friends and weaker ties to colleagues, neighbours, and community members. 
Migration Network theory therefore acknowledges familial and community roles in ongoing processes of 
migration decision making, passage funding, settlement facilitation and maintenance of home ties (O’Reilly, 
2012). 

Migrant networks enable access to jobs, financial information, and accommodation among other things, 
at the destination region (Massey et al., 1998; Sagynbekova, 2016). Through the development of social 
and economic infrastructure―often complete with associations and even professionals―migrant networks 
aid settlement and community formation, and can perpetuate itself (O’Reilly, 2012). Taking advantage of 
particular places that assure the greatest opportunity to succeed, new migrants tend to further expand these 
social connections. For instance, the existence of diasporas or networks and social connectivity is likely 
to influence the decisions of migrants when they choose their destinations (Dustmann et al., 2008), thus, 
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making networks key to explaining the variations in the spatial distribution of migrants even in the face of 
declining economic incentives (wage differential). 

Notwithstanding their many advantages, Martinez-Brawley & Zorita (2014) observed that migrant 
networks are not unimpeded, and that they may be mitigated by the realities of destination policies which 
determine who stays or leaves. Thus, even where strong networks exist, new migrants may trade areas with 
stringent policies for those with less strict policies. Moreover, Ullah (2009) cites the severe adversities that 
define Bangladeshi migrant journeys to Malaysia to question the notion of cost and risk minimization of 
migrant networks. Although mostly applied to analysis of international migration, Awumbila et al. (2017) 
demonstrate that migration networks are also useful for understanding internal migration. They observed 
that domestic workers originating mostly from northern part of Ghana, took advantage of networks of 
family, friends, and brokers to migrate mostly to southern parts of the country for work. The links between 
people, places and mediating structures become active through social networks. 

Brief Description of Study Area 
The Bawku Municipal Assembly, with Bawku as the capital, became one of three municipalities in the 
Upper East Region of Ghana after the Bawku East District Assembly was elevated to a Municipality with 
Legislative Instrument (L.I) 1798 in 2004. It shares boundaries with Pusiga, Garu-Tempane, Binduri and 
Bawku West Districts to the North, East, West and South respectively (GSS, 2014).

With a population of 98,538, the municipality represents 9.4% of the total Upper East Region population. It 
is however sparsely populated with a density of 169 persons per sq. km, and 52% females compared to 48% 
males (GSS, 2014). While the urban community is served with portable water largely from mechanized 
boreholes, a number of hand pumps, hand dug wells and small dams provide water to the rural communities. 
Additionally, the road network in the municipality is poor compared to other parts of the country.

The occupational distribution shows that subsistence and rainfed agriculture dominates economic activity 
with 70% employment, while commerce, service and industry/manufacturing employ the remaining 30% 
of the labour force. However, as the commercial hub of the Upper East Region, commodities traded in the 
Bawku market range from foodstuffs and livestock to manufactured goods, with brisk trading with other 
parts of the country evidenced by the truck loads of goods that head to the south, and the manufactured 
goods that are brought back to the north. 

Methodology
Research Approach
This study adopted the mixed method approach which combined elements of qualitative and quantitative 
research approaches in order to simultaneously analyse quantifiable data and generalise findings, while 
providing detailed account of peoples’ perceptions, emotions, beliefs, experiences and behaviour (Johnson 
et al., 2007). Tashakkori & Teddlie (2010) argue that this allows for a more robust analysis because the 
mixed method takes advantage of the inherent strengths of qualitative and quantitative approaches. 

The quantitative data was obtained from a household survey on migration patterns during and after the 
conflict. A systematic random sampling method was employed to select a total of 180 respondents in 

Examining the Role of Networks in Conflict-Induced Migration



77

Bawku for the survey. Additionally, the contacts of 88 relatives of the selected respondents were obtained 
and followed up, with 80 successfully contacted and surveyed. Where access to the relatives was very 
difficult, phone interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed. A semi-structured questionnaire was 
used to elicit information on socio-demographic characteristics, social networks utilized by out migrants 
and returned migrants, and destination experiences among others. The questionnaire was pretested in 
Bunkprugu, in the Northern Region of Ghana due to shared characteristics with Bawku, and reported 
incidence of conflicts in the region. For qualitative data, 24 respondents above 18 years were recruited 
for three focus group discussions in Bawku. Each group was made up of eight respondents, with separate 
groups for males, females and a mixed gender. All the focus group discussions were recorded with the 
permission of participants.

Data Analysis
The survey data was coded and analysed using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
software version 20 for windows. Tables of frequencies and charts were utilized to examine the nature of 
the relationship between selected exposure variables and the outcome variable. Due to its flexibility and 
adaptability, the framework analysis was applied to the qualitative data generated from the audio recordings 
of focus group discussions. The themes that emerged from the transcription and coding formed the basis for 
direct quotations and representation of participant views and experiences.

Results
Characteristics of Respondents
Just like in many other places in the world, the categorisation of people affected by conflict induced migration 
from Bawku differs. Table 1 shows that males constituting 58.8% of our respondents dominated the out-
migrants, while females constituted 41.2%. The youth categorised in the 26-35 years age group dominated 
the out-migrant sample with 47.5%.  In general, migrants within the ages of 26-45 years age range are 
about 85% of the out-migrants. Regarding marital status, 41.7% of respondents in Bawku were married 
while 50.6% were single; and this reasonably compared with 46.2% married and 53.7% single among the 
out-migrants. Moreover, compared to 48.7% of the out-migrants, a high proportion (69.4%) of the Bawku 
residents had tertiary level education. Additionally, given the religious composition of the study area, 81% 
and 85% of the respondents in Bawku and outside Bawku, respectively, were Muslims. 
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Table 1: Distribution of Residents and Out-migrants by Selected Socioeconomic characteristics

Variable Residents (N=180) Out-Migrants (N=80)
F % F %

Sex   
Male 118      65.6 47     58.8
Female 62          34.4 33     41.2
Age   
15-25 years 71           39.4 9       11.3
26-35 years 63           35.0 38     47.5
36-45 years 30           16.7 28     35
46-55 years 7           3.9 5       6.2
56-65 7           3.9 0      0.0
65 years & above 2           1.1 0      0.0
Marital Status   
Married 75          41.7 37     46.2
Divorced 4           2.2 0       0.0
Single 91           50.6 43     53.7
Living with Partner 4          2.2 0       0.0
Widowed 6           3.3 0       0.0
Level of Education   
No formal 8           4.4 3       3.8
Elementary/Primary 4           2.2 14    17.5
Middle school/JHS 1           0.6 6      7.5
S H S / Vo c a t i o n a l /
Technical

42           23.3 18   22.5

Tertiary 125         69.4 39    48.7
Religion   
Christianity 31           17.2 7      8.8
Muslim 146         81.1 68    85
Traditional 2           1.1 5      6.2
Others 1           0.6 0      0.0

Source: Field work, 2016

Networks of Migrants from Bawku
The study observed that out of the 180 respondents, 48.9% indicated they migrated compared to 51.1% who 
did not, suggesting that more than half of the respondents remained in Bawku even in the face of conflict. 
For those who indicated that migrating out of Bawku was the only option, the study found that this decision 
was partly inspired by the existence of family and friends they had outside Bawku, with whom they could 
live temporarily or permanently, thus making migration a convenient option. As shown in figure 1, uncles 
constitute the most important host of migrants (43.8%) outside Bawku during the conflict, whereas (28.8%) 
were also hosted by friends. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Migrants (n=80) by host during conflict 
Source: Field work, 2016

Notwithstanding, it was observed that 21.3% of migrants had no networks and had to live on the street or 
struggle for shelter on their own. For instance, a migrant who resides in Kumasi indicated the following:

“I had nowhere to go to when I moved to Kumasi after the fight (conflict). So, when I came to 
Kumasi, I slept at Kejetia for months before I started working as a cleaner at the station. It was 
there that my boss gave me somewhere to stay for some time” (Yakubu, a 25-year-old out-migrant)

Greater Accra region was the major destination for migrants (26.1%) and 26% also settling in other 
communities in the Upper East Region. Table 2 shows the destination regions of migrants (80 relatives of 
Bawku respondents) that left Bawku during the conflict. Notwithstanding the close geographical proximity 
of Bawku to the Northern and Brong Ahafo Regions, the Ashanti Region attracted the next highest proportion 
(17%) of migrants, with the Upper West and Brong Ahafo Regions attracting 6.9%, respectively. 

Table 2: Destination Regions of Migrants (%)

Destination Regions Migrants (N=80)
Upper East (excluding Bawku) 26.1
Upper West   6.8
Northern   3.4
Greater Accra 26.1
Ashanti 17.0
Brong Ahafo   4.5
Western   3.4
Outside Ghana   3.4
Others   9.1

Source: Field work, 2016

For those respondents who did not migrate, we found that many had no relatives or anyone outside Bawku, 
while others opined that they decided to stay because of the strong family ties they had in Bawku, and this 
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was indicated by a female respondent in Bawku:

 “I decided to stay in Possum (suburb of Bawku) during the fight (conflict) because I had nowhere 
to go. I cannot go and stay on the streets like some people when they go to Accra or Kumasi. 
Moreover, my husband and two children are here so we decided to stay but know how to go about 
our duties and prevent any wahala (problem) (35-year-old female trader in Bawku).

There are also indications that some respondents opted to stay because they did not feel threatened by the 
conflict. This could be due to the fact that they were not located at key conflict spots and had the necessary 
coping strategies to cushion challenges associated with the conflicts. 

Networks of Return Migrants
Within the context of conflict and migration, the re-integration of migrants and Internally   Displaced 
Persons (IDPs), especially in the wake of tranquillity is of cardinal interest. Table 3 shows that although 
respondents noted employment (22.4%) and education (29.3%) as important rational for returning to Bawku 
after the conflict, strong family ties in Bawku was mentioned by 17.2% of respondents as the motivation 
for returning to Bawku.

Table 3: Motivations for Returned Migrants to Relocate Back to Bawku

Reasons Frequency %
Employment 13 22.4
Education 17 29.3
Relative peace 10 17.2
Family 10 17.2
Visit 4 6.9
Others 4 6.9
Total 58 100

Source: Field work, 2016

Returned migrants after spending 1-3 years outside Bawku in some cases (43.1%) and in other cases 4-6 
years (31%) indicate that strong family ties (17.2%) played a key role in their return. Many of them on their 
return stayed with siblings (29.3%), parents (13.8%) and uncles (31%) as indicated in Figure 2. 

During the focus group discussions (FGD), a respondent confirmed the importance of family ties in the 
decision to return to Bawku by stating:

“I came back about 4 years ago after my brother-in-law informed me of some calmness that has 
been restored in the Sabon-Gari (a suburb of Bawku). I decided to come back and continue with 
life here because it is not easy to live in Accra” (43-year-old male farmer, FGD)

Similarly, a female migrant who has also retuned remarked: 

“I travelled to Kumasi when they started fighting. I left my two sons with my mother who was old to 
take care of them while I find a job to do and send her money.  I had to return to take care of them 
when my mother couldn’t take care of them anymore and I couldn’t bring them here to Kumasi with 
me” (31-year-old female trader, FGD)
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Figure 2: Distribution of Returned Migrants (n=80) by host after conflict 
Source: Field work, 2016

It can therefore be deduced that, harsh economic conditions at the destination, as well as relative peace and 
socioeconomic ties at the origin combined to compel migrants to return to Bawku. As conflicts are often 
associated with disruption in economic and social activities, decline in living standards, and worsening 
poverty levels (Yahaya & Tinab, 2015), the availability of employment served as one of the important 
motivations for relocating back to Bawku. We found in the study that employment opportunities to have 
jumped from 41.1% before the conflict to 49.4% after the conflict. This may be attributed to progressive 
interventions by government, NGOs, religious/faith-based organisations, and the traditional authorities to 
foster peace and enhance development within the region.

Discussion and Conclusion 
This paper examined conflict-induced migration and networks in Bawku. Following Manchin & Orazbayev 
(2018), who assert that close social networks (composed of family and friends) matter in migration as they 
influence migrants’ decisions at the origin location and destination region, we sought to understand how 
access to and use of networks motivate people to out-migrate during violent conflicts and return during 
peacetimes. This focus was intended to provide insights into migration trajectories during and after conflicts. 

As the results of study suggest, the decisions of both out-migrants and returned migrants are motivated by 
their access to strong ties in and outside Bawku. This confirms the assertion that access to and use of social 
network marks an important social capital (Ryan et al. (2008), as they ease people’s anxiety before, during, 
and after migration (Cohen and Wills, 1985). The provision of shelter by family and friends to migrants do 
not only satisfy a psychological need but also offers security, particularly to the most vulnerable (Maslow, 
1943). The assurance obtained from such network-related support obviously informs migrants’ decision 
to move to the destination areas or return to their origin (Dustmann et al., 2008). This echoes the view of 
Massey et al. (1993) which indicated earlier that, networks facilitate in reducing the potential cost and risks 
associated with migration, which could be very fatal or devastating for migrants. 
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Interestingly, majority of respondents did not migrate out of Bawku during the conflict. The lack of networks 
outside Bawku and strong family ties in Bawku may have accounted for why majority of the respondents 
did not migrate. The former demonstrates that the probability of migrating increases with strong social 
interactions or ties (Giulietti et al. 2018). Manchin & Orazbayev (2018) argue that strong ties at origin 
location reduce the likelihood of people’s decision to migrate. This resonates with respondents in Bawku 
who refused to migrate because of their strong family ties. Conversely, it is same for some returned migrants 
in Bawku who reorganised themselves―adapted to the environment through family support (Schermerhorn 
& Cumming, 2008). Such strong ties can be construed as a constellation of emotional intensity and intimacy 
knitted in kin relationships or friendships established by people (Granovetter, 1973). This implies that 
while the discourse on migration networks appears to support the position that strong ties are important for 
migration; the findings from this study suggest that strong ties may equally prevent migration. 

Moreover, the study also revealed that while migrant destination selection is significantly influenced by 
networks of family and friends, there are exceptional instances where networks failed to explain migrant 
destination decisions. Rather, migrants can establish new ties in destination areas to foster their survival. 
Although the network theory has been mostly used to explain the migration decision process and survival 
of migrants at the destination, it may be equally useful for explaining return migration; since in the case 
of return migration to Bawku, respondents indicated family as an important factor in the decision-making 
process. This underscores the culture of strong and dependable family system in Bawku, characterised 
by the ethos of supporting family members in difficult moments. According to Yiran (2016), the family 
system in Bawku is strong and reliable in times of need, and confers social capital in terms of care for the 
aged, disable and children, as well as farming-related assistance. Beyond the family, neighbours are also 
considered important social capital as they offer financial and material support in the form of temporary 
shelter, evacuation of the weak/injured and labour for rebuilding, especially in times of disaster. These kinds 
of interpersonal networks potentially connected migrants with relatives, neighbours and friends outside of 
Bawku, to facilitate and sustain migration of Bawku residents during the conflict.

The findings, with regard to education and employment (economic) ties as the most important factors 
facilitating the decisions of returned migrants can be linked to the lack of better opportunities in the 
destination areas. Given the fact that majority of the migrants were youthful and potentially dependent on 
their parents and relatives, there was a high incentive for them to return home. For those who returned for 
employment purposes, there were many who were unemployed or marginalised from formal employment in 
big cities such as Accra and Kumasi (Gillespie, 2017). Others who were predominantly farmers also could 
not compete for access to land for agricultural purposes due to high prices and complex land tenure system 
in the destination areas. Accra, which attracted many of the migrants is not only experiencing high cost of 
lands (Arthur, 2018) but the transformation of most agricultural land-use into residential and commercial 
uses (Owusu, 2013). These migrants lacked the networks to help them overcome the issues indicated 
above; hence the option was to take advantage of the relative peace to return to Bawku. Interestingly, the 
findings regarding returned migrants to Bawku runs contrary to a study in the Northern Region of Ghana 
where ‘return migration was contingent on the completion of a successful migration project, which allowed 
migrants to ‘get money’ in order to prepare for their return’ (Sward, 2016, p.24). 
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This study has implications for current research and contributes to several ongoing strands of research 
within geography and migration studies. It extends existing studies on ethnic conflict-induced migration 
in Africa by introducing the theoretical framework of networks and providing evidence of how strong 
ties contribute to the decisions of out-migrants and return migrants. The findings also provide evidences 
of factors motivating migrants’ decisions that transcend strong family ties. However, this study limits the 
scope of networks to strong ties instead of combining with weak ties as Granovetter (1973) originally 
focused on. Where as many extant studies on migration networks tend to focus on the motivations for 
international migration (O’Reilly, 2012; Manchin & Orazbayev, 2018; Windzio, 2018) gravitate towards 
economic factors in internal migrations (Sward, 2016), this study focused more on the influences of family 
and friends on migrants’ decision to leave or return to Bawku. We believe that future research should 
broaden the scope of network ties, categories of migrants (youth, skilled labour, unskilled labour, gender, 
etc) and how networks affects their activities in both the places of origin and destination. In this regard, 
the analysis presented in this paper should be considered as a starting point in the analysis of the role of 
networks in conflict-induced migration in Bawku.
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