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This paper provides a descriptive and comparative analysis of transna-
tional families with members located in Africa and Europe. It is thus
far the only quantitative study, to our knowledge, that includes cross-
country comparisons and focuses on the African European context.
By comparing both countries of origin and destination, differences in
family arrangements are found among Ghana, Senegal, and the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo as well as within these groups depending
on the European destination countries. Findings show that dates of
arrival and migrant legal status are most commonly associated with
transnational family forms. Family and gender norms at origin, migra-
tion motivations, destination country family reunification and migra-
tion policies, and destination country characteristics related to
language, employment opportunities, and educational system help to
explain the differences found.

INTRODUCTION

Methodologically and theoretically, migrant families have been predomi-
nantly conceived of as nuclear, living together, and bounded by the
nation-state, until the transnational turn in migration studies at the
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beginning of the 21st century. Families, and migrant families in particu-
lar, unlike the household, are not necessarily defined by co-residence or
spatial proximity (Bernhard, Landolt, and Goldring, 2009; Glick, 2010).
Family relationships can exist across long distances and in multiple loca-
tions for indeterminate periods of time. The boundaries of the family are
based on relationship structures and activity flows, not on geographic
location (Fox and Luxton, 2001; Herrera-Lima, 2001).

The academic literature on transnationalism (Basch, Glick-Schiller,
and Szanton-Blanc, 1994; Faist, 2000; Wimmer and Glick-Schiller, 2002)
has highlighted the fact that currently, through the ease of traveling long
distances by plane, the proliferation of money transfer technologies and
institutions, and advances made in information and communication tech-
nologies, migrants often maintain a variety of ties with countries of origin
through regular visits, transactions such as remittances, and communica-
tions via computers and cellular telephones. Thus, while transnational
linkages have characterized migrants’ relationships with home throughout
the centuries, the frequency and simultaneous nature of contact today
leads to qualitative differences in the relationships migrants maintain
(Foner, 1997). In this paper, we focus on transnational family relation-
ships. Transnational families are “families that live some or most of the
time separated from each other, yet hold together and create something
that can be seen as a feeling of collective welfare and unity, namely ‘fami-
lyhood’, even across national borders” (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002:3).
The flows of goods and money sent by migrants to their families back
home make transnational families key actors in the “counter circuits of
globalization” (Sassen, 2002). Yet transnational family connections go
beyond material exchange. Several studies on transnational families high-
light the fact that inter-generational care is being arranged and negotiated
from a distance and that family obligation and reciprocal relationships
continue after migration (Schmalzbauer, 2004; Mazzucato and Schans,
2011).

Until recently, relatively limited attention was paid to family dynam-
ics in transnational migration studies (K€onig and de Regt, 2010). Much
of this recent literature has focused on the problems experienced by fami-
lies living transnationally (Parre~nas, 2004; Schmalzbauer, 2004; Pribilsky,
2007). The focus has been on the emotional difficulties of parents who
are separated from their children (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997;
Parre~nas, 2004; Schmalzbauer, 2004; Bernhard, Landolt, and Goldring,
2005; Dreby, 2006), the tensions in spousal long-distance relationships
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(Manuh, 1999; Pribilsky, 2007), and feelings of resentment and abandon-
ment experienced by children at home (Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, and
Louie, 2002; Parre~nas, 2004; Dreby, 2007). These studies focus on effects
of transnational family life and the lived experiences of migrants and their
families back home. This study seeks to complement these micro-level
studies by focusing on the prevalence and associated characteristics of
transnational families. The cross-country comparative approach allows us
to explore some macro-level factors that shape the associations we find.

What little we know about transnational family arrangements derives
from studies focusing on Latin American flows to North America or
South-East Asian cases, and increasingly on Chinese internal migration. A
gap remains in knowledge on African cases (although see Riccio, 2008;
Coe, 2011; "Akesson, Carling, and Drotbohm, 2012; Haagsman and Maz-
zucato, 2014). Filling this gap is important because African migration rep-
resents an increasingly significant flow of “new” migration to Europe
(Koser, 2003; Grillo and Mazzucato, 2008) and also because African fam-
ily systems have been characterized in anthropological studies as being
particularly flexible, with familial responsibilities and roles distributed
among extended family members (Goody, 1982; Bledsoe, 1990). As such,
African families may show different tendencies than transnational families
originating from other parts of the world. Recent socio-anthropological
studies indicate that living transnationally can be a rational and even func-
tional strategy in many African contexts (Riccio, 2008; Bledsoe and Sow,
2011) instead of an imposed state of being while awaiting reunification.
At the same time, comparing different cases of African migratory flows is
useful as family structures and functioning vary across African countries,
so that the way families manage migration may be heterogeneous.

Studying the European context is important as it presents legal and
political conditions that are quite different from the U.S. and Asian con-
texts. Furthermore, European countries present different “contexts of
reception” (Portes and Rumbaut, 1990) in terms of laws affecting migrant
family life, making it important to consider the effect of various European
contexts in shaping transnational family life (Pascouau and Labayle,
2011). Family-related migration has become the major source of new
immigration to most Western European migrant-receiving countries and
restrictions on family reunification multiply (King et al., 2010). This
means that besides the individual motivations of migrants and the wishes
of the family “left behind,” state policies more and more influence
decisions on reunification.
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While qualitative studies on the effects of transnational family life
have multiplied over the past decade, the exact prevalence of transnational
family arrangements worldwide is unknown due to a scarcity of quantita-
tive evidence. Nevertheless, some initial reports indicate that the existence
of transnational families is a substantial phenomenon, justifying further
research. For example, international organizations such as Save the Chil-
dren and UNICEF report that approximately 25 percent of children in
selected migrant-sending countries have at least one parent abroad (Maz-
zucato and Schans, 2011). In China, studies report that approximately
58 million children and 47 million wives live in families that have been
separated due to migration (Wen and Lin, 2012).1

This paper presents quantitative findings regarding the prevalence of
transnational migrant families living between sub-Saharan Africa and Eur-
ope and the factors that characterize transnational families. We define a
transnational family as a nuclear family – typically a couple with a child
or children under the age of 18, but also couples without children, or one
parent with his or her minor child or children – where at least one of the
adult members lives in another country for more than 1 year. While we
limit our analyses to nuclear family members, we embed our findings
within knowledge of family norms that include extended family, social
parenthood and child fostering, and spousal multilocal residence. Our
findings therefore have bearing to first-generation migrants and their
nuclear family members. The study uses a unique dataset collected under
the Migration between Africa and Europe (MAFE) project, containing
information on both migrant-sending countries (Senegal, the Democratic
Republic of Congo [DR Congo], and Ghana) and migrant-receiving
countries (Belgium, the Netherlands, the UK, France, Italy, and Spain),
thus providing a multisited representation of migrant family life. The
paper is structured as follows: In the first section, we describe the back-
ground situation for families living in both Africa and Europe, discussing
family structures in sub-Saharan Africa and the policy context regarding
migration and family reunification in Europe. Next, we describe the data
used for this study. We then provide descriptive insights regarding the
prevalence and forms of transnational migrant families and apply logistic
regression techniques to assess which factors are associated with
membership in a transnational family. In the discussion and conclusions

1This relates to internal, rural-to-urban migration but, given the great distances within
China, it can be comparable to international migration in terms of family separation.
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section, we reflect on the findings and provide suggestions for future
research.

BACKGROUND

Family Structure in Sub-Saharan Africa

Families in many parts of Africa have been described as fluid and based
on an extended family system. This fluidity is related in part to the long
history of internal and international migration in this part of the world.
The migration of household members is a common strategy for family
survival and increasing income-earning opportunities. Children may be
relocated to other households within the extended family to facilitate
migration, among other reasons (Tiemoko, 2003; Øien, 2006). Over the
past decades, migration patterns have shifted from migration within Africa
toward migration to an increasing number of countries in Europe and
North America (Grillo and Mazzucato, 2008). This type of international
migration has consequences for the organization of family life, although
these consequences are not well understood.

Locoh (1989) identified some key characteristics of African family
life, including the tendency toward extended family structures, sharp sepa-
ration of gender responsibilities, lineage solidarity that is stronger than
conjugal solidarity, integration of reproductive and productive functions,
and the dominance of elders. Despite these generalizations, the organiza-
tion of family life and patterns of migration differ among the African
countries. For example, polygamous marriage is more common in Senegal
than in Ghana and the DR Congo. Additionally, whereas independent
migration of women to Europe from the DR Congo and Ghana is com-
mon, the stricter gender hierarchy in certain regions of Senegal gives
women less freedom to move independently (for details, refer to Bruggen-
hagen, 2004; Beauchemin, Caarls, and Mazzucato, 2013; Caarls et al.,
2013; Schoumaker and Flahaux, 2013).

In the African countries in focus in this article, a rather high propor-
tion of spouses live apart together, irrespective of migration, that is,
spouses live in different residencies in the same town or in different areas
of the same country or in different countries. In these countries, partner
choice is not predominantly a personal matter: Matrimonial unions are
often alliances between families rather than individual companionships,
and such decisions are made and/or approved by the elders of the lineage.
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Particularly in Senegal, marriages entail low levels of conjugal interaction
(Findley, 1997:120–3). In daily life, husbands and wives eat their meals
separately, rarely socialize, and have separate rooms, if not separate houses,
as is often the case in Dakar among polygamous families (Marie, 1997).
Women in Ghana, especially in matrilineal systems prevalent among the
Akan in Southern Ghana where many migrants come from, are said to be
independent, managing their own economic activities and keeping sepa-
rate budgets from their husbands. Furthermore, family support for a mar-
ried woman upon dissolution of her marriage is greater in matrilineal
than in patrilineal systems. The strength of this family support from the
matrikin has been identified as a primary factor to the high incidence of
divorce among the Akan (Fortes, 1950). Multiresidence among couples is
common in DR Congo as well, although this has been mainly described
for rural households. While extended families continue to be important,
processes of urbanization tend to reinforce nuclear families and
co-residence in all three countries (Ngondo, 1996; Clark, 1999).

Living apart is common not only for couples but also for children,
where child fosterage is practiced. Circulation of children is part of the
social system in a context in which direct biological links are not necessar-
ily considered to be the most important bonds. In Senegal, the proportion
of fostered children under the age of 15 is the highest in West Africa,
with 28 percent of all children being fostered in rural areas and
35 percent in urban areas (Locoh and Mouvagha-Sow, 2005:14). In
Ghana, the national figure for child fostering is 15.6 percent of the total
population of children under 15 (Ghana Statistical Service, Ghana Health
Service, and ICF Macro, 2009), and in the DR Congo, the proportion is
19.3 percent (Minist#ere du Plan et Macro International, 2008). These fig-
ures show the normative nature of children not being raised by their bio-
logical parents in the countries surveyed. However, the figures include
fostering irrespective of whether parents have migrated. Furthermore, they
do not include cases in which one parent has migrated and the child lives
with the other parent.

The Receiving Context in Europe

Decisions on how to organize family life across borders are influenced not
only by the family systems practiced in the country of origin but also by
the migrant-receiving context, most notably visa/citizenship and family
reunification policies. Family-related migration has become one of the
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main entry gates for non-EU migrants into the European Union, and as a
consequence, family-related modes of entry have come increasingly under
the scrutiny of European governments as a means of restricting migration
(Kraler, 2010). Family migration policies define which family members
are eligible for family-related admission and under which conditions.
Aspects such as who is and who is not part of the family and who holds
responsibility over whom need to be repeatedly proven by migrants and
their families.

European countries differ in their policies and laws regarding family
migration. While in the Netherlands and France, family reunification has
been highly debated and contested, family migration was marginal to the
public debates on migration policy in Italy and Spain. Currently, the pro-
portion of third-country nationals admitted for family reasons is around
47 percent of all in-migration in the Netherlands and 60 percent in
France. In Italy and Spain, the recorded share of family-related migration
is lower, reflecting the high proportion of irregular migrants who might
be de facto reunified but do not have legal status (Kraler, 2010; Gonzalez
Ferrer, 2011). In the UK, family migration policies were very restrictive
during the 1980s and 1990s (Bhabha and Shutter, 1995), but were tem-
porarily liberalized in the late 1990s (Kofman et al., 2008). More
recently, the UK has become stricter again. Debates on family migration
currently focus on abuses of the system, particularly through “scam mar-
riages,” and policies have been implemented to impede such marriages,
such as the Immigration and Asylum Act of 1999. In countries such as
the Netherlands and the UK, a pre-entry test has been instituted for
family migrants in recent years (Kraler, 2013).

Family reunification and formation has become increasingly difficult
and dependent on factors such as class, ethnicity, nationality, and gender
(Kraler, 2010). Undocumented migrants, for example, have no legal
means for family reunification. France and Belgium have specific provi-
sions restricting reunification with children from polygamous relation-
ships, and reunification with another spouse from such a relationship is
ruled out explicitly (Pascouau and Labayle, 2011). Additionally, in
France, all members of the nuclear family (spouse and children under
18 years of age) have to be reunified at the same time.

In all countries, additional requirements are attached to the right of
family reunification, including minimum income requirements, the
requirement that spouses/partners need to physically join the sponsor in
his/her place of residence, and active family ties (i.e., not having been

TRANSNATIONAL FAMILIES BETWEEN AFRICA AND EUROPE 7



separated for too long). These conditions, as well as the restrictions placed
on family-related migrants, not only constrain and define the choices and
opportunities available for individuals and their families but also represent
particular and Western understandings of the family as a social institution
and how it should be structured internally (Kraler, 2010:47). Further-
more, these restrictions result in gendered and class outcomes as income
requirements are difficult especially for women occupying working
class jobs (Van Walsum, 2009). Because restrictions and conditions dif-
fer between countries in Europe (with the Netherlands, France, and
the UK having stricter conditions than Belgium, Italy, and Spain; <www.
mipex.eu>) and because, even within countries, restrictions and conditions
vary for different migrants, we expect to see differences in the prevalence
of transnational family arrangements depending on the receiving country.

DATA AND METHODS

This paper aims to provide a comprehensive picture of the organization of
family life within specific migratory flows between Africa and Europe,
using data collected from the MAFE project (Beauchemin, 2012). The
MAFE dataset includes information from both African migrant-sending
countries and European migrant-receiving countries. This paper uses the
biographic retrospective surveys conducted in the European receiving
countries. The information is multisited in that it contains data on
nuclear family members, including those located in another country.

The selection of cases sought to reflect some of the diversity that can
be found both on the African and on the European continents. DR
Congo, Ghana, and Senegal offer contrasting case studies in several ways.
They have different contemporary historical backgrounds, different colo-
nial histories and paths to independence, and diverse recent political and
economic contexts. DR Congo has experienced great political and eco-
nomic instability since the early 1980s, while Senegal and Ghana repre-
sent cases of relative stability and economic progress in a context of
repeated political change. Senegal, with respect to the other two countries,
has a proportionately larger Muslim population and a stronger patriarchal
system guiding family norms. The selection of European destination
countries reflects former colonial relationships (Congo–Belgium; Ghana–
UK; Senegal–France) but also includes one or two additional “new” desti-
nations (Congo–UK; Ghana–the Netherlands; Senegal–Italy and Spain)
for comparative purposes. The reason for this selection is that the
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expanded migration from Africa to Europe that began in the 1980s
tended to follow the old colonial ties between countries; however, since
the 1980s, these flows have been diversifying to include new destinations
such that Senegalese migrants are now found in large numbers in Italy
and Spain, Congolese in the UK, and Ghanaians in the Netherlands
(Grillo and Mazzucato, 2008; Schoumaker and Flahaux, 2013). A cross-
country comparative approach can help us to understand how different
contextual factors in origin and destination countries shape the way in
which migrant socioeconomic and migration characteristics are linked to
transnational family formations.

The data collection for the migration flows from all three sending
countries took place between 2008 and 2009. The biographic surveys
were collected in urban areas in the European receiving countries (Bel-
gium, France, Italy, Spain, the UK, and the Netherlands) and in rural
areas in Italy and Spain, given the dispersed nature of migrant settlement
patterns in these two countries. The surveys collect retrospective life histo-
ries, focusing on topics related to family formation, education, employ-
ment, housing, migration, and investments. Respondents were eligible if
they were between 25 and 75 years of age, were born in Ghana, Senegal,
or the DR Congo, had at any point in their lives the citizenship of one of
these countries, and had lived away from their country of origin for at
least one consecutive year.

In the European countries, no suitable sampling frame was available
due to the large number of undocumented migrants, with the exception
of Spain (where the Padr$on registration system provides a reliable base-
line); therefore, quota sampling was used. In all countries, migrants were
selected in the areas where the majority of migrants reside, and quotas
were set by age and gender. In France, the socio-professional category was
also included as a quota criterion, and in Belgium and the UK, the place
of residence was additionally used. To ensure variety in types of respon-
dents, different recruitment methods and types of recruiters were
employed. In total, 1,456 African migrants were surveyed in Europe.
Table 1 presents the three samples for each migration flow.

The data used in this article pertain to nuclear family members, that
is, spouse and children under the age of 18. While, as explained above,
African family norms are flexible and inclusive, we use this more restric-
tive definition because only nuclear family members qualify for reunifica-
tion under the European countries’ migration laws. A transnational family
is defined as a family in which a migrant’s spouse and/or at least one
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child under the age of 18 is living in another country, be it the home
country or another country. This definition implies that, in some cases, a
migrant may be living with part of his or her nuclear family, such as
when some children are with the migrant and some are in the country of
origin, while in other cases, the migrant may be separated from all nuclear
family members. Migrants without a nuclear family – not having a spouse
and/or child(ren) – are only included in the descriptive analysis. For
migrants who were in a polygamous marriage – which mainly occurred in
the Senegalese sample – the classification into the “transnational family”
category is based on the location of one (the most recent) spouse. This
choice was made for the sake of comparative analysis, yet analyses in
which all polygamous spouses were included (not shown) reveal similar
results.

In the first part of the analysis, descriptive insights are provided
regarding the prevalence and forms of transnational migrant families, con-
centrating on current migrants living in the six European countries under
study. Second, logistic regressions are used to assess which factors are asso-
ciated with the probability of being in a transnational family at the time
of the survey. Separate estimations are made for the pooled sample, which
merges all European destination countries for each migration flow, and
for each European country separately. For each of the samples, two
models are included to show the stepwise estimation: first a model with
the sociodemographic characteristics and then a model that adds migra-
tion-related characteristics as well as country dummies for the pooled sam-
ple. Sampling weights are used when reporting percentages but not
frequencies (see Schoumaker and Mezger, 2013, for weight computations).
For the logistic regression, no sampling weights were used.

TABLE 1
OVERVIEW OF THE MIGRATION BETWEEN AFRICA AND EUROPE (MAFE) SAMPLES

Survey country

Ghanaian flow Congolese flow Senegalese flow

f % f % f %

the Netherlands 273 64.7
UK 149 35.3 149 34.8
Belgium 279 65.2
France 201 33.2
Spain 200 33.0
Italy 205 33.8
Total 422 100 428 100 606 100

Note: Unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages are shown.
Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys.
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Measures of Variables for the Logistic Regressions

The dependent variable is a dichotomous variable indicating whether a
migrant is in a transnational family or lives together with all members of
his or her nuclear family, at the time of the survey. We control for the so-
ciodemographic characteristics of respondents found to be most important
in the studies reviewed above: age (in single years); gender (with 0 for male
and 1 for female); education (years of schooling); occupational status (ISEI
score2); and subjective wealth status (in answer to the question: “All in all,
would you say that during this period you had enough to live on from
day to day?” with response categories: “absolutely,” “it depended,” and
“not at all”). Second, migration-specific characteristics were included: per-
iod of arrival at current destination (in single years) and residency status
(with three options: a residence permit/citizenship, a visa, and no resi-
dence permit/citizenship, i.e., undocumented). Due to multicollinearity
between period of arrival at current destination, duration of stay, and age at
arrival, the latter two variables were not included. Finally, for the pooled
samples, dummy variables were included for the country of survey. Table 2
presents an overview of the variables.

FINDINGS

Different family arrangements can emerge from international migration.
Families can end up living transnationally, on different sides of nation-
state borders, such as when a mother migrates while her husband and
children stay in the country of origin or when a husband migrates and
leaves a pregnant wife who gives birth in the country of origin. Family
members can also live all together, when they migrate all at the same time
or when they reunify after a period of living separately, or when families
are formed at destination, such as when a wife and husband migrate
together and give birth to children in the destination country or when
partners marry overseas and start a family there. However, little is known
about these arrangements, including their prevalence or the characteristics
of people in such families. This section presents the findings on migrant
family arrangements, first describing the prevalence of different family

2ISEI stands for the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status, which is
a continuous indicator of occupational status, with index scores derived from education
and income and with higher scores representing higher occupational statuses.
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TABLE 2
OVERVIEW OF THE VARIABLES USED FOR LOGISTIC REGRESSION, BY MIGRATION FLOW

Variables

Ghana Congo Senegal

f %/M (SD)a Range f %/M (SD) Range f %/M (SD) Range

Transnational family
Yes 101 34.9 104 66.7 247 51.9
No 188 65.1 208 33.3 229 48.1

Gender
Female 143 49.5 138 44.2 218 45.8
Male 146 50.5 174 55.8 258 54.2

Age 289 43.1 (9.5) 23–65 312 42.9 (9.6) 25–74 476 42 (8.4) 26–71
Education 288 16.1 (3.7) 0–23 311 17.1 (3.9) 0–27 473 8.9 (5.7) 0–20
Occupational status 230 36.7 (16.6) 16–76 168 41.6 (17.2) 16–89 445 30.1 (12.5) 10–76
Subjective wealth status
Absolutely 208 73 238 77.3 333 71
It depended 55 19.3 59 19.2 113 24.1
Not at all 22 7.7 11 3.6 23 4.9

Period of arrival 288 1997 (8.7) 1965–2008 309 1998 (7.4) 1963–2008 476 1996 (7.8) 1967–2008
Residence permit (RP)b

RP 217 76.4 249 81.6 393 83.8
Visa 36 12.7 33 10.8 29 6.2
No RP 31 10.9 23 7.5 47 10

Survey country
UK 100 34.6 114 36.5
the Netherlands 189 65.4
Belgium 198 63.5
France 146 30.7
Spain 167 35.1
Italy 163 34.2

Notes: Unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages are shown.
Migrants without a nuclear family are excluded for the logistic regressions and therefore also for this Table.
aPercentages are reported for categorical variables; means and standard deviations are reported for continuous variables (i.e., age, education, occupational status, and period of
arrival).
bResidence permit: RP = migrant has a residence permit or does not require one due to citizenship acquisition; Visa = migrant has a visa; No RP = migrant does not have a permit
(i.e., undocumented migrant). Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys.
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arrangements among the studied samples. The family arrangements are
presented separately for spouses and for children, as well as jointly to
show the prevalence of transnational family life in general. Second, this
section investigates what characteristics are associated with transnational
families compared to families who live together. In the section that
follows this one, these findings will be discussed.

Migrant Families in Europe

Table 3 presents an overview of the composition of the samples as well as
differences between receiving countries for each migration flow.

Some important differences exist among the three African migration
flows and among the various receiving countries, showing the relevance of
considering multiple sending and receiving contexts. First, looking at the
differences among the three flows, the Senegalese sample consisted of
more men, reflecting the fact that Senegalese migration flows have histori-
cally been and are still male-dominated (Beauchemin, Caarls, and Mazzu-
cato, 2013). In terms of age, Ghanaian migrants are, on average, older
than Congolese and Senegalese migrants. More Ghanaian and Congolese
migrants have acquired a tertiary education (65% and 52%, respectively),
while only a small proportion of the Senegalese migrants have done so
(18%).

Turning to the differences among receiving countries for each of the
three flows, Ghanaian migrants in the UK have, on average, acquired
higher education than Ghanaian migrants in the Netherlands. Congolese
migrants in Belgium are slightly older than those in the UK, reflecting
the longer history of Congolese migration to Belgium. Opposite to the
Ghanaian flow, Congolese migrants in the UK have lower levels of educa-
tion than those in Belgium. There are more Senegalese women in France,
and in general, Senegalese migrants in France are significantly older than
those in Spain and Italy and are more highly educated. Finally, undocu-
mented migrants (i.e., those not having a residence permit or a visa) are
more common in the Netherlands than in the UK for Ghanaian migrants,
in the UK than in Belgium for Congolese migrants, and in Spain and
Italy than in France for Senegalese migrants.

A general pattern emerges in which migrants moving to a country
with former colonial ties, tend to be slightly older (in France and in Bel-
gium), and are less likely to be undocumented, reflecting the longer
migration history between these countries and the longer time migrants

TRANSNATIONAL FAMILIES BETWEEN AFRICA AND EUROPE 13
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TABLE 3
OVERVIEW OF THE KEY DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF AFRICAN MIGRANTS IN EUROPE

Variables

Ghanaian flow

Full sample (n = 410)
The Netherlands

(n = 263) The UK (n = 147)
Significance%/M (SD)a %/M (SD) %/M (SD)

Sex (% men) 53% 49% 54% –
Age 42.1 (0.8) 42.9 (0.6) 42.0 (0.9) –
Education
Primary (<) 27% 19% 28% *
Secondary 8% 46% 3% ***
Tertiary 65% 35% 69% ***

Residence permitb

RP 68% 74% 67% –
Visa 24% 8% 27% ***
No RP 8% 18% 6% ***

Variables

Congolese flow

Full sample (n = 426) Belgium (n = 278) The UK (n = 148)
Significance%/M (SD) %/M (SD) %/M (SD)

Sex (% men) 45% 44% 45% –
Age 40.5 (0.5) 41.4 (0.6) 39.3 (0.8) **
Education
Primary (<) 17% 9% 27% ***
Secondary 31% 30% 32% –
Tertiary 52% 61% 41% ***

Residence permit
RP 76% 70% 85% ***
Visa 13% 21% 2% ***
No RP 11% 9% 14% –

Variables

Senegalese flow

Full sample
(n = 603) France (n = 200) Spain (n = 200) Italy (n = 203)

Significance%/M (SD) %/M (SD) %/M (SD) %/M (SD)

Sex (% men) 71% 53% 85% 78% ***
Age 41.2 (0.5) 45.0 (0.9) 36.7 (0.8) 39.3 (0.5) ***
Education
Primary (<) 54% 44% 78% 50% ***
Secondary 27% 23% 20% 37% ***
Tertiary 19% 33% 2% 13% ***

Residence permit
RP 80% 90% 64% 79% ***
Visa 4% 2% 8% 4% ***
No RP 16% 8% 28% 17% ***

Notes: Weighted percentages are shown.
All current migrants are included in this Table.
aPercentages are reported for categorical variables; means and standard deviations are reported for continuous variables (i.e., age).
bResidence permit: RP = migrant has a residence permit or does not require one due to citizenship acquisition;
Visa = migrant has a visa; No RP = migrant does not have a permit (i.e., undocumented migrant).
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys.
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have had to establish themselves in the new country. In the Senegalese
case, this longer history has also allowed for the gender ratio to become
somewhat more even. This change in the gender ratio is not the case for
the other two flows, which were more balanced genderwise to begin with.
Furthermore, migrants who move to the former colonial country also tend
to be more highly educated. This trend reflects the fact that the educa-
tional systems in the African countries are based on those of the former
colony and are conducted in the same language. Thus, either more edu-
cated migrants are attracted because they can more easily exercise their
professions there or migrants can reach higher levels of schooling because
of the relative ease of integrating within a schooling system that is similar
to their own in structure and language.

Transnational Family Typology

Before turning to the analysis of characteristics of transnational families,
we take a closer look at the different forms that migrant families take. We
distinguish between four types of migrant family forms: “no children or
spouses,” who have not yet started a family; “always unified,” who have
always been together, either because they were formed abroad and still live
together or because they all migrated together; “reunified,” who at a for-
mer time had been transnational for at least 1 year and are now reunified;
and “transnational” who are currently living separately from a spouse in a
different country and/or at least having one child under the age of 18.
These categories recall those used in Hondagneu-Sotelo’s (1994) study of
“independent,” “family unit,” and “family stage” migration, respectively,
where we additionally make the distinction within family unit migration
indicating whether families were always together or came together after
reunification. Furthermore, our categorization of “transnational families”
explicitly makes no assumption about whether families will ultimately
reunify or where they will reunify, whereas Hondagneu-Sotelo’s categories
are defined with the implicit assumption that ultimately family members
will reunify in the destination country. In Tables 4 and 5, we look sepa-
rately at the living arrangements between parents and their children and
between spouses.

The striking finding in the two tables is that although family reunifi-
cation is considered to be one of the main channels for migrants to enter
Europe and has therefore gotten much policy attention (Kraler, 2010),
the actual arrangements in which migrants live show that (1) many

TRANSNATIONAL FAMILIES BETWEEN AFRICA AND EUROPE 15



migrants do not qualify for reunification because they do not have a
spouse and/or children and (2) families live transnationally more often
than they live reunified. First, Tables 4 and 5 show that a considerable
number of migrants do not have any children, ranging from 33 percent
among Congolese to 43 percent among Ghanaians, and do not have a
spouse, ranging from 34 percent of Senegalese to 51 percent of Congo-
lese. These are migrants who, by definition, do not qualify for family
reunification, and they make up a substantial proportion of migrants from
the three countries. Second, in all three flows, the least common family
form is being reunified, except in the case of Congolese spouses, for
whom being reunified is second to being always unified.

Table 6 combines the analyses above to examine all members of the
nuclear family and shows that transnational family life is common for all
migration flows and across the different European destination countries.
Yet clear differences emerge when comparing the three flows, as well as
among the receiving countries. Senegalese migrants are more likely to live

TABLE 4
LIVING ARRANGEMENTS BETWEEN MIGRANT PARENTS AND CHILDREN

Living arrangements

Ghanaian flow Congolese flow Senegalese flow

f % f % f %

No children <18 200 43.2 157 33.2 211 40.2
Always unified child (ren) 123 39.3 140 36.1 146 21.0
Reunified child (ren) 23 6.6 56 14.7 46 5.5
Transnational child (ren) 64 10.9 73 16.0 200 33.3
Total 410 100.0 426 100.0 603 100.0

Notes: Unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages are shown.
Children above the age of 18 (and their whereabouts) are not considered, that is, no child also includes those with
only children above the age of 18; In case of children under the age of 18 who are living at different locations,
when at least 1 child under the age of 18 is not living with ego, it is considered “non-cohabiting”.
Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys.

TABLE 5
LIVING ARRANGEMENTS BETWEEN MIGRANT COUPLES

Living arrangements

Ghanaian flow Congolese flow Senegalese flow

f % f % f %

No spouse 187 45.7 206 50.6 186 33.5
Always unified spouses 98 31.3 79 19.6 120 17.7
Reunified spouses 66 14.8 80 17.6 121 13.1
Transnational spouses 59 8.2 61 12.2 176 35.7
Total 410 100.0 426 100.0 603 100.0

Notes: Unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages are shown.
Informal unions are not considered, that is, spouse always refers to marriage, and conversely, no spouse also includes
those within an informal union.Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys.
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in a transnational family formation in Europe (44%), followed by Congo-
lese (23%) and Ghanaians (17%). Within these migration flows, the
receiving context seems to be relevant. Large differences exist for Senegal-
ese migrants, who commonly live in transnational families in Italy (66%)
and in Spain (56%), whereas such formations are much less common for
them in France (23%). For Congolese and Ghanaians living in the UK,
transnational family life is less common (14% and 13%, respectively) than
for those living in Belgium (30%) and the Netherlands (34%). Finally,
considering that reunified families were also at one time in the past trans-
national families for at least 1 year or more, transnational family forma-
tions, past and present, are prevalent in all three migration flows ranging
from 57 percent for Senegalese to 34 percent for Ghanaians.

TABLE 6
DISTRIBUTION OF THE FAMILY ARRANGEMENTS TYPOLOGY, BY MIGRATION FLOW AND SURVEY COUNTRY,

SPOUSES AND CHILDREN COMBINED

Family arrangement typology

Ghanaian flow

All countries the Netherlands UK

f % f % f %

No nuclear family 121 26.5 74 22.5 47 27.1
Always unified family 119 39.7 62 24.4 57 42.2
Reunified family 69 17.3 46 19.0 23 16.9
Transnational family 101 16.5 81 34.1 20 13.8
Total 410 100.0 263 100.0 147 100.0

Family arrangement typology

Congolese flow

All countries Belgium UK

f % f % f %

No nuclear family 114 26.0 80 26.7 34 25.1
Always unified family 106 27.3 59 22.4 47 33.4
Reunified family 102 23.9 56 20.5 46 28.3
Transnational family 104 22.8 83 30.4 21 13.2
Total 426 100.0 278 100.0 148 100.0

Family arrangement typology

Senegalese flow

All countries France Spain Italy

f % f % f % f %

No nuclear family 127 24.3 54 26.3 33 26.8 40 19.5
Always unified family 118 18.6 65 31.8 34 8.1 19 7.7
Reunified family 111 12.9 34 18.7 46 9.6 31 6.9
Transnational family 247 44.2 47 23.2 87 55.5 113 65.9
Total 603 100.0 200 100.0 200 100.0 203 100.0

Note: Unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages are shown.
Source: MAFE-Ghana; MAFE-Congo; MAFE-Senegal – Biographic surveys
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Characteristics of Transnational Family Arrangements

Logistic regression analysis was used to determine which characteristics are
associated with transnational family life. Migrants without nuclear family
members are excluded. Tables 7–9 present the results for the three African
flows separately.

Table 7 shows that, for the pooled sample, including all Ghanaians,
irrespective of their country of destination (Model 1), age and occupa-
tional status are significantly associated with being in a transnational fam-
ily. These differences disappear when controlling for migration-related

TABLE 7
LOGISTIC ESTIMATION OF BEING IN A TRANSNATIONAL FAMILY – GHANAIAN MIGRANT FLOW (ODDS

RATIOS SHOWN)

Variables

Pooled sample the Netherlands UK

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4) Model (5) Model (6)

Female 0.75 0.72 0.74 0.77 0.9 0.73
(0.22) (0.25) (0.26) (0.33) (0.54) (0.63)

Age 0.96*** 1.02 0.96** 1.01 0.96 1.12
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.1)

Education 1.01 1.03 1.04 1.08* 0.93 0.87*
(0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.08) (0.09)

Occupational status 0.97*** 0.99 0.97*** 0.99 0.98 0.96
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Subjective wealth status
Absolutely (ref.)
It depended 0.78 0.85 0.7 0.85 1.22 0.78

(0.3) (0.38) (0.34) (0.48) (0.81) (0.72)
Not at all 1.24 1 2.19 0.69 0.71 1.19

(0.83) (0.85) (2.08) (0.82) (0.87) (1.77)
Period of arrival 1.16*** 1.13*** 1.62***

(0.04) (0.04) (0.28)
Residence permit (RP)
RP (ref.)
Visa 0.88 0.36 1.98

(0.49) (0.32) (1.96)
No RP 3.97*** 6.73*** 0.17

(2.17) (4.36) (0.28)
Country
UK (ref.)
the Netherlands 2.18**

(0.94)
Constant 8.29*** 0.00*** 5.19* 0.00*** 12.03 0.00***

(8.14) 0 (6.17) 0 (23.47) (0)
Observations 228 223 154 153 74 70
Log likelihood !140.3 !112.4 !100.4 !81.95 !37.39 !21.5
df 6 10 6 9 6 9
v2 16.05 65.12 8.348 44.1 4.988 29.74

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
Source: MAFE-Ghana – Biographic surveys.

18 INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION REVIEW



characteristics (Model 2). Instead, being in a transnational family is associ-
ated with later arrival at destination, being undocumented, and being in
the Netherlands. Models 3 and 4 show the same pattern for Ghanaian
migrants in the Netherlands. Again, migrants in a transnational family
have arrived later and are more likely to be undocumented (Model 4).
They also have slightly higher education than migrants who are not in
transnational families. For Ghanaians in the UK (Models 5 and 6), a
reversed relationship with education is found. In the UK, being in a trans-
national family is associated with having less education. The relationship

TABLE 8
LOGISTIC ESTIMATION OF BEING IN A TRANSNATIONAL FAMILY – CONGOLESE MIGRANT FLOW (ODDS

RATIOS SHOWN)

Variables

Pooled sample Belgium UK

Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4) Model (5) Model (6‘)

Female 0.9 1.29 0.62 1.04 0.57 0.72
(0.35) (0.63) (0.3) (0.6) (0.54) (0.98)

Age 0.96* 1.06** 0.96* 1.04 0.99 1.13*
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.06) (0.09)

Education 1.01 0.97 0.81*** 0.81** 1.13 1.11
(0.05) (0.06) (0.08) (0.1) (0.13) (0.14)

Occupational status 0.99 1 1.01 1.01 0.96 0.92**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05)

Subjective wealth status
Absolutely (ref.)
It depended 0.95 1.81 1.51 1.49 1.5 5.39

(0.58) (1.32) (1.43) (1.56) (1.41) (8.01)
Not at all 1 1 1 1 1 1

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0)
Period of arrival 1.21*** 1.19*** 1.51***

(0.05) (0.06) (0.23)
Residence permit (RP)
RP (ref.)
Visa 0.13** 1 4.13

(0.14) (0) (7.65)
No RP 4.84* 1 0.77

(4.75) (0) (1.34)
Country
UK (ref.)
Belgium 3.70***

(2.02)
Constant 1.93 0.00*** 109.35*** 0.00*** 0.18 0.00***

(2.19) (0) (220.83) (0) (0.45) (0)
Observations 163 159 109 96 54 53
Log likelihood !91.34 !69.89 !63.27 !47.31 !21.48 !14.65
df 5 9 5 6 5 8
v2 3.332 37.38 8.752 21.27 2.341 15.67

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
Source: MAFE-Congo – Biographic surveys.

TRANSNATIONAL FAMILIES BETWEEN AFRICA AND EUROPE 19



T
A
B
L
E
9

L
O
G
IS
T
IC

E
ST

IM
A
T
IO

N
O
F
B
E
IN

G
IN

A
T
R
A
N
SN

A
T
IO

N
A
L
F
A
M
IL
Y
–
SE

N
E
G
A
L
E
SE

M
IG

R
A
N
T
F
L
O
W

(O
D
D
S
R
A
T
IO

S
SH

O
W
N
)

V
ar
ia
bl
es

P
oo
le
d
sa
m
pl
e

Sp
ai
n

It
al
y

F
ra
n
ce

M
od
el
(1
)

M
od
el
(2
)

M
od
el
(3
)

M
od
el
(4
)

M
od
el
(5
)

M
od
el
(6
)

M
od
el
(7
)

M
od
el
(8
)

F
em

al
e

0.
06
**
*

0.
05
**
*

0.
04
**
*

0.
03
**
*

0.
04
**
*

0.
02
**
*

0.
14
**
*

0.
08
**
*

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
7)

(0
.0
5)

A
ge

0.
96
**
*

1.
01

1.
01

1.
11
**
*

0.
98

0.
96

0.
95
**

1
(0
.0
1)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
5)

(0
.0
4)

(0
.0
5)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
3)

E
du

ca
ti
on

0.
94
**
*

0.
94
**
*

1
1.
03

0.
83
**
*

0.
82
**
*

0.
92
**
*

0.
91
**
*

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
4)

(0
.0
5)

(0
.0
6)

(0
.0
6)

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
4)

O
cc
up

at
io
na
l
st
at
us

0.
97
**
*

0.
98
**
*

0.
98

0.
99

0.
98

0.
98

0.
97
**

0.
98
*

(0
.0
1)

(0
.0
1)

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

(0
.0
2)

Su
bj
ec
ti
ve

w
ea
lt
h
st
at
us

A
bs
ol
ut
el
y
(r
ef
.)

It
de
pe
nd

ed
1.
19

1.
13

1.
37

0.
87

1
1

1.
28

0.
75

(0
.3
5)

(0
.4
2)

(0
.6
5)

(0
.4
9)

(0
)

(0
)

(0
.7
8)

(0
.5
3)

N
ot

at
al
l

1.
53

1.
36

2.
44

1.
49

0.
61

0.
47

1.
81

2.
21

(0
.8
8)

(1
.0
5)

(2
.1
4)

(1
.9
)

(0
.7
1)

(0
.6
8)

(1
.8
2)

(2
.9
2)

P
er
io
d
of

ar
ri
va
l

1.
09
**
*

1.
26
**
*

1
1.
08
**
*

(0
.0
3)

(0
.0
7)

(0
.0
5)

(0
.0
4)

R
es
id
en
ce

pe
rm

it
(R
P
)

R
P
(r
ef
.)

V
is
a

0.
27
**
*

0.
08
**
*

0.
32

0.
31

(0
.1
5)

(0
.0
7)

(0
.4
2)

(0
.3
9)

N
o
R
P

20
.8
0*
**

2.
41

18
.8
5*
**

1
(1
7.
07
)

(3
.2
8)

(2
4.
42
)

(0
)

C
ou
nt
ry

F
ra
nc
e
(r
ef
.)

It
al
y

4.
31
**
*

(1
.4
5)

Sp
ai
n

1.
82
*

(0
.6
9)

C
on

st
an
t

10
5.
17
**
*

0.
00
**
*

6.
21
*

0.
00
**
*

27
6.
98
**
*

0.
48

48
.7
2*
**

0.
00
**
*

(8
6.
9)

(0
)

(8
.8
4)

(0
)

(5
16
.3
9)

(5
3.
25
)

(7
4.
48
)

(0
)

O
bs
er
va
ti
on

s
43
6

42
9

15
0

14
9

13
1

12
7

14
4

13
6

L
og

lik
el
ih
oo
d

!
22
3

!
18
0.
8

!
67
.8
2

!
53
.3
9

!
53
.9

!
45
.3
2

!
75
.6
8

!
65
.2
6

df
6

11
6

9
5

8
6

8
v2

15
7

23
1.
9

71
.6
4

99
.2
4

51
.7
4

62
.6
1

30
.5
5

34
.2
7

N
ot
e:

St
an
da
rd

er
ro
rs
in

pa
re
nt
he
se
s;
*p

<
0.
10
,
**
p
<
0.
05
,
**
*p

<
0.
01
.

So
ur
ce
:
M
A
F
E
-S
en
eg
al

–
B
io
gr
ap
hi
c
su
rv
ey
s.

20 INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION REVIEW



with undocumented status is also not significant for Ghanaian migrants in
the UK (Model 6). However, this lack of significance is most likely due
to the small sample size, as the UK sample contained few undocumented
migrants. As in the Netherlands, being in a transnational family is related
to later arrival in the UK.

Similar to results for Ghanaian migrants, transnational family life
for Congolese migrants (Table 8) is related to later arrival in the country
of destination for the pooled sample (Model 2) and for the separate sam-
ples in Belgium and the UK (Models 4 and 6). Model 2 indicates that
transnational family life is more likely for Congolese migrants in Belgium
than in the UK. Congolese migrants in a transnational family are also
older (Model 2), but this holds only for migrants in the UK (Model 6).
In Belgium, Congolese migrants in transnational families are more likely
to be less educated (Model 4). No relationship with education was found
in the UK, but lower occupational status is significantly related to being
in a transnational family (Model 6).

Also for Congolese migrants, there is a strong relationship between
transnational family life and undocumented status (Model 2). However,
looking at the two samples (Belgium and the DR Congo) separately, it is
not possible to estimate whether undocumented status affects the odds of
being in a transnational family in Belgium due to the small number of
undocumented migrants in the Belgian sample. In the UK, no significant
relationship was found between undocumented status and transnational
family life. Finally, there are fewer Congolese transnational families in the
UK than in Belgium, similar to the patterns found for Ghanaian
migrants.

For Senegalese migrants (Table 9), most socioeconomic and migra-
tion-related characteristics are associated with being in a transnational
family (Models 1 and 2): Migrants with a low level of education and a
low socioeconomic status are more likely to be in a transnational family,
as are undocumented migrants and those who arrived more recently. Con-
trary to the Congolese and Ghanaian migrants, gender plays an important
role in shaping transnational family life for Senegalese migrants, as men
are much more likely to be in a transnational family than women. Sene-
galese migrants in Spain and Italy are more likely to be in a transnational
family than migrants in France (Model 2).

Models 3 through 8 show that the main differences between destina-
tion countries for Senegalese migrants relate to the role of education and
occupational status. In Italy and France, transnational family life is related
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to less education, but not in Spain. In France, lower occupational status is
significantly related to transnational family life. In Spain and France,
migrants in a transnational family have, on average, arrived more recently.
All Senegalese migrants in Italy, irrespective of family status, arrived
recently; therefore, it was not possible to estimate the effect of the period
of arrival. In Italy, undocumented status is strongly correlated with trans-
national family life. In France, we could not estimate the relationship of
family life to undocumented status due to the fact that all migrants with
families, whether transnational or not, are documented.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Results show that transnational family life is common for all migration
flows and across the different European destination countries. Yet clear
differences emerge when comparing the three flows, as well as among the
receiving countries. Placing these finding in context offers some potential
explanations for the differences that have been found between migrant
flows and, within the same flow, between destination countries.

Family Norms

Differences in family organization and gender norms in the country of
origin help explain why transnational family arrangements are more preva-
lent among Senegalese migrants and also why gender is only significantly
associated with living transnationally in the Senegalese case. In Senegal,
multilocal residence, irrespective of spousal migration, is common, and
more so than in Ghana and the DR Congo (Marie, 1997; Locoh and
Mouvagha-Sow, 2005; Riccio, 2008). Additionally, even though qualita-
tive evidence shows the existence of independent migration among Sene-
galese women, especially among merchants (Blanchard, 2007), strong
gender norms generally place women under the protection and surveil-
lance of the husband’s family (Bruggenhagen, 2004), and statistical evi-
dence shows that autonomous female migration is not on the rise among
Senegalese women (Toma, 2012). Migration is still a predominantly male
activity. If women migrate, family reunification is usually the motive,
hence the low likelihood for female migrants to be in transnational fami-
lies. In contrast, women in Ghana, for example, have been historically
engaged in commerce and trade networks within the West African region
and customarily have a high degree of individual autonomy, including
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having their own financial resources and budgets within the family (Clark,
1999).

More generally, the fact that transnational family formations are pre-
valent in all three groups may in part be a reflection of family norms in
the three countries in which child fosterage and social parenthood are pre-
valent, and where multilocal residence of spouses is common. That is, liv-
ing transnationally may, in part, be the result of a choice for families. For
example, Riccio (2008:222) describes a “resistance to family reunification”
among Senegalese migrants in Italy and interprets it as a product both of
an economic choice (relatives are more expensive to maintain in Europe)
and of a social option. Likewise, Bledsoe and Sow (2011) argue that for
some Ghanaian parents, having their children be raised in high-quality
boarding schools in Ghana is their preferred option. Finally, Poeze and
Mazzucato (2014) show how children living in Ghana with migrant par-
ents abroad can view their caregivers in Ghana as “second” mothers.

Migration History and Origin Country Contexts

The migration history between particular countries is also influential in
the types of families found in the receiving countries. Senegalese migrants
appear to be in transnational families more often in Spain and Italy than
in France, where more families were formed and reunified. The longer
history of migration between France and Senegal, related to colonial ties,
has allowed time for more migrants to establish themselves there and to
obtain residence permits, or even French nationality, allowing for family
reunification or increasing the likelihood of family formation at destina-
tion. Migration to Spain and Italy is a relatively newer phenomenon for
Senegalese migrants (Sakho et al., 2013), giving them less time to reunify
or form new families.

While migration history seems to explain the results for Senegalese
migrants, origin country context is more important in explaining the case
of Congolese migration. Belgium and the DR Congo have a long history
of migration, reflecting past colonial ties (as was the case for Senegal and
France), but this history did not result in more established or reunified
families in Belgium compared to the UK. Instead, a reverse pattern was
found, with more transnational families in Belgium (30%) than in the
UK (13%). To understand this, we need to look at how different motiva-
tions for migration, which are intricately linked to conditions in the home
country, combine with receiving country policies, resulting in migrants
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from the same African flow having different family formations in different
receiving countries. Congolese migrants in Belgium have more varied
motivations, with people migrating for work, family, and study, while
Congolese migrants in the UK mostly entered the country as asylum seek-
ers. This reflects the explicit target of UK policy of granting asylum status
to Congolese refugees in the late 1990s. These different modes of entry
have consequences for the types of family formations among migrants
because refugees receive relatively more support in their family reunifica-
tion process than do economic migrants, who must meet more require-
ments. This fact helps to explain why Congolese migrants are less likely
to live in transnational family formations in the UK than in Belgium.

Receiving Country’s Socioeconomic Contexts and Policies

As African migration patterns to Europe increasingly diversify from histori-
cal colonial ties (Grillo and Mazzucato, 2008), different European contexts
become more important in attracting different types of migrants from the
same country of origin. European receiving countries differ in terms of
policies as well as economic opportunities, schooling system, and language,
among other conditions. These differences help to explain why different
types of family formations prevail within the same flows in different receiv-
ing countries. For instance, Ghanaians are less likely to be in transnational
family formations in the UK than in the Netherlands because the Nether-
lands was more restrictive than the UK in the requirements it imposed for
family reunification during the 1990s (Kofman et al., 2008; Mazzucato,
2008). In addition, the fact that both Congolese and Ghanaians in the
UK have low rates of transnational family formations in comparison with
their counterparts in Belgium and the Netherlands further attests to the
relatively admissive UK family reunification policies in the 1990s.

Another example in which receiving country context helps to explain
differences in family formations relates to language and educational sys-
tems, as exemplified in the Ghanaian case where transnational families are
more prevalent in the Netherlands than in the UK. The UK is a prefera-
ble place for parents to bring their children compared to the Netherlands
due to the lack of a language barrier and the commonalities in the school-
ing system. In a qualitative study among Ghanaian migrant parents in the
Netherlands, researchers found that some parents prefer for their children
to remain in Ghana to avoid difficulties in school related to the Dutch
language (Poeze and Mazzucato, 2012).
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Other destination country contexts are of importance, such as the
types of jobs that migrants can access, determining their occupational sta-
tus. Lower occupational status is found to be associated with transnational
families as lower paid and often insecure jobs impede migrants from qual-
ifying for reunification and affect the choices they make for where to best
raise their children (Parre~nas 2005; Silvey 2004). Importantly, receiving
country migration policies are also related to transnational family forma-
tions to the extent that they determine migrants’ status in the receiving
country. Our analyses show that, in all cases where there were undocu-
mented migrants in the sample, undocumented status was, across the
board, significantly associated with living in transnational family forma-
tions.

In this article, we have expressly used a restricted definition of family,
limiting the analysis to nuclear family members, as these are the members
who are eligible for family reunification in European countries. These esti-
mates are thus conservative relative to taking other members of the extended
family into consideration. It could be argued that transnational families at
the time of the survey will become reunified families in the future. However,
longitudinal analyses on reunification show that living apart together is often
a long-lasting situation for African families (Beauchemin et al., 2014). In
the end, transnational families are found to be common and exist to varying
degrees among different African populations in Europe. This prevalence
highlights the importance of studying the various forms that families take
without assuming that all nuclear family members will be located in the
same nation-state (Mazzucato and Schans, 2011) or that they will eventually
reunify. Such research is important as migratory flows between the global
South and North increasingly entail the dispersal of nuclear family members
over the globe. Despite distances, family ties persist, and family responsibili-
ties and care are organized transnationally.

This article presents a descriptive and comparative analysis of the
forms of families who migrate between Africa and Europe; it is so far the
only quantitative study, to our knowledge, that includes cross-country
comparisons and focuses on African European migration flows. By com-
paring both countries of origin and countries of destination, differences in
family arrangements and migration patterns among Ghana, Senegal, and
the DR Congo were explored, as well as differences within these groups
based on the European destination countries.

When taken together, the findings suggest that, given the choice,
some migrants prefer to live transnationally, especially when this family
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arrangement continues a pre-established pattern guided by family norms
in the sending country. This pattern explains, in part, the case of Senegal-
ese migrants. Furthermore, a conscious choice may be made in favor of a
transnational family formation due to migrants’ assessment of what is best
for their children, comparing educational systems and language in the
sending and receiving countries (Bledsoe and Sow, 2011), as was, in part,
the case for Ghanaian migrants. At the same time, however, other
migrants, when given the choice, prefer to reunite with their families at
destination. In these cases, family reunification laws and migration policies
are most strongly associated with living in transnational family formations.
In such cases, transnational family life is not a choice but a condition
imposed on migrants by European countries’ family reunification and
migration policies.

This quantitative study helps to assess the prevalence of transnational
families and the factors associated with such family formations, thereby
adding to findings from small scale in-depth case studies on the lived
experiences of migrants. Further qualitative research should investigate
how exactly the associated factors found in this study interact with deci-
sion making on whether to live transnationally or to reunify and whether
and how preferences of individual family members regarding reunification
are shaped by state policies. Finally, more qualitative and quantitative
analyses are warranted on the effects on different family members of trans-
national family life versus living reunified (both documented and undocu-
mented) in the destination country.
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