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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Major research questions and their relevance 

Migration is a prevalent phenomenon for societies across the world, with migration and family 

patterns interacting in various ways. Not only should migration decisions be understood within 

family contexts (Cooke, 2008), but the family also plays a crucial role considering the 

consequences of migration: first, family patterns (e.g., partnership stability, family formation) 

might be directly shaped by migration, and second, these family patterns may influence the 

consequences of migration with respect to other life domains (e.g., the occupational domain, 

subjective well-being). These interdependencies provide the context for this dissertation, which 

focuses on the consequences of migration and poses two major research questions: 

(1) How does migration affect family patterns? 

(2) How do these family patterns (and other social relations) shape the consequences of 

migration with respect to other life domains? 

Studying the consequences of migration on the individual in terms of family outcomes 

(research question one) emphasizes the potentially changing and context-dependent role of 

the family and specific family members in migrants’ lives. Acknowledging that migration 

generally implies that the majority of social relations are left behind (cf. Guveli et al., 2016), 

family relations appear especially relevant in migrants’ lives. Therefore, understanding the way 

in which migration structures family processes may help elucidate the consequences of 

migration with respect to an integral part of migrants’ lives. Family patterns are crucial for 

individuals’ subjective well-being (e.g., Johnson, Neyer, & Finn, 2021; Myrskylä & Margolis, 

2014) and adjusting family plans due to migration can be assumed to have far-reaching 

consequences for migrants’ life plans. Two directions of potential effects can be distinguished. 

First, primarily due to migration’s association with stress (cf. Boyle et al., 2008), migration may 

delay or disrupt family processes (disruption hypothesis, e.g., Lindstrom et al., 2021). Second, 

as migration and family decisions may be made as joint decisions (interrelation hypothesis, 

e.g., Lübke, 2015), family processes may also be accelerated.   

Assessing the consequences of migration on the individual not in terms of but in relation to the 

family (research question two) emphasizes the relevance of the family-migration nexus for 

succeeding in different life domains, and thus in shaping individuals’ subjective and economic 

well-being. In this sense, the interplay of migration and the family appears crucial for social 

participation, and thus for patterns of integration and social inequality (Erlinghagen & Hank, 

forthcoming-b). Again, two directions of potential effects can be distinguished: The family or 
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particular family members may represent a barrier or bridge to successful outcomes after 

migration (cf. Baykara-Krumme, 2020; Nauck, 2004). For example, family members for whom 

an individual has care obligations may hinder labour market participation (i.e., be a barrier), 

whereas a partner who is fluent in the host country’s language may be helpful in finding a job 

(i.e., be a bridge). Such patterns may differ by gender, suggesting questions of gender equality 

and distributional patterns within families and partnerships. The analysis of such social 

inequalities builds the core of social structure analysis (e.g., Blau, 1977). 

An important extention of the so-called family-migration nexus (Erlinghagen & Hank, 

forthcoming-b), that is, interdependencies of the family and migration, also considers other 

significant social relations. Alongside the family, social relations outside the family are relevant 

in migration contexts. One promising example of emotionally close ties (i.e., strong ties, 

Granovetter, 1973), are friends, which can be understood as “families of choice” (cf. Bowlby, 

2011; Wrzus et al., 2012). Especially shortly after migration, it appears plausible that many 

emotionally close social relations are conducted across international borders (cf. O’Flaherty et 

al., 2007). Thus, investigating the role played by friends who stayed behind in the previous 

country of residence in shaping migrants’ lives can be considered an extension of investigating 

the interplay of migration and the family for social participation. With this extension, the 

research now assesses the interplay of migration and significant social relations, not just family 

relations, for social participation, and thus patterns of integration and social inequality. 

1.2 Implications for and outline of this dissertation 

Along with this synopsis, this dissertation comprises four articles. The research presented in the 

first two articles in this thesis was used to assess the first major research question, the effect of 

migration on partnership stability (article one) and family formation (article two). The 

remaining two articles refer to the second research question and analyze the role of family 

patterns in shaping the economic consequences of emigration (article three), and – expanding 

the focus on the family to further emotionally significant social ties as outlined above – the 

relation of emigrants’ cross-border friendships and their subjective well-being (article four). 

By using data from the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS, 

Erlinghagen, Schneider, & Ette, 2021), all four articles analyse the family-migration nexus in 

the context of migration from and back to a highly industrialized welfare state. This appears an 

important task as such movements make up more than a quarter of global migration movements 

(Pison, 2019) and have been under-researched thus far (see chapter four outlining major 

research gaps).  
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The reminder of this synopsis is organized as follows. Chapter two provides the background 

for studying the family-migration nexus. In particular, it provides the reader with definitions 

and contextualization of the main concepts of this dissertation, namely international migration, 

family patterns, and further social relationships. Chapter three provides the theoretical 

framework for this dissertation. It starts with general theoretical considerations on human 

behaviour, the concepts of the life course approach and social capital. It then applies these 

general theoretical considerations to migration and the family before presenting more specific 

ideas on the two major research questions. Chapter four presents relevant research gaps 

referring to the two major research questions posed. Chapter five elaborates on (a) data 

requirements to study the family-migration nexus, (b) why existing data has tended to fail in 

fulfilling these requirements, and (c) to what extent GERPS does fulfil these requirements in 

its majority. Chapter six is comprised of summaries of the four articles. Finally, chapter seven 

concludes this synopsis by discussing the main findings and implications of the articles.  

2 DEFINITIONS AND CONTEXTS OF THE CORE ELEMENTS 

2.1 Migration 

The International Organization for Migration (2024) defines a migrant as “a person who moves 

away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country or across an 

international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons.” This broad term 

reflects the variety of movements that can be summarized under the term migration: moves 

from a temporary work stay to another part of the same country – to people seeking refuge in a 

country on a different continent, not knowing whether they will ever be able to return to the 

place of origin. In light of this heterogeneity, not all such moves can be studied at the same 

time, but rather a particular focus is required.  

In this sense, this dissertation focuses on international, voluntary migration of citizens from a 

highly developed welfare state, acknowledging heterogeneity with respect to temporality of 

migration, migration directions, and migration motives. Even though international migration 

is often followed by internal migration and vice versa (Bernard & Vidal, 2023; King & Skeldon, 

2010), these two movements are commonly distinguished by scholars as it appears unclear to 

what extent the consequences of these movements differ (see argumentation regarding 

transferability between contexts, chapter 4). Voluntary migration can be differentiated from 

non-voluntary migration by four conditions: physical and psychological non-coercion, 

sufficiency (the available alternatives in the origin country can be deemed “good enough”), exit 

options (the availability of alternatives to the current migration status), and the possession of 
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adequate information about what to choose from (Ottonelli & Torresi, 2013). Referring to 

migration from highly developed welfare states, migrants are often referred to as being 

“privileged migrants” (e.g., Fauser, 2020; Witte et al., 2023). Privilege can be understood as 

“social advantages that benefit and/or support some people’s profitable position in society” 

(Duplan & Cranston, 2023, p. 333). In the context of international migration, it has for example 

been used emphasizing the importance of residence permits and work visas (Witte et al., 2023), 

which are easier to obtain the richer (more privileged) the country of origin (Recchi et al., 2021; 

Whyte, 2008).  

Alongside this particular focus, this dissertation aims to emphasize migrants’ heterogeneity and 

the role of migrations’ and migrants’ characteristics in shaping migration outcomes. Regarding 

the temporality of migration, this implies that migrants are considered independently of how 

long they plan to stay or how long they (will) actually stay. Still, to assess timing patterns when 

analysing the outcomes of migration, it appears helpful to focus on migrants who crossed the 

border within a certain (short) time period. Relying on data that made use of the requirement 

that people leaving and moving back have to (de)register at their local registration offices (Ette 

et al., 2020) enabled the important distinction of migration (i.e., actual changes of residence) 

from very short-term international mobility such as travelling. This leads to the distinction of 

migration directions: the term emigration is used referring to citizens who leave their country 

of origin and move to a different country (here: German citizens leaving Germany). In contrast, 

the term remigration (or return migration, see Constant, 2021; Lindstrom et al., 2021) refers to 

those who did so previously but then return to their country of origin (here: German citizens 

who move back to Germany after having lived in another country). Distinguishing these two 

directions enables not only understanding how stays abroad “pay off” (Hagan & Thomas 

Wassink, 2020), but also analysing “migration processes from both ends, namely regarding the 

time before and after emigration, and before and after remigration” (Ette et al., 2020, p. 21). 

Along with temporality and migration direction, there may be heterogeneity with respect to 

migration motives. Also in the context of migration from (and back to) one specific country, 

the underlying motives or reasons for migration may differ. These motives may well shape the 

consequences of migration. For example, employment patterns after migration vary between 

those migrating for their own career and those migrating for their partner’s career or other 

family-related motives (e.g., Boyle et al., 2009; Geist & McManus, 2012). Specifically, 

migration motives were found to differ by migration direction and migrant gender (Erlinghagen, 

2021b), suggesting potential interdependencies between these dimensions of heterogeneity. 
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2.2 The family, family processes, and friendships 

Various definitions of the family exist, emphasizing different aspects or focussing on certain 

family types (e.g., Baldassar et al., 2014; Ganong & Coleman, 2017; Letablier & Wall, 2018; 

Seltzer, 2019). In the context of international migration, legal definitions (Löbel, 2020) as well 

as the prevalent family forms and patterns differ between countries (e.g., within Europe; 

Kalmijn, 2007; Steinbach et al., 2016 and across the globe (Therborn, 2014; see also part two 

in Arránz Becker et al., 2023, composed of articles on families in different world regions). Yet 

three core elements of the family can be identified that distinguish families from other ways of 

living (Nave-Herz, 2018): (1) the biological-social dual nature referring to the reproductive and 

socialisation function of the family; (2) generational differentiation implying that the family 

consists of at least two generations (e.g., parent(s) and child(ren)); and (3) a particular 

relationship of co-operation and solidarity between family members, defining their social roles 

(e.g., as mother or sister).  

This dissertation assesses family patterns, that is not only family constellations (family statuses 

or episodes), but also family dynamics (family status changes or events). Thereby, it 

acknowledges that families are not stable units but dynamic social constructs (Fasang & Zagel, 

2023). This dynamic understanding requires analyses from a life course perspective (see 

subchapter 3.2.3). Manifold family dynamics exist, affecting constellations of and relations 

within the family. This thesis’ primary focus is on two major family dynamics, namely fertility 

(and more specifically the birth of the first child, i.e., family formation) and union dissolution. 

Fertility is a family process by definition. Union dissolution is not necessarily encompassed in 

some definitions of family processes. Considering the three criteria above, union dissolution is 

a family process in the above sense insofar as the criterium of generational differentiation is 

fulfilled (e.g., if there are children). In terms of analysing the family in the life course, however, 

with partnerships being crucial in shaping fertility intentions (Kuhnt et al., 2021; Sturm et al., 

2023) and actual fertility patterns (Baizán et al., 2004; Baizán et al., 2003; Hellstrand et al., 

2022; Thomson et al., 2012), union dissolution can be understood as a family inhibiting process.  

The last article in this dissertation looks outside of the family contexts to consider friendship 

ties. In contrast to family ties (except for the partner), friends are chosen voluntarily by the 

individuals (Lee & Ishii-Kuntz, 1987) and are thus sometimes considered as “families of 

choice” (cf. Bowlby, 2011; Wrzus et al., 2012). Similar to defining the family, core elements 

exist for defining friendships. Annis (1987, p. 350) outlined four such elements: “mutual liking, 

shared experiences, care and trust.” Still, with the feelings of liking and being liked being 
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crucial for defining a tie as a friend, friendships depend on the subjective evaluation of these 

relationships (Allan & Adams, 2007). Important for the context of this dissertation, the 

formation of friendships (Thomas, 2019), their structures (Völker, 2022), processes (Blieszner 

& Roberto, 2009), and consequence (e.g., in terms of health, Ajrouch et al., 2024) vary over the 

individual’s life course.  

In the context of migration, friendships with people in the destination country are often 

understood as a measure of integration in the host (destination) society (cf. Facchini et al., 

2015), whereas friendships with people at origin emphasize the link to the origin country. 

Scholars studying friendships tend to concentrate on this integration perspective (e.g., Haug & 

Pointner, 2007; Lancee, 2012; Nannestad et al., 2008). In contrast to these studies, but similar 

to Janta et al. (2015), in this dissertation the focus is on ties to friends who remained at the place 

of origin (here: Germany). Taking this perspective appears important as “migrants are often in 

the situation where many’ of their most emotionally significant relationships are conducted 

internationally” (O’Flaherty et al., 2007, p. 819). 

3 THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This chapter aims to provide a theoretical framework for studying the family-migration nexus. 

It is divided into four subchapters. Subchapter 1 outlines basic theoretical concepts underlying 

this dissertation. It covers general assumptions underlying human behaviour (3.1.1), provides a 

short introduction into the life course approach (3.1.2), which is later argued to be crucial when 

analysing migration and family patterns, and outlines the concept of social capital (3.1.3), which 

is required to conceptualize family and friendship ties. Subchapter 2 outlines theoretical 

considerations on the key concepts of this dissertation. It elaborates on migration as a process 

(3.2.1) and a framework for studying the consequences of migration (3.2.2). Subsequently, it 

argues that not only migration but also family patterns need to be studied from a life course 

perspective (3.2.3), and lastly, that (and how) migration and the family need to be studied jointly 

(3.2.4). Subchapter 3 applies these theoretical considerations more directly to the two major 

research questions underlying this thesis: the effect of migration on family patterns (3.3.1), and 

the role of the family (and other social relations) in shaping the consequences of migration in 

different life domains (3.3.2). The final subchapter summarizes these theoretical considerations. 

3.1 Underlying theoretical concepts 

3.1.1 Principles of action theory 

Rational choice theory assumes individuals to be subjectively (or bounded, Simon, 1993) 

rational actors who “consider the costs and benefits of available alternatives, form expectations 
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about the consequences of these alternatives, and choose the alternative that best satisfies their 

preferences” (Kroneberg & Kalter, 2012, p. 76). These subjectively rational actors can be 

described using the acronym RREEMM: resourceful, restricted, expecting, evaluating, 

maximizing [wo]men (Lindenberg, 1985). To explain actual behaviour, scholars regularly rely 

on the so-called subjective expected utility (SEU) rule, which describes actors as choosing from 

a set of alternatives with every alternative promising a certain utility and involving a certain 

cost. These alternatives are weighted by their subjective probabilities of occurrence. Actors then 

choose the alternative with the highest net utility, or with the highest difference between 

subjectively perceived costs and utility (Langenheder, 1975). Extensions or refinements of the 

SEU approach include prospect theory (Kahnemann & Tversky, 1979), the discrimination 

model (Lindenberg, 1980), and the model of frame selection (Esser & Kroneberg, 2015; 

Kroneberg, 2007). Although the concept of the subjectively rational actor is no longer explicitly 

mentioned in the following subchapters, it forms the basis for all further theoretical 

considerations. It is also in line with Elder et al. (2003, p. 11)’s “Principle of Agency.”  

3.1.2 The life course approach 

Having outlined the principles of action theory, and thus the basic assumptions on human 

behaviour, this subchapter outlines the life course approach in order to move away from 

individual decisions to be able to understand interdependencies of decisions. The starting point 

of the life course approach is the notion that the individual life course consists of a sequence of 

events (or transitions) and episodes (or trajectories, durations) (Blossfeld & Huinink, 2001; 

Elder & Johnson, 2003; K. U. Mayer, 1990). Typically, three types of interdependencies are 

outlined as being crucial to the life course perspective (Bernardi et al., 2019; Fasang & Zagel, 

2023; Heinz et al., 2009). Systematizations of these interdependencies are in their majority 

similar, even though minor differences exist (Fasang & Zagel, 2023).  

First, interdependencies exist in terms of time, that is, among the past, the present, and the future 

(Elder & Johnson, 2003; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). The individual life course is path-

dependent: Current decisions depend on cumulated experiences and resources, and thus on prior 

decisions (Huinink & Schröder, 2019, also “endogenous causation,” K. U. Mayer, 2004, 

p. 166). Individuals know about this interdependence, and thus, anticipated future decisions 

also influence current decisions (Huinink & Schröder, 2019). This dimension is considered in 

this dissertation through investigation of the specific consequences of migration, something that 

happened in the past, and its consequences in the present.  
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Second, interdependencies exist between life domains (Bernardi et al., 2019, also called social 

spheres, Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2021, or careers, Mulder & Wagner, 1993). This 

interdependence has also been named “multidimensionality of life courses” (Fasang & Zagel, 

2023). The life course is a multidimensional process and its different domains (e.g., educational, 

occupational, family) influence each other (Huinink & Schröder, 2019). Events and episodes 

take place at the same time across domains, that is, they can be combined, even though domains 

also compete for resources (Heinz et al., 2009). In this dissertation, the major focus is on the 

two domains living (i.e., international migration) and family (including also other social 

relationships). Furthermore, consequences in the occupational and subjective well-being 

domain are considered.  

Third, interdependencies between the micro and the macro-level exist (e.g., Bernardi et al., 

2019; Heinz et al., 2009). Individuals are embedded in contexts at different levels, which restrict 

(and supply resources for) their actions. Huinink and Schröder (2019) broadly distinguish the 

following contexts: (1) historical and societal context (including cultural, economic, and 

political aspects as well as social structure); (2) the embeddedness in social groups, networks, 

and organizations; and (3) couple and family relations. Intrapersonal interdependencies have 

also been termed “The Principle of Linked Lives,” emphasizing that “Lives are Lived 

Interdependently and Social-Historical Influences are Expressed Through this Network of 

Shared Relationships” (Elder & Johnson, 2003, p. 68). Such interdependencies between the 

individual and family members or other social relationships are emphasized in this dissertation 

by (a) considering migration within the family context, (b) applying bargaining approaches to 

understanding decisions, and (c) assessing the consequences of migration in terms of 

relationships (the termination of partnerships, the start of a parent-child relationship by studying 

family formation, and the quality of friendships). 

Timing appears to play a crucial role in shaping these three sets of interdependencies. In 

particular, the consequences of certain transitions depend on its timing in the individual’s life 

(Elder, 1998; Elder & Johnson, 2003). Thus, for example, the consequences of migration may 

differ between individuals in different family stages. In this context, one of the articles in this 

dissertation investigates to what extent economic outcomes after migration depend on different 

family constellations and transitions. 

3.1.3 Social capital 

Social capital can be defined as the “capital captured through social relations” (Lin, 2001, 

p. 19). Lin (2001) outlined four reasons for which social relations to other people may actually 
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provide resources (i.e., social capital): (1) by providing information, (2) by exerting influence 

on relevant people, (3) by serving as a social credential of the individual, and (4) by 

strengthening recognition and identity. Social relations providing social capital has also been 

termed “ties.” More precisely, Granovetter (1973) distinguished strong vs. weak ties. The 

strength of a ties is defined as “a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the 

emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which 

characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1,361). Strong ties are assumed to provide less social 

capital (i.e., be less “helpful”) than weak ties as the individual’s networks overlap more 

(Granovetter, 1973, 1983, referring primarily to the labour market).  

Family members can generally be understood to be “strong ties” (Granovetter, 1973, 1983). In 

contrast, referring to friends, it has been argued that some may represent strong ties but others 

need to be understood as weak ties (Elmer et al., 2017). Referring to the above definition of 

strong ties, it appears plausible to assess the strength of friendship ties by contact frequency 

(see Bauernschuster et al., 2010; Blömers & Letschert, 2011, applying similar approaches). 

Those friends who are frequently in touch with each other or spend time together (even if not 

in person) can be assumed to be emotionally close. In this sense, and similar to family members, 

such friends can be considered strong ties (see also Décieux & Mörchen, 2021; Kim & 

Fernandez, 2023).  

3.2 Theorizing on migration and the family 

After having outlined the basic theoretical concepts underlying this dissertation, the following 

subchapter outlines theoretical considerations on the core concepts of this dissertation 

(migration and the family), and how they should be considered jointly.  

3.2.1 Migration as a process in the life course 

Even though the actual border crossing might be considered as an event, it does not take place 

suddenly without any prior considerations or subsequent consequences. In this sense, migration 

should be understood as a process (Fawcett & Arnold, 1987). Two models of voluntary 

migration appear helpful in conceptualizing this process. First, a three-stage model by Kley 

(2011, 2017) combines goal formation in a life course perspective with the psychological 

Rubicon model. It consists of (1) a predecisional phase in which migration is being considered, 

(2) a postdecisional (preactional) phase in which migration is planned, and (3) an action phase 

in which the actual moving takes place (Kley, 2011). Notably, life course episodes (e.g., being 

in a partnership, working in a certain job) and events (e.g., union formation and dissolution, 
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birth of a child, starting a new job) as well as the anticipation thereof are assumed to affect the 

different stages of migration (Kley, 2011).  

Second, the Migration Change Model by Tabor and Milfont (2011) is a psychological four-

stages model. This model distinguishes (1) precontemplation, during which individuals do not 

yet consider migration; (2) contemplation, during which individuals examine options to 

migrate; (3) action, during which individuals actually migrate; and (4) acculturation, including 

sociocultural adaption and psychological adjustment after the actual move (Tabor & Milfont, 

2011). The benefits of Kley’s (2011) model are the distinction of two preactional stages 

(considering and planning migration) and her elaborations of the role of life course patterns in 

shaping these stages, and the advantages of Tabor and Milfont’s (2011) model are the addition 

of a post-action phase (“acculturation”) and the inclusion of potential on- or remigration.  

Combining these two models may help to gain a broader picture of the whole migration process 

(see figure 1). The border crossing (the migration event) is represented by a vertical line to 

emphasize its event-character as opposed to the action stage in the Migration Change Model 

(Tabor & Milfont, 2011), which includes a variety of actions related to the actual border 

crossing, such as booking a flight or informing friends and extended family members about the 

migration.  

Figure 1: Adjusted four-stage model of voluntary migration 

 

Note: Combination and extension of Kley’s (2011) three-stage model and Tabor and Milfont’s (2011) Migration 
Change Model. Own representation. 
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The four stages of this combined model are the following:  

(1) The no contemplation stage is based on Tabor and Milfont’s (2011) precontemplation 

phase during which individuals do not (yet) consider migration. The renaming 

emphasizes that not necessarily all individuals will start to contemplate migration, that 

is, non-migrants might never leave this phase (they might, however, also pass to the 

other preactional phases but restrain from border crossing, or the migration event). 

Including this stage allows the location and differentiation of the migration process 

(consisting of the next three stages) from “no migration phases” in the living domain of 

the individual.  

(2) The considering stage corresponds to the considering (i.e., predecisional) stage as 

outlined in Kley (2011). It is the stage in which migration is being considered. It is 

primarily determined by the perception of opportunity differentials between the current 

place of residence and other possible places of residence, which are shaped by life 

course events (e.g., new parents may have different requirements for their place of 

residence compared to childless individuals) (Kley, 2011). I use the notion life course 

patterns instead of events to suggest that life course episodes may also shape the 

migration process. For example, it is not only childbirth that may lead to different 

requirements for the place of residence, but rather it can be assumed that different 

requirements for place of residence will hold throughout the episode of having children 

at certain ages (e.g., preschool children, teenage children). 

(3) The planning stage corresponds to the planning (i.e., postdecisional, preactional) stage 

as outlined in Kley (2011). It is assumed to be determined primarily by the anticipation 

of life course events (e.g., starting a new job) that imply ties with one specific alternative 

place of residence (Kley, 2011). Similar to the considering stage, I use the notion of 

patterns to suggest that the anticipation of both life course events and episodes may 

shape this migration stage. For example, migration might be planned after realizing that 

commuting is too stressful. Thus, it may not be the event of a job offer or the starting of 

a job somewhere else that trigger migration, but experiencing the stress associated with 

commuting while being in the episode of working in the new job. 

(4) The integration stage is based on Tabor and Milfont’s (2011) acculturation phase but 

expands their psychological perspective to a broader notion of integration, referring to 

outcomes in different life domains and understanding integration not only as relative to 

the destination but also the origin society and the individual life course (Erlinghagen, 

Ette, et al., 2021, see subchapter 3.2.2). This stage is assumed to depend on both actual 
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and anticipated life course patterns. For example, being in a partnership or the birth of 

a child may influence individual employment patterns. This stage emphasizes that the 

migration process is not finalized with the act of border crossing. The stage allows for 

framing challenges specific to the situation shortly after arrival. Moreover, the 

integration stage is generally assumed to be a “no contemplation stage” with respect to 

a subsequent migration process. It may, however, overlap with preactional phases of a 

subsequent migration process (e.g., remigration, onmigration). The fact that subsequent 

migration processes are allowed for in this model is depicted by the bold arrow on the 

time-axis. 

3.2.2 A framework for studying the consequences of migration 

Focussing on the integration stage of this model, the so-called Destination-Origin-Migration 

approach (DOM; Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021; Erlinghagen et al., 2019) has been developed 

to study the consequences of international migration. DOM starts from the notion that migration 

(notably both emigration and remigration) implies far-reaching consequences for the life course 

in the short-, medium-, and long-term. It applies a life course perspective to the integration stage 

of the migration process and provides a framework to study this stage from different angles.  

Following Pries’ (2010) elaborations on assessing social inequalities, Erlinghagen, Ette, et al. 

(2021) argued that certain spatio-temporal reference units are required. In particular, they 

proposed two spatial and one temporal reference units, respectively: (1) the destination country, 

(2) the origin country, and (3) along the life course with reference to the migration process 

(Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021). First, within the destination perspective comparisons between 

immigrants and non-migrants at destination or between different groups of immigrants at the 

same destination are carried out. The destination perspective is taken by most migration 

research and especially conventional integration research. It enables answering questions about 

integration. Second, the origin perspective is based on comparisons of migrants to non-migrants 

at origin (those who “stayed behind”). The origin perspective has also been labelled “homeland 

dissimilation” (FitzGerald, 2012, p. 1,733) and “dissimilation from origins” perspective (Guveli 

et al., 2016, p. 9). It allows for addressing questions on the effect of migration on different 

outcomes and investigation of migrants’ selectivity. The third reference unit is not spatial but 

temporal in nature. The “migration perspective” puts the migration event and the individual life 

course at the focus of the analysis. Thus, the “migration perspective” is closely related to the 

life course approach as outlined above. International migration is understood as a “dynamic, 

open, and multi-dimensional process” (p. 7), and previous migration experiences and migration 
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characteristics such as different migration durations can be considered. Next to these temporal 

interdependencies, the “migration perspective” emphasizes interdependencies between 

different life domains as well as individuals (Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021).  

3.2.3 Family patterns in the life course 

Not only the migration process, but also family patterns need to be analysed from the life course 

perspective. Families are not static, but change across the life course of their individual 

members (Fasang & Zagel, 2023), and family patterns exhibit the three major interdependencies 

of the life course approach. Explanations and examples of these three interdependencies are 

outlined in the following paragraphs.  

First, interdependencies of family patterns exist in terms of time. Family patterns vary (1) with 

the individual’s increasing age and (2) with the timing of certain life course events. An example 

of a “simple” age effect is that approaching the end of the reproductive age (i.e., getting older) 

is associated with more uncertainty in fertility intentions (Kuhnt et al., 2021) as well as lower 

actual fertility (Delbaere et al., 2020). Timing patterns include that marriages at older ages are 

associated with a subsequent lower probability of parenthood (Nitsche & Hayford, 2020).   

Second, interdependencies of family patterns exist between different life domains. Referring to 

family patterns, this implies that either family patterns are influenced by patterns in other 

domains (e.g., the occupational domain, the health domain) or that family patterns impact 

patterns in other domains. Examples of family patterns being influenced by other domains 

include the effect of commuting (Kley, 2012) or unemployment (Di Nallo et al., 2022) on 

partnership stability, or the effect of educational attainment on age at marriage (Fukuda et al., 

2020). Examples of the opposite direction of causality include the effect of childbirth on 

earnings (Hsu, 2021; La Vega, 2022) or on subjective well-being (Johnson, Galambos, & 

Krahn, 2021). Studies tend to find stronger effects of occupational and educational dimensions 

on family patterns than the other way around (Fasang & Aisenbrey, 2022), and some studies of 

the effect of family patterns on other domains have found evidence of selectivity instead of 

causal effects (e.g., Ludwig & Brüderl, 2018, on a potential male marital wage premium).  

Third, interdependencies of family patterns exist between the micro- and the macro-level. Thus, 

family patterns may depend on (1) historical and societal contexts; (2) social groups, networks 

and organizations; and (3) couple and family relations (cf. Huinink & Schröder, 2019). There 

are several examples of these relations. With regard to historical and societal contexts, 

cohabitation patterns have changed through history and differ by countries (Di Giulio et al., 

2019), and different family patterns were found to depend on legal regulations and family 
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policies (Hank & Steinbach, 2019). Regarding social groups, networks, and organizations, 

social mechanisms such as social contagion or social pressure affect fertility decisions (Bernardi 

& Klaerner, 2014), with social mechanisms for example including the number of siblings, 

friends, and acquaintances with young children (Lois & Arránz Becker, 2014) and having a 

colleague who gave birth in the previous year (Pink et al., 2014). Lastly, couple and family 

relations, that is, relationships between individuals, can be considered. Next to those 

relationships at the core of this dissertation (specifically partnerships, parenthood, and 

friendships), additional relationships can be studied. Generally, intergenerational relations 

(Baykara-Krumme & Fokkema, 2019; Foner & Dreby, 2011; Steinbach et al., 2019; Steinbach 

et al., 2020; Steinbach & Silverstein, 2020) and intragenerational relations such as sibling 

relationships (Baham et al., 2008; Kersting & Feldhaus, 2016; Poortman & Voorpostel, 2009; 

Steinbach & Hank, 2018; Tanskanen et al., 2016) are distinguished. In addition to studying 

these relationships directly, scholars assess how the characteristics of social ties impact an 

individual’s own life course, for example the role of parental education (Sutin et al., 2018) or 

parental involvement (Treviño et al., 2021) in shaping subjective well-being, or the role of 

heterogamy vs. homogamy in affecting partnership stability (Mäenpää & Jalovaara, 2014; 

Wright et al., 2017).  

3.2.4  Considering migration and the family jointly 

The joint consideration of migration and the family corresponds to the interdependence of 

different life domains, which were posed as one of the three major interdependencies of the life 

course approach (subchapter 3.1.2). Interdependencies imply bidirectional causal relations. In 

this sense, the arrows pointing from life course patterns to the migration process in the adjusted 

four-stage model (figure 1 above) should not be considered as unidirectional (see figure 2, 

below, which no longer depicts the migration process in detail but emphasizes this 

interdependence). 

Figure 2: Interdependence between living domain and family domain in the life course

 

Despite this general notion of interdependence of life domains, different perspectives on the 

family-migration nexus have largely remained disconnected (Erlinghagen & Hank, 

forthcoming-b). To tackle this disconnectedness, this dissertation considers that 
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(a) migration decisions are made considering family conditions; and 

(b) family patterns manifest in light of past migration experiences, the current migration 

process, and potential future migrations.  

Migration decisions are assumed to be “family affair[s]” (Rumbaut, 1997, p. 6) and thus to be 

made within the family context, even when observing migration of individuals (Cooke, 2008). 

This becomes apparent looking at the above adjusted four-stage model (figure 1), considering 

that life course patterns include family patterns. For example, whether migration is considered 

an appropriate way of behaving for a family member was found to be an important determinant 

of his/her migration behaviour (De Jong, 2000), and family commitments may discourage 

migration (Carling & Schewel, 2018).  

Bargaining approaches can be used to explain (migration) decisions in light of potentially 

different preferences among family members (e.g., Lundberg & Pollak, 1996; Ott, 1992). 

Bargaining power, which is crucial for bargaining agreements and thus decisions, depends 

primarily on the individual’s economic situation (Abraham et al., 2010; Ott, 1992). The fact 

that not all family members tend to be able to benefit economically to the same degree from 

migration (idea of “tied migration,” introduced by Mincer, 1978) thus appears crucial for the 

bargaining process. Still, preferences and outcomes of the migration process are not solely 

economic in nature (e.g., Preston & Grimes, 2019 assessing outcomes also in terms of 

subjective well-being), and other dimensions can be incorporated. Independent of what exactly 

determines individuals’ preferences, without binding, long-term contracts (Ott, 1992), family 

members can be assumed to decide to migrate if the loss in bargaining power of the less 

advantaged partner is still acceptable (Abraham et al., 2010).  

These considerations primarily refer to adult partners but could be expanded to the broader 

family context by integrating, for example, children into this framework. There are two ways 

children could be integrated. First, the children’s well-being may be subject to the decision-

making of their parents (e.g., regarding reunification with one parent or educational disruption; 

L. Ryan & Sales, 2013), representing resources and constraints. Second, children may be 

actively involved in the decision-making process (Bushin, 2009; Djajić, 2008). Thus, the 

bilateral bargaining approaches mentioned above would have to be expanded to include more 

bargaining individuals, with children potentially possessing less bargaining power than their 

parents (e.g., Moskal & Tyrrell, 2016, showed that that children’s agency in migration decisions 

may in fact be rather limited). As children’s age appears to crucially shape their role in the 

migration decision (Bushin, 2009; L. Ryan & Sales, 2013), age might also be important in 
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determining their bargaining power. Even though this direction of dependence between the 

family and migration is not the focus of this dissertation, understanding migration decisions in 

the family context helps to understand the consequences of migration in terms of the family. 

Considering family patterns as potentially being influenced by migration, the whole migration 

process (i.e., its different stages), including past and potential future migrations, should be 

considered. In this sense, migration may also influence the family domain after a long time, for 

example with regards to partner choice (Hartung et al., 2011; Huschek et al., 2012; van 

Landschoot et al., 2018) or fertility patterns (Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Krapf & 

Wolf, 2015; Mussino et al., 2021) among second-generation immigrants’ descendants. This 

also emphasizes the interdependence between the micro- and the macro-level (e.g., the role of 

the societal context by assessing adaption vs. socialization) and “linked lives” patterns in the 

family-migration nexus. It is not (only) one’s own migration process that influences these 

patterns, but also the migration experiences of one’s parents. Furthermore, considering or 

planning migration (and thus the anticipation of the actual move) may influence family patterns 

(cf. Huinink & Feldhaus, 2009). For example, in terms of the effect of migration on fertility, 

scholars have argued that anticipating migration may imply a postponement of childbirth 

(Lübke, 2015; Milewski, 2007; K. Wolf, 2016).  

Interdependencies between different domain are not necessarily two-dimensional: Migration-

induced consequences in other domains (e.g., with respect to social networks, Décieux, 2021; 

Décieux & Mörchen, 2021; and employment and subjective well-being, Preston & Grimes, 

2019) may in turn affect the family domain. Interdependencies can be assumed to have effects 

either directly or via shaping the family members’ bargaining power. For example, one partner 

staying at home after migration to take care of the children because (a) s/he does not yet have a 

job and (b) there is no one else to take care of the children might affect family patterns directly 

(e.g., put a strain on the partnership, enhance that parent’s relationship with the child, influence 

that person’s preference for further children), but also affect that person’s bargaining power in 

future negotiations. Such changes can be anticipated, implying that the planning of migration 

might also affect family patterns (cf. Ott, 1992).   

3.3 Application of these considerations to the posed research questions 

Given the provided theoretical framework to analyse the family-migration nexus in a life course 

perspective, this section takes this framework to the two narrower relations that are the foci of 

this dissertation: (1) the effect of migration on family patterns (and other social relations) and 
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(2) the role of the family (and other social relations) in shaping different life domains within 

the integration phase.  

3.3.1  The effect of migration on family patterns 

Assessing the short-term effect of migration on family patterns, two potential directions of the 

effect can be distinguished. First, migration may have a disruptive effect, that is, in terms of 

partnership stability and family formation, migration may trigger union dissolution and delay 

family formation. It may also disrupt social networks outside the family. Second, migration 

may interrelate with family patterns, assuming that migration and family decisions are made 

jointly. Considering partnership stability and family formation, the interrelatedness of 

migration and family patterns would imply that union dissolution is less likely after migration 

and childbirth may occur just shortly after migration. Even though the terms “disruption” and 

“interrelation” in this context usually refer to the effect of migration on (only) fertility (e.g., 

Lindstrom et al., 2021; Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021), the terms can also be adopted to 

explain partnership stability (as will be outlined below). These effects may not be universal, but 

rather depend on migrants’ characteristics.  

The following theoretical arguments (as well as the analyses in the respective articles) focus on 

short-term patterns. Consequently, socialization or adaption arguments (popular in theoretical 

considerations of the effect of migration on fertility) are not considered, as they manifest 

themselves only in the long term (Lindstrom & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2007; Lübke, 2015; White 

et al., 1995). Furthermore, the so-called “selectivity hypothesis” is not presented in detail here. 

It poses that differences in (family) patterns between migrants and non-migrants may be 

explained not by an effect of migration but by structural differences between these groups 

(Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Lindstrom et al., 2021; Mussino & van Raalte, 2013). 

Consequently, the selectivity hypothesis questions the interpretation of associations (here as 

disruption or interrelation effects) but does not represent a hypothesis of an effect in a narrower 

sense. Applying appropriate methods, however, it is possible to decrease potential selectivity 

problems (see subchapter 5.4).  

Disruption of family patterns 

Migration may trigger union dissolution and delay (first) births. Thereby it can be said to disrupt 

family processes. A starting point of this consideration is that migration causes stress. Migration 

requires major adjustments in daily life, social networks are lost, and partners may (temporarily) 

be separated (Impicciatore et al., 2020). Such changes can be understood as stressors if 

perceived as difficult by the individual (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In this context, it has been 
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argued that migration “generates uncertainty, reduces control and increases ambiguity” 

(Wilkinson & Singh, 2010, p. 169) and thus involves not only economic but also psychological 

costs (cf. K. Wolf, 2016). On top of the stress directly associated with the migration process, 

stress may grow with increasing differences between the partners, such as in terms of individual 

economic outcomes (Cooke et al., 2009; Krieger, 2020), prior migration desires (Coulter et al., 

2012), and satisfaction with the situation at the destination (Flowerdew & Al‐Hamad, 2004). 

Putting these channels into life course terminology, migration causes changes in different life 

domains, and the stress associated with migration is influenced by “linked lives” (e.g., if the 

partner is unhappy about the situation and wants to return) and past life course patterns (e.g., 

prior migration desires).  

Stress can be assumed to put a strain on partnerships and increase the risk of union dissolution 

(Boyle et al., 2008). It can also be assumed to cause a postponement of fertility (Schmid & 

Kohls, 2011). With respect to the latter, this pattern has been termed the “disruption hypothesis” 

(e.g., Andersson, 2004; Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Kulu & Milewski, 2007; Kulu et 

al., 2019; Lindstrom et al., 2021; Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021). Family patterns interact 

(i.e., interdependencies exist not only between different life domains but also within these 

domains). The birth of a child may destabilize partnerships by decreasing partnership 

satisfaction (Svarer & Verner, 2008). At the same time, fertility after migration may be 

disrupted due to higher levels of union dissolution after migration (Lindstrom et al., 2021).  

The stressors associated with migration may be strongest directly after migration, thus the 

highest union dissolution rates and the lowest probabilities of first birth may be expected shortly 

after migration. Fertility disruption (but not partnership disruption) may be followed by a catch-

up effect (i.e., higher fertility, Goldstein & Goldstein, 1981). The disruption may be observed 

during all stages of the migration process, including the time prior to the actual border crossing 

(i.e., in the considering and more likely the planning stage). With respect to fertility, this 

disruption prior to the actual move has been coined “anticipatory effect” (K. Wolf, 2016). In 

this sense, also interdependencies over time exist. 

When part of a family migrates, other family members may stay behind (“shrinking family,” 

Bonjour & Kraler, 2015, p. 1,419; Strasser et al., 2009, p. 171), and other social networks – 

including friends – can be disrupted by migration (Guveli et al., 2016). Migrants leave a part of 

their social network behind almost by definition. The disruption of contact with family 

members, friends, or other acquaintances can be argued to be more likely the weaker the tie (cf. 

Wahba & Zenou, 2012) and – acknowledging that friendships are less formal than family 
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relations – disruption of contact is more likely with friends than family members (Janta et al., 

2015). In light of the disruption of in-person contacts, however, alternative methods of contact 

may be used to stay in touch (Guveli et al., 2016). The availability of modern communication 

and transportation technologies (including low-cost airlines, Dobruszkes, 2009) allows people 

to maintain contact and “connectedness” while living geographically apart (Barcus & Brunn, 

2010, p. 281). Still, maintaining contact involves costs and thus the capacity to do so may differ 

between migrants (cf. O’Flaherty et al., 2007). 

Interrelation of migration and family patterns 

In contrast to the above hypothesis, migration can also be said to decrease the risk of union 

dissolution and increase the probability of (first) birth. In this sense, migration can be said to 

interrelate with the family domain in the sense that a couple’s decision to migrate is part of the 

broader plan to stay together and form a family. Building on the core principles of the life course 

approach, this interrelation hypothesis is based on the assumption of parallelism of events 

(Mulder & Wagner, 1993) and decision-making in one life domain involving the anticipation 

of events in other life domains (cf. Huinink & Feldhaus, 2009). Higher fertility shortly after 

migration might thus be explained by either individuals anticipating migration and thus 

postponing childbirth to after the actual border crossing (Lübke, 2015; Milewski, 2007) or by 

the plan to have children (and subsequently actually having children) triggering migration 

(Kley, 2011). Acknowledging the crucial role that partnerships play in fertility intentions and 

subsequent decision-making (Hellstrand et al., 2022; Kreyenfeld et al., 2017; Kuhnt et al., 

2021), similar assumptions can be deduced for the effect of migration on partnership stability.  

There are additional reasons for migration to have a positive effect on partnership stability. For 

example, referring to micro-macro interdependencies and the concept of “linked lives,” the 

“isolation hypothesis” poses that the new destination country may be perceived as a potentially 

hostile environment. With fewer people to rely on, the partnership might become more 

important (Shapira et al., 2019). However, Erlinghagen and Hank (forthcoming-a) found that 

social isolation corresponded to lower levels of partnership satisfaction, calling this argument 

into question. Further considerations on a potentially stabilizing effect of migration on 

partnerships are outlined in detail in article one.  

Migrations’ and migrants’ characteristics in shaping these effects 

With two opposing hypotheses regarding the effect of migration on family patterns (disruption 

vs. interrelation), it is important to emphasize that the effect may depend on the migrations’ and 
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migrants’ characteristics. The current subchapter examines theoretical considerations of four 

crucial factors: (1) migration direction, (2) migration motives, (3) tied migration, and (4) gender 

differences.  

With respect to migration direction, disruption of family patterns appears more plausible after 

emigration, whereas interrelation of migration and family patterns could be argued to hold 

especially after remigration. With the exception of the argument that stressors might be additive 

(from a psychological point of view, e.g., Zubin & Spring, 1977) and remigration is at least a 

person’s second migration, the majority of arguments point towards remigration as more likely 

to imply interrelation. In particular, adjustments to the new environment and thus the stress 

associated with migration might be lower after remigration compared to emigration. 

Considering remigration, social networks in the previous country of residence are not only lost 

but also social networks in the country of destination, that is, the home country, might be 

reassessed. This could counteract the stress associated with the loss of ties in the previous 

country of residence. Assuming that some social networks can be reassessed after remigration 

and thus potentially more support, the “salmon hypothesis” poses that individuals’ would 

postpone childbirth until after remigration (Kreyenfeld & Vatterrott, 2018). Thus, an 

interrelation of migration and family patterns appears especially plausible in relation to 

remigration.  

The effect of migration on family patterns may also depend on the underlying migration 

motives. The importance of migration motives becomes especially apparent when looking at 

the interrelation argument. In particular, migration for family-related motives may be more 

likely to be part of a “family formation plan” and thus coincide with higher partnership stability 

and family formation rates than migration for education- or career-related motives (cf. Schmid 

& Kohls, 2011). This pattern provides a further argument for interrelation between remigration 

and family patterns being especially likely, given that the motives underlying remigration are 

more often family-related (Erlinghagen, 2021b).  

Tied migration (Mincer, 1978) may also shape the effect of migration on family patterns. If one 

partner’s (economic) gains are dominated by the other partner’s gains, it appears plausible that 

differences between the two partners emerge or strengthen not only with respect to economic 

outcomes, but also regarding enthusiasm about the move, problems in the acculturation process, 

and social networks (Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). As outlined above, such differences may 

put a strain on the relationship and disrupt family formation. Although different (economic) 

gains of migration (Krieger, 2020) might be seen as the major outcome of tied migration, tied 
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migration patterns themselves can be understood as non-egalitarian migration decisions with 

non-synchronized migration processes (see Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). Non-egalitarian 

migration decision-making may indicate that other family decisions could also be dominated 

by one partner. Non-synchronized migration patterns may imply either reunification of the two 

partners or temporary geographical separation (depending on the place of residence of the 

partner). Both patterns may put a strain on the relationship as the patterns imply different 

experiences for the two partners. Reunification may counteract the isolation and loneliness of 

the leading partner (Della Puppa, 2018), but involves the stress associated with migration for 

the following partner. Geographical separation implies potentially different perceptions of 

alternatives to the current partnership and less time spent together (Baykara-Krumme et al., 

2021). In addition to putting a strain on the relationship, patterns of subsequent migration may 

also represent a practical barrier to family formation (due to fewer opportunities to conceive a 

child).  

The effect of migration on family patterns may further vary by gender. To start with, partner 

differences are often associated with decreased partnership stability when women are in a 

superior position compared to their male partners (e.g., in terms of educational attainment, 

Schwartz & Han, 2014; Theunis et al., 2018; and relative income, Hamplová et al., 2021). In 

this sense, migration might be more harmful to partnership stability if women are the leading 

spouses. Similarly, with partnership stability being a mediator of the effect of migration on 

fertility (Lindstrom et al., 2021), women taking the lead in migrating might also imply fertility 

postponement. As remigration tends to be more female-led (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015; 

Erlinghagen, 2021a), the disruptive effect might thus be stronger for remigration compared to 

emigration, providing an opposing argument for the theoretical considerations on migration 

direction made above. Turning to family formation more directly, article two of this dissertation 

argues that, with care work primarily being the female partner’s responsibility (Hank & 

Steinbach, 2021), men and women would have to bear the “cost of family formation” 

differently, and thus female and male migration might affect family formation differently. 

Regarding friendship networks, it has generally been assumed that men’s and women social 

network formation and maintenance patterns differ (Altmann, 2020). Over the course of 

migration, however, initial evidence has indicated that at least the subjective evolution of 

friendships might be quite similar for female and male emigrants (Décieux, 2021). 
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3.3.2 The role of the family and other social relations in the integration stage 

After considering how family patterns may be influenced by the migration process, it is 

necessary to also consider how they may in turn shape the consequences of migration, that is, 

the integration stage (the last stage in the adjusted four-stage-model of voluntary migration, see 

subchapter 3.2.1). In particular, the second set of articles in this dissertation (articles three and 

four) assesses how family patterns as well as friendships lead to outcomes in different life 

domains after migration. This approach implies an analysis of all three major interdependencies 

of the life course approach, that is, between different life domains, the past and the present, and 

“linked lives.”  

Starting from the notion that close family members and friends can be conceptualized as social 

capital and more specifically as strong ties (Granovetter, 1973, 1983, see subchapter 3.1.3), the 

current subchapter argues that these strong ties may affect outcomes in different life domains. 

These life domains include social networks (specifically the formation of a new social network 

in the destination country), the occupational domain, and subjective well-being. On the one 

hand, strong ties may represent a barrier to changes in these life domains. This idea stems from 

the notion that strong ties might have an isolating effect. On the other hand, in the sense that 

social networks may lead to economic and subjective benefits in the migration context (Guveli 

et al., 2016), strong ties may represent a bridge to successful outcomes in the three life domains 

of analysis.  

Strong ties as a barrier  

Having a family and other strong ties may function as a barrier to building new ties in the host 

society. This might occur because existing strong ties already satisfy most social needs (Nauck, 

2004) and at the same time restrict further interactions (Song, 2012), which are the basis for the 

formation of ties (Lin, 2001). The argument that strong ties represent a barrier might hold 

especially true when migrants have a partner (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2016) and children (Song, 

2012) present, as well as shortly after union formation (Rözer et al., 2015) and the birth of a 

child. Furthermore, given that staying in touch with people who remained in the country of 

origin can be assumed to be time-consuming and cost-intensive (e.g., due to regular visits, L. 

Ryan et al., 2015), strong ties to people who remain in the country of origin may represent a 

particular barrier to the formation of new ties in the destination country. 

Having a family might also represent a barrier in the occupational domain. According to New 

Home Economics, migration takes place if the family’s utility increases (Becker, 1965), but not 

necessarily involves individual utility gains for each family member. The phenomenon of “tied 



Synopsis 

28 
 

migration” describes a situation in which the individual economic gains of one partner exceed 

the individual economic losses of the other (Mincer, 1978). This might especially be the case 

with intrahousehold specialization (Becker, 1981) and in the presence of children. Given 

generally lower earnings and potential discontinuities on the labour market among women 

(Mincer, 1978) and the male partner’s employment prospects being more crucial to the 

migration decision due to traditional gender roles (Abraham et al., 2010; Jürges, 2006), it can 

be assumed that female partnered migrants benefit less economically from migration than male 

partnered migrants. Bargaining approaches would generally suggest more equal occupational 

outcomes, as they assume that migration takes place only if there is an acceptable loss of 

bargaining power of the tied migrant (Abraham et al., 2010). Still, bargaining approaches 

provide two additional explanations to explain post-migration gender differences in partnered 

migrants’ economic outcomes, outlined in more detail in article three. All these arguments 

apply specifically to partnered women (and especially those with children), not to female 

migrants in general. In turn, men’s occupational situations after migration might not be much 

affected by partnership or parental status. Considering further social ties, the existence of 

friends and other kin – either at origin or at destination – can be assumed to not represent a 

barrier in the occupational domain. 

Under certain circumstances, strong ties might also act as barriers to positive outcomes in the 

subjective well-being domain. Having left part of their social networks and confronting a new 

environment (Heu et al., 2020), migrants are particularly prone to suffering loneliness (Sawir 

et al., 2008; van den Broek & Grundy, 2017) and homesickness (van Tilburg & Vingerhoets, 

2021). This tendency might be intensified if strong ties hinder the building of a new social 

network (see above). For example, in the sense that children restrict their parents’ interactions 

(Song, 2012), parenthood might be especially isolating in the migration context, leading to 

loneliness (Nowland et al., 2021) and adversely affecting other dimensions of well-being (as 

loneliness and other dimensions of subjective well-being highly influence each other, 

VanderWeele et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, even if new social networks are built, new ties may only barely compensate for 

the emotional loss due to geographical separation from strong ties, as different types of 

relationships cannot be assumed to be interchangeable (Horn & Fokkema, 2020, but see Wrzus 

et al., 2012 finding that lacking family ties might be compensated for with friendship ties). 

Therefore, additional negative consequences for the migrants’ well-being can be deducted from 

geographical separations since geographical separation from strong ties can be considered a 
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stressor (Bogic et al., 2012; Löbel, 2020). Geographical separation from strong ties comes with 

changes in power relations between the migrant and the person who stays in the origin country 

(Borell et al., 2014; Löbel, 2020), decreased support (Bilecen & Cardona, 2018), and may lead 

to or intensify “feelings of ‘uprootedness’ and ‘identity crisis’” (Horn & Fokkema, 2020, p. 4). 

Both a subsequent lack of belonging as well as the feeling of belonging to the origin society 

have been associated with higher levels of loneliness (Klok et al., 2017). Geographical 

separation from strong ties might thus lead to or intensify feelings of homesickness (Hofhuis et 

al., 2019) or loneliness (Horn & Fokkema, 2020) and adversely affect mental health (Alcántara 

et al., 2015; Löbel, 2020). Furthermore, general mechanisms that explain potential negative 

effects of social ties on well-being, including unfulfilled expectations about the relationship, if 

the respective tie him- or herself is not well (e.g., in terms of mental health) or if s/he transmits 

unhealthy behaviour (e.g., Amati et al., 2018, focussing on friends) also apply to migrants.  

Strong ties as a bridge  

In contrast to the above considerations, having a family and other strong ties may also act as a 

bridge in the integration stage. To start with, strong ties may facilitate the formation of new 

ties. Having left part of their social networks behind, those ties that remain may be particularly 

important (cf. Guveli et al., 2016) and by providing social foci (Feld, 1981) they may be used 

as a starting point for building a new social network. This holds not only for strong ties between 

adults but also for children, who provide their parents with opportunities of social gatherings 

and networking occasions, thereby linking them to locals (Schaeffer, 2013; Song, 2012). Given 

women’s involvement in childcare (Hank & Steinbach, 2021), this appears to be especially 

important for female migrants (L. Ryan, 2011). On top of providing the first social foci after 

migration, strong ties might be of particular importance for two major reasons. First, strong ties 

might provide more support after migration, for example, due to increased intergenerational 

solidarity (Baykara-Krumme & Fokkema, 2019). Second, they might simply be more helpful, 

for example, because a certain tie possesses better language skills in the language of the 

destination country than the individual, thereby facilitating contact with people at destination. 

The latter may hold also for children, who are faster in learning new languages (Nikolov & 

Djigunovic, 2006). Furthermore, children may provide an additional motivation for their 

parents to become able to communicate in the host country’s language, for example, to support 

them at school (Baykara-Krumme, 2020).  

With respect to the occupational domain, strong ties may have a positive effect primarily via 

two channels: first, via their effect on building additional ties as outlined above, and second, 
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because these strong ties themselves represent social capital applicable on the labour market. 

Both channels appear plausible for adult family members and friends, whereas for children the 

bridging effect might be assumed to work primarily via the first channel. Regarding this first 

channel, new ties provide additional information and link the individual to other contacts. These 

new ties can be expected to include weak ties, which are assumed to be especially beneficial on 

the labour market (Granovetter, 1973, 1974, 1983, but see Kim & Fernandez, 2023 outlining 

challenges to this theory). Regarding the second channel, adult family members themselves 

may support the individual on the labour market. For example, they might be able to help with 

job applications if fluent in the host country’s language or if they possess host country-specific 

information that the individual does not (yet) have, for example, about hiring processes. 

Referring to this kind of direct support, the finding that indeed one single strong tie might be 

more helpful than one single weak tie (Gee, Jones, & Burke, 2017; Gee, Jones, Fariss, et al., 

2017) appears important.  

Strong ties may act as a bridge to positive outcomes in the subjective well-being domain. In 

general, social relations can be assumed to be beneficial for the individual’s well-being given 

three major benefits that they bring (Amati et al., 2018; van der Horst & Coffé, 2012 on 

friendships). First, relationships provide positive affirmation (Amati et al., 2018) and 

relatedness or belonging (R. M. Ryan & Deci, 2004). Up to a certain degree, subjective well-

being can be expected to increase with the number of people the individual is close to, or can 

trust, discuss problems with, and so forth (Amati et al., 2018). Thus, in a situation in which 

most of a person’s ties no longer live close by, family members or other strong ties who moved 

with the migrant appear especially important for the individual’s well-being. Further, the effect 

on positive affirmation might be particularly true for partners and friends: individuals chose 

these ties and are in turn chosen by them, suggesting that the individual’s attitudes or qualities 

are valued by the other person (Lee & Ishii-Kuntz, 1987). With respect to belonging, strong ties 

appear crucial in the migration context. For example, the feeling of belonging to the destination 

country was found to depend on the number of friends in the destination country and the 

subjective development of the friendship network compared to the situation prior to migration 

(Décieux & Murdock, 2021; but note that Erlinghagen, 2021c found only a weak association 

between friendship networks and the feeling of belonging). By providing an “alternative space 

of belonging” (Viruell-Fuentes & Schulz, 2009, p. 2,171), contact with those staying in the 

origin country has been found to have this function with respect to identity and belonging 

(Torres, Lee, et al., 2016). Second, relationships positively affect both mental and physical 

health. With migrants being particularly prone to loneliness (Sawir et al., 2008; van den Broek 
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& Grundy, 2017), positive impact on health appears to be a crucial function of social ties after 

migration. Moreover, social networks (Teodorescu et al., 2012) and social participation 

(Lecerof et al., 2016) have been shown to be associated with migrants’ mental health. Third, 

relationships can be considered a “resource pool,” providing different kinds of support that are 

conducive to subjective well-being (Amati et al., 2018, p. 3) and may help coping with stressful 

events (Myers, 2000) such as migration. Given the potential disruption of migrants’ social 

networks, and the fact that they can rely less on host country services (Sime & Fox, 2015) and 

institutions (Lancee, 2012), the “resource pool” provided by strong ties may be particularly 

important. 

3.4 Concluding theoretical remarks 

The aim of this chapter was to provide a theoretical framework for analysing patterns within 

the family-migration nexus. Migrants are assumed to be bounded rational actors and the life 

course approach provides a helpful framework to study the family-migration nexus. The life 

course approach emphasizes three interdependencies: in terms of time, among different life 

domains, and between the micro and the macro-level. Patterns of migration, the family, and the 

family-migration nexus were analysed paying attention to these interdependencies. Migration 

in particular is conceptualized as a process, building an adjusted four-stage model of voluntary 

migration that consists of a no contemplation stage, a considering stage, a planning stage, the 

actual border crossing, and the integration stage. To better understand the consequences of 

migration, the integration stage appeared of special importance and was thus considered in more 

detail, outlining the DOM-approach (Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021). This framework proposes 

three reference points along which migration outcomes could be studied: compared to the 

destination country, compared to the origin country, and within the individual’s life course. 

Most existing research has focussed on the destination perspective, but this dissertation builds 

on the latter two. Comparisons to non-migrants in the origin country allow assessment of the 

actual effect of migration on different dimensions of the life course, and the temporal reference 

point provides the framework for applying the life course approach and investigating the 

outlined interdependencies.  

In a last step, the two major relations that are being assessed in this dissertation, (1) the effect 

of migration on family patterns (and other social relations) and (2) the role of the family (and 

other social relations) in shaping outcomes in different life domains in the integration stage, 

were outlined. From a theoretical perspective, the first relation can be broken down into two 

competing hypotheses, namely a disruption of family patterns (and other social networks) vs. 



Synopsis 

32 
 

an interrelation of migration and certain family patterns. These considerations on the effect of 

migration on family patterns emphasize that interdependencies also exist within certain life 

domains, here the family domain and more specifically patterns of partnership stability and 

fertility. They also illustrate the importance of paying attention to the migration decision when 

interested in the outcomes of migration and, more generally, migrants’ heterogeneity. With 

respect to the second relation, the focus of the theoretical considerations was on the formation 

of new social networks, consequences in the occupational domain, and subjective well-being. 

Arguments regarding the extent to which family members and other strong ties represent a 

barrier or bridge to successful outcomes in these dimensions were outlined. These 

considerations demonstrate the benefits of focussing not only on one (generally the 

occupational) domain when analysing the consequences of migration, as taking different 

dimensions into account provides a broader picture of the migrants’ experience and allows the 

analysis of potential interdependencies between the different outcomes of migration. 

4 RESEARCH GAPS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 

In the context of the aforementioned theoretical considerations of the family-migration nexus, 

relevant research gaps are identified in the current chapter, focussing primarily on quantitative 

studies. These research gaps provide the starting point for the four articles that build the core 

of this dissertation.  

The first major research gap (RG) refers to a lack of studies assessing causal effects of migration 

on family patterns (RG1: effect on family patterns). This gap stems from a lack of analyses 

using the non-mobile population at origin as the counterfactual of the migrant population, which 

is a basic requirement to conduct such analyses (Beauchemin, 2014; Lübke, 2015). Instead, the 

majority of studies rely on a so-called destination perspective (see subchapter 3.2.2 providing 

a detailed description of the distinct perspectives; Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021). More 

specifically, they tend to rely on immigrant samples and compare migrants to non-migrants at 

destination or apply comparisons between different migrant groups in the same destination (see 

e.g., Adserà & Ferrer, 2016; Guarin Rojas et al., 2018; Hannemann et al., 2020; Kreyenfeld & 

Krapf, 2017; Kulu et al., 2019; Wilson, 2020). This approach allows answering some important 

questions (such as about adaption processes), but not questions about the effect of migration on 

individual outcomes. Furthermore, the dominant reliance on immigrant samples is associated 

with the pooling of migrants with different durations of stay, hampering the analysis of short-

term effects and, more generally, timing patterns. It also implies problems of selectivity (see 

subchapter 5.2).  
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The second major research gap relates to the distribution of benefits (and costs) of migration 

within families or partnerships (RG2: distribution of benefits). A large body of research on the 

economic consequences of migration exists, however, most of these articles focus on 

individual-level outcome measures such as employment status or income levels (e.g., Boyle et 

al., 2009; Cooke, 2001; Cooke et al., 2009; Kogan, 2011; Nilsson, 2001). In contrast, less is 

known about household-level economic outcomes (but see De Jong & Graefe, 2008; Geist & 

McManus, 2012; Preston & Grimes, 2019). As the consequences of migration might differ 

between individuals (e.g., one partner might benefit while the other might not), the 

consequences at the individual- and the household-level are not necessarily the same. Given 

that potential discrepancy, considering individual-level economic outcomes in combination 

with household-level economic outcomes allows for investigation of distributional patterns 

within households. A better understanding of these patterns would also enhance our 

understanding of the preceding migration-decision. Why do individuals decide to migrate when 

anticipating individual economic losses? To what extent are they compensated by household-

level gains or gains in other areas (e.g., in terms of subjective well-being)? Should emigration 

decisions be seen as only the first part of a longer migration plan including subsequent re- or 

onmigration (see discussion by Erlinghagen, 2021a, on so-called package-deals)? 

The third major research gap refers to the role of family patterns in shaping the just mentioned 

economic consequences of migration (RG3: role of family patterns). Acknowledging that 

migration shapes individual economic outcomes, it might do so differently depending on family 

constellations and the experience of family changes. For example, different consequences of 

migration might be assumed for married women who just gave birth to a child than for single 

and childless women. Even though some knowledge on the role of family and partnership status 

in the migratory context exists (e.g., Boyle et al., 2009; Khoudja & Platt, 2018), not much is 

known about the effect of family and partnership status changes, life course events such as 

union dissolution, union formation, or the birth of a child (but see De Jong & Graefe, 2008) on 

economic outcomes after migration. To better understand short-term consequences of 

migration, however, the latter appear particularly relevant. 

The fourth major research gap refers to a lack of knowledge regarding the role of migrations’ 

and migrants’ characteristics in shaping the outcomes of migration in the different life domains 

(RG4: migrants’ heterogeneity). With the majority of studies on the family-migration nexus 

making use of immigrant samples (see above) and given selective remigration (Caron & Ichou, 

2020; Wahba, 2015), our knowledge is primarily based on a selective group of immigrants, 
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namely those who stayed (long). However, the consequences of migration should not be 

assumed to be universal, and effects may vary between those who return (remigrants) and those 

who remain in the country of destination (immigrants or emigrants, depending on the 

perspective). Studies assessing such differences rarely exist (but see Baykara-Krumme et al., 

2021 assessing differences in partnership stability). Along with migration direction (emigration 

vs. remigration), migration characteristics include for example the underlying migration 

motives (Delli Paoli & Maddaloni, 2021; Gillespie et al., 2021) as well as the process of 

migration decision-making (please note that contrary to this general research gap, there is quite 

a lot of research on the economic consequences of tied migration, see e.g., Boyle et al., 2009; 

Cooke, 2001; Krieger, 2020; Taylor, 2007; Vidal & Huinink, 2019). With respect to socio-

demographic characteristics, differences may exist for example regarding gender: It appears 

plausible that migration affects the timing of family formation or subsequent births differently 

for women and men, but, so far, most analyses focus on female migrants’ fertility timing (but 

see Cantalini & Panichella, 2019; Kraus, 2019; Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021; Mussino 

& Cantalini, 2022).  

The fifth major research gap refers not to the family directly but to social relations more broadly, 

and especially cross-border friendships (RG5: cross-border friendships). So far, not many 

quantitative studies on cross-border social relations exist (Baykara-Krumme, 2020, referring to 

families). This holds for its determinants (but see Iarmolenko et al., 2016; O’Flaherty et al., 

2007; Soehl & Waldinger, 2010) as well as its implications for the integration stage, for 

example, in terms of subjective well-being or mental health (Torres, Alcántara, et al., 2016; see 

subchapter 3.2.1 on the different stages of the migration process). Furthermore, most existing 

studies assess different types of contacts jointly (e.g., Torres, Lee, et al., 2016) or focus on 

parent-children relationships (e.g., Dito et al., 2017). They tend to not compare different types 

of relationships such as children, partners, friends, and so forth. Especially friendships have 

largely been ignored by migration research (Décieux, 2021; Décieux & Mörchen, 2021). This 

inattention to friendship is surprising, as friendships have generally been found to correlate with 

individuals’ well-being (Amati et al., 2018; Elmer et al., 2017) and friendship networks can be 

assumed to shrink and be transformed in the course of migration (Guveli et al., 2016).  

Against the background of these research gaps referring to what is being analysed, a last 

research gap needs to be mentioned – one that refers to the context in which these analyses are 

carried out (RG6: context). Most research on the family-migration nexus considers the context 

of either internal migration or international migration from rather less privileged source 
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countries (see subchapter 2.1 on the understanding of privileged migration). For example, 

assessing the effect of migration on partnership stability, studies have tended to focus on either 

internal migration (e.g., Boyle et al., 2008; Shapira et al., 2019), or international migration in 

the Latin American context (e.g., Davis & Jennings, 2018; Lindstrom et al., 2021). The same 

holds true regarding the economic consequences of migration (e.g., Boyle et al., 2009; Cooke 

et al., 2009 Gillespie et al., 2022 assessing internal migration, and Bevelander & Groeneveld, 

2012; Kogan, 2011 studying international migration with highly developed countries primarily 

being considered as destination countries). Similarly studies assessing cross-border 

relationships of migrants have tended to focus on international migration from rather less 

privileged source countries (see e.g., Apitzsch, 2014; Benítez, 2012; Madianou & Miller, 2011; 

Torres, Alcántara, et al., 2016; Torres, Lee, et al., 2016, exceptions in the German context being 

Décieux & Mörchen, 2021; Mau & Mewes, 2007). 

To what extent findings from these contexts are transferable to the context of privileged 

international migration, that is, migration from highly industrialized welfare states (which make 

up somewhat more than 25% of global movements, Pison, 2019), is questionable. First, internal 

migration can be assumed to involve fewer stressors than international migration. Thus, 

potential effects might be weaker for internal compared to international migration. Focussing 

on internal migration, differences exist already between short- and long-distance moves (e.g., 

Boyle et al., 2008; Shapira et al., 2019), and such differences may be even more marked for 

international migration. More specifically, internal migration can be assumed to be less costly 

(cf. Krieger, 2020). Costs may not only include economic costs associated with, for example, 

travelling, visa proceedings, and so forth, but also non-monetary costs. These non-monetary 

costs include, for example, language acculturation (Hou et al., 2018) and cultural adaption stress 

(Helms et al., 2014). Furthermore, migration motives may differ between internal and 

international migrants (and migration motives have been argued to affect the consequences of 

migration, see research gap four: migrants’ heterogeneity).  

Second, international migration from less privileged source countries can be assumed to involve 

more stressors than international migration from more privileged countries. Thus, potential 

consequences might be stronger for international migration from less privileged countries 

compared to international migration from more privileged countries. In this case, due to income 

differences between countries, the relative costs of migration from less privileged countries can 

be assumed to be higher. In fact, it has been shown that family patterns of more privileged 

individuals appear to be less affected by migration compared to family patterns of more 
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disadvantaged individuals (Castro Torres & Gutierrez-Vazquez, 2022). Furthermore, migrating 

from more privileged countries might be more plannable, and the adverse effects of migration 

on mental health outcomes was found to decrease with adequate planning of migration (Gong 

et al., 2011). As with respect to potential differences between internal and international 

migration, the underlying migration motives may differ between migration from more and less 

privileged source countries. Whether these different migration motives strengthen or weaken 

potential effects, however, is unclear so far. In sum, the consequences of international migration 

from a highly industrialized welfare state on the individual may well differ from the 

consequences of internal migration or international migration from less privileged contexts, 

emphasizing the need for studies in this context.  

5 DATA TO STUDY THE FAMILY-MIGRATION NEXUS 

5.1 General data requirements for studying the posed research questions 

In order to assess the above research gaps, appropriate data are required. In particular, potential 

datasets need to fulfil the following four criteria. The data need to be  

(1) longitudinal and 

(2) representative; 

(3) have adequately large sample sizes for emigrants, remigrants, and non-migrants; and 

(4) provide sufficient information on both migration processes and family patterns. 

First, to model dynamic processes and study the consequences of migration on the individual 

from a life course perspective, longitudinal data are required. Longitudinal data facilitate causal 

inferences (Pforr & Schröder, 2015; Schnell et al., 2023), providing several advantages over 

cross-sectional data (Brüderl, 2010). In particular, Wooldridge (2013) emphasized two such 

advantages: First, longitudinal data allow controlling for individuals’ unobservable 

characteristics and thereby facilitate causal inference. Second, the consequences of behaviour 

or decision-making can be studied considering time lags. Thus, longitudinal data allow 

studying, for example, how migration affects family formation and how potential effects vary 

over time.  

Second, the data need to be representative. Random samples are the only way to make 

inferences from variable distributions within a sample to variable distributions in the population 

(cf. Schnell et al., 2023). Still, random selection of individuals from a certain sampling frame 

does not ensure that the sample is representative. Techniques to assure representation of 

different population subgroups are required (Groves et al., 2009). For example, a random 
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sample based on telephone directories would not be representative of the whole population, but 

only of the part of the population with landline telephones listed in these registers. In this sense, 

appropriate sampling frames are crucial to provide representative data about migrants, and 

particular attention will be paid to undercoverage and (unit) non-response, which represent 

major problems for migration data collection (cf. Erlinghagen, 2011). In the migration context, 

undercoverage implies that certain migrant subgroups would have zero selection probabilities 

(cf. Biemer & Lyberg, 2003, pp. 64–66). (Unit) Non-response refers to a situation in which no 

information can be gathered for a sampled unit (here: migrants; cf. Biemer & Lyberg, 2003; 

Lynn, 2009). Non-response is a problem especially in longitudinal study designs (Haunberger, 

2011), because as non-response rates increase over time, the risk of bias also increases (Kalton 

et al., 1989, pp. 250–251).  

Third, samples need to be sufficiently large to study the consequences of migration among 

certain migrant subgroups (here especially emigrants and remigrants). Furthermore, when 

evaluating the effect of migration on different outcomes, migrants need to be compared to non-

migrants at origin (Beauchemin, 2014; Lübke, 2015; also “context-of-origin-perspective,” 

Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021; and “origin 

perspective” in the DOM-framework, Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021). Thus, for consistent 

estimators (Fahrmeir et al., 2011), sufficiently large sample sizes are required not only for 

migrant subgroups, but also non-migrants at origin. 

Fourth, to study migration in relation to family patterns, survey questionnaires need to include 

the relevant measurement items. For migration, information must be collected on both 

migration and integration processes as well as the preceding decision-making (Erlinghagen & 

Hank, forthcoming-b). With respect to family patterns, often not only “standard” information 

on, for example, partnership and fertility patterns (status and status change) is required, but also 

migration-specific aspects such as whether such a status change took place prior to or after 

migration (see e.g., De Jong & Graefe, 2008), or information on social relations both in the 

country of origin and the country of destination (to study e.g., “global householding,” Douglass, 

2013, or transnational family relations more generally). 

5.2 Problems of existing data sources 

Quantitative studies on the family-migration nexus already exist. Examining this literature, two 

types of data sources that are commonly used for analyses can be identified. First, general 

population surveys, census and register data can be summarized as general data sources. Such 

data sources aim at covering the whole resident population of a specific geographical area, 
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mostly countries, and do not focus on migration or migrants in particular. Second, specific 

migrant surveys do focus on migration and certain types of migrants. In fact, most of these data 

sources are immigrant samples. The following two subchapters show that neither of the two 

types of data sources simultaneously fulfil all of the above-mentioned data requirements. The 

majority of data sources discussed below refer to the German context, which serves as an 

example of a highly developed welfare state (see subchapter 2.1 on privileged migration) and 

also represents the current study context. 

5.2.1 General data sources 

General population surveys that are longitudinal in design do exist. In the current context, these 

include primarily the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) and the German Family 

Panel (pairfam). Similarly, even though censuses are generally conducted only about every 10 

years (Willekens et al., 2016), longitudinal analyses can be conducted with the German 

microcensus since 2012 (Herter-Eschweiler & Schimpl-Neimanns, 2018).  

General data sources such as the ones mentioned in the previous paragraph claim 

representativity of residents in a certain geographical area, generally a country (including 

restrictions regarding e.g., age or having to live in a private household; see e.g., Goebel et al., 

2019; Huinink et al., 2011; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2023). With this focus on resident 

populations, such data sources also cover immigrants. Due to selective remigration (Caron & 

Ichou, 2020; Wahba, 2015) and the tendency to record neither remigration nor onmigration 

(Willekens et al., 2016), such data sources are in danger of being biased (Ette et al., 2020; Rallu, 

2008). Put differently, such data sources may be representative of immigrants living in that 

certain geographical area at that certain point of time but not of immigrants who initially left 

their country of origin. Furthermore, certain sampling frames systematically exclude 

immigrants, such as sampling frames using voter registers (Erens, 2013; Lynn & Taylor, 1995) 

or telephone directories (Andreß & Careja, 2018; van Goor & Rispens, 2004). Once sampled, 

lower response rates of immigrants compared to the non-migrant resident population arise 

(Blohm & Diehl, 2001; Deding et al., 2013; Feskens et al., 2006), possibly due to questionnaires 

being designed in the language of the respective survey country and immigrants possessing 

insufficient language skills (Baykara-Krumme, 2010; Feskens et al., 2006). In particular, it 

could be assumed that especially recently arrived immigrants – with potentially worse host 

country language skills – will be underrepresented (Erlinghagen, 2011).  

Analyses of immigrants whose data are compiled in general data sources may be limited due to 

low numbers of observations of these subgroups. Immigrants represent a minority in the 
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general population (see also “rare populations,” Kalton & Anderson, 1986), and thus general 

data sources can be argued to not be able to provide sufficiently large sample sizes (El-Menouar, 

2022, but see Font & Méndez, 2013 arguing that e.g., the European Union Labour Force Survey 

(EULFS) and the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) have sufficiently large sample 

sizes). Furthermore, the number of observations may be decreased due to undercoverage and 

non-response problems (e.g., El-Menouar, 2022; Erlinghagen, 2011; Lynn et al., 2018; Rendall 

et al., 2003). In addition to these small sample sizes for immigrants, general data sources tend 

to also fail including emigrants and identifying remigrants and onmigrants (Willekens et al., 

2016). Emigrants (citizens who moved abroad to another country) are no longer part of the 

resident population of their country of origin and thus not included in the data sources (Ette et 

al., 2020). Thus, they are only observable in the data prior to emigration (Erlinghagen & Hank, 

forthcoming-b). Even though emigrants could theoretically be tracked and surveyed in their 

destination countries, such attempts have proven difficult, especially with respect to sample 

sizes (Schupp et al., 2008). The same logic would apply to onmigrants, or previous immigrants 

who migrated again. Remigrants (prior emigrants who returned to their country of origin), in 

contrast, are part of the resident population of their country of origin. However, most data 

sources fail to identify them as remigrants. Due to shortcomings in questions about previous 

migration experiences, remigrants are often counted as non-migrants (Ette et al., 2020). 

Exceptions are censuses and the EULFS, which ask about previous places of residence (Martí 

& Ródenas, 2007; Rendall et al., 2003). 

Typically, surveys provide more information on migration patterns than population censuses 

do (Rendall et al., 2003). Most of the time, national population censuses do not even include 

the year of or age at migration (Willekens et al., 2016), making it impossible to analyse 

migration patterns in detail. Still, analyses of immigrants in general population surveys may 

also be limited due to a lack of information regarding migration histories (Kraler & Reichel, 

2010), as “questions about migration and integration processes reaching beyond citizenship and 

the time of immigration are hardly ever asked” (Erlinghagen & Hank, forthcoming-b). For 

example, such data sources only rarely include information on migration motives or migration 

decision-making. Such information, however, would be crucial, especially given considerable 

heterogeneity among immigrants, for example regarding when and under what circumstances 

they migrated. In contrast, depending on the thematic focus of the specific data source, 

sufficient information on general family patterns may be collected (e.g., especially with 

pairfam), but information about migration-specific family characteristics may still be lacking. 
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Still, analyses based on general data sources appear to be restricted by a lack of information on 

migration rather than family patterns. 

5.2.2  Specific migrant surveys 

Certain national surveys, such as the SOEP (Brücker et al., 2023; Brücker et al., 2014; Brücker 

et al., 2016), include specific longitudinal immigrant subsamples, allowing for life course 

analyses of integration processes. Similarly, the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey 

in Four European Countries (CILS4EU, for Germany see Kalter et al., 2019) and the Refugees 

in the German Educational System (ReGES, Steinhauer et al., 2019), are panel studies that 

focus on student integration. The studies Socio-Cultural Integration Processes among New 

Immigrants in Europe (SCIP, Diehl et al., 2016) and Job Mobilities and Family Life in Europe 

(Skora et al., 2013) consist of two waves and have particular thematic foci. Other approaches, 

however, are not designed in a longitudinal way. These include compilations of immigrants to 

certain destination countries (primarily countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, OECD) based on administration or census data (Beine et al., 2007; 

OECD, 2015), the EULFS (Ette & Sauer, 2010) or the European Social Survey (ESS, 

Erlinghagen, 2011). Similarly, the 2000 Families study (Guveli et al., 2017), the European 

Internal Movers’ Social Survey (EIMSS, Santacreu Fernandez et al., 2006), the study Forced 

Migration and Transnational Family Arrangements – Eritrean and Syrian Refugees in Germany 

(TransFar, Sauer et al., 2022), and the National Immigrant Survey of Spain (Reher & Requena, 

2009) were not designed as longitudinal studies. 

Appropriate sampling frames are necessary to ensure coverage, with non-coverage of certain 

subpopulations being a threat to the representativeness of the sample. Thus, in a first step, 

sampling strategies for immigrant samples need to identify immigrants (see Lynn et al., 2018, 

for a detailed overview on sampling frames for migrant samples). To do so, some surveys make 

use of characteristics such as nationality or country of origin observable in registers 

(“merkmalsbasierte Stichprobenziehung,” e.g., the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Survey, 

Brücker et al., 2016; the IAB-BiB/FReDA-BAMF-SOEP-Survey, Brücker et al., 2023; and 

TransFAR Sauer et al., 2022). Others, such as specific SOEP samples (samples I and J, Brücker 

et al., 2014; Liebau & Tucci, 2015) and the Austrian Immigrant Survey 2016 (Prandner & 

Weichbold, 2019), apply onomastic (name-based) methods (Humpert & Schneiderheinze, 

2000; Schnell et al., 2013). Third, screening interviews (Schnell et al., 2023, pp. 270–271) can 

be used to identify specific immigrant subgroups (see e.g., samples D and F in the SOEP, 

Brücker et al., 2014). Thus, identifying the target population does not appear to be the problem.  
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Nonetheless, most studies sampling immigrants in selected destination countries are subject to 

major selectivity problems. First, many of these samples tend to be selective with regards to the 

length of stay (most participants lived there for several years already, see Erlinghagen, 2011; 

Ette et al., 2020). Furthermore, surveys assessing specific target groups such as students, 

university graduates, or published scholars apply highly selective sample frames (Akbaritabar 

et al., 2023; Grotheer et al., 2012; Mol, 2014). The same is true of studies focussing on certain 

types of mobilities, such as job-related mobility (e.g., Skora et al., 2013). Similarly, immigrant 

surveys often focus on specific countries of origin, and thus immigration motives and conditions 

(Erlinghagen & Hank, forthcoming-b). For example, in the case of immigration to Germany, 

studies have tended to focus on labour migration in the 1960s and 1970s, ethnic Germans, and 

more recent refugee inflows, thereby ignoring the actual heterogeneity among immigrants (e.g., 

immigration from other countries of the European Union or Asia, Erlinghagen & Hank, 

forthcoming-b, but see Butsch, 2020, assessing Indians in Germany). Similarly, the approach 

of studying emigration from one country by using immigration data from certain destination 

countries bears the problems of (1) major emigration countries not being covered by the 

respective data source and (2) problems of both over- and undercoverage of immigrants in 

certain destination countries (Erlinghagen, 2011). Still, focussing on certain origin countries 

also bears the potential for increased response rates due to easier implementation of bilingual 

questionnaires. For example, the European Internal Movers’ Social Survey (EIMSS, part of the 

PIONEUR project) worked with interviewers fluent in both the home and host country 

languages (Santacreu Fernandez et al., 2006). This study, however, conducted sampling using 

telephone directories. With migrants being less likely to have landline telephones and to appear 

in telephone directories (e.g., Lipps & Kissau, 2012), this sampling methodology implies an 

additional problem in terms of undercoverage. 

The major aim of immigrant samples is to provide a solid database for studying immigrants in 

certain destination countries, and they do provide sufficiently large samples for this purpose. 

However, as can be seen from the above elaborations, the focus of such studies has tended to 

be on specific source countries. Considering Germany as destination country, these include 

source countries of labour migration (Brücker et al., 2014; Guveli et al., 2017), ethnic Germans 

(Salentin, 2007), and more recently, refugees (Brücker et al., 2023; Brücker et al., 2016; Sauer 

et al., 2022). In general, highly developed countries such as Germany tend to be approached as 

a destination rather than source countries of migration (but see Erlinghagen, 2011). 

Consequently, few datasets exists that would allow analysis of the context of migration from 

highly developed and welfare-state source countries (cf. Ette et al., 2020). As with general data 
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sources outlined above, migrant surveys have tended to cover neither emigrants (but see Guveli 

et al., 2017) nor remigrants (but see Groenewold & Bilsborrow, 2008).   

With this focus on integration of many immigrant samples, other aspects such as the process 

leading to migration or family patterns have not been the major point of interest in previous 

surveys. Consequently, information on such aspects has tended to be missing (cf. Erlinghagen 

& Hank, forthcoming-b, mentioning CILS4EU as an example lacking information on family 

relationships). Similarly, the above-mentioned compiled datasets (e.g., based on the EULFS, 

Ette & Sauer, 2010, or the ESS, Erlinghagen, 2011) provide detailed information on socio-

economic background and the situation in the destination country, but lack important 

information about the situation prior to migration and the migration process itself (Ette et al., 

2020). Without such information, it is not possible to investigate the causes or the consequences 

of migration (Groenewold & Bilsborrow, 2008). Fortunately, according to Ette et al. (2020), 

more recent approaches to surveying migrants have collected more of this relevant information 

(e.g., SCIP, Diehl et al., 2016; the National Immigrant Survey of Spain, Reher & Requena, 

2009; and the Austrian Immigrant Survey 2016, Prandner & Weichbold, 2019).  

In conclusion, neither general data sources nor specific migrant surveys satisfy all data 

requirements outlined above. There remains a lack of representative, longitudinal data about 

emigrants and remigrants that enables comparisons to non-mobiles at origin to assess 

consequences of migration on the individual. Furthermore, most data sources have focussed on 

migration from less developed countries, and patterns from more developed counties may well 

be different, for example, due to different underlying migration motives and migration costs.  

5.3 Internationally mobile population: GERPS 

The German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS; Erlinghagen, Schneider, & 

Ette, 2021) departed from these shortcomings, using Germany as an example of a developed 

country and a source country of migration (and destination country of remigration). Except for 

providing data on German non-migrants (see the next paragraph on data of internationally non-

mobile Germans that can be combined), the before-mentioned data requirements were largely 

fulfilled. 

GERPS was a longitudinal study. It comprised five waves, starting about one year after 

migration (the actual border crossing) in 2017/2018. The first four waves were used in the 

articles of this dissertation. Waves 1 to 3 were conducted in half-year intervals; waves 4 and 5 

followed in one-year intervals. Therefore, with wave 1 taking place on average one year after 

(r)emigration, the first four waves of the panel study covered an observation period of about 
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three years after migration. This panel character in combination with retrospective biographical 

data (referring to the situation three months prior to migration, wave 0) allowed comparison of 

individuals’ lives before and after migration (Ette et al., 2020).  

GERPS aimed to be representative of internationally mobile Germans. An “origin-based” 

sampling design was used (Ghimire et al., 2019; Hugo, 2014) and address-based register 

random sampling was applied (Ette et al., 2020). GERPS was designed as a both-ways 

migration survey design (Ette, Décieux, et al., 2021), which helped to avoid biases due to 

missing different types of migrants (e.g., remigrants; Rallu, 2008). Acknowledging that both 

emigration (Birgier et al., 2022; Chiquiar & Hanson, 2005; Parey et al., 2017) and remigration 

(Caron & Ichou, 2020; Wahba, 2015; but note that remigration appears less selective than 

emigration, Ette & Witte, 2021) are selective processes, GERPS was representative not of the 

German resident population, but of internationally mobile Germans. The multi-site design 

(Amelina & Faist, 2012; Beauchemin, 2014; FitzGerald, 2012) ensured that the survey was not 

selective in terms of destination countries for emigrants or previous host countries for 

remigrants. In fact, migration movements from and back to more than 100 countries were 

covered, and respondents took part in the survey from wherever they lived. By sampling only 

individuals from registers who indicated that their emigration or remigration took place within 

the 12 months prior to sampling, the problem of selective remigration could be further reduced 

(Ette, Décieux, et al., 2021). This restriction also allowed comparison of individuals who 

migrated under similar conditions and restrictions. Applying a so-called “push-to-web design” 

or “web-push survey methods” (Dillman, 2017) in wave 1 and a “web-only design” from wave 

2 onwards, response rates similar to (or better than) other European probability-based online 

surveys were achieved (Ette et al., 2020, table 6.2).  

The sample sizes of both emigrants and remigrants covered in GERPS can be deemed 

sufficiently large to assess the posed research questions. In wave 1, data on 4,545 emigrants 

and 6,465 remigrants are available. Even in wave 4, 2,463 emigrants and 3,091 remigrants 

remained in the sample (see number of observations by migrant status and interview wave in 

table 1). The both-way design of the study implies that not only recent emigrants but also recent 

return migrants (remigrants) were included (Ette et al., 2020). Including remigrants as a separate 

group facilitates seeing a broader picture of the consequences of migration on the individual 

(Fawcett & Arnold, 1987) and understanding “migration processes from both ends, namely 

regarding the time before and after emigration, and before and after remigration” (Ette et al., 

2020, p. 21). GERPS did not include a sample of German non-migrants but was constructed in 
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a way that enabled comparisons to non-mobiles from general population surveys such as the 

SOEP (via its construction as a SOEP-related study, Ette et al., 2020) and pairfam (see articles 

one and two of this dissertation).  

Table 1: Number of observations by migrant status and survey wave. 

Internationally mobile Germans (GERPS) 

Survey wave 1 2 3 4 
Emigrants 4,545 2,994 2,553 2,463 
Remigrants 6,465 3,995 3,241 3,091 
Migrants (all) 11,010 6,989 5,794 5,554 

Internationally non-mobile Germans (pairfam) 

Survey wave 10  11 12 
Non-migrants 4,750  4,414 4,095 

Note: GERPS: Number of observations refers to those respondents who completed the questionnaire. Pairfam: 
without observations from refreshment sample in wave 11. No further restrictions applied. Table provides 
information on four GERPS and three pairfam waves due to half-year intervals between GERPS waves 1 and 2, 
and waves 2 and 3. Data: GERPS wave 1 through 4. Pairfam wave 10 through 12. 

GERPS provided sufficient information on both migration and family patterns to analyse 

the different research questions underlying the four articles of this dissertation. Valuable 

information on the migration process itself was collected using questions about migration 

motives, the decision-making process, and actual moving behaviour. Information on family 

patterns includes partnership status and status changes, family status and fertility, contact with 

family members and other information on social networks both at destination and origin. 

Inference about the timing of family changes and migration can be made. Regarding 

consequences of migration on the individual, subjective evaluations of different areas of life 

comparing the situation after migration to the situation three months prior to migration 

complement objective information of such changes (e.g., actual income).  

5.4 Internationally non-mobile population: pairfam 

For studying the consequences of migration on the individual, it is common to combine 

different data sources (e.g., Impicciatore et al., 2020; Lübke, 2015) and account for structural 

differences between migrants and non-migrants using appropriate techniques such as 

Propensity Score Matching (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983) or Entropy Balancing (Hainmueller, 

2012). Here, to study the internationally non-mobile German population, the German Family 

Panel (pairfam release 12, Brüderl et al., 2023; Huinink et al., 2011) was chosen. Pairfam is a 

longitudinal study. It started in 2008/2009 and in 2024 consists of 14 waves that were 

conducted in one-year intervals. Analyses in this dissertation are primarily based on waves 10 

through 12, the most recent available waves when the present research was being conducted 

(see figure 3 on how the two datasets are combined).  
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Figure 3: Combining GERPS and pairfam data      

 

Regarding representativeness, two-stage random sampling was applied to German population 

registers prior to wave 1, focussing on three birth cohorts (1971-1973, 1981-1983, and 1991-

1993; Brüderl et al., 2023). Sample sizes are sufficiently large to include internationally non-

mobiles as a comparison group in the analyses (e.g., 4,750 in wave 10, see table 1). With its 

specific focus on family patterns and other social relationships, pairfam provided adequate 

information on these aspects. GERPS and pairfam questionnaires were designed in similar 

ways, such that all required variables could be constructed. Thus, combining GERPS and 

pairfam data, the four posed requirements for data to study family patterns in the context of 

migration are satisfied. 

6 SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLES  

6.1 Article one 

Mansfeld, L. (2023). International migration and its short‐term effect on partnership stability. 

Population, Space and Place, 29(4), e38. 

This article presents research on the consequences of migration for partnership stability. Based 

on the overall research question of how international migration affects partnership stability, the 

research was driven by two specific empirical goals. The first goal was to examine the causal 

short-term effect of migration on partnership stability, distinguishing between emigration and 

remigration. The second goal was to illustrate further migration characteristics that potentially 

mediate the overall effect of (e-/re-) migration. Thereby, the research shared in article one 
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contributes to filling the following research gaps: effect on family patterns, migrants’ 

heterogeneity, and context (see chapter 4).  

Corresponding to the disruption arguments outlined in chapter 3.3.1, theoretical considerations 

point towards migration destabilizing partnerships. The primary argument is that migration 

implies stress (Brown, 2008; Mak et al., 2021), as migration implies “uncertainty, lack of 

control, and ambiguity” (Wilkinson & Singh, 2010, p. 169). This stress may increase with 

differences between the partners, for example, in terms of enthusiasm about the move or their 

economic situation. Differences in enthusiasm may originate from preexisting differences in 

moving desires (Coulter et al., 2012) or simply refer to post-migration differences, for example, 

in terms of satisfaction with the situation in the destination country (cf. Flowerdew & Al‐

Hamad, 2004). As far as economic consequences are concerned, migration often favors the 

careers of men (Cooke, 2003) while women tend to suffer disadvantages (Boyle et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, as emphasized by the life course perspective, migration implies changes in life 

domains, which in turn may affect partnership stability. Contrasting these disruption arguments, 

the “isolation hypothesis” (Shapira et al., 2019) poses that migrants have fewer people to rely 

on compared to non-migrants, and thus partnerships would become more important and 

separation less likely. Regarding migration characteristics, the article elaborates on potential 

differences between emigrants and remigrants. 

Analyses in this article were based on data from GERPS waves 1 through 4 (to assess 

internationally mobile Germans) and pairfam waves 10 through 12 (to assess internationally 

non-mobile Germans), covering 2017-2020. As international migrants differ systematically 

from non-migrants with respect to various characteristics (e.g., Borjas et al., 2018; Lübke et al., 

2021), Entropy Balancing (Hainmueller, 2012) was applied prior to estimating models 

assessing the effect of migration on partnership stability. Discrete Time Proportional Hazards 

Models (Jenkins, 1995) were estimated to account for the time structure of the dataset. 

Migration-time interactions were included to assess whether the effect was stable across the 

observation period. In a second analytical step, the sample was reduced to migrants, so that 

migration characteristics could be studied in more detail.   

The article’s general finding is that migration increases the risk of union dissolution compared 

to no migration. This finding corresponds to previous research on international (male) migration 

in Latin America (Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Lindstrom et al., 2021) and long-distance internal 

migration in the United Kingdom (Shapira et al., 2019) but not Austria (Boyle et al., 2008). 

Considering migration characteristics, and starting with the migration direction, this finding 
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holds for remigration across all models but depends on the covariate choice for Entropy 

Balancing when assessing emigration. Thus, the stressors related to migration are found to be 

more important after emigration. Assessing migrants only and comparing emigrants to 

remigrants, being a remigrant implies a higher risk of union dissolution (consistent with 

findings from Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). Furthermore, migration motives were found to 

shape migrants’ dissolution patterns. Specifically, the risk of union dissolution decreased when 

the men’s career was a crucial driver of the migration decision (and more so for emigrants than 

remigrants) and the same held true for remigrants when the women’s career was important for 

the migration decision. Furthermore, when dissatisfaction with the previous country was crucial 

in shaping the migration decision, the risk of union dissolution increased. In contrast, an 

additional migration within the observation period, the household’s economic situation, and 

social networks at destination were not statistically significant predictors of union dissolution.  

In sum, article one provides evidence of the disruptive effect of migration on family patterns. 

It also shows, however, that this effect is not universal and emphasizes the importance of 

considering migration characteristics, and especially migration direction and motives. 

6.2 Article two 

Mansfeld, L. (n.d.). The short-term effect of international migration on family formation: 

fertility disruption or interrelation? [Manuscripit submitted for publication to International 

Migration Review] 

This article presents research on the consequences of migration with respect to family 

formation. Thereby, and similar to article one, it aimed to fill gaps in research about the family-

migration nexus: effect on family patterns, migrants’ heterogeneity, and context (see chapter 

4). In particular, the research question driving this article asked to what extent migration 

disrupts or interrelates with first birth in the short-term. Migrations’ and migrants’ 

heterogeneity was considered with respect to migration direction, migration motives, and 

gender.  

Theory on the effect of migration on fertility includes four main hypotheses. Two of them, the 

disruption and the interrelation hypothesis, refer to short-term effects and are thus of primary 

importance for this article and also this synopsis. Subchapter 3.3.1 already outlined these two 

hypotheses in detail and explained why the other hypotheses are not applicable in the current 

context. Starting from the disruption and the interrelation hypothesis, the article argues that 

interrelation appears more plausible among remigrants and those migrating for family-related 

motives, whereas emigrants’ family formation patterns as well as family formation patterns of 
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people migrating for non-family motives are more likely to be disrupted after migration. 

Furthermore, potential differences between female and male migrants are outlined, arguing that 

both migration (Erlinghagen, 2021a, 2021b) and its consequences (e.g., Cooke et al., 2009), as 

well as the characteristics shaping family processes (e.g., Alderotti et al., 2021) would be 

gender-linked.  

The general analytical setup of this article is quite similar to article one, combining GERPS and 

pairfam data from the years 2017-2020. Entropy Balancing (Hainmueller, 2012) was applied 

and Discrete Time Proportional Hazards Models (Jenkins, 1995) were estimated. Additionally, 

a variety of models were set up based on comparisons between non-migrants and different 

subgroups of migrants (e.g., emigrants, those migrating for family-related motives). These 

different comparisons enabled assessment of the effect of emigration and remigration separately 

as well as assessment of the effect of migration based on different migration motives. 

Furthermore, migration-time interactions were included and separate models were estimated by 

gender. 

The article revealed primarily two different family formation patterns after migration. First, 

disruptive effects were found for women (independent of migration direction and underlying 

motives), emigrant men, and men migrating for their own careers. This disruption tended to be 

followed by a catch-up effect, which is consistent with the disruption hypothesis. Second, when 

assessing the whole observation period, no effect of migration on the probability of first birth 

was found for remigrant men and men migrating for motives other than their own careers. Still, 

for these men, the probability of first birth three years after migration was higher compared to 

immediately after migration, which can be interpreted as either a “lagged-interrelation effect” 

or an “indirect interrelation effect.” Lagged interrelation may be understood as interrelation 

arguments taking some time to manifest. Indirect interrelation means no direct interrelation 

between these men’s migration and their family formation, but an interrelation of their female 

partners’ migration (which does not necessarily coincide with these men’s migration) and 

family formation.  

In sum, different patterns were revealed for women and men. For female migrants, migration 

per se appeared disruptive, and migration direction and motives did not play an important role 

in determining post-migration family formation. In contrast, among men they did. This 

emphasizes the importance of considering the combination of gender and migration 

characteristics when aiming to understand the complex effect of migration on family formation. 
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6.3 Article three 

Mansfeld, L. (forthcoming). Correlations between family patterns and short-term economic 

outcomes of emigration. In M. Erlinghagen, & K. Hank (Eds.), Transnational family relations 

of German emigrants. Wiesbaden: Springer VS. 

This article deals with the economic consequences of emigration, focussing on the role of 

family patterns in shaping these. By analysing how family patterns (i.e., constellations and 

status changes) shape emigrants’ economic outcomes, and particularly paying attention to 

potential gender differences and different outcome levels (individual vs. household level), four 

of the outlined research gaps were addressed: distribution of benefits, role of family patterns, 

migrants’ heterogeneity, and context (see chapter 4). 

Regarding theoretical considerations, this paper starts from the notion of social capital 

(Granovetter, 1973; Lin, 2001). In particular, the first part of the theoretical section elaborates 

on the extent to which family members and changing family constellations may affect the 

building of additional social capital. Representing a barrier or bridge to social capital, family 

patterns may worsen or improve emigrants’ individual-level economic outcomes. The second 

part of the theoretical section builds on these considerations but focuses more directly on 

potentially different economic outcomes for female and male emigrants. Here, considerations 

of New Home Economics (Becker, 1974; Mincer, 1978; Samuelson, 1956; Sandell, 1977), 

gender-role approaches (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; Duncan & Perrucci, 1976; Jürges, 2006), and 

bargaining theory (Abraham et al., 2010; Lundberg & Pollak, 1996; Ott, 1992) are combined. 

Analyses presented in this article focussed on emigrants, using GERPS wave 1, with the aim of 

assessing economic outcomes shortly after migration. Due to the “state dependence” (Boyle et 

al., 2009; Heckman, 2001) of economic outcomes, a two-part analytical strategy (Farewell et 

al., 2017; Madden, 2008; Puhani, 2000) was followed. The regressions of interest are two-level 

logistic regression models (Hox et al., 2018; Snijders & Bosker, 2012) on different economic 

outcome measures. Multilevel regressions were run to account for the fact that destination-

country characteristics may also influence economic outcomes.  

Findings reveal female emigrants’ economic outcomes to depend crucially on family 

constellations and family changes. Female emigrants living with their spouses suffered worse 

individual-level economic outcomes after migration but benefited at the household-level. 

Furthermore, female emigrants with children and especially shortly after childbirth suffered 

worse individual economic outcomes (but did not benefit at the household-level), and female 

partnered but unmarried emigrants benefited at the household-level (but did not suffer worse 
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individual outcomes). These patterns, and especially the simultaneous worse individual 

economic outcomes but improved household-level economic outcomes among female 

emigrants living with their spouses, were coined “retraditionalization” in the article. The 

patterns were interpreted as being in line with a similar retraditionalization of gender-roles in 

the course of emigration (Erlinghagen, 2021a). One explanation for this “retraditionalization” 

could be that these family patterns might act as relationship-specific investments, which would 

decrease the problem of non-binding contracts in bargaining decisions (Abraham et al., 2010) 

and raise the loss in bargaining power that might be agreed upon (Ott, 1992).  

In contrast to female emigrants, male emigrants’ economic outcomes were found to depend less 

on family patterns. Thus, family patterns appeared to represent neither a bridge nor a barrier in 

terms of social capital for most emigrant men. Consistent with arguments from New Home 

Economics and gender-role approaches, these findings could be explained with couples 

migration decisions being asymmetric in favour of the men’s career (Abraham et al., 2010). 

In sum, separately assessing female and male emigrants’ economic outcomes and considering 

individual and household-level outcomes jointly allowed for the development of insights into 

distributional patterns within emigrant families and painted a broader picture of the economic 

consequences of family patterns in the context of emigration. In fact, economic outcomes after 

emigration turned out to be highly gender-linked, and emigration tended to lead to more 

traditional work-family arrangements with respect to some family patterns.  

6.4 Article four 

Mansfeld, L. (2021). Out of sight, out of mind? Frequency of emigrants’ contact with friends 

in Germany and its impact on subjective well-being. In M. Erlinghagen, A. Ette, N. F. 

Schneider, N. Witte, (Eds.), The Global Lives of German Migrants: Consequences of 

International migration Across the Life Course (pp. 229–246). Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67498-4_13 

Article four focused on one specific type of non-family relationships: friendships. Against the 

background that migration may in general lead to the loss of social capital (Lesage & Ha, 2012; 

Wahba & Zenou, 2012), this research provides an explorative analysis of the quality of German 

emigrants’ friendships with friends living in Germany. Three aspects of these cross-border ties 

were studied: (1) their quality compared to the quality of other relationships after emigration, 

(2) their relation to socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics, and (3) the link 

between friendship quality and subjective well-being. Through studying these topics, two of 

the outlined research gaps, specifically cross-border friendships and context (see chapter 4), 
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were addressed within this article. Notably, even though this article is placed fourth in this 

dissertation, it should be noted that it was chronologically the first to be developed and 

completed. 

The theoretical considerations in this explorative article were expanded on in this synopsis. It 

was argued that friendship networks might be especially prone to disruption, as disruption 

appears more likely the weaker or less formal the ties (cf. Janta et al., 2015; Wahba & Zenou, 

2012). With respect to determinants of friendship ties, and especially the role of the family in 

shaping these, it can be argued that both children (Song, 2012) and a partner (Sarkisian & 

Gerstel, 2016) can be expected to represent barriers rather than bridges to these friendship ties. 

Furthermore, friendship patterns can be assumed to differ between men and women (Altmann, 

2020). Lastly, considerations about associations between cross-border friendship ties and 

subjective well-being were outlined in detail in subchapter 3.3.2, providing arguments in both 

directions (i.e., enhancing and worsening subjective well-being).  

Similar to article three, this article was based on GERPS wave 1 and focused on emigrants. 

Different associations of cross-border friendships with socio-demographic and socio-economic 

characteristics were identified through generalized ordered logit models (R. Williams, 2006), 

whereas “simple” ordered logistic models were used to estimate associations between contact 

frequency and different measures of subjective well-being. As with relationship quality in 

general (Bauernschuster et al., 2010; Blömers & Letschert, 2011), friendship quality was 

operationalized using contact frequency. 

Referring to the title of the paper, out of sight did not mean out of mind – at least in the short 

term. German emigrants had less contact with their friends in Germany compared to contact 

with their partner, children, or parents, but more contact compared to contact with their siblings, 

grandchildren, grandparents, or other relatives. Different statistically significant associations of 

this contact frequency with socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics were found. 

As family patterns and gender differences are the core of this dissertation, only those aspects 

are outlined here. The findings regarding partnership status and household constellations were 

consistent with the argumentation that family obligations would decrease visits home (L. Ryan 

et al., 2015) and thus also decrease contact frequency. Specifically, emigrants who had a partner 

and those who did not live alone had less contact with their friends in Germany. Regarding 

gender differences, men were found to have less contact with their friends in Germany. This 

patterns corresponded to the finding that female immigrants in Australia did more visits home 
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than their male counterparts and may be explained by traditional gender roles expecting women 

to be the caregivers and to provide emotional support (O’Flaherty et al., 2007). 

The article also revealed first evidence of a link between contact with friends in Germany and 

different measures of subjective well-being. First, more contact corresponded to weaker 

feelings of loneliness and higher general life satisfaction. Thus, the positive impact of 

friendships in general (Amati et al., 2018) appeared to manifest also in light of geographical 

separation. Second, cross-border friendships were associated with the perception that the 

situation with friends and neighbors in the destination country was worse compared to the 

situation prior to migration. This can be interpreted as emigrants trying to compensate for the 

unsatisfying situation regarding friends and neighbors at destination by relying on their friends 

back in Germany. This interpretation appears plausible but yields the question of direction of 

the association between contact frequency and measures of subjective well-being. Even though 

this question could not be answered within this article, the article expands our knowledge on 

cross-border friendships with respect to the extent of such friendships, their determinants, and 

the psychosocial consequences of emigration by assessing the link between these friendships 

and different measures of subjective well-being.  

7 CONCLUSION  

Keeping in mind the summaries of the individual articles in the previous chapter, in this 

concluding chapter, the articles are brought together and discussed in the broader context of 

consequences of migration on the individual and the family-migration nexus. In particular, this 

chapter consists of five subchapters, including discussions of key findings (subchapter 7.1), 

theoretical implications of these findings (subchapter 7.2), major limitations of the articles 

(subchapter 7.3), potential directions for future research (subchapter 7.4), and the societal 

relevance of the findings (subchapter 7.5). 

7.1 Summary and discussion of key findings 

Considering the first major research question posed in this dissertation, articles one and two 

provide important insights into the effect of migration on family patterns, namely partnership 

stability and family formation. In the theoretical chapter of this synopsis (subchapter 3.3.1), two 

opposing hypotheses, namely the disruption and the interrelation hypotheses, were discussed. 

These hypotheses suggested a delay or disruption of family processes (disruption hypothesis), 

or an acceleration of family processes (interrelation hypothesis). The current results revealed 

that – even in the context of privileged migration (see subchapter 2.1) – migration appears to 
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have a disruptive effect, that is, it was found to trigger union dissolution and decrease the 

probability of family formation shortly after migration. Thus, even though lives of less 

advantaged individuals may be more vulnerable to migration (cf. Castro Torres & Gutierrez-

Vazquez, 2022), international migration from and back to a highly industrialized country 

(Germany) appears to involve sufficient stressors to disrupt family patterns. Notably, and in 

line with the theoretical arguments of the disruption hypothesis, assessing family formation also 

provided some evidence that the stressors associated with migration are strongest shortly after 

migration, with some catch-up behaviour being observable already about three years after 

migration. Alongside family relations, it has been argued that migration might disrupt social 

networks outside the family, including friendship networks. Even though the assessment of the 

disruption hypothesis regarding friendship networks would have required a comparison 

between the frequency of contacts prior to and after migration, article four still shows that not 

all contacts to friends back in Germany were disrupted after migration as emigrants were still 

in contact with friends who remained in Germany. Thus, even though migration has been shown 

to be disruptive in the family context, it might not necessarily be disruptive with respect to 

friendships.  

In line with the prior claim that these effects cannot be expected to be the same for all migrants, 

this effect of migration on family patterns was indeed found to depend on migrations’ and 

migrants’ characteristics. Especially relevant in shaping the effects on partnership stability and 

family formation were the direction of migration (emigration vs. remigration), the underlying 

migration motives, gender, and the combination of gender with these two migration 

characteristics. Analyses revealed that emigration and remigration have partly different 

consequences in the family domain: Remigration was more detrimental than emigration to 

partnership stability, but among men only emigration was found to delay family formation. 

Thus, emigration and remigration must be considered separately when assessing the 

consequences of migration, because there may not be a “general” effect of migration. 

Emigration and remigration being (at least partly) different processes further adds to the threat 

of unobserved remigration for the representativity of widely used immigrant samples (see 

subchapter 5.2.1 on problems of existing general data sources): It appears implausible that this 

unobserved process of remigration would not affect the structure of (im)migrants remaining in 

a particular country.  

Along with the migration direction shaping the effect of migration on family formation among 

men, migration motives also play a role. Thus, in shaping family formation, these migration 
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characteristics – and, following the disruption hypothesis, the stress associated with these 

migration characteristics – appear relevant to male migrants. In contrast, among women, 

migration per se appeared disruptive for family formation. This does not necessarily imply that 

among female migrants, the varying migration characteristics (migration direction and motives) 

do not play a role. Rather, it could be argued that migration itself already involves enough 

stressors for it to be disruptive for women. The overall disruptive effect of migration on family 

formation among female migrants might be explained by female migrants’ anticipating changes 

in other life domains that will happen after migration or that would happen if family formation 

were not postponed, which might lead them to adjust family formation plans. One such example 

will be outlined when considering in detail the consequences of the interplay of family and 

migration for the occupational domain (in this subchapter). 

Turning to the second major research question of this dissertation, articles three and four 

advance our understanding of how family patterns and other social relations relate to the 

consequences of emigration in different life domains. In particular, the two articles focused on 

the occupational domain and subjective well-being, and the theory chapter of this synopsis 

(more precisely subchapter 3.3.2) emphasized how these two domains might be affected 

directly by strong ties or indirectly via building new social networks (referring to Granovetter’s, 

(1973, 1983) arguments regarding weak and strong ties). In particular, attention was paid to the 

different channels via which strong ties may represent either a barrier or a bridge to successful 

post-migration outcomes in terms of the occupational domain and subjective well-being. 

Similar to the above gender differences in the effect of migration on family formation, article 

three also revealed gendered consequences of migration. Specifically, women’s economic 

outcomes after emigration were found to depend on family patterns, but men’s less so. Female 

emigrants in certain family constellations or experiencing certain family status changes (living 

with their spouses, having children, and after childbirth) were found to suffer individual-level 

economic losses while partly benefiting at the household-level. At the same time, male 

emigrants’ economic outcomes after migration appeared to be less driven by family 

constellations and changes. Thus, for female emigrants, some family constellations and changes 

appear to be barriers to their own careers, but for male emigrants the same family constellations 

and changes appear to be neither clearly bridge nor barrier. Emphasizing these differences 

between female and male emigrants, the outlined pattern among female emigrants was coined 

“retraditionalization,” implying more traditional work-family arrangements after emigration 

than before. Relating this “retraditionalization” to the findings on the effect of migration on 
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family formation, it could be argued that some women might anticipate these worse individual-

level economic outcomes. This anticipation could provide a rationale for delaying family 

formation (the finding of article two). 

Given its explorative nature, article four does not consider potential gender differences but still 

adds first evidence of ties to friends in Germany enhancing subjective well-being after 

emigration. Thus, referring back to the theoretical arguments of barrier vs. bridge, cross-border 

friendships can be considered a bridge to successful post-migration outcomes. Linking these 

findings to the findings of other articles, these friendship ties were found to depend on both 

family constellations and the occupational domain. Coupled emigrants (compared to singles 

and independent of parenthood) had less contact with friends in Germany, as did emigrants who 

were employed (compared to those who were not active). Alongside the argument that 

obligations negatively relate to visits home (L. Ryan et al., 2015) and thus cross-border contacts, 

it could also be argued that emigrants may maintain these cross-border friendships especially 

in light of the lack of a partner or children. In this sense, the associations between family 

constellations and cross-border friendships plus the fact that cross-border friendships were 

associated positively with certain measures of subjective well-being suggest that even this 

specific type of friendship might fulfil certain emotional needs that are often being satisfied by 

both emotionally and geographically close ties. In terms of subjective well-being, cross-border 

friendships might thus (partially) compensate for the absence of such ties, which – referring 

back to the disruptive effect of migration on family patterns – might be induced by migration.  

In sum, the four articles of this dissertation provide important insights into different aspects of 

the family-migration nexus, focussing on two perspectives: the consequences of migration in 

terms of the family as well as the role of the family in shaping migration’s consequences in 

other life domains. The findings reveal that these patterns are interconnected and emphasize a 

complex and gender-linked interplay of the different life course domains in the context of 

migration – even in the context of migration from and back to a rather egalitarian and highly 

developed welfare state.  

7.2 Theoretical implications 

In light of migration only rarely being conceptualized as a process and considered from a life 

course perspective (but see Erlinghagen, 2021c; Kley, 2011; Tabor & Milfont, 2011), “different 

perspectives on the family-migration-nexus largely remain disconnected” (Erlinghagen & 

Hank, forthcoming-b). This dissertation, and especially this synopsis, primarily aimed at 

connecting two perspectives of this nexus: family patterns being shaped by migration, and 
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family patterns shaping other outcomes in the integration stage. As should have become 

apparent in the theoretical chapter (chapter 3), additional perspectives can be included in these 

considerations. For example, the consequences of migration may be anticipated, influencing 

(and potentially explaining) the preceding migration decision. This dissertation is far from 

laying out a complete picture of the family-migration nexus. Still, it provides empirical findings 

and first theoretical considerations for connections between previously disconnected 

perspectives, and it might be used as a starting point for further theory development. 

Starting from the life course perspective, it was possible to build such connections by 

combining theoretical approaches and considerations. Regarding the effect of migration on 

family patterns (research question one), it appeared straightforward to apply the arguments of 

the disruption and interrelation hypotheses known from the effect of migration on fertility, to 

partnership stability. Similarly, two opposing lines of arguments were developed with respect 

to the role of family patterns in shaping outcomes in the integration stage (research question 

two). The family may be either a barrier or a bridge to successful outcomes after migration. For 

these two lines of arguments, however, a bulk of different strands of theoretical considerations 

had to be combined. This was especially the case for considerations about the role of family 

patterns in shaping the economic consequences of emigration (article three). Here, social capital 

arguments, New Home Economics, gender roles, and bargaining approaches had to be 

combined to be able to explain differences between female and male emigrants, and individual- 

and household-level outcomes.  

Combining these different approaches made it apparent that we still lack nuanced theoretical 

considerations of migrations’ and migrants’ characteristics in shaping the effects of migration 

on different outcomes. This became clear as some empirical findings were not completely in 

line with theoretical considerations, or such considerations were simply lacking. Findings about 

differences by migration direction provide an example of new empirical findings that are not 

completely consistent with theory: Assessing family formation among women, disruption was 

found for both emigration and remigration, even though for remigration an interrelation of 

patterns was expected (cf. Kreyenfeld & Vatterrott, 2018’s “salmon hypothesis”). Among men, 

emigration but not remigration was found to delay family formation. These findings emphasize 

the need for disruption and interrelation arguments to be expanded to gender inequalities, 

including considerations of how disruption and interrelation depend on migration 

characteristics. Theoretical considerations were lacking with respect to the role of migration 

and migrant characteristics in shaping associations between cross-border friendships and 
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subjective well-being. For example, while it has been established that female and male 

friendship patterns differ (Altmann, 2020), it appears unclear – from a theoretical point of view 

– how certain friendships relate to female vs. male migrants’ subjective well-being. Thus, 

additional theory building and expansions of existing considerations appear necessary.  

7.3 Limitations 

As should have become apparent in the previous two subchapters of this conclusion, this 

dissertation enhances our knowledge of the family-migration nexus in various ways. Still, some 

limitations need to be mentioned. This subchapter focuses on three such limitations. Additional 

(minor) limitations, which are specific to the individual articles and not deemed of major 

importance for this synopsis, are outlined in more detail in the respective articles. 

Acknowledging that migration might be selective with respect to characteristics that shape 

family patterns (see e.g., Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Lindstrom et al., 2021), Entropy 

Balancing (Hainmueller, 2012) was applied when assessing the effect of migration on family 

patterns (articles one and two). This, however, only allowed control for selectivity of observable 

characteristics. Unobserved characteristics, such as partnership quality before the observation 

period, partnership duration, or fertility intentions could not be accounted for. In the individual 

articles, the extent to which each of these characteristics might be critical for the estimated 

effects is argued in detail.  

Article three, assessing the role of family patterns in shaping the economic consequences of 

emigration, aimed at comparing individual- with household-level economic outcomes. 

Household-level income data, however, were not provided within GERPS. Therefore, the 

article makes use of subjective outcome measures, asking respondents to compare their current 

situation to their situation prior to migration (considering individual income, household income, 

and living standard). Objective and subjective measures highly correlate (V. F. Williams et al., 

2017), and relying on subjective measures has the advantage of lower inaccuracy caused by 

destination country differences. Still, the paper also argues that – due to differences in 

individual economic outcomes – men and women might rely to different extents on household 

income, and thus might potentially perceive changes differently. To test this argument, data 

about both objective and subjective income (changes) would be required.   

Article four, assessing associations between emigrants’ contact with friends who stayed in the 

origin country and subjective well-being is only of explorative nature. It requires further 

theoretical considerations (that have been partially provided within the theory chapter of this 
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synopsis, see chapter 3) as well as a more elaborated modelling. Directions for future research, 

taking this article as a starting point, are included in the following subchapter. 

7.4 Directions for future research  

Even though our knowledge of the family-migration nexus has been expanded by this 

dissertation, six directions of future research that may further increase our understanding are 

presented in the current subchapter. The majority of these directions can be deduced from the 

new insights that have been gained in this dissertation: New knowledge implies new questions. 

Additionally, directions for research that were not at the focus of this dissertation but could 

expand the view on the family-migration nexus are outlined. 

Articles one through three revealed highly gendered patterns in the effect of migration on family 

patterns and the relation of family patterns and economic consequences of migration. Referring 

to the effect of migration on family patterns, gender differences might be explained by non-

synchronized migrations, other aspects of tied migration, and within-couple processes. 

Although there is some evidence regarding the role of tied migration for partnership stability 

(Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021, lacking, however, a comparison to non-migrants at origin), such 

analyses appear to be also a promising avenue for enhancing our understanding of post-

migration family formation.  

Referring to the gender-linked role of family patterns in shaping the economic consequences of 

migration, it might be the case that individual economic losses are not only compensated by 

household level economic gains, but also by individual-level gains in other life domains, for 

example, in terms of subjective well-being. Thus, it may be informative to expand on the 

findings from article four investigating post-migration subjective well-being, in particular 

considering gender, family patterns, and migration characteristics while making use of the panel 

character of GERPS and applying appropriate methods to make causal interference.  

Furthermore, the potential “retraditionalization” in the course of emigration might motivate 

investigating the role of family patterns in shaping the economic outcomes of remigration (see 

subchapter 7.5 on the societal relevance of this topic). Whether similar, more, or less 

pronounced patterns can be expected appears unclear so far. Applying bargaining arguments 

(cf. Abraham et al., 2010; Ott, 1992), changes in bargaining power associated with emigration 

might imply even more traditional patterns after remigration. In contrast with this argument, 

remigration has been shown to be more female-led (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015; Erlinghagen, 

2021b), suggesting that economic outcomes might also be more egalitarian after remigration.  
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Another potentially informative avenue for future research would be the investigation of family 

patterns prior to migration, which might represent anticipatory consequences of migration (e.g., 

Lübke, 2015 regarding family formation), or be assessed in their role of influencing migration 

decisions. In this manner, the focus of analysis would be shifted from the integration stage to 

the considering or planning stage of the adjusted four-stages model of voluntary migration (see 

subchapter 3.2.1). Making use of migration intentions and planned length of stay as well as 

observed subsequent migrations within GERPS, the data for such analyses does already exist. 

Referring back to the introduction, important differences between internal and international 

migration were outlined, and this thesis focussed on international migration. Still, in a life 

course perspective, international migration is often followed or preceded by internal moves 

(Bernard & Vidal, 2023). King and Skeldon (2010, p. 1619) set out to build a “‘grand theory’ 

of migration which incorporates all types of migration, in all places and at all times.” Building 

on this, a more complete picture would include assessment of the family-migration nexus 

considering international, internal, and no migration jointly.   

Lastly, looking at social relationships outside of the family, article four provided first evidence 

of a relation between friends and subjective well-being. The findings in this article might not 

only provide a starting point for investigations of the relation of family patterns and subjective 

well-being (as outlined above), but also analysing friendships in the context of migration in 

more detail. Several research questions appear potentially enlightening in this sense: To what 

extent do migrants differ from non-migrants in their friendships? How do friendships change 

over the course of migration? And how and with whom are new friendships build over the 

course of migration?  

7.5 Societal relevance 

Having outlined these directions for future research, it becomes apparent that many questions 

regarding the family-migration nexus remain unanswered. Nonetheless, this dissertation 

provides important and new insights into (a) the effect of migration on family patterns, and (b) 

the role of family patterns (and friendships) in shaping migration outcomes, specifically in the 

context of emigration from and remigration to a highly developed welfare state. With these new 

insights taken into account, the current (and last) subchapter outlines the societal relevance of 

these findings. First, the implications of the current findings for the individuals’ lives and social 

inequalities are elaborated. In a second step, societal relevance in terms of both origin and 

destination societies are discussed. 
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7.5.1 Relevance of findings for migrants 

Referring back to the introduction of this synopsis, it was posed that studying the consequences 

of migration and focussing on the family-migration nexus would allow us to learn about the 

interdependencies of different life domains, and how migration influences the opportunities in 

life of certain groups. Studying the consequences from a life course or migration perspective 

(cf. Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021) provides an understanding of migrants’ successes in 

different life domains as compared to the situation prior to migration or had migration not taken 

place. In fact, the four articles showed that migration, family patterns, and outcomes in other 

life domains appear to be highly interconnected, with the benefits of migration not being equally 

distributed. This interrelatedness appears crucial when considering the societal relevance of 

these findings, as will become apparent below. 

Considering the consequences of migration for the family domain (research question one), the 

first relevant finding was that partnership stability decreased with migration (article one), 

implying that migrants were more likely than non-migrants to suffer union dissolution. Union 

dissolution generally relates negatively to subjective well-being (Johnson, Neyer, & Finn, 2021; 

Soons et al., 2009; Switek & Easterlin, 2018). Acknowledging that migration already entails 

losing social networks by leaving them behind (cf. Guveli et al., 2016), union dissolution might 

be especially harmful for migrants. Migrants experiencing union dissolution might thus more 

heavily rely on other social ties. Notably, significant social relations were maintained across 

borders – especially among emigrants without a partner – and cross-border friendships were 

positively associated with subjective well-being (article four). This association of cross-border 

friendships and subjective well-being might counteract the negative impact that migration has 

via its effect on partnership stability.  

Turning to the effect of migration on family formation patterns, the major finding was fertility 

disruption (article two). On the one hand, postponing family formation plans may also imply a 

postponement of other life plans such as moving into a bigger apartment or a house. On the 

other hand, postponing family formation might imply that other life course events take place 

earlier, as they might be prioritized as steps to complete sooner. For example, migrants might 

want to establish security in the occupational domain before family formation. Thus, postponing 

family formation can be assumed to also imply changes in the timing of other life course 

domains. An additional aspect emphasizing the relevance of this finding refers to age at family 

formation. In light of already relatively high maternal average ages at first birth in many highly 

industrialized countries (including Germany, Eurostat, 2022), an additional family formation 
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postponement might lead to problems in fulfilling fertility intentions (cf. Casterline & Han, 

2017; Morgan & Rackin, 2010). In sum, the finding of family formation postponement appears 

relevant in terms of adjusting (and potentially not fulfilling) life plans, including not only the 

family sphere but also other life domains such as the occupational domain. 

Considering the consequences of the interplay of migration and the family in terms of the 

occupational domain and subjective well-being (research question two) further allows for 

exploration of how migrants’ lives are structured and where social inequalities emerge. The 

already outlined “retraditionalization” implies that female emigrants in certain family 

constellations or experiencing certain family changes suffer worse individual-level economic 

outcomes compared to their situation before migration. Thus, the gains from migration are not 

distributed equally and social inequalities emerge within the group of female emigrants 

(depending on their family patterns) as well as between female and male emigrants. Alongside 

the direct relevance of worse individual-level economic outcomes for female emigrants living 

in these particular family patterns, increased reliance on the partner may appear especially 

problematic in light of higher union dissolution rates after migration (the finding of article one). 

Considering subjective well-being after migration offers an additional dimension to assess gains 

and thus social inequalities after migration. Those migrants who do not gain economically 

might be compensated in terms of subjective well-being, which might be a promising avenue 

of future research as outlined in the previous subchapter. In this thesis, however, subjective 

well-being was assessed in its relation to cross-border friendships. The finding that cross-border 

friendship ties are positively associated with subjective well-being implies that – even in light 

of the majority of social networks being lost in the course of migration (cf. Guveli et al., 2016) 

and potential isolation in the destination country (isolation hypothesis, see Shapira et al., 2019) 

– significant ties are maintained and are beneficial for migrants. At least shortly after migration, 

these cross-border ties might compensate for a lack of geographically close, strong ties.   

7.5.2 Relevance of findings for origin and destination societies 

Having elaborated on the relevance of the present findings for the individuals’ life courses and 

the emergence of social inequalities, the current subchapter focuses on the relevance of these 

findings in the respective societies. In the context of international migration, this relevance can 

refer to two sets of societies (generally assessed referring to nation states): the societies from 

which migrants leave (origin societies) and the societies to which migrants move (destination 

societies). Most of the time, the latter perspective – that is, the perspective of destination 

societies – is focused on, with a bulk of research (as well as public debate) on immigrants’ 
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integration emphasizing a dominant concern about how immigrants fare compared to non-

migrants or other immigrants at destination.  

Origin countries can be considered destination countries if emigrants decide to return, that is if 

remigration takes place. In fact, this return appears quite prevalent in the German context (Ette, 

Sauer, & Fauser, 2021; Ette & Witte, 2021). With return being likely, the consequences of 

emigration might also become relevant for the origin society. One example would be labour 

shortages, which is a problem in many highly developed welfare states, including Germany (cf. 

Erlinghagen, Ette, et al., 2021). Starting from the notion that most emigrants will return, at first 

glance, emigration does not appear relevant to labour shortages: If those people return who left, 

these movements can be assumed to not have relevant effects on the labour market. However, 

considering article three’s findings, emigration might indeed become relevant. Specifically, the 

potentially evolving more traditional work-family arrangements in the course of emigration 

(i.e., women dropping out of the labour market) might imply an aggravation of labour shortages 

if no counteracting patterns unfold in the course of remigration.  

Furthermore, even without remigration, the present findings are relevant to the origin societies. 

As emphasized by transnational approaches, migrants’ integration takes place not only in the 

destination society, but also with reference to the society of origin (cf. Berry, 2001; 

Erlinghagen, 2021c; FitzGerald, 2012). In this sense, interdependencies between migration and 

other life domains also appear relevant for origin societies. Transnational ties remain (cf. 

Baldassar et al., 2014; Douglass, 2013), including both family and friendship ties that 

potentially relate to the emigrants’ well-being. First evidence of such relations was provided by 

article four, referring to friendships and emigrants’ subjective well-being. Furthermore, and 

emphasizing the concept of “linked lives” (Elder & Johnson, 2003), migration also affects the 

lives of those “staying behind,” or the non-migrant origin society, including their social 

networks, subjective and economic well-being (see e.g., Echegoyén Nava, 2017; Ivlevs et al., 

2019; Marchetti-Mercer, 2012; Mazzucato & Schans, 2011).   

In sum, the current findings appear of societal relevance for the individuals’ opportunities in 

life as well as both origin and destination societies. The findings expand our understanding of 

the complex interdependencies of migration and its consequences in different life domains, 

focussing particularly on the family-migration nexus. This knowledge might prove helpful 

when promoting migration or aiming at mitigating its consequences.   
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INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AND ITS SHORT‐TERM EFFECT ON PARTNERSHIP 

STABILITY 

 

ABSTRACT 

Up to now, we know only a little about the causal effect of international migration on 

partnership stability, with the few existing analyses being restricted to internal migration or 

international migration from less developed countries to the Global North. Using longitudinal 

data on German citizens [the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study plus the German 

Family Panel (pairfam)], this study contributes to existing literature primarily in two ways: first, 

by comparing international migrants to nonmigrants at origin and applying the appropriate 

methods (Entropy Balancing and Discrete Time Proportional Hazards Models), the causal effect 

of international migration was studied. Second, assessing (non-)mobile German citizens allows 

looking at these effects in the context of a highly industrialized welfare state. Additional to the 

general effect of international migration, differences between emigrants and remigrants are 

studied — which has not been done before, except for the Latin American context. To advance 

our understanding of the underlying mechanisms, the role of further migration characteristics 

is investigated. Findings show that international migration increases the risk of union 

dissolution compared to no migration and that the risk of union dissolution is higher for 

remigrants compared to emigrants. The underlying migration reasons play an additional role in 

explaining the risk of union dissolution. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper considers the consequences of migration for families and family life. International 

migration has always been a crucial component of societies throughout the world and moving 

to another country implies far-reaching changes in the social context of migrants and their 

families. These changes could be exciting and rewarding (Ward et al., 2008), but also include 

‘uncertainty, lack of control, and ambiguity’ (Wilkinson & Singh, 2010, p. 169). Consequently, 

even with voluntary migration, unforeseen and negative consequences of migration appear 

plausible. 

Referring to the consequences of migration, literature has emphasized migration as a stressor 

(Brown, 2008; Mak et al., 2021) that might affect partnership stability negatively (Boyle et 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0092
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0093
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0015
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0068
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al., 2008). Using data from German (non-) migrants, this paper assesses the effect of 

international migration from a highly industrialized welfare state on partnership stability for the 

first time. Until now, related research was primarily based on internal migration (Boyle et 

al., 2008; Muszynska & Kulu, 2007; Shapira et al., 2019) or international migration from the 

Global South (Davis & Jennings, 2018; Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Landale & Ogena, 1995). 

These findings, however, may not generalize to the current context. With internal migration, 

the (im)material costs are lower and frequent visits appear more feasible (Krieger, 2020). 

Existing research has already shown that impacts differ between short- and long-distance moves 

(Boyle et al., 2008; Shapira et al., 2019). Thus, international migration (likely a long-distance 

move) might be more harmful to partnership stability than internal migration (likely shorter). 

Similarly, results of international migration from the Global South cannot be assumed to 

generalize to the current context. In particular, international migration from highly 

industrialized welfare states might be less harmful to partnership stability as migration appears 

to affect family trajectories of privileged individuals less than of more disadvantaged 

individuals (Castro Torres & Gutierrez-Vazquez, 2022). In the current study context, 

movements can be considered as voluntary and planned (Kley, 2011). Thus, the reasons 

underlying the migration decisions may differ between migration from the Global South and 

the current context, which in turn affects migration's effect on partnership stability (Shapira et 

al., 2019). 

Partnership stability as an outcome is important to consider, given its relation to other 

demographic processes such as fertility (Lindstrom et al., 2021), as well as its consequences in 

terms of migration (Feijten & van Ham, 2013; Geist & McManus, 2008; Kulu et al., 2021; 

Mikolai & Kulu, 2018). Furthermore, both migration and partnership stability are connected 

not only to the migrants' or couples' well-being (Auditor & Erlinghagen, 2021; Soons et 

al., 2009; Switek & Easterlin, 2018) but also to that of their children (Amato, 2000, 2014; 

Dimitrova et al., 2016). 

This study's empirical objectives are twofold. First, the causal effect of migration on partnership 

stability is investigated, considering potential differences between emigration and remigration. 

Emigration refers to citizens moving from their country of origin to a different country (e.g., 

German citizens leaving Germany), and remigration refers to citizens who previously moved 

away from their country of origin and then return (e.g., German citizens returning to Germany 

from having lived in a different country, also often referred to as return migration, e.g., 

Constant, 2021; Lindstrom et al., 2021). From a theoretical point of view, the stress related to 

migration can be assumed to correlate with the direction of migration (emigration vs. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0014
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0014
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0076
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0082
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0027
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0041
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0061
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0059
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0014
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0082
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0019
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0058
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0082
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0063
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0039
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0043
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0060
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0072
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0007
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0083
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0087
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0001
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0003
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0030
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0022
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0063
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remigration) due to differences regarding both migration patterns and situations after migration. 

Regarding migration patterns, differences with respect to how migration decisions are made, 

actual trajectories, and underlying gender patterns should be taken into consideration 

(Erlinghagen, 2021a, 2021b). Differences regarding the situation after migration include, for 

example, psychological burdens and employment (Erlinghagen, 2021b). So far, however, 

emigrants' and remigrants' union dissolution risks have not been separately compared to 

nonmigrants' risks except in the Latin American context (see Landale & Ogena, 1995; 

Lindstrom et al., 2021). Second, after assessing the effect of migration (and the different 

migration directions) on partnership stability, I take a closer look at migration characteristics 

that might mediate the effect of migration. 

In the next section of this paper, as a starting point for this research, theoretical arguments are 

outlined. Second, previous empirical research is summarized. Third, I give an overview on the 

data and variables used and outline the methods applied in the present study. Next, estimation 

results are presented. Finally, the paper ends with a discussion of these findings and some 

concluding remarks. 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Migration might affect partnership stability via different mechanisms. Please note that some 

mechanisms might not be exclusive to international migration but would also apply to (long-

distance) internal migration (cf. R. King & Skeldon, 2010). To start with, migration might 

decrease partnership stability via stress. It has been claimed that migration comes along with 

‘uncertainty, lack of control, and ambiguity’ requiring changes in different areas of life 

(Wilkinson & Singh, 2010, p. 169). Such feelings of uncertainty caused by migration often 

result in stress (Brown, 2008; Mak et al., 2021). And since stress has been argued to increase 

the risk of union dissolution (Boyle et al., 2008), it can be suggested that international migration 

should increase the risk of partnership dissolution. Assuming that adjustments to new living 

conditions are primarily required shortly after migration, it appears plausible that the negative 

effect on partnership stability is strongest directly after migration. Besides that, stressors can be 

additive (e.g., Wolfinger, 2000 on parental separation) and thus migration might be especially 

harmful for people migrating multiple times. Remigration (in the current context: Germans 

returning to Germany) is the at least second migration of a person, given that previous 

emigration must have taken place. Therefore, lower partnership stability of remigrants 

compared to emigrants can be expected. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0033
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0034
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0034
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0061
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0063
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0057
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0093
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0015
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0068
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0014
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0095
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The stress associated with migration may increase if migration leads to or enhances differences 

between the two partners. One such difference is enthusiasm about the situation after migration, 

which may be particularly important in cases of tied migration (Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). 

For example, partners may have disagreed or not shared a strong desire to migrate before the 

move (Coulter et al., 2012), or one partner might miss the previous home or be unhappy in the 

couple's new situation (Flowerdew & Al-Hamad, 2004). This, in turn, could lead to remigration 

desires or more home visits (potentially by one partner only, implying temporary geographical 

separation), increasing stress and thus putting strain on the partnership. Additionally, the 

household's economic situation may change with migration. Not only might migration worsen 

the household's economic situation (Pailhé & Solaz, 2008) but potential gains from migration 

might not be shared equally between both partners: migration usually benefits the men's careers 

(Cooke, 2003) while women's careers tend to suffer (Boyle et al., 2009). Assessing tied 

migration, it was found that employment prospects differed between lead and tied migrants 

(Krieger, 2020), with women traditionally being the tied migrants (Cooke, 2008). The resulting 

pressures may imply higher conflict potential (Conger et al., 1999), increasing the stress 

associated with migration. In the current context, however, the last mechanism appears not so 

crucial: for German emigrants a wage increase was found independent of gender (Witte & 

Guedes Auditor, 2021), implying that differences between the two partners may be less likely 

in this respect. Patterns among remigrants might be different, however, among remigrants it is 

more often women who are the leading spouses (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015). This pattern may 

counteract the general finding that migration primarily benefits the male partner's career and 

thus decrease potential differences in the gains from migration. 

Partnership stability might also be affected by changes in other life areas that happened due to 

or with migration. These changes include parental status, social networks and partner markets. 

Most recent studies have found evidence of increased fertility after migration (Lübke, 2015; 

Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021). At the same time, several studies found evidence of 

higher partnership stability for couples with children (Coppola & Di Cesare, 2008; Waite & 

Lillard, 1991; Wu, 1995). However, accounting for selection effects, evidence of a destabilizing 

effect of fertility has also been found (Svarer & Verner, 2008). Thus, keeping in mind that 

parental status changes may challenge partnerships (cf. Twenge et al., 2003), migration may 

either stabilize or destabilize partnerships via its effect on fertility. Turning to the next aspect, 

social networks are positively related to mental health (Eibich & Liu, 2021), and mental health 

problems have been found to interact negatively with partnership stability (McNulty, 2015; 

Percheski & Meyer, 2018). Thereby, having strong and supportive social networks is 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0008
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0026
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0040
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0077
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0023
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0024
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0021
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0094
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0004
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0065
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0073
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0025
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0091
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0096
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0086
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0089
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0031
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0071
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/psp.2638#psp2638-bib-0078


Article one 

5 
 

potentially beneficial to partnership stability. Migration, however, increases the distance 

between social network members, which may decrease both contact (Bordone, 2009; 

Hank, 2007; Mansfeld, 2021) and support (McNulty, 2015; Mulder & van der Meer, 2009). 

This distance from social networks may increase marital stress (McNulty, 2012) and, 

consequently, decrease partnership stability (Muszynska & Kulu, 2007). Furthermore, if there 

were social networks at the place of origin that hindered separation (e.g., common friends), 

migration may ease separation (Boyle et al., 2008). At the same time, however, if there were 

social networks that put pressure on partners to terminate a relationship, migration implies a 

freeing from that pressure and thus increases partnership stability. Considering the direction of 

migration, differences in the effect of social networks appear plausible given that remigrants 

are more likely to access previously existing social networks again. Thinking of, for example, 

a couple moving to one partner's previous place of residence, however, these social networks 

are not necessarily helpful to both partners to the same extent (see e.g., discussion in Eibich & 

Liu, 2021 on how to conceptualize family networks). Having one partner with a strong 

supportive social network while the other does not have such a network might also put a strain 

on partnerships. Additionally, migrants gain access to new partner markets (Boyle et al., 2008). 

These new partner markets — per se and depending on the number of potential partners — 

could decrease partnership stability. 

In contrast to the channels mentioned thus far, which primarily posed negative effects of 

migration on partnership stability, channels suggesting a positive effect exist as well. Following 

the so-called ‘isolation hypothesis’ (Shapira et al., 2019), migration leaves couples in a 

potentially hostile environment with fewer people to rely on. In such a stressful situation of 

social isolation, family bonds and particularly partnerships become more important (Shapira et 

al., 2019) and thus separations appear less likely. This mechanism may be more crucial to 

emigrants compared to remigrants, given the argument on pre-existing social networks above 

plus the fact that barriers to access new social networks (e.g., due to a lack of language skills) 

can be assumed to be lower. Another mechanism would be the fact that migration might forge 

a bond between the two partners: given that migrant couples ‘went through’ something together 

and handled different types of difficulties, positive long-term consequences regarding 

partnership stability appear plausible. Furthermore, migration could lead to a reunification of 

partners who did not live in the same country before. This reunification process, however, is 

not synchronous: although it may compensate for the loneliness of the leading spouse (Della 

Puppa, 2018), it includes the stress involved with international migration for the following 

spouse. 
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In summary, from a theoretical point of view most mechanisms hint at migration destabilizing 

partnerships, even though mechanisms supporting an opposite effect exist and might even 

outweigh the mechanisms indicating destabilization. Considering the distinction of emigration 

and remigration, the direction of the effects appears even less clear. On the one hand, it was 

argued that remigrants would have a higher probability of reaccessing previous social networks, 

implying a stronger destabilizing effect of emigration. On the other hand, remigration is the at 

least second migration of a person (with stressors potentially being additive) and access to (or 

the utility of) remigrants' previous social networks may be unequal between the two partners, 

implying a stronger destabilizing effect of remigration. 

STATE OF RESEARCH 

Regarding the role of migration on union dissolution, several studies have compared dissolution 

rates between migrants and natives (at the destination) (e.g., Andersson et al., 2015; Gonzalez-

Ferrer et al., 2016; Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Hannemann et al., 2020). This approach, 

however, does not allow for assessment of the effect of migration itself on union dissolution 

(cf. Lübke, 2015). To evaluate this effect, comparisons to nonmigrants at the origin (stayers) 

are required. The following literature review is limited to such studies, which are sparse and 

show mixed results. International migration of men from different Latin American countries 

increased the risk of union dissolution (Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Lindstrom et al., 2021), but 

a study on Nicaraguan men found elevated dissolution risks only for internal migrants or a 

longer migration duration (independent of the destination) (Davis & Jennings, 2018). Studies 

focussing on internal migration only found enhanced (Shapira et al., 2019) or similar 

dissolution risks (Boyle et al., 2008) among long-distance movers, but dissolution risks among 

short-distance movers were decreased (Boyle et al., 2008; Shapira et al., 2019). 

Differences by migration direction were also found. The risk of first divorce was higher for 

emigrants compared to remigrants in the Latin American migration context (Lindstrom et 

al., 2021). Similarly, an earlier study found elevated risks of union dissolution for female Puerto 

Rican emigrants compared to nonmigrants but not for remigrants (Landale & Ogena, 1995). In 

contrast, recently, higher risk of union dissolution was found for German remigrants compared 

to emigrants, but no comparison to German nonmigrants was conducted (Baykara-Krumme et 

al., 2021). 

Besides the general effect, several migration characteristics have been found to affect the risk 

of union dissolution. These include the length of geographic separation when assessing 

individual's migration (Davis & Jennings, 2018; Frank & Wildsmith, 2005), its direction (rural–
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urban or different destinations) (Boyle et al., 2008; Davis & Jennings, 2018), the prevalence of 

migration at the community level (Frank & Wildsmith, 2005), as well as the migration decision 

and whether both partners moved at the same time or not (Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). 

Referring to the migration characteristics of analysis in this study, multiple (internal) migrations 

were found to increase the risk of union dissolution (Boyle et al., 2008; Muszynska & 

Kulu, 2007; Shapira et al., 2019). Migration reasons differ between individuals (Thomas, 2019) 

and moving for reasons neither career- nor accommodation-related decreased the risk of union 

dissolution, but accommodation and career-related migrations had no significant effect (Shapira 

et al., 2019). A worsening of the economic situation of the couple (Boheim & Ermisch, 2001) 

or the individuals (Shapira et al., 2019) was found to increase the risk of union dissolution. 

Overall, although general determinants of partnership stability have been researched quite 

intensively, empirical studies of the effect of migration are sparse and existing literature tends 

to assess either internal migration or international migration in the Latin American–US context. 

With the exception of Baykara-Krumme et al. (2021), no studies on partnership stability of 

international migrants from highly industrialized welfare states could be found. Such literature, 

however, is required, given that about one-fourth of global movement is due to migrants from 

the Global North (Pison, 2019) and existing findings from other contexts cannot, for several 

reasons, be assumed to generalize (see argumentation in the introductory chapter). 

DATA AND METHODS 

Data 

Analyses are based primarily on the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study 

(GERPS), which provides information on internationally mobile Germans (Erlinghagen et 

al., 2021). GERPS assembles longitudinal data on both German emigrants and remigrants to 

assess the consequences of migration in the life course. For the first wave, migrants were 

sampled based on population registers using two-stage sampling. Only German nationals aged 

20–70 years, who either emigrated from or remigrated to Germany between July 2017 and June 

2018, were included. Sampled individuals were contacted by postal mail and asked to complete 

an online survey (push-to-web design), resulting in a response rate of 33% for wave 1 (Ette et 

al., 2020). Subsequent waves were carried out online. 

Additionally, to assess the effect of migration, data on the nonmobile German population is 

required. Unfortunately, there is no single data source covering data on mobile and nonmobile 

Germans. Thus, to assess the nonmobile German population, I use the German Family Panel 

(pairfam) (Brüderl, Drobnič, et al., 2021). Pairfam assesses people living in Germany, focusing 
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on family-related topics such as partnerships and fertility (Huinink et al., 2011). In the first 

interview wave, a cohort-sequence design covering three birth cohorts, 1971–1973, 1981–1983 

and 1991–1993, was used. In general, interviews are conducted face-to-face (CAPI), with the 

exception of computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) between 24 April 2020 and July 

2020 (due to social distancing requirements of the COVID-19 pandemic) (Brüderl, 

Schmiedeberg, et al., 2021). A detailed description of the study can be found in Huinink et al. 

(2011). 

Although GERPS and pairfam differ in some respects (e.g., age restrictions and survey mode), 

they have important similarities (sampling schemes, questionnaire design) that allow the 

combination of the two data sources. For both datasets, sampling for the first wave was 

conducted using a two-step procedure, sampling municipalities first and then people within 

municipalities. Questionnaires are created in a way that allows for the construction of the 

required variables for both the mobile and nonmobile German population. Thus, using the 

appropriate methods, the two datasets can be claimed sufficiently comparable. 

The first four existing waves from GERPS and waves 10 to 12 from pairfam are used, such that 

data covers the years 2017–2020. Both datasets cover an observation period of 3 years. The 

subsample of internationally mobile respondents includes those who were in a heterosexual 

cohabiting relationship before migration and whose relationships were still intact in wave 1 

shortly after migration (plus noncohabiting migrants who followed their migrant partners). 

Similarly, the sample of internationally nonmobile Germans was limited to respondents from 

pairfam who were in a heterosexual cohabiting relationship 15 months before the first interview 

of consideration. This condition stems from the fact that the average duration between migration 

and first GERPS interview in the sample was 12 months and respondents were asked about their 

situation 3 months before migration. Furthermore, age restrictions were applied to GERPS data 

to account for pairfam's cohort design. 

Methods 

Considering the posed research question, this study was designed to gain information about the 

causal effect of migration on partnership stability. However, international migrants differ 

systematically from nonmigrants in certain aspects, for example, education and employment 

(Borjas et al., 2018; Eliasson et al., 2014), risk willingness (Lübke et al., 2021) and foreign 

roots (Ette & Erlinghagen, 2021). These differences can also be observed in the current data 

(Table 1). To account for these differences, a two-step procedure is implemented:  
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics displaying the mean / proportion (N = 12,025).  

  Non-mobile Emigrant Remigrants 

Part A: General characteristics    
Separation during 3 years .023 .029 .033 

Age group (at start of observation)    
    19 - 28 years .121 .193 .125 

    29 - 38 years .392 .590 .533 

    39 - 48 years .487 .217 .341 

Female .573 .511 .490 

Foreign roots (vs. no) .118 .214 .266 

Tertiary education (vs. less) .401 .870 .827 

Employment status    
    Not employed .071 .103 .111 

    Unemployed .017 .021 .029 

    (Self)employed .867 .767 .774 

    Other .045 .106 .083 

Risk aversion    
    Rather unwilling to assume risks .428 .256 .238 

    Indifferent .266 .137 .120 

    Rather willing to assume risks .301 .603 .638 

Family status    
    Living-apart-together (LAT) .007 .122 .073 

    LT, not married, no children .140 .251 .178 

    LT, married, no children .101 .229 .191 

    LT, not married, children .116 .043 .061 

    LT, married, children .633 .323 .459 

Number of previous partnerships 1.516 2.195 2.297 

Previously married (vs. no) .079 .020 .029 

Parental separation (vs. no) .210 .151 .136 

Time    
    After 1 year .369 .450 .464 

    After 2 years .335 .335 .332 

    After 3 years .297 .215 .205 

Part B: Migration characteristics    
Multiple migrations  .029 .012 

Migration reasons    
    Job-related: female partner  3.282 3.263 

    Job-related: male partner  4.645 4.049 

    Other partnership-related  2.526 2.145 

    Family-related  2.478 3.887 

    Financial  2.807 2.501 

    Education-related  1.859 1.935 

    Lifestyle-related  3.622 2.690 
    Dissatisfaction with Germany (emigrants)    
    / migration country (remigrants)  2.311 2.485 

Economic change    
    Better after migration  .616 .383 

    About the same  .182 .224 

    Worse after migration   .202 .393 

Friends at the destination  .571 .937 
Note: Missing categories/variables included but not displayed.  
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in step one, weights are calculated to account for these differences. In step two, regressions of 

the effect of migration on union dissolution are estimated using the weights obtained in step 

one. 

There are different methods to account for differences between treatment and control group 

(step 1). In contrast to propensity score matching, described as the most common approach (G. 

King & Nielsen, 2019), Entropy Balancing and the Stata package ebalance (Hainmueller & Xu, 

2013) allow for assessment of inequalities in the covariate distributions between control and 

treatment groups directly: researchers can specify balance conditions based on known sample 

moments (Hainmueller, 2012). By balancing covariate distributions, researchers can reduce 

model dependency (e.g., Ho et al., 2007), which in turn decreases inefficiency and bias of the 

estimators (G. King & Nielsen, 2019). Treatment corresponds to the main explanatory variables 

comparing migrants and nonmigrants and results in three different sets of balance weights being 

calculated. 

Given the time structure of the data set, Discrete Time Proportional Hazards Models (Jenkins, 

1995) are estimated (step 2). Complementary log-log regressions are run, using the treatment 

variable and time-controls as explanatory variables and including the weights obtained from 

Entropy Balancing. This affords the opportunity to assess the causal effect of migration 

compared to no migration, and three types of models, based on varying samples, are estimated. 

They compare all migrants to nonmigrants (full sample), emigrants to nonmigrants, or 

remigrants to nonmigrants. Subsequently, the determinants of migrants' partnership stability are 

investigated in more detail to find out about potential mediators. Assessing migrants only (Table 

4), no Entropy Balancing is required. Thus, complementary log-log regressions are run using 

the same variables previously used for Entropy Balancing plus migration characteristics as 

covariates. 

Variables 

The dependent and main explanatory variables 

Separation is a dummy variable coded as ‘1’ if a separation took place between the current and 

the following interview and ‘0’ otherwise. Similarly, the main explanatory variables are dummy 

variables, indicating whether migration took place (‘1’) or not (‘0’). Given varying samples are 

being used, the main explanatory variables differ between the models and also indicate the 

direction of migration (emigration, remigration). 
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Covariates 

General determinants of partnership stability include age at union formation (Liefbroer & 

Dourleijn, 2006), education (de Graaf & Kalmijn, 2006; Lyngstad, 2004), employment 

(Anderson et al., 2021; Poortman & Kalmijn, 2002; Poortman, 2005a, 2005b), foreign roots 

(Gonzalez-Ferrer et al., 2016) and risk-taking behaviour (Lowenstein, 2005) at the individual 

level. At the partnership level, current family arrangements (cohabitation and marital status, 

Amato, 2010; Liefbroer & Dourleijn, 2006; and children, Svarer & Verner, 2008), as well as 

previous partnership experiences, including the number of previous unions (Beaujouan, 2016; 

Svarer & Verner, 2008), previous marriages (de Graaf & Kalmijn, 2006; Milewski & Kulu, 

2014; South, 2001) and parental separation (Diekmann & Schmidheiny, 2013; Liefbroer & 

Dourleijn, 2006), were found to affect union stability. At the same time, these aspects are 

associated with differences between migrants and nonmigrants (see Tables 5–10 in the 

Appendix). 

Given that covariate balancing should be applied to those variables simultaneously linked to 

treatment and outcome (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008), covariates examined in the present study 

include both individual and partnership characteristics (plus time controls). Age group is a 

categorical variable, indicating whether at the start of observations, the respondent was 19–28, 

29–38, or 39–48 years old. Dummy variables are included to assess whether the respondent is 

female, has ‘foreign roots’ when living in Germany, and has tertiary education (vs. lower 

education). Employment is included as a categorical variable, indicating whether the respondent 

is not employed, unemployed, (self)employed, or other (e.g., students). ‘Not employed’ versus 

‘unemployed’ are differentiated by (short-term) labour market orientation, with people who are 

‘not employed’ being out of the labour force (e.g., on parental leave, homemakers) and not 

currently attempting to return to work, and people who are ‘unemployed’ actively seeking work. 

Risk tolerance indicates whether a respondent is rather willing to take risks, indifferent towards 

taking risks, or rather unwilling to take risks. To control for the type of the current relationship 

and housing situation, a categorical variable combines information on the marital status 

(married vs. not married), the living situation [living together vs. living-apart-together (LAT)], 

and whether there are children in the household (children vs. no children). This results in five 

categories, with one category being composed of all LAT respondents (irrespective of marital 

status and parenthood) due to the low number of observations within this group. Additionally, 

information on the respondents' previous partnerships is included using the number of previous 

unions as well as a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent has been married 
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previously. Furthermore, to capture potential transmission processes, a dummy variable 

indicating whether the respondent's parents were separated is included. 

Two different sets of these covariates were used. First, following balancing literature (cf. 

Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008; Hainmueller, 2012), only static covariates and covariates 

measured before the treatment (i.e., the migration event) were included. In the following 

sections, this approach is referred to as being based on ‘technical premigration covariates’. 

Second, the education, employment and family status variables were considered as time-

varying. Conceptualizing migration as a process that does not start and end with the time of the 

actual border crossing (Erlinghagen, 2021c), I consider that certain status changes may have 

their origins before migration even though the actual change is being measured afterwards. 

Although the data allow us to confirm that partnerships survived the actual border crossing, the 

same does not hold for other variables, for example, employment changes. Thus, education, 

employment and family status were included as time-varying variables, measured also shortly 

after migration. In the following sections, this approach is referred to as being based on 

‘migration-accompanying covariates’.1 

When assessing migrants only, migration-related characteristics were added. First, a dummy 

variable indicating whether the respondent migrated again in the particular observation period 

was included. Second, respondents were asked to indicate on a seven-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (not important at all) to 6 (very important) how important the following reasons were 

for the migration decision: own-career related reasons, career of the partner, other partnership-

related reasons, family-related reasons, financial reasons, education-related reasons, lifestyle-

related reasons and dissatisfaction with the migration country. The first two mentioned reasons 

were recoded to indicate whether the answer refers to the male partner's or the female partner's 

career. Third, respondents were asked to indicate how their household's economic situation 

changed with migration. The resulting variable indicates whether it got better, remained the 

same, or got worse. Fourth, a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent already had 

friends in the destination country was included. This may represent social networks at the 

destination and be relevant to the isolation argument made in the section entitled Theoretical 

                                                 
1 Covariate distributions before and after weighting can be found in the Supporting Information Appendix (Tables 
5–7 for ‘technical premigration covariates’ and Tables 8–10 for ‘migration-accompanying covariates’). In general, 
high weights should be adjusted if they account for more than 4%–6% of the sample (cf. Huber et al., 2010). 
Although this is not the case in the current data, weight trimming at the 99th percentile has been applied as a 
robustness check (see summary statistics of weights in Tables 11 and 12 and estimation results in Tables 13 and 
14 in the Supporting Information Appendix with the latter showing that results are indeed robust). 
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considerations. Differences in these migration characteristics as well as the general covariates 

by migrant status are displayed in Table 1. 

ESTIMATION RESULTS 

Table 2 displays estimation results of the effect of migration on union dissolution using 

‘technical premigration covariates’. As described in Section 5, all estimations assessing the 

effect of migration use Entropy Balancing weights to control for sample selection bias. Not 

distinguishing the direction of migration Model (1) assesses the general effect of migration. The 

coefficient of the migration variable is positive and statistically significant; thus migration 

(compared to no migration) increases the risk of union dissolution. The following models 

similarly assess the effect of migration by comparing migrants to nonmigrants, however, 

separately for emigrants and remigrants. The coefficient for emigration, while positive, is not 

statistically significant (Model 2). In contrast, the coefficient for remigration is statistically 

significant, implying that remigration (compared to no migration) increases the risk of union 

dissolution. 

Table 2: Complementary log-log regression on union dissolution. 

  (1) (2) (3) 

Sample 
Migrants (all) vs. 

non-migrants 
Emigrants vs. non-

migrants 
Remigrants vs. non-

migrants 
        
Migration (vs. no) 0.47**   

 (0.236)   
Emigration (vs. no)  0.44  

  (0.309)  
Remigration (vs. no)   0.47** 

   (0.221) 
Time = 1 0.20 0.33 0.12 

 (0.224) (0.313) (0.220) 
Time = 2 -0.14 -0.03 -0.23 

 (0.240) (0.318) (0.248) 
Constant -3.97*** -4.09*** -3.87*** 

 (0.267) (0.350) (0.246) 

    
Observations 12,025 8,750 9,771 

Note: Entropy Balancing based on “technical pre-migration covariates”. Standard errors in parenthesis. 
Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. EB weights are used. 

The following models use Entropy Balancing weights based on ‘migration-accompanying 

covariates’. As in Table 2, not distinguishing the direction of migration, Model (4) assesses the 

general effect of migration. Again, the coefficient of the migration variable is positive and 

statistically significant; thus migration (compared to no migration) increases the risk of union 

dissolution. In contrast to the results based on ‘technical premigration covariates’ however, 
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emigration (Model 5) and remigration (Model 6) compared to no migration increase the risk of 

union dissolution. 

To find out whether the effect varies with time, interaction terms of migration and observation 

time are included. Interestingly, slightly different time patterns between emigration and 

remigration can be observed. Models 7 through 9 assess emigration compared to no migration. 

No additional effect of emigration about 1 year or 3 years after migration can be found. 

Including the interaction term of emigration and time = 2 (about 2 years after migration), 

however, the coefficient is positive and statistically significant while the main effect ceases to 

be statistically significant (Model 8). Thus, the risk of union dissolution is higher for emigrants 

about 2 years after migration compared to nonmigrants at the same time. In contrast, assessing 

remigration compared to no migration (models 10 through 12) no time effects are found. 

Although they trend in the same direction as in the emigration models, none of the interaction 

terms are statistically significant (Table 3). 

To investigate mechanisms that may explain the effect of increased union dissolution risks 

among migrants as well as the difference by migration direction, the following section assesses 

migrants' risk of union dissolution in more detail. The models include all covariates as in Table 

1, but due to space restrictions only those relevant to the outlined theoretical arguments are 

presented (Table 4). Three different models are estimated, using the same covariates but 

differing in the underlying sample. Model 13 is based on all migrants, and Models 14 and 15 

cover only emigrants and remigrants, respectively. In addition to the model estimates, the last 

column of Table 4 provides p-values of testing for equal coefficients between the emigrants' 

and the remigrants' model. 

Assessing all migrants, the coefficient of emigration is negative and statistically significant, 

implying a higher risk of union dissolution for remigrants compared to emigrants. In contrast, 

no statistically significant effect of the multiple migration measure could be found throughout 

the models. 

Indicating that the male partner's career was important for the migration decision decreased the 

risk of union dissolution in all three models, but the same indicator for the female partner's 

career was negative and statistically significant only in the remigrants model. Thus, considering 

significance levels, indicating that the female partner's career was important for the migration 

decision decreased the risk of union dissolution only among remigrants. Interestingly, testing 

for equal coefficients regarding the male partner's career suggests a stronger stabilizing effect 

among emigrants compared to remigrants (p = 0.03). 
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Table 4: Complementary log-log regression on union dissolution. 

  (13) (14) (15) 
Test on equal 
coefficients 

    
Model (14) vs. (15) 

p-values 

  
Migrants 

(all) Emigrants  Remigrants  
Emigration (vs. remigration) -0.39*    

 (0.209)    
Multiple migrations -0.90 -0.24 -1.45 0.388 

 (0.569) (0.722) (1.072)  
Migration reasons (importance)     
Job-related: female partner -0.05 0.02 -0.15** 0.132 

 (0.051) (0.085) (0.068)  
Job-related: male partner -0.21*** -0.35*** -0.10* 0.027 

 (0.050) (0.089) (0.062)  
Other partnership-related 0.05 0.06 0.08 0.884 

 (0.056) (0.099) (0.072)  
Family-related -0.10* -0.09 -0.11 0.851 

 (0.056) (0.106) (0.071)  
Financial 0.09 0.16 0.09 0.598 

 (0.056) (0.100) (0.073)  
Education-related 0.00 0.07 -0.06 0.282 

 (0.054) (0.090) (0.076)  
Lifestyle-related -0.01 -0.10 0.03 0.282 

 (0.054) (0.092) (0.071)  
Dissatisfaction with Germany (emigrants)    
/ migration country (remigrants) 0.14** 0.08 0.17** 0.526 

 (0.056) (0.101) (0.076)  
Economic change     
   Better after migration -0.01 -0.42 -0.02 0.462 

 (0.230) (0.418) (0.292)  
   Worse after migration 0.15 0.12 0.18 0.922 

 (0.234) (0.454) (0.281)  
Friends at the destination 0.21 -0.06 0.83 0.446 

 (0.340) (0.389) (1.055)  
Family status (vs. LAT)     
   LT, not married, no children -0.41** -0.32 -0.54** 0.609 

 (0.206) (0.344) (0.271)  
   LT, married, no children -1.22*** -0.95* -1.49*** 0.391 

 (0.291) (0.491) (0.371)  
   LT, not married, children -1.27*** -0.76 -1.65*** 0.319 

 (0.429) (0.704) (0.569)  
   LT, married, children -1.52*** -1.07** -1.78*** 0.267 

 (0.286) (0.534) (0.349)  
Constant -3.38*** -3.99*** -3.77***  

 (0.741) (1.222) (1.369)  
     

N 5,453 2,151 3,228   
Note: Only subsets of the data are used (see header). Further “migration-accompanying covariates” and missing 
dummies included but not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, 
* p < 0.1. 
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In contrast, the effect of the female partner's career having been important for the migration 

decision might be more similar for emigrants and remigrants than suggested by the respective 

coefficients (p = 0.13). Family-related reasons have a negative coefficient in all three models, 

however, it is statistically significant only in the all-migrants model. Having indicated that 

dissatisfaction with the previous country (Germany for emigrants and the emigration country 

for remigrants) was an important driver for the migration decision increases the risk of union 

dissolution in the all-migrants as well as the remigrant's model. The remaining reasons (other 

partnership-related, financial, education-related and lifestyle-related) showed no statistically 

significant effects. 

The measure of the household's economic situation as well as the measure of friends at the 

destination was not found to affect the risk of union dissolution. Furthermore, having argued 

that reunification may affect the effect of migration on union dissolution, it appears plausible 

to look at family arrangements. The combined family status indicator shows that there is a lower 

risk of union dissolution among respondents living together, independent of the two other 

family status dimensions (except for those living together but not married amongst emigrants: 

coefficients are also negative but not statistically significant). 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

Migration implies far-reaching changes in the social context of migrants and their families and 

scholars claimed that migration should more often be conceived in terms of the family (Clerge 

et al., 2017; Cooke, 2008). The link between migration and partnership stability is especially 

interesting to look at, given the demographic implications and its relation to subjective well-

being being (Auditor & Erlinghagen, 2021; Soons et al., 2009; Switek & Easterlin, 2018). There 

has been research on the relationship between migration and different family events or 

processes since the early 1990s (Vidal & Huinink, 2019), including literature comparing 

partnership stability of migrants to that of natives at the destination and/or migrants of other 

origins (e.g. Andersson et al., 2015; Furtado et al., 2013; Gonzalez-Ferrer et al., 2016; 

Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Hannemann et al., 2020). This stream of literature taught us that the 

origin context matters in determining partnership stability, which can be attributed, for example, 

to cultural differences (Furtado et al., 2013). However, it did not teach us about the effect of 

migration on partnership stability (i.e., comparing migrants to nonmigrants in the location of 

origin). In fact, literature on this effect was rather sparse. This held especially true for 

international migration from industrialized countries, given that many studies have focussed on 

internal migration or international migration from the Global South. Thus, combining two 
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German datasets in the present study facilitated closing the outlined research gaps by assessing 

international migrants from an industrialized welfare state and allowed broadening our 

understanding of the relationship between migration and partnership stability. 

In this context, the current study asked how international migration in general and emigration 

and remigration in particular affect partnership stability. Migration generally increased the risk 

of union dissolution compared to no migration (Tables 2 and 3). This is in line with findings on 

male migration in the Latin American context (Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Lindstrom et al., 

2021) and long-distance internal moves in the United Kingdom (Shapira et al., 2019) but not 

Austria, where only two or more long-distance moves increased the risk of union dissolution 

(Boyle et al., 2008). Thus, international migration appears to decrease partnership stability 

irrespective of the migration context, while internal migration appears potentially less 

harmful—with its effect depending on the context. At the same time, assessing emigration and 

remigration separately, it was found that for emigration the effect depended on whether 

‘migration-accompanying covariates’ were used for Entropy Balancing, but for remigration the 

effect was statistically significant across the models. Consequently, stressors related to 

migration appeared more crucial for the effect of emigration on partnership stability than for 

the effect of remigration on partnership stability. Comparing emigrants and remigrants directly, 

the risk of union dissolution was higher for remigrants (Table 4) (for similar results see 

Baykara-Krumme et al., 2021). The latter finding underscores the fact that emigration and 

remigration are at least partly different processes, based on different migration reasons, 

decisions, and trajectories, and leading to different outcomes. It also corresponds to the 

argumentation that stressors may be additive (Wolfinger, 2000) and the ‘isolation hypothesis’ 

(Shapira et al., 2019) suggesting that in situations of social isolation partnerships may become 

more important, which applies more to emigrants than to remigrants. 

Having argued that the stress associated with migration may decrease over time, I investigated 

whether the effect of migration changed with time (Table 3). Interestingly, although time-

varying patterns were found assessing emigrants (the risk was especially high about 2 years 

after migration compared to nonmigrants at the same point of time), no significant time-varying 

effects were found when comparing remigrants to nonmigrants. Importantly, however, for both 

migration directions, the effect of migration on partnership stability does not vanish within the 

observation period of about 3 years after migration. 

The last part of the analysis assessed migrants only, aiming to investigate the mechanisms 

behind higher dissolution risks among and differences between emigrants and remigrants. 
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Challenging the argument of stressors being additive, having migrated again within the 

observation period did not further affect the risk of union dissolution. It should, however, be 

noted that there was a short observation period and thus even shorter time for union dissolution 

after a subsequent migration. Having argued that migration reasons may differ between 

emigrants and remigrants and may affect partnership stability, the importance of certain 

migration reasons was investigated. The men's career being an important migration reason 

decreased the risk of union dissolution, and it did so more in the emigrants compared to the 

remigrants sample. At first glance, this might seem to contrast with the previous argumentation 

of tied migration destabilizing partnerships, but it might also be thought of in terms of gender 

norms and roles, indicating that couples with rather traditional gender views have a higher 

likelihood of migrating to improve the men's careers and that these couples are also less likely 

to separate. Interestingly, and challenging this argument, remigrant couples whose migration 

was based on the female partner's career had also a lower risk of union dissolution. In this 

context, research suggests that especially remigration (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015) and 

migration at later life stages (Stockdale, 2017) is often female dominated. Keeping in mind that 

remigration might have been planned before emigration, it appears plausible that the career of 

one partner was important for emigration and the career of the other partner was important for 

remigration. Couples having agreed on so-called ‘package deals’ (Erlinghagen, 2021a) might 

possess higher partnership stability, given that both partners knew from the beginning that 

neither of them will have to sacrifice their own wants or needs for an indefinite period of time. 

Overall, migrating for either partner's career may be seen as a sign of joint planning and 

agreements that work between the two partners. 

Having stated that dissatisfaction with the previous country was important for the migration 

decision increased the risk of union dissolution. It could be argued that this dissatisfaction was 

not primarily due to specificities of the previous country, but at least partly due to a rather 

general dissatisfaction about life before migration. Realizing that migration did not enhance the 

situation as much as expected may put pressure on partnerships, resulting in an increased risk 

of union dissolution. Regarding the household's economic change, no statistically significant 

effect on the risk of union dissolution was found. This hints that it is not the overall economic 

situation affecting partnership stability, but that differences or changes between the two partners 

might be crucial. The measure for social networks at the destination was not statistically 

significant either. Looking at the theoretical arguments made earlier, it could be argued that it 

is rather social networks in the location of origin that affect the risk of union dissolution, for 

example, common friends hindering separation or providing support. This might be investigated 
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in future studies, making use of, for example, the frequency or mode of contact to people living 

in the location of origin. The finding that migrants living together with their partners have a 

lower risk of union dissolution, combined with Baykara-Krumme et al.'s (2021) finding that 

couples who did not migrate together at the same time have a higher risk of union dissolution, 

hints that reunification might increase partnership stability compared to a continuing 

transnational partnership. In sum, although this analysis allows some inferences about the 

potential mechanisms behind the effect of migration on partnership stability, it is of an 

explorative nature and does not allow for clear identification of the exact drivers of the effect. 

Limitations to this study need to be mentioned. No information on partnership quality before 

the observation period or partnership duration could be used. Problems in partnerships might 

have existed before migrating with migration representing a possible solution to these problems. 

At the same time, migrants might be positively selected in terms of partnership quality (and 

thus stability) because it may make sense to migrate together only when not questioning the 

partnership and problems within the partnership might keep couples from migrating. If this 

holds true, the presented results would even underestimate the ‘true’ effect of migration. In this 

sense, it appears interesting for future research to look at couple dynamics before migration as 

well. Furthermore, when assessing the effect of remigration, it was not possible to control for 

whether the respondent was already with the same partner when emigrating. Thus, whether 

remigration was already the couple's second migration could not be clarified. This, however, is 

an important aspect to look at for future research and may become possible with a potentially 

increasing number of observed migrations within the GERPS observation period with the 

release of GERPS wave 5. Similarly, additional GERPS waves can be used to test the previous 

finding that the effect of (internal) migration disappeared after 5 years (Shapira et al., 2019) 

and investigate the effect of migration on partnership stability in the medium term. 

Besides these limitations, the current paper provides important findings regarding the effect of 

international migration on partnership stability in the context of voluntary migration from (and 

to) an industrialized welfare state. International migration increases the risk of union dissolution 

compared to no migration and the risk of union dissolution is higher for remigrants compared 

to emigrants. First drivers behind the partnership stability among emigrants and remigrants 

could be identified. Keeping these findings in mind, scholars, as well as policy makers, should 

look not only at the overall effect of migration but also consider the direction of migration as 

well as further migration characteristics. 
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Table 11: Summary statistics of original weights (without trimming) and after trimming at 99 th percentiles for 
Entropy Balancing based on “technical pre-migration covariates” (N = 6,495) 

Weights of control group when 
compared to 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

  Without trimming 

Migration 0.851 3.079 0.000 70.156 

Emigration 0.347 1.795 0.000 53.997 

Remigration 0.504 1.488 0.001 29.024 

  After trimming at the 99th percentile 

Migration 0.717 1.575 0.000 9.822 

Emigration 0.270 0.685 0.000 4.485 

Remigration 0.446 0.938 0.001 5.960 
 

Table 12: Summary statistics of original weights (without trimming) and after trimming at 99 th percentiles for 
Entropy Balancing based on “migration-accompanying covariates” (N = 6,495) 

Weights of control group when 
compared to Mean 

Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum 

  Without trimming 

Migration 0.851 4.966 0.000 168.805 

Emigration 0.347 2.436 0.000 94.829 

Remigration 0.504 2.804 0.000 109.759 

  After trimming at the 99th percentile 

Migration 0.640 1.944 0.000 14.628 

Emigration 0.220 0.696 0.000 4.565 

Remigration 0.369 0.953 0.000 6.042 
 

Table 13: Complementary log-log regression on union dissolution using trimmed weights  

  (1a) (2a) (3a) 

Sample 
Migrants (all) vs. non-

migrants 
Emigrants vs. non-

migrants 
Remigrants vs. non-

migrants 

        
Migration (vs. no) 0.36*   
 (0.212)   
Emigration (vs. no)  0.32  

  (0.265)  
Remigration (vs. no)   0.36* 

   (0.215) 
Time = 1 0.18 0.29 0.11 

 (0.199) (0.273) (0.214) 
Time = 2 -0.10 0.03 -0.22 

 (0.228) (0.298) (0.244) 
Constant -3.86*** -3.96*** -3.76*** 

 (0.245) (0.316) (0.240) 

    
Observations 12,025 8,750 9,771 

Note: Entropy Balancing based on “technical pre-migration covariates”. Standard errors in parenthesis. 
Significance levels: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. EB weights trimmed at 99th percentiles are used. 
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THE SHORT-TERM EFFECT OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION ON FAMILY FORMATION: 

FERTILITY DISRUPTION OR INTERRELATION? 

ABSTRACT 

The majority of research on the link between international migration and fertility lacks causal 

analyses. Furthermore, existing studies tend to ignore gendered patterns of family formation as 

well as heterogeneity among migrants such as where and why they move. Combining 

longitudinal data of the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS) and the 

German Family Panel (pairfam), and applying entropy balancing and discrete-time proportional 

hazard models, the goal in this paper is to fill these research gaps. In particular, the causal short-

term effect of international mobility on first-birth probabilities is studied in the context of 

voluntary migration from and to Germany as an example of a highly industrialized welfare 

state. Results show that, overall, migration implies fertility disruption, followed by catch-up. 

This pattern appears to be driven mainly by women (independent of the migration direction) 

and is also observable among emigrant men. In contrast, remigrant men show evidence of 

lagged interrelation of migration and family formation. Furthermore, the process of family 

formation was found to relate to migration’s underlying motives. These findings emphasize the 

necessity of considering migrant’s heterogeneity and assessing men and women separately 

when studying the consequences of migration on family formation. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Since Courgeau`s (1989) pioneering study, many studies assessing the timing of (first) birth in 

the context of migration have emerged. Still, many of these studies are not able to assess causal 

effects of migration. This stems primarily from two methodological features. First, studies often 

lack comparisons to non-migrants at origin (e.g. Adserà & Ferrer, 2016; Okun & Kagya, 2012; 

Wilson, 2020). This comparison, however, is needed to evaluate the actual effect of migration 

on family formation (Lübke, 2015). Second, many of the relevant studies comparing immigrant 

fertility with native fertility in the destination countries are based on immigrant population 

samples. Even if these studies can control for time since immigration (Cantalini & Panichella, 

2019; Kreyenfeld & Krapf, 2017; Kulu et al., 2019), they may be biased due to selective 

remigration. If remigration is not at random (which appears to be the case, see e.g. Caron & 

Ichou, 2020; Wahba, 2015), sampling immigrants at destination implies oversampling of those 

who stayed longer and thus is not representative for initial immigrants (Ette et al., 2021). 
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Additionally, most existing studies do not consider certain heterogeneities among migrants. The 

effect of migration on family formation may, however, depend on where (migration direction) 

and why (migration motives) people move. Migration direction refers to emigrants and 

remigrants: emigrants are those migrants who move from their country of origin to a different 

country. In contrast, remigrants (or return migrants, see e.g. Constant, 2021; Lindstrom et al., 

2021) are those who did so previously and then returned to their country of origin. As outlined 

in more detail in the theoretical section of this paper, the situation after arrival is likely to differ 

between emigrants and remigrants, which may lead to differences in the effect of migration on 

family formation. Similarly, migration motives may shape the effect of migration on family 

formation. For example, migration taking place due to a job offer may affect family formation 

differently than migration aimed at partner reunification. 

Furthermore, prior research has tended to focus on women’s family formation patterns and 

migration from less developed countries (“Global South”). The earlier implies that we know 

relatively less about how migration affects men’s family formation. Regarding the latter, results 

may not be transferable to the current context of migration from (and back to) highly 

industrialized welfare states (“Global North”). In particular, migration in the current context 

can be understood as voluntary and planned (cf. Kley, 2011) and migrants as privileged 

individuals (Witte et al., 2021). Due to different opportunity structures, migration was found to 

impact family trajectories of more vulnerable individuals more than of privileged ones (Castro 

Torres & Gutierrez-Vazquez, 2022). Thus, we lack knowledge of the consequences of 

international migration from (and back to) the Global North, even though movements between 

such countries make up almost one-quarter of total international migration (Pison, 2019).  

Against this background, the goal in this paper is to increase our understanding of short-term 

fertility after migration. In particular, it is asked to what extent migration disrupts or interrelates 

with first birth, building on the two opposing hypotheses of fertility disruption and interrelation 

of the two events. Combining longitudinal data of both migrants and non-migrants at origin and 

applying appropriate methods allows for assessing the causal effect of migration on first birth 

probabilities. In particular, these methods include entropy balancing (Hainmueller, 2012) 

followed by estimating discrete-time proportional hazard models (Jenkins, 1995). By using data 

of the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (Erlinghagen et al., 2022), migration 

of citizens from a highly industrialized welfare state is being assessed, expanding our 

knowledge on migration from (and back to) the Global North. The data set allows us to assess 

both men’s and women’s family formation patterns and to consider heterogeneity among 
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migrants. In particular, it is possible to distinguish migrants by the direction of their migration 

(emigration and remigration) and different migration motives.  

To guide the reader, the following structure is used: First, existing hypothesis on the short-term 

effect of migration on fertility are outlined. Second, using these hypotheses as a structuring 

element, previous findings are presented. Third, the two data sources, GERPS and pairfam, and 

the methodological proceedings, are presented. Finally, multivariate results are presented and 

then discussed. 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Theory on migrant’s fertility poses four main hypotheses: (a) adaption, (b) socialization, (c) 

disruption, and (d) interrelation hypothesis. These hypothesis are not mutually exclusive 

(Goldstein & Goldstein, 1984), but partially complementary (Kulu, 2006), and thus can be 

combined to best explain the effect of migration on fertility. Following Lübke (2015), the first 

two hypotheses refer to long-term effects as they pose that either the country of destination 

(adaption) or the country of origin (socialization) is crucial in determining migrants’ fertility 

preferences. These two hypotheses assess not specifically the role of migration but rather 

differences in fertility levels between origin and destination country. The processes of adaption 

and socialization are generally assumed to take some time (“within a generation [adaption] or 

across generations [socialization]”, M. J. White et al., 1995, p. 495), so which of the two 

hypotheses holds may only be observed in the long-term. Assessing migration more directly 

and investigating short-term fertility patterns (the topics of this paper), disruption and 

interrelation hypotheses are more relevant.  

Disruption hypothesis: The disruption hypothesis poses lower levels of fertility shortly after 

migration. It assumes that migration causes stress given its economic and psychological costs 

(Wolf, 2016), including changes in daily life, the loss of social networks, and the potential 

(temporary) separation of spouses (Impicciatore et al., 2020). Such stressors associated with 

migration would imply a disruption in the life course and thus fertility postponement (Schmid 

& Kohls, 2011). This delay may take until both partners have adjusted to the new situation 

(Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017), and might be followed by a so-called catch-up effect 

(Goldstein & Goldstein, 1981), i.e. increased fertility. Although the focus is on the effect after 

migration, an anticipatory effect may also exist: due to the stress associated with preparing 

migration, temporary separation of spouses or financial problems, fertility levels shortly prior 

to migration may also be lower (Wolf, 2016).  
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Interrelation hypothesis: In contrast, the interrelation hypothesis poses higher levels of fertility 

shortly after migration. This expectation stems from an interrelation of migration and family-

related events including childbirth and union formation (Andersson, 2004; Courgeau, 1985; 

Milewski, 2007; Singley & Landale, 1998). The parallelism of the two events (Mulder & 

Wagner, 1993) can be explained by decisions being based on the anticipation of other events 

(here: the migration event) (Huinink & Feldhaus, 2009). Thus, the actual cause for the effect 

on fertility is not seen in migration itself but in the decision for family formation (Schmid & 

Kohls, 2011). Individuals anticipating migration might postpone childbirth to after migration, 

resulting in “catch-up behavior” after migration – which is then observed as an interrelation of 

migration and fertility (Lübke, 2015; Milewski, 2007). At the same time, migration might be 

triggered by the plan to have children (Kley, 2011). Thus, it appears plausible that migration 

motives play an important role (Schmid & Kohls, 2011): If migration is based on family-related 

motives, increased fertility can be expected shortly after migration. This might not hold for 

migrations based on career- or education-related motives. Thus, one important argument within 

the interrelation hypothesis would be that – depending on the underlying migration motives – 

it is more likely that either patterns predicted by the disruption or the interrelation hypothesis 

hold.  

The two outlined hypotheses do not consider the migration direction. Still, diverging fertility 

patterns after emigration and remigration can be expected. First, after remigration, adjustment 

can be assumed to refer to situations that are already known and social networks may be 

regained. Thus, the stressors of migration appear less pronounced among remigrants and the 

disruption hypothesis may apply less. Secondly, compared to emigration, remigration tends to 

be based more on family-related motives (Erlinghagen, 2021). Consequently, the interrelation 

argument may apply more to remigration. This argument can be further backed with the so-

called salmon hypothesis, suggesting that due to the support of the family and other social 

networks at origin, childbirth would be postponed until remigration (Kreyenfeld & Vatterrott, 

2018). 

Both migration and determinants of family formation are gendered, implying that migration 

may affect family formation differently for women and men. First, migration itself 

(Erlinghagen, 2021) and its economic consequences (Cooke et al., 2009) are highly gendered. 

Second, men and women differ with respect to age at first birth (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022) 

and individual economic outcomes affect fertility patterns differently. For example, for men 

unemployment has the most negative impact on fertility but for women this holds for fixed-
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term contracts (Alderotti et al., 2021). Acknowledging furthermore that care work is primarily 

conducted by women (Hank & Steinbach, 2021), it can be argued that men and women bear the 

“cost of family formation” to different extents. This may well influence family formation 

decisions, especially in the context of a rather unknown environment after migration. In sum, it 

is unclear whether the disruption or the interrelation hypotheses better apply to men or women, 

but it is likely men and women will show different effects.   

PREVIOUS EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

The following literature review is structured according to the two hypotheses under study 

(disruption vs. interrelation hypothesis). Subsequently, the review includes assessment of ideas 

that may help to explain contrasting findings. Studies mentioned in this review are based on 

comparisons of migrants to non-migrants at origin, allowing tests of the disruption vs. 

interrelation arguments. Studies based on migrants only (e.g. Kraus, 2019; Tønnessen & 

Mussino, 2020) or comparing migrants to non-migrants at destination (e.g. Cantalini & 

Panichella, 2019; Wolf, 2016) are not considered.  

Disruption hypothesis: Some studies found evidence for a disruptive effect of migration on 

fertility. In particular, decreased first birth among married women after migration was observed 

in the context of couple’s joint migration as well as women’s own or their husbands’ sole 

migration from Latin America to the United States (US) and Spain (Lindstrom et al., 2021). 

Disruptive  effects were also found among migrants from Poland in both Italy and the UK, and 

migrants from Romania in Italy (Mussino & Cantalini, 2022).  

Additionally, two studies found an anticipatory disruptive effect followed by catch-up patterns 

after migration. This combination of findings can be interpreted in terms of both the disruption 

hypothesis (disruption occurs already prior to migration) and the interrelation hypothesis 

(higher fertility after migration). The patterns were observed in Polish migrants in Britain 

(Lübke, 2015) and Ukrainian migrants in Italy (Impicciatore et al., 2020). In the latter, however, 

the catch-up effect after migration was small.  

Interrelation hypothesis: Other evidence has indicated interrelation effects, i.e. higher first birth 

probabilities shortly after migration. This pattern has been observed for migrants from Albania 

and Morocco (but not Ukraine) to Italy (Impicciatore et al., 2020), Turkey to Germany (K. L. 

White, 2011), and Latin American countries to the US (Lindstrom & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2007; 

Singley & Landale, 1998; K. L. White, 2011).  
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As outlined in the theoretical section of this paper, these contrasting previous findings may 

potentially be explained by the heterogeneity of migrants. In this context, to the best of my 

knowledge, there are only two international studies differentiating by migration direction 

(emigration vs. remigration). Assessing migration between Turkey and different European 

countries, both emigration and remigration increased first birth probabilities (Baykara-Krumme 

& Milewski, 2017). In contrast, looking at Mexico-US migration, emigrants showed lower 

probabilities of first birth than non-migrants, but no significant effect was found for remigrants 

(Lindstrom & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2007).  

Assessing migration motives, previous studies also reveal mixed results. An interrelation effect 

was found for women migrating to Italy for family-related motives, but lower fertility was 

found for those migrating for employment motives (Impicciatore et al., 2020). In contrast, non-

significant migration motives were observed among female Ghanaian migrants (Wolf & 

Mulder, 2019). For male migrants, the interrelation effect was found independent of migration 

motives (Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021). Taken together, these varied findings suggest 

that migration motives may interact with gender and depend on different migration contexts. 

More generally, most studies assessing the effect of migration on fertility focus on women. 

Although some studies based on comparisons to non-mobiles at destination (e.g. Cantalini & 

Panichella, 2019; Wolf, 2016) could be found, to my knowledge, only two studies assessing 

male fertility based on a comparison to non-migrants at origin exists. First, Milewski and 

Baykara-Krumme (2021) studied migration of Turkish men to different European countries and 

found evidence supporting the interrelation hypothesis. Second, Mussino and Cantalini (2022) 

studied fertility of both men and women migrating from Poland or Romania to Italy or the UK. 

Except for Polish migrants in Italy, they find similar patterns for men and women. 

As outlined, evidence on the migration-fertility nexus is mixed. Part of these contrasting results 

might be explained by migrants’ heterogeneity. Differences between emigration and 

remigration in their effect on family formation are not clear. Migration appears to interact with 

gender, but there is a lack of studies considering men’s family formation. The following 

analysis was designed to gain more insight into this complex migration-fertility nexus and help 

fill these gaps. 
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DATA AND METHODS 

Data 

Analyses are based on the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS) 

(Erlinghagen et al., 2022; https://www.gerps-project.de). GERPS is a panel of German 

emigrants (Germans who left Germany) and remigrants (Germans who – after having been 

emigrants – returned to Germany) that assesses the multidimensional consequences of 

migration in the life course. Thus, it allows for the study of family formation patterns in the 

context of migration from (and back to) a highly industrialized welfare state. The sample 

includes German nationals aged 20-70 years, who either left or returned to Germany between 

July 2017 and June 2018. A push-to-web design was applied, i.e. sampled individuals were 

contacted by postal mail that included a link to complete an online survey. Subsequent waves 

were carried out online (Ette et al., 2020).  

To answer the posed research questions, not only data on the internationally mobile but also on 

the non-mobile population at origin was required. Comparing migrants to non-migrants at 

origin (as opposed to non-migrants at destination) is crucial to learn about the effect of 

migration (Lübke, 2015). In this context, it is a common approach to combine different data 

sources (see e.g. Impicciatore et al., 2020; Lübke, 2015). Thus, for the non-mobile population 

the German Family Panel (pairfam) (Brüderl, Drobnič, et al., 2021; https://www.pairfam.de/) 

was used. Pairfam is a panel of residents in Germany, with a focus on family-related topics 

(Huinink et al., 2011). A cohort-sequence design based on three birth cohorts (1971-1973, 

1981-1983, and 1991-1993) was applied in the first wave. Interviews were conducted face-to-

face (CAPI) as well as by telephone (CATI) between April and July 2020 due to social 

distancing measures during the COVID-19 pandemic (Brüderl, Schmiedeberg, et al., 2021). 

Both datasets are based on a two-step sampling process for the first wave, including sampling 

municipalities in a first step and people within municipalities in a second step. The design of 

the questionnaires enabled coding of the variables required for the analysis in both datasets. For 

example, it was possible to identify respondents without children, determine the timing of first 

birth, and observe both internal and international moves in the observation period. The set of 

covariates was chosen not only based on correlations with both migration and first birth, but 

also ensuring that they were measured in a similar manner in both datasets. Applying 

appropriate methods (outlined in the next section), the two datasets are understood as being 

sufficiently comparable (see also Mansfeld, 2023).  
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The combined dataset covers an observation period of three years (2017-2020) by using waves 

1, 3, and 4 from GERPS and waves 10 to 12 from pairfam. The first three waves of GERPS 

were conducted in half-year intervals, followed by wave 4 one year after wave 3. The choice of 

waves ensures that GERPS and pairfam cover the same observation period. The sample consists 

of heterosexual respondents in the phase of family formation (N = 29,228) since homosexual 

couples are confronted with additional obstacles to fertility (e.g. legal restrictions, etc.), which 

are furthermore assumed to depend on the country context. “Family-formation phase” is defined 

as aged 19-48 years. This restriction stems from pairfam’s cohort design and is similar to those 

in other studies, (e.g. Gabrielli et al., 2007; Impicciatore et al., 2020). The sample is also 

restricted to respondents who did not yet have their first child prior to or in the year of migration 

(migrants) / start of observation (non-migrants) (N = 20,177). Excluding those who had their 

first child within the year of migration / start of observation ensured that fertility followed the 

migration event, considering the time gap between the fertility decision and actual birth.  

Two specific restrictions apply to the geographical mobility of the non-mobile population 

(pairfam): First, to ensure that non-migrants do not become international migrants within the 

observation period, the pairfam sample was restricted to those who did not migrate 

internationally within the observation period (N = 20,054). Second, the pairfam sample was 

restricted to those who did not move during the time that ineternational migration took place in 

the GERPS sample (N = 19,270). This ensured that international migration was being compared 

to no migration and not to internal migration. Finally, observations with missing values at the 

dependent variable were excluded and observations were right-censored after the event of first 

birth or dropout (N = 18,926). Table 1 gives an overview of the resulting sample. 

Methods 

The aim of this study is to learn about the causal effect of migration on first birth probabilities. 

Accounting for systematic differences between migrants and non-migrants ensures that the 

estimated effects are not primarily due to selectivity. Compared to the non-mobile population, 

international German migrants were more likely to have tertiary education, have non-German 

foreign roots, and were more willing to take risks than non-migrants (table 1). Furthermore, 

compositions in terms of age, employment, and family status differed. This is in line with 

previous findings (e.g. Ette & Erlinghagen, 2021; Lübke et al., 2021). Thus, simple regression 

models were not sufficient, and a two-step procedure was required to account for selectivity:  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics by Migrant Status  

  Non-mobiles Emigrants Remigrants 

Mean / proportion of variables 

Birth of first child (vs. no) 0.03 0.03 0.03 

Age group (at start of observation)       

    19 - 28 years 0.56 0.41 0.40 

    29 - 38 years 0.28 0.47 0.44 

    39 - 48 years 0.16 0.12 0.15 

Female 0.45 0.54 0.56 

Foreign roots (vs. no) 0.11 0.27 0.33 

Foreign roots missing 0.02 0.01 0.01 

Tertiary education (vs. less) 0.26 0.80 0.71 

Education missing 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Employment status       

    Not employed 0.00 0.02 0.03 

    Unemployed 0.04 0.05 0.02 

    (Self)employed 0.71 0.64 0.57 

    Other 0.24 0.30 0.38 

    Missing information 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Family status       

    No partner 0.44 0.34 0.42 

    Partner, not married, no partner in household 0.22 0.34 0.26 

    Partner, not married, partner in household 0.23 0.14 0.12 

    Partner, married, no partner in household 0.01 0.03 0.02 

    Partner, married, partner in household 0.11 0.14 0.16 

    Missing information 0.00 0.02 0.03 

Risk aversion    

    Rather not willing to assume risks 0.38 0.23 0.23 

    Indifferent 0.24 0.14 0.11 

    Rather willing to assume risks 0.38 0.63 0.66 

    Missing information 0.00 0.01 0.00 

Number of observations  

By time 
      

    After 1 year   1,663 2,606 4,071 

    After 2 years 1,499 1,886 2,830 

    After 3 years 1,326 1,298 1,747 

Total number of observations 4,488 5,790 8,648 

 

Step one: There are different methods to account for differences between treatment and control 

groups, or in this case, migrants and non-migrants (see Imbens, 2004 for an overview). The 

method of choice for this study is entropy balancing and the respective Stata package ebalance 

(Hainmueller & Xu, 2013). In contrast to other methods, such as propensity score matching, 

entropy balancing allows for assessing the differences in covariate distributions between the 

two groups directly: Based on the known sample moments, it is possible to specify balance 
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conditions (Hainmueller, 2012). Covariate distributions of treatment and control group before 

and after entropy balancing can be found in the appendix (tables A1-3).  

Step two: Discrete-time proportional hazards models (Jenkins, 1995) were estimated. For these 

models, complementary log-log regressions on first birth probabilities were run, using 

migration (the “treatment variable” in terms of entropy balancing) and time dummy variables 

as explanatory variables, and making use of the weights resulting from step 1. This way, the 

causal effect of migration (compared to no migration) on first birth probabilities could be 

assessed. 

To examine differences in the effect between emigration and remigration on the one hand, and 

different migration motives on the other hand, non-migrants were compared to different 

subgroups of migrants. These comparisons allow for evaluation of the causal effect of migration 

on family formation for certain subgroups of migrants. For example, for assessing the effect of 

emigration on first birth, the group of migrants was restricted to emigrants. Thus, only 

emigrants were compared to non-migrants. The same reasoning applies to the models assessing 

migration motives: Non-migrants were compared to migrants who indicated that certain 

migration motives were important for their migration decision. Importance was measured on a 

scale ranging from 1 (not important at all) to 6 (very important) and a motive was considered 

important if the original rating was 4 to 6. An overview of the ratings of importance of the 

different migration motives can be found in the appendix (table A4). 

To assess whether (potential) effects start to vanish at the end of the observation period, 

interaction terms of the migration variable and a time dummy indicating about three years after 

migration (migrants) / start of observation (non-migrants) were included. Acknowledging that 

the effect of migration on first birth may differ between men and women, separate models were 

estimated. 

Variables 

The dependent variable ‘first birth’ is a dummy variable indicating whether a first child was 

born between the current and the following point of time (“1”) or not (“0”). Similarly, the main 

explanatory variable is a dummy variable, coded as “1” if migration took place and “0” if not.  

The choice of covariates was based on determinants of fertility that have been identified within 

the migration-fertility nexus. At the individual level, these determinants include age at 

migration (Robards & Berrington, 2016), migrant’s gender (Kraus, 2019), education (Baykara-

Krumme & Milewski, 2017), and employment (Andersson & Scott, 2007). Furthermore, 
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immigrant origin may matter, as research on migrants’ long-term fertility patterns has proven 

(e.g. Impicciatore et al., 2020). At the partnership level, especially partnership status and living 

arrangement appear crucial (e.g. Kapitány & Spéder, 2012; Kuhnt & Trappe, 2016). 

At the same time, and consistent with the idea of selectivity (Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 

2017; Mussino & van Raalte, 2013), migrants differ from non-migrants with regards to these 

factors (see also table 1). Furthermore, risk aversion differs between migrants and non-migrants 

(Lübke et al., 2021). Covariate balancing should be applied to covariates associated with both 

treatment and outcome that are static or measured prior to the treatment (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 

2008; Hainmueller, 2012). Thus, the following covariates were used: Age group at the start of 

observation indicated whether the respondent was 19-28, 29-38, or 39-48 years old. Dummies 

variables were used for gender (female vs. male), “foreign roots” when living in Germany (vs. 

no), and tertiary education (vs. less than tertiary education). Employment included the 

categories of not employed, unemployed, (self)employed, and other (e.g. students). Risk 

tolerance measured whether respondents were rather willing, indifferent, or rather unwilling to 

take risks. A combined measure of partnership status, marital status (married vs. not married), 

and living arrangements (living with a partner vs. not living with a partner) was used.  

Two robustness checks were conducted. First, health may differ between migrants and non-

migrants and influence fertility. As pre-migration health data are not available, health about one 

year after migration was included as an additional covariate in the regression model. Second, 

the weights resulting from entropy balancing were trimmed at the 99th percentile. The respective 

estimates and summary statistics of the weights can be found in the appendix (table A5-7).    

MULTIVARIATE RESULTS 

Having applied entropy balancing, table 2 displays the results of estimating discrete-time 

proportional hazard models on the probability of first birth. Model (1) is based on the whole 

sample (all migrants and non-migrants). The migration coefficient is negative and statistically 

significant. Thus, considering emigrants and remigrants jointly, migration was observed to 

decrease the probability of firth birth over the whole time frame of about three years after 

migration. Compared to the situation about one year after migration (migrants) / start of 

observation (non-migrants), two and three years after migration (migrants) / start of observation 

(non-migrants) was associated with a higher probability of first birth. Thus, for both migrants 

and non-migrants, with the passage of time (increasing age and no first birth yet), the probability 

of first birth increased. Models (2) and (3) estimate the effect of migration distinguishing the 

direction of migration. In both models, the coefficient for migration is again negative and 
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statistically significant. Thus, considering emigration and remigration separately, both 

decreased the probability of first birth compared to no migration.   

Table 2. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth 

  (1) (2) (3) 

 

Migrants (all) & non-

migrants 

Emigrants & non-

migrants 

Remigrants & non-

migrants 

        

Migration (vs. no) -0.58*** -0.56*** -0.59*** 

 (0.20) (0.20) (0.21) 

Time (vs. After 1 year)    
   After 2 years 0.82** 0.89*** 0.78** 

 (0.37) (0.33) (0.38) 

   After 3 years 1.30*** 1.36*** 1.29*** 

 (0.35) (0.32) (0.36) 

Constant -3.65*** -3.67*** -3.67*** 

 (0.34) (0.30) (0.36) 

    
Observations 18,926 10,278 13,136 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary log-log 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels:    

* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 

Table 3 shows the results for estimating the same models as in table 2 but separately by gender. 

Independent of the migration direction, migration decreased the probability of first birth among 

women (models 4, 6, and 8). The same disruptive effect was found for male emigrants (model 

7). In contrast, assessing men and not distinguishing by migration direction (model 5) or 

assessing remigrants (model 9), the migration coefficient was not statistically significant.  

Table 3. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth by Gender 

  (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

 

Migrants (all) &  

non-migrants 

Emigrants &  

non-migrants 

Remigrants &  

non-migrants 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men 

              

Migration (vs. no) -0.83*** -0.37 -0.77** -0.48** -0.88*** -0.29 

 (0.29) (0.23) (0.30) (0.23) (0.30) (0.25) 

       
Observations 9,762 9,164 5,113 5,165 6,665 6,471 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary log-log 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy variables and constant 

not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 

Having argued that the effect of migration might not be universal but depend on the underlying 

motives for migration, these motives were assessed in more detail. In particular, the effect of 

migration was estimated using different subgroups of migrants, namely only those who stated 

that a certain migration motive was important for the migration decision. The analysed motives 

were own career-related motives, the partner’s career-related motives, other partnership-related 
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motives, family-related motives, financial, and educational motives. Given that the effect might 

furthermore differ between men and women, the resulting models were estimated separately for 

female (table 4) and male (table 5) respondents.  

In fact, different effects were found for women and men. Among women, independent of the 

underlying migration motives, migration decreased the probability of first birth. In contrast, 

considering men, only migrating when their own career was an important driver of the 

migration decision decreased the probability of first birth. For men migrating for the other 

migration motives, no statistically significant associations between migration and first birth 

probability were found.  

Table 4. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth: the Role of Migration Motives for Women 

  (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) 

Restrictions applying to 

migrant sample Career: own 

Career: 

partner’s Partnership Family Financial Educational 

              

Migration (vs. no) -1.05*** -0.83*** -0.77** -0.68** -1.02*** -1.29*** 

 (0.31) (0.32) (0.33) (0.31) (0.33) (0.35) 

       
Observations 6,833 4,291 4,252 5,278 4,659 4,730 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used. These include female migrants who indicated that migration was (also) 

due to the respective migration motive (see header) and female non-migrants. Estimation results based on 

complementary log-log regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy 

variables and constant not displayed.  Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, 

*** p < 0.01. 

 

Table 5. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth: the Role of Migration Motives for Men 

  (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) 

Restrictions applying to 

migrant sample Career: own 

Career: 

partner’s Partnership Family Financial Educational 

              

Migration (vs. no) -0.56** -0.23 0.00 -0.07 -0.38 -0.44 

 (0.24) (0.24) (0.24) (0.25) (0.26) (0.31) 

       

Observations 7,214 3,992 4,061 4,802 4,753 4,547 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used. These include male migrants who indicated that migration was (also) 

due to the respective migration motive (see header) and male non-migrants. Estimation results based on 

complementary log-log regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy 

variables and constant not displayed.  Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, 

*** p < 0.01. 

So far, analyses have focused on the effect of migration over the whole observation period and 

found disruptive or no effects. The estimates of the time variables already showed that overall 

fertility patterns vary over time. To find whether the effect of migration is stable over time, a 

migration – time interaction term was introduced. This term was used to assess specifically the 

situation about three years after migration (the last observed point in time so far). The 
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interaction term itself can be interpreted as the additional effect of migration at about three years 

after migration compared to the situation one and two years after migration. The sum of the 

migration and the interaction coefficient should be read as the effect of migration three years 

after migration, i.e. comparing migrants to non-migrants at this specific point of time (cf. 

Wooldridge, 2013 on the interpretation of interaction effects). 

Table 6 shows the estimates for all migrants (model 22), emigrants (23), and remigrants (24). 

Throughout the models, the interaction term is positive and statistically significant, indicating 

a positive effect of migration on first birth probability about three years after migration 

compared to about one and two years after migration. Still, also about three years after 

migration, migration decreased the probability of first birth, as the sum of the migration and the 

interaction coefficient remains negative.  

Table 6. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth: Timing Patterns. 

  (22) (23) (24) 

 

Migrants (all) & non-

migrants 

Emigrants & non-

migrants 

Remigrants & non-

migrants 

        

Migration (vs. no) -1.03*** -0.97*** -1.07*** 

 (0.25) (0.25) (0.27) 

Migration * After 3 years 0.99** 0.87** 1.05** 

 (0.40) (0.41) (0.42) 

    
Observations 18,926 10,278 13,136 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary log-log 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy variables and constant 

not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 

Table 7 shows estimates of the same models but separated by gender. Again, results differ for 

women and men. For women, the interaction term is positive when not distinguishing by 

migration direction (model 25) and when considering remigration (model 29). For the latter, 

the sum of the interaction and the migration coefficient is positive, implying that three years 

after migration, remigrant women have a higher probability of first birth than non-migrants. 

Considering men, this pattern can be observed throughout the three models (26, 28, and 30): 

independent of the migration direction, three years after migration, migrant men have a higher 

probability of first birth than non-migrant men.  

In tables 8 (for women) and 9 (for men), migrants are again distinguished by their underlying 

motives and the same interaction term as above was included. Again, different patterns for men 

and women were observed. For women who migrated for their own career, their partner’s 

career, family-related or financial motives, the interaction term was positive and statistically 
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significant. With respect to the partner’s career and family-related motives, the sum of the 

migration and interaction coefficient was also positive. Thus, three years after migration, female 

migrants migrating for their partner’s career or family-related motives had a higher probability 

of first birth than non-migrants. In contrast, considering migration based on partnership-related 

or educational motives, the interaction term was not statistically significant, indicating no 

additional effect three years after migration. Turning to men, the interaction term was 

statistically significant independent of the underlying migration motives. In fact, except for 

migration being based on their own career, the sum of migration and interaction coefficients 

was positive, indicating that men migrating for any motive other than their own career showed 

a higher probability of first birth three years after migration than non-migrants. 

Table 7. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth by Gender: Timing Patterns 

  (25) (26) (27) (28) (29) (30) 

 

Migrants (all) & 

non-migrants 

Emigrants &  

non-migrants 

Remigrants &  

non-migrants 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men 

              

Migration (vs. no) -1.34*** -0.84*** -1.19*** -0.96*** -1.43*** -0.75** 

 (0.35) (0.27) (0.38) (0.29) (0.36) (0.30) 

Migration * After 3 years 1.26** 0.97** 0.97 1.01** 1.46** 0.92* 

 (0.59) (0.47) (0.63) (0.48) (0.59) (0.51) 

       
Observations 9,762 9,164 5,113 5,165 6,665 6,471 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary log-log 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy variables and constant 

not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 

 

Table 8. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth: Timing Patterns by Migration Motive for Women 

Restrictions applying to 

migrant sample 

(31) (32) (33) (34) (35) (36) 

Career: 

own 

Career: 

partner’s 
Partnership Family Financial Educational 

              

Migration (vs. no) -1.73*** -1.51*** -1.18*** -1.18*** -1.74*** -1.62*** 

 (0.38) (0.39) (0.41) (0.37) (0.41) (0.44) 

Migration * After 3 years 1.54** 1.64*** 0.95 1.30** 1.74*** 0.88 

 (0.65) (0.63) (0.70) (0.61) (0.63) (0.72) 

       
Observations 6,833 4,291 4,252 5,278 4,659 4,730 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used. These include female migrants who indicated that migration was (also) 

due to the respective migration motive (see header) and female non-migrants. Estimation results based on 

complementary log-log regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy 

variables and constant not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, 

*** p < 0.01. 
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Table 9. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth: Timing Patterns by Migration Motive for Men 

Restrictions applying to 

migrant sample 

(37) (38) (39) (40) (41) (42) 

Career: 

own 

Career: 

partner 
Partnership Family Financial Educational 

              

Migration (vs. no) -1.07*** -0.62** -0.45 -0.59* -0.93*** -1.15*** 

 (0.29) (0.29) (0.29) (0.31) (0.33) (0.44) 

Migration * After 3 years 1.03** 0.91* 0.92* 1.04** 1.09** 1.32** 

 (0.49) (0.50) (0.50) (0.51) (0.55) (0.65) 

       
Observations 7,214 3,992 4,061 4,802 4,753 4,547 

Note: Only subsets of the data were used. These include male migrants who indicated that migration was (also) 

due to the respective migration motive (see header) and male non-migrants. Estimation results based on 

complementary log-log regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Coefficients for time dummy 

variables and constant not displayed. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, 

*** p < 0.01. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The question whether migrants’ family formation follows disruption or interrelation patterns 

was the starting point of this paper: The disruption hypothesis poses that migration would 

disrupt fertility, resulting in decreased fertility shortly after migration. In contrast, the 

interrelation hypothesis understands migration and fertility as being based on a joint decision 

for family formation, leading to higher fertility soon after migration. The current paper shows 

that – to some extent – both hypotheses hold true but that gender, migration direction, and 

motives must also be taken into consideration when aiming to understand the complex 

migration-fertility nexus. 

Over a time frame of three years, migration decreased first birth probabilities, supporting the 

disruption hypothesis. The effect, however, was not universal, but rather depended on the 

combination of gender, migration direction, and migration motives. On the one hand, disruptive 

effects were found for women (independent of migration direction and underlying motives) as 

well as for emigrant men and men migrating for their own career. On the other hand, no effect 

of migration on the probability of first birth was found for remigrant men and men migrating 

for motives other than their own career. Thus, for these men, neither interrelation nor disruption 

hypothesis were suitable, and family formation did not appear to depend on the migration event 

when considering the whole observation period.  

One major claim of this article was that heterogeneity among migrants needs to be considered 

when aiming to understand the consequences of migration. With respect to the migration 

direction, the theoretical arguments suggested disruption for emigrants and interrelation for 

remigrants. Family formation in the current context of international migration, however, 
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appears more complex. One potential explanation for the disruptive effect after remigration 

among women could be that return to the origin country does not necessarily mean return to the 

old place of living with (the same) access to previous social networks. Additionally, it has been 

argued that remigration would be more family-oriented and thus interrelation would be more 

likely. However, results show that for women migration based on family-related motives also 

implies fertility disruption. In fact, family-related migration motives may not necessarily refer 

to family formation but also, e.g. reunification with other family members, such as older parents 

in need of care (cf. Gmelch, 1980 on reasons for remigration; and Niedomysl, 2011 on 

heterogeneity within the category of "social reasons").  

This leads to the role of migration motives. Supporting the idea that contrasting results in 

previous literature might partly be explained by different underlying migration motives 

(Robards & Berrington, 2016), the current analysis showed that migration motives impact 

women’s and men’s family formation patterns differently. For women, migration based on any 

of the possible migration motives implied a disruption of family formation. For men, the 

disruptive effect was found only among emigrants and those migrating for their own career. At 

first, this appears counterintuitive to traditional work-family patterns: Men are less involved 

with care work (Hank & Steinbach, 2021) and thus their careers potentially less interrelated 

with family formation. It might, however, be explained by a relatively high proportion of men 

migrating first (and their spouses joining them later). This pattern has been shown for emigrant 

men (Erlinghagen, 2021) and it is plausible to assume that this holds also for men migrating for 

their own career. Non-simultaneous migration can be hypothesized to be linked to a disruption 

of fertility of the leading spouse, given that the partner joins only later. 

Acknowledging that effects might not be stable throughout the observation period, this paper 

also included analyses to take a closer look at the situation three years after migration. In almost 

all models, the probability of first birth three years after migration was higher than the 

probability of first birth in the years before. For those subgroups of migrants for whom an 

overall disruptive effect was found (women, emigrant men, and men migrating for their own 

career), this can be conceptualized as a catch-up effect: The disruptive effect started to vanish 

at the end of the observation period. In contrast, for the remaining migrant men, the positive 

interaction term in combination with the non-significant overall effects can be interpreted as a 

“lagged interrelation effect”: Interrelation arguments apply but family formation needs some 

time (three years) to take place. Thus, migration and the plan to form a family shortly after 

settlement would interrelate. Another potential explanation, taking into account disruption 
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including a catch-up effect among women, would be that family formation among these men 

does not interrelate with the migration event directly but indirectly via the family formation 

patterns of their female spouses (which are directly affected by migration). Future research 

might follow up on these findings and investigate the role of leading and tied migration patterns 

as well as within-couple processes in determining post-migration fertility. 

Limitations to this study need to be mentioned. First, prior research showed evidence of the so-

called selectivity hypothesis, arguing that migrants and non-migrants differ in their underlying 

characteristics – and that these differences would translate into fertility differences (Baykara-

Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Gabrielli et al., 2007; Lindstrom et al., 2021). The entropy 

balancing applied in this paper was used to account for several covariates that might lead to 

selectivity. However, only observable characteristics can be accounted for, i.e. selectivity by 

non-observables such as partnership quality or fertility intentions (c.f. Impicciatore et al., 2020) 

cannot be ruled out. Second, an earlier study found that marriage duration could explain 

differences in fertility between migrants and non-migrants (Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 

2017). The data used in the current study, however, does not provide full information on 

partnership or marriage duration. Thus, it was only possible to control for the existence of a 

partnership at the beginning of the observation period. Third, the underlying dataset does not 

provide the exact date but only year of a child’s birth. Consequently, births that occurred in the 

year of migration (or the respective comparison time for non-migrants) were excluded, because 

it could not be inferred whether the child was born before or after migration. This ensures that 

the birth of the child takes place after migration. Still, anticipatory patterns cannot be 

investigated.  

Not ignoring the outlined limitations, this study enhances our knowledge of the effect of 

migration on family formation, considering gender differences as well as heterogeneity among 

migrants in terms of migration direction and migration motives. Combining longitudinal data 

of both German migrants and German non-migrants (“context-of-origin perspective”) 

(Baykara-Krumme & Milewski, 2017; Milewski & Baykara-Krumme, 2021), it does so in the 

context of migration from (and back to) a highly industrialized welfare-state. 
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Table A4. Rather Important Migration Motives (%) 

  Emigrants Remigrants 

 Female Male Female Male 

Job-related: own 73.85 83.51 69.67 74.50 

Job-related: partner 59.33 39.65 39.25 35.29 

Other partnership-related 56.30 38.17 42.32 39.62 

Family-related 36.68 26.38 63.83 55.40 

Financial 42.98 48.73 40.49 34.58 

Educational 46.16 40.66 52.12 44.74 

Note: Percentage of migrants by migration direction and gender who stated that the respective motives were 

rather important for their migration decision. 

 

Table A5. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth Controlling for General Health 

  (1a) (2a) (3a) 

 

Migrants (all) & 

non-migrants 

Emigrants & non-

migrants 

Remigrants & non-

migrants 

        

Migration (vs. no) -0.59*** -0.57*** -0.61*** 

 (0.20) (0.20) (0.21) 

Time (vs. After 1 year)    
   After 2 years 1.30** 1.28* 1.32* 

 (0.57) (0.77) (0.69) 

   After 3 years 1.77*** 1.74** 1.82*** 

 (0.52) (0.75) (0.63) 

General health (vs. satisfactory)    

   Bad 0.55 0.48 0.58 

 (1.10) (1.10) (1.11) 

   Not so good -0.65 -0.58 -0.71 

 (0.56) (0.56) (0.58) 

   Good 0.09 0.04 0.13 

 (0.40) (0.39) (0.42) 

   Very good -0.10 -0.10 -0.11 

 (0.39) (0.39) (0.40) 

Constant -4.11*** -4.02*** -4.20*** 

 (0.61) (0.81) (0.73) 

    

Observations 18,886 10,238 13,096 

Note: Only subsets of the data are used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary loglog 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: 

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. 
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Table A6. Summary Statistics of Weights Without Trimming and After Trimming at 99th Percentiles for 

Entropy Balancing  

Weights of control group when 

compared to Mean 

Standard 

deviation Minimum Maximum 

 Without trimming 

Migration 3.22 8.22 0.05 145.44 

Emigration 1.29 3.18 0.01 59.32 

Remigration 1.93 5.20 0.03 84.50 

     

 After trimming at the 99th percentile 

Migration 2.93 5.74 0.05 36.56 

Emigration 1.20 2.40 0.01 15.28 

Remigration 1.76 3.57 0.03 24.67 

Note: N = 4,488 

 

Table A7. Complementary Log-Log Regression on First Birth using Trimmed Weights 

  (4a) (5a) (6a) 

 

Migrants (all) & non-

migrants 

Emigrants & non-

migrants 

Remigrants & non-

migrants 

        

Migration (vs. no) -0.55*** -0.53*** -0.57*** 

 (0.17) (0.18) (0.19) 

Time (vs. After 1 year)    
   After 2 years 0.86*** 0.89*** 0.82*** 

 (0.28) (0.29) (0.31) 

   After 3 years 1.37*** 1.35*** 1.37*** 

 (0.27) (0.27) (0.29) 

Constant -3.73*** -3.70*** -3.73*** 

 (0.25) (0.26) (0.28) 

    
Observations 18,926 10,278 13,136 

Note: Only subsets of the data are used (see header). Estimation results based on complementary loglog 

regression using weights obtained from entropy balancing. Standard errors in parenthesis. Significance levels: 

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. 
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CORRELATIONS BETWEEN FAMILY PATTERNS AND SHORT-TERM ECONOMIC 

OUTCOMES OF EMIGRATION 

 

ABSTRACT 

The focus of this paper is on how parental and partnership status as well as status changes (e.g. 

union dissolution) shape emigrants’ economic outcomes, considering both individual- and 

household-level outcome measures. Using data from German emigrants (GERPS), a two-part 

strategy accounting for state-dependence of employment trajectories is being applied. 

Considering not only individual but also destination country characteristics, multilevel models 

are estimated. Results are highly gendered: For female emigrants, living with their spouse was 

found to negatively relate to employment probabilities and personal income (individual-level 

economic outcomes), but benefits were observed at the household level. Similarly, for female 

emigrants individual-level outcomes were found to be negatively associated with having 

children and with childbirth. At the same time, male emigrants’ economic outcomes after 

migration were less affected by family status or status change. These results show that even 

among privileged emigrants from a relatively egalitarian society, traditionally gendered patterns 

of gains and losses after migration emerge. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Family, gender, and economic outcomes of migration interact in various ways. An individual’s 

or family’s economic situation shapes not only migration decisions (DaVanzo, 1976; Mincer, 

1978; Sandell, 1977), but also partnership trajectories and fertility decisions (Inanc, 2015; 

Kalmijn, 2011). Regarding migration and family patterns, on one hand, migration affects 

partnership stability (Davis & Jennings, 2018; Frank & Wildsmith, 2005; Mansfeld, 2023) and 

fertility (Adserà & Ferrer, 2016; Lübke, 2015; Wolf, 2016). On the other hand, at least regarding 

internal moves, migration is often a consequence of changing family constellations (Feijten & 

van Ham, 2007; Kulu et al., 2021; Mikolai & Kulu, 2018). Furthermore, wages and employment 

patterns after migration differ by gender and family status (Bevelander & Groeneveld, 2012; 

Cooke et al., 2009; Rabe, 2011), providing the starting point for this chapter.  

At first glance, literature on these topics might appear abundant. Focusing on the economic 

consequences of family patterns (status, e.g. married, with children; and status changes, e.g. 
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union dissolution, childbirth) in the context of migration, however, there is a lack of knowledge 

regarding certain aspects. First, not much is known about the relationship between migrants’ 

family status changes and economic outcomes. For example regarding partnership status 

changes, to my knowledge, only two studies have approached this research gap (De Jong & 

Graefe, 2008, in the context of internal migration; Khoudja & Platt, 2018, assessing women 

with different ethnic origins in the United Kingdom). Second, most studies assess objective 

economic outcome measures such as income or employment status at the individual level (e.g. 

Khoudja & Platt, 2018; Kogan, 2011). Although objective outcome measures are important, it 

is also informative to understand how economic outcomes are perceived by migrants, because 

migrants’ experiences and subjectively perceived realities are crucial in shaping (migration) 

decisions (e.g. Huinink & Kley, 2008; Kley, 2011). Similarly, individual-level outcomes are 

important, but economic variables need to be considered at the household-level as well. The 

consideration of both individual- and household-level outcomes is informative to learn about 

distributional patterns within families and to infer the importance of these economic variables 

in migration decisions. Third, most existing research has been conducted in the context of 

internal migration, or has been based on immigrant samples in a single destination country. The 

extent to which findings regarding internal geographic mobility are transferable to the context 

of international migration is not clear. Internal migration involves lower costs (Krieger, 2020) 

and consequences might differ compared to international (long-distance) migration. For 

example, differences related to migration distance have been found in several studies, assessing 

partnership outcomes (Boyle et al., 2008; Shapira et al., 2019) as well as wages and subjective 

wellbeing (Preston & Grimes, 2019). Moreover, using immigrant samples does not allow for 

assessment of short-term outcomes and, given that remigration is not at random (Caron & Ichou, 

2020; Wahba, 2015), is likely to be biased due to selective remigration (Ette et al., 2021). 

Taken together, these three research gaps lead to the following research question: How do 

parental and partnership status as well as status changes shape emigrants’ economic outcomes? 

And do these patterns vary by gender or outcome measures (individual- vs. household-level)? 

Data from the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS; Erlinghagen et al., 

2022) were used, focussing on emigrants, i.e. German nationals who have recently moved 

abroad. Considering status changes, different dimensions of economic outcomes, and assessing 

men and women separately in the context of international migration, this research reaches 

beyond previous approaches. Doing so, we gain insights into gender-linked experiences and a 

broader picture of the economic consequences of family patterns (status and status changes) in 

light of migration.  
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The following structure is used for this chapter: First, theoretical considerations regarding 

potential effects of family patterns on migrants’ economic outcomes are outlined. Then, an 

overview of previous empirical literature is provided. This is followed by a presentation of the 

data and methods used to assess the question guiding the current research. Subsequently, 

multivariate results are presented. To end the paper, the results are discussed in view of 

theoretical arguments. 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The theoretical section of this paper consists of two subsections. Part one deals with the question 

of to what extent family members and changing family constellations represent a barrier or 

bridge to additional social capital and thereby have the potential to worsen or enhance 

individual-level economic outcomes among emigrants. Building on these considerations, part 

two focuses on the economic outcomes of emigration, making use of different theoretical 

strands to hypothesize about potential differences between individual- and household-level 

economic outcomes. In both subsections, potential gender differences are identified. Even 

though distinctions between subjective and objective outcomes are not made explicit in this 

section, it should be noted that theoretical considerations (in contrast to most empirical studies, 

see section 3) acknowledge that migration decisions are based on perceived opportunity 

differentials (e.g. Mincer, 1978; Sandell, 1977) or anticipated bargaining power (e.g. Ott, 1992), 

thus expectations, which are by definition subjective. Subjective economic outcomes highly 

correlate with objective economic outcomes (Williams et al., 2017), and subjective economic 

outcomes relate more strongly to other outcome measures such as subjective wellbeing than 

objective economic outcomes relate to such outcome measures (Tan et al., 2020; Tibesigwa et 

al., 2016). In the context of international migration, utilizing subjective outcomes helps to 

reduce inaccuracy and increase understanding of the economic experience because subjective 

assessments can take into account country differences in income level, support systems, costs 

of living, etc. 

Migration, the family, and social capital 

Thinking about general effects of the family on individual economic integration, the concept of 

social capital appears relevant, as migrants’ social capital may change in the course of migration 

(see below) and social capital is generally assumed to impact economic outcomes. Congruent 

with the approaches of all scholars engaged in the discussion on social capital, Lin (2001) 

defined social capital as an “investment in social relations with expected returns in the 

marketplace” (p. 19). Individuals interact and form networks to achieve (economic, and 
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possibly other) benefits (Lin, 2001). Dyadic ties are a specific result of these interactions and 

crucial to these networks, and Granovetter (1973) further distinguished strong versus weak ties. 

The strength of a tie is a combination of time spent together, emotional closeness, mutual 

confiding, and reciprocal services (p. 1,361). Strong ties (e.g. with family members) involve 

more time commitment, emotional closeness, etc., and the individuals’ networks are assumed 

to overlap more than the networks of dyads with weak ties. This implies that strong ties can 

provide less new information and fewer indirect contacts than weak ties can provide. 

Consequently, weak ties appear more helpful on the labour market than strong ties (Granovetter, 

1973, 1983).  

In addition to strong ties being less helpful than weak ties on the labour market, the family 

(strong ties) may act as a barrier to building alternative, potentially more helpful social capital 

(i.e. weak ties). Contact with family members may meet a variety of social needs (Nauck, 2004), 

thereby competing with or limiting the building of larger social networks (i.e. of weak ties) in 

the destination country. Especially the presence of a partner may correlate negatively with weak 

ties, since “marriage is privatizing, as it competes with, even undermines, other relationships, 

while being single promotes these relationships” (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2016, p. 362). This 

might be particularly true immediately following union formation and in early phases of 

partnerships (Rözer et al., 2015), when partners may be most focused on each other and the new 

relationship. Similar arguments may apply to parenthood and especially shortly after childbirth 

and with young children. According to Song (2012), parents’ social interactions are constrained 

given (a) fewer occasions for engaging with high-status people, and (b) less resources for non-

children-centered activities and career-oriented networking. Furthermore, migration mostly 

implies a “shrinking family” (Bonjour & Kraler, 2015, p. 1419; Strasser et al., 2009, p. 171), 

for example grandparents staying behind. This loss of potential support for reconciling work 

and family duties may put an additional strain on (at least) one migrant parent’s labour market 

participation. Consequently, the number of friends and extended kin (Schnettler & Wöhler, 

2016), interethnic contacts (Martinovic et al., 2009), and the quality of their social capital 

(Song, 2012) are lower for parents than the childless.  

An opposing line of arguments points towards the family representing a bridge to building 

additional social capital for migrants. The starting point of these arguments is the fact that 

migrants leave at least part of their social networks behind when moving. This might translate 

directly into less social capital (e.g. Tulin et al., 2018). As the social network shrinks, and given 

that migrants can rely less on host country institutions (Lancee, 2012) and services (Sime & 
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Fox, 2015) than natives can, information and networks accessible via the family may become 

more crucial. Returns on a certain amount of social capital (in this case, the family) may differ 

between migrants and non-migrants, which has already been found for other types of social 

capital (Lu et al., 2013). One explanation would be that the family provides more emotional 

and instrumental support after migration. This explanation is in line with the finding that 

migration increases intergenerational solidarity between adult children and their parents 

(Baykara-Krumme & Fokkema, 2019). Another explanation would be that the available social 

capital might be more helpful or more applicable after migration. For example, a partner 

speaking the host country language fluently or knowing about hiring processes in that country 

appears more beneficial for economic outcomes in the host country compared to when staying 

in the country of origin. Such skill-spillovers and network effects are likely to take some time 

to manifest: Marriage-related resources might still be available after divorce (Özcan, 2011) and 

thus the bridging effect of a partner may still be observed after union dissolution. In contrast, 

union formation might counteract the effect of a “shrinking family” explained above. 

This bridging effect may refer not only to partners but also to children. Given that language 

acquisition becomes more difficult with increasing age (Nikolov & Djigunovic, 2006), children 

typically learn a new language faster than their parents do. The children’s language fluency 

may provide opportunities for parents to communicate with others when they themselves are 

not (yet) able to articulate their ideas in the host country’s language. At the same time, children 

may provide an additional motivation for parents to learn the host country’s language, so that 

the parents can support the children, e.g. at school (Baykara-Krumme, 2020), facilitating 

contact with locals in the host community. In addition, opportunities to form new ties emerge 

from social foci (Feld, 1981) and children provide many occasions for shared activities and 

social gatherings with others. For example, children may link their parents to other parents 

(Schaeffer, 2013), providers of childcare services, and the neighbourhood (Song, 2012). 

Although children also provide these links in the non-migratory context, the links might be 

especially crucial in the migratory context assuming a rather low number of ties to the 

destination population shortly after arrival.  

The effect of social capital on migrant’s economic outcomes may be gender-linked (Aguilera, 

2005). In the non-migration context, Özcan (2011) hypothesized that spillover effects of social 

capital may work primarily in one direction: from men to women. This idea is consistent with 

the fact that among German emigrants, women tend to be the tied migrant (Erlinghagen, 2021), 

implying that the male partner potentially already has a job and his social capital may indeed 
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be more helpful for the female partner than the other way around. Furthermore, if female 

partners engage more with their children than their male counterparts do (Schäper et al., 2023), 

the female partners may benefit more from their children’s social capital after migration. At the 

same time, however, also the constraints applying to parents’ social interactions (outlined 

above) might apply more to female than male migrants. 

The family and economic consequences of migration 

When considering single emigrants, individual-level economic outcomes correspond to 

household-level economic outcomes. However, at least in the current study context, many 

international emigrants are coupled (Ette & Erlinghagen, 2021). Thus, both individual- and 

household-level outcomes of migration are important to understanding the migrant experience. 

The first relevant theoretical concept to consider these economic outcomes in the context of 

migration is New Home Economics (NHE). NHE assumed common preferences (Becker, 1974, 

1981; Samuelson, 1956) and was based on maximizing the family’s joint utility (Becker, 1965): 

Migration was predicted to take place if the family’s utility was expected to increase (Mincer, 

1978; Sandell, 1977). That is, household-level economic outcomes can be expected to increase 

after migration. Turning back to individual-level outcomes, optimal job offers for both partners 

at the same time and place appear rather unlikely. Thus, in most cases the two partners cannot 

benefit economically (e.g. via higher individual wages) from migration to the same extent, and 

the phenomenon of “tied” migration has evolved to describe the scenario in which the individual 

economic gains of one partner outweigh individual losses of the other (Mincer, 1978). 

Intrahousehold specialization suggests that (married) couples benefit economically from the 

division of labour, i.e. one partner focussing on market work and the other on housework 

(Becker, 1981). Given such specialization – which becomes especially relevant with children 

or after childbirth – the incentive (or the necessity) for the tied migrant to perform successfully 

on the labour market further decreases. Considering these worse individual-level outcomes, 

improvements at the household-level may have a higher priority to the tied than the lead 

migrant. Due to generally lower earnings and (expected) employment discontinuities, women 

are expected to be the tied migrant (Mincer, 1978) and the majority of studies show that indeed 

partnered women tend to benefit less from migration at the individual-level (e.g. Cooke et al., 

2009; Rabe, 2011) than men. Thus, household-level economic outcomes can be hypothesized 

to be of higher priority to women than to men.  

Leaving behind the idea of gender-neutrality in migration decisions and acknowledging gender 

roles (e.g. Bielby & Bielby, 1992; Duncan & Perrucci, 1976; Jürges, 2006), similar predictions 
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and an additional explanation arise. Due to social norms ascribing the primary responsibility of 

income generation to men, the male partner’s employment options can be assumed to be more 

crucial to (migration) decisions than the female partner’s employment options (Abraham et al., 

2010). This has been shown among couples with traditional but not egalitarian gender roles 

(Jürges, 2006). Even though this might hold true in general, it may be especially important in 

the migration context as gender roles might not be constant (Lynott & McCandless, 2000), 

instead changing in the course of migration. Perceiving the destination country as an unknown 

environment, emigrants may orient themselves in more familiar, rather traditional ways 

(Erlinghagen, 2021). Thus, individuals may become more traditional with emigration, which 

affects their individual economic outcomes and implies a stronger tendency towards gendered 

specialization. Furthermore, considering gender role attitudes, the above hypothesis that women 

would value household-level economic outcomes more than men could be complemented by 

the argument that this might hold true especially for women with traditional gender role 

attitudes. Not following the ideal of economic equality within the relationship, household-level 

gains driven by the economic success of their male partner become more relevant. Thus, 

acknowledging the above retraditionalization in the course of migration, women might value 

household-level economic outcomes more after than before migration.  

As an additional theoretical strand, bargaining theory may add to our understanding of post-

migration economic outcomes. Instead of assuming that couples share common preferences, 

bargaining approaches understand family decisions such as migration as the result of a 

bargaining process based on individual utility function (Lundberg & Pollak, 1996; Ott, 1992). 

Specifically, bargaining approaches pose that – in the absence of binding long-term contracts 

(Ott, 1992) – migration takes place only if the bargaining power of the tied migrant does not 

decrease too much (Abraham et al., 2010). This bargaining power is assumed to depend 

crucially on the individual’s economic standing (Abraham et al., 2010; Ott, 1992). Compared 

to the expectations according to NHE and considering gender roles, bargaining approaches 

predict more female labour force participation and more similar individual-level outcomes of 

the two migrating partners. This would be expected particularly if both partners were employed 

prior to migration. Still, current research shows that post-migration individual economic 

outcomes are far from equal (see section 3). Within the bargaining framework, two potential 

explanations for post-migration economic inequality arise. First, in addition to pre-migration 

economic asymmetries (and thus asymmetric bargaining power) and gender roles shaping 

bargaining outcomes, the different value that women and men ascribe to household-level 

economic outcomes may explain such migration decisions. In particular, in bargaining 
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approaches individual preferences are still assumed to include household-level goods 

(Lundberg & Pollak, 1996), but in a gender-asymmetric way. If women are in weaker individual 

economic positions prior to migration (and thus have lower bargaining power), these women 

might benefit from household-level gains from migration and thus these outcomes might be 

more important to them than to men. Thus, even though migration decisions might not be 

beneficial or may even be detrimental in the long-term due to a worsening of women’s 

bargaining position after a move, women might agree for sake of short-term benefits. Second, 

relationship-specific investments may help to overcome the problem of non-binding contracts 

(Abraham et al., 2010) by increasing the sunk costs of that relationship (Brines & Joyner, 1999). 

Thereby, such investments could make tied (mostly female) migrants feel more comfortable 

with decreases in bargaining power. Migration might be a relationship-specific investment. 

Thus, coupled migrants may be more likely to compromise on individual-level economic 

outcomes compared to non-migrants. Among these migrants, relationship-specific investments 

such as a joint household, marriage, and/or children may further explain these gendered patterns 

post-migration. 

Taken together, all theoretical strands outlined here help to understand gendered individual 

economic outcomes as well as gendered evaluations of importance of household-level 

economic outcomes. Thus, gender differences regarding all outcome levels can be expected.  

PREVIOUS EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The following literature review focuses on the role of family patterns (partnership and parental 

status as well as status changes) in the context of migration. Only a few studies in the context 

of international migration exist, and so this section also includes findings from research in the 

context of internal migration.  

Individual-level economic outcomes 

For women, the family appears to present a barrier to successful economic outcomes. The vast 

majority of studies have found that having a partner (primarily being married) is associated with 

worse economic outcomes among female migrants. This holds for the few studies in the 

international migration context (Bevelander & Groeneveld, 2012; Kogan, 2011) and a bulk of 

studies assessing internal migration (Boyle et al., 2001; Boyle et al., 2009; Clark & Huang, 

2006; Cooke et al., 2009; Jacobsen & Levin, 2000; Nivalainen, 2005; Preston & Grimes, 2019; 

Rabe, 2011; Shauman & Noonan, 2007). Similarly, having children appears to be a barrier to 

female migrants’ economic outcomes. This finding is consistent across different individual-

level economic outcome measures in the contexts of both internal (Cooke, 2001; Nilsson, 2001) 
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and international (Bevelander & Groeneveld, 2012; Khoudja & Platt, 2018; Kogan, 2011) 

migration.  

In contrast, several studies have indicated that the family may serve as a bridge to successful 

economic outcomes after migration for men. Assessing coupled internal migrants, many studies 

have found that men benefit in terms of individual economic outcomes (Cooke, 2003; Cooke et 

al., 2009; Nilsson, 2001; Nivalainen, 2005; Preston & Grimes, 2019). Furthermore, having 

(older) children was found to be associated with a slight increase in men’s earnings after internal 

migration (Nilsson, 2001) and to have a positive relationship with employment in the context 

of international migration (Kogan, 2011).  

Little empirical evidence exists regarding the role of partnership status changes in shaping 

migrants’ economic outcomes. The one study that was found to address this topic provides 

some evidence that both union formation and dissolution represent a bridge to entering the 

labour market (Khoudja & Platt, 2018). In contrast, childbirth appears to act as a barrier to 

women’s economic success after migration in the context of both internal (Clark & Huang, 

2006; Cooke et al., 2009) and international migration (Khoudja & Platt, 2018). However, the 

extent to which this (negative) effect of childbirth differs between migrant and non-migrant 

women is not clear. Assessing internal migration, no difference between migrants and non-

migrants in the effect of childbirth on income was found (Cooke, 2003). In the context of 

international migration, the negative consequences of childbirth on employment and working 

hours are less pronounced among migrants, which may (at least partially) be explained by 

differences in pre-birth starting levels (Lee et al., 2020).  

Household-level economic outcomes 

Research on the role of partnership and parental status for household-level economic outcomes 

in the migration context is scarce. Existing studies tend to find increases in household-level 

income after migration (e.g. Cooke et al., 2009; Preston & Grimes, 2019). However, in the 

context of internal migration, such an effect has been observed only for high-income families 

where the husband was the primary wage-earner (Cooke, 2003). Indeed, that same study found 

the effect to be driven only by an increase in the husbands’ income (Cooke, 2003). Regarding 

parental status, results appear to depend on the country context: In the context of internal 

migration, total family earnings are positively related to number of children in the United States 

(US), but a negative link was found in Great Britain (Cooke et al., 2009). 

Similarly, evidence on the effect of family status changes on household-level economic 

outcomes after migration is quite sparse and inconsistent. To my knowledge, only two studies 
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exist. In one study, De Jong and Graefe (2008) found that union dissolution has negative 

consequences in terms of family income and employment, but the effects of marriage and 

childbirth appear to be variable and depend on (a) migration distance and (b) the timing of 

migration relative to the specific family change (i.e. whether for example marriage took place 

prior to or after the move). In the other study, Cooke et al. (2009) found a positive association 

between childbirth and family earnings in Great Britain, but not in the US.  

Research gap 

Several research gaps can be deduced from this literature review. First, not much is known 

about the role of partnership and parental status changes for economic outcomes in the context 

of migration. This lack of information pertains to both individual-level and household-level 

outcomes. Second, regarding outcome measures, previous literature has focused on objective 

outcome measures at (mostly) the individual and (less often) the household level. Thus, not 

much information about subjective and household-level outcome measures is available. Third, 

most of the presented findings are based on internal migration and some are based on 

(international) immigrant samples in one destination country. As a result, not much is known 

about the economic outcomes of recent international migrants. The aim of the current paper is 

to approach these three major research gaps by (a) considering status changes, (b) assessing 

both individual- and household-level incomes and relying primarily on subjective outcome 

measures, and (c) doing so in the context of recent emigration from Germany. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Data and sample restrictions 

Using the dataset of GERPS (Erlinghagen et al., 2022), the research topic is explored in the 

context of voluntary migration from a highly industrialized welfare state. GERPS comprises 

information of German nationals aged 20 to 70 years who emigrated from or remigrated to 

Germany between July 2017 and June 2018 (see detailed description of the data in Ette et al., 

2020). Analyses focused on emigrants and were based on wave one. In total, wave 1 comprises 

of information on 4,928 emigrants. Including only those who migrated in 2017 or 2018 

decreased the dataset to 3,841 respondents. In this reduced sample, average time between 

emigration and interview was one year, which allowed assessment of the short-term 

consequences of emigration. To assess integration pathways of individuals previously 

economically integrated into German society, the sample was further restricted to respondents 

of working age who were employed, self-employed, or civil servants prior to migration, such 

that 2,421 respondents remained in the sample. This criteria stems from the fact that current 
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employment status is not independent of past employment status (see e.g. Boyle et al., 2009). 

It should be noted that this restriction was not applied to the present data for the estimation of 

probability of employment (table 4) but was applied for subsequent regressions. Additionally, 

those who did not complete the whole questionnaire (n = 69), or did not indicate their sex (n = 

13) or age (n = 14), were excluded such that 2,325 respondents remained in the sample.  

As will be outlined below, multilevel models including country-level covariates were estimated, 

and these analyses included a reduction of the overall sample to 2,203 respondents, because 

respondents were removed from the sample if no individual country information were available 

due to data protection regulations. Furthermore, to properly perform multilevel analysis, 

destination countries were included only if the data contained at least five observations for both 

the female and the male samples. A minimum size of five observations per group is common 

in longitudinal analyses and family research (Maas & Hox, 2005) and considered sufficient for 

this study. This restriction further reduced the analytical sample to 2,103 observations. An 

overview of the destination countries comprised, including the number of observations and 

descriptive statistics on country-level indicators, can be found in the appendix (table 3).  

Observations for each dependent variable (described below) differed in number, with n = 2,088 

emigrants for employment status, n = 2,025 emigrants for subjective change of personal income, 

n = 1,964 emigrants for subjective change of household income, and n = 2,097 emigrants for 

subjective change of living standard. 

Choice of variables 

Two sets of explanatory variables were used. The first set of explanatory variables referred to 

partnership and parental status after migration and the second set of explanatory variables 

referred to partnership and parental status changes between three months prior to migration and 

at the time of the first interview after emigration. Partnership status was assessed using a 

composite measure including whether the respective person was in a partnership, his/her marital 

status, and living arrangement (i.e. whether s/he lives with that partner or not). This 

differentiation by marital status is used because marriage as an institution compared to 

unmarried cohabitation reduces income risks (Hess, 2004; Özcan, 2011). Furthermore, living 

arrangements are considered, because in a joint household resources can be pooled and thus 

living arrangements can be assumed to have a direct effect on household-level economic 

outcomes. Parental status is a categorical measure indicating whether there were no children in 

the household, the youngest child in the household was aged 0-5, or the youngest child was 

aged 6-16 years. Assessing partnership status change, a categorical variable indicated whether 
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a person was continuously in a partnership, continuously single, experienced a union 

dissolution, or formed a new partnership. In cases where respondents experienced both union 

dissolution (prior to migration) and subsequently the formation of a new union, their status 

change was considered as experiencing union dissolution. Importantly, if both union dissolution 

and the formation of a new union took place after migration, their experience was not indicated 

in the data. Furthermore, parental status change was assessed using a dummy variable to 

indicate whether a new child was born or not. Importantly, both parental status and parental 

status change measures relied on children living in the same household with the respondent.  

As outcome measures, both subjective and objective economic outcomes were considered. 

Employment status was used as an objective measure. This variable indicates whether a person 

was employed at the time of the first interview (after migration) or not. Unfortunately, no 

objective measure of household income was available in the dataset. Instead, subjective 

comparisons of different dimensions of the current economic situation with the situation prior 

to migration were considered. These subjective variables included both personal and household 

income as well as living standard. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent of change in 

all three variables on a scale ranging from “much better than in Germany” (1) to “much worse 

than in Germany” (5). The resulting variables were recoded as binary measures indicating 

whether a situation got better (=1) or not, i.e. remained the same/got worse (=0).  

General determinants of individual economic outcomes include age (Aaberge & Mogstad, 

2015), health (Jones et al., 2020), and education (Harmon et al., 2003). In the context of 

migration, host country language proficiency (Adserà & Pytliková, 2016) and previous 

migration experience (Knapp et al., 2013) have also been shown to be relevant. Additionally, 

differences between destination countries may occur. The effect of migration on employment 

patterns (Clark & Huang, 2006; Lersch, 2013) as well as the evolution of employment patterns 

after life course changes (Anxo et al., 2006) have been found to differ between countries. Such 

differences may be explained by different economic prospects (Åslund & Rooth, 2007; 

Dustmann et al., 2010) but also by institutional settings, and by potential to reconcile family 

and working life (Stier et al., 2001; Thévenon, 2016) in different countries.  

Thus, since individual- and household-level economic outcomes may depend not only on 

individual-level characteristics, but also on country-level characteristics, covariates were 

included at both the individual and the destination country level. At the individual level, a 

categorical measure of age at the time of the first interview was included, indicating whether a 

person is aged 19-28, 29-38, 39-48, or 49-58 years. A subjective measure of health indicated 
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whether a person possessed good health (=1) or not. Considering both general and host-country-

specific human capital, a categorical variable of education (based on the International Standard 

Classification of Education, ISCED) and a measure of self-ranked destination country language 

proficiency was used. To assess previous migration experience, immigrant origin when living 

in Germany (coded as 0 or 1) and the duration of previous long-term stays outside Germany 

(no, <2 years, 2 to <5 years, or 5 and more years) were included.  

In contrast to the other variables discussed thus far, which were taken from GERPS, covariates 

at the (destination) country level were derived from other data sources. Individual- and 

household-level economic performance generally depends on the overall economic situation in 

the destination country. Two indicators were included to account for country-level economic 

situation. First, a dummy based on the World Bank’s classification of income groups (The 

World Bank, 2022) was used to indicate whether the country has been categorized as a high- 

vs. upper middle-income country (low- and lower middle-income countries were not present in 

the sample). Second, the unemployment rate in the respective migration year (International 

Labour Organization, 2023) was used. Furthermore, family policies and support facilitate the 

reconciliation of family and work life, thereby affecting economic outcomes. To assess family 

policies, total public social expenditure on families (% of GDP) were included. Additionally, 

the percentage of children aged 0-2 enrolled in formal childcare and pre-school, which can be 

understood as a measure of both provision and social acceptance of early childcare, was used. 

The latter two indicators were drawn from the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development (OECD, 2023).  

Estimation strategy 

Assessing emigrants who were employed prior to migration, it appears crucial to consider “state 

dependence” (Boyle et al., 2009; Heckman, 1991; Heckman & Borjas, 1980) and acknowledge 

that previous employment is not at random. To account for selectivity, a two-part analytical 

strategy was adopted (Farewell et al., 2017; Madden, 2008; Puhani, 2000). To estimate the 

probability of employment prior to migration, the following covariates were used: gender, age, 

immigrant origin when in Germany, partnership status, and age of the youngest child in the 

household. These covariates are either time-invariant or refer to the time three months prior to 

migration. The estimation table can be found in the appendix (table 4). The resulting predicted 

probabilities of previous employment were used as covariates in the regressions of interest.  

Given that not only individual- but also country-level covariates were included, multilevel 

(here: two-level) logistic regression analysis was applied (Hox et al., 2018; Snijders & Bosker, 
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2012). Logistic models were estimated given that all dependent variables were coded as binary 

(Wooldridge, 2009). As both migration (Cooke, 2003; Cooke et al., 2009; Nilsson, 2001) and 

family patterns (Cukrowska-Torzewska & Lovasz, 2020; Davies & Pierre, 2005) are expected 

to affect men’s and women’s labour market patterns differently, separate models were estimated 

for men and women. 

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents the results of analyses looking at both partnership and parental status as related 

to the four different economic outcome variables, including separate models for female and 

male emigrants. Regarding partnership status, four types of partnerships (depending on marital 

status and living arrangements) were compared to being single. Results are highly gendered, 

and thus results for female and male emigrants are described separately here. For female 

emigrants, living together with a spouse (compared to being single) was negatively associated 

with the probability of employment and improvements in personal income. At the same time, 

however, living together with a spouse correlated positively with improvements in terms of 

household income and living standard for these women. Cohabiting with a romantic partner 

while not married was not statistically significantly associated with the probability of 

employment or improvements in terms of personal income for female emigrants. Instead, 

cohabitation correlated positively with improvements in household income and living standard. 

With the exception of female emigrants’ change in living standards (which was positively 

associated with being unmarried but having a partner not living in the same household), having 

a partner not living in the same household (independent of marital status) was not statistically 

significantly associated with any of the four outcome measures for female emigrants.  

Turning to male emigrants, estimation results reveal a negative association between living with 

a spouse and the probability of employment. For all remaining combinations of the partnership 

variable and outcome measures, no statistically significant associations are found for male 

emigrants.  

Assessing parenthood, respondents living with children aged 0-5 years and respondents living 

with children aged 6-16 (depending on the age of the youngest child) were compared to 

respondents living without children. As with partnership status, these patterns were also highly 

gendered. For emigrant mothers, living together with their children (irrespective of the age of 

the youngest child) was associated with a lower probability of employment. No associations 

were found regarding any of the subjective outcome measures. In contrast, for emigrant fathers, 

living with their children aged 6-16 (but not younger children) negatively correlated with 
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personal income change. However, for emigrant fathers, living with their children (irrespective 

of the children’s ages) was not statistically significantly associated with the probability of 

employment, changes in household income, or changes in living standard.  
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Covariates were associated with the outcome measures as in several ways. For reasons of 

parsimony, only statistically significant results are described in this paragraph. Among male 

emigrants, being in the oldest age group was negatively correlated with the probability of 

employment and both personal and household income. For both female and male emigrants, 

good health status was associated with improvements in living standard. A low level of 
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education compared to a medium level education was associated with a decreased probability 

of employment for male emigrants, meaning that less educated male emigrants were less likely 

to be employed. In addition, having a high level of education corresponded to a higher 

probability of employment among female emigrants. However, having a high level of education 

was found to be negatively correlated with living standard among male emigrants. Good host 

country language skills corresponded with a higher probability of employment for both genders, 

but having an immigrant origin (perspective from Germany) was associated with a lower 

probability of employment for female emigrants. Among male emigrants, having stayed abroad 

previously for five or more years (compared to those without previous long-term stays) 

correlated with an increase in the probability of employment. In contrast, any long-term stay 

prior to the current one (irrespective of its length) was negatively associated with female 

emigrants’ living standard. Similarly, the estimated probability of employment prior to 

migration corresponded to a worsening of female emigrants’ living standard. Among covariates 

at the country level, the only variable that was significantly correlated with any of the four 

outcome measures was unemployment. In particular, a higher unemployment rate negatively 

correlated with personal income for emigrants of both genders, and also with household income 

among female emigrants.   

Table 2 shows results of assessments regarding the role of partnership and parental status 

change on the four different economic outcome variables. Regarding partnership status 

changes, being continuously single, union dissolution, and union formation were compared to 

being continuously in a partnership. Being continuously single (as compared to being 

continuously in a partnership) negatively correlated with changes in household income and 

living standard among female emigrants. Furthermore, experiencing either a union dissolution 

or forming a new partnership negatively correlated with changes in household income among 

female emigrants. In contrast, turning to male emigrants, forming a new partnership was 

associated with improvements in both personal income and living standard. For the remaining 

outcome measures, there were no statistically significant associations with partnership changes. 

In addition to children in the household (a variable found to be negatively related to the 

probability of employment for female emigrants), the birth of a new child was also associated 

with a lower probability of employment for female emigrants. In addition, birth of a new child 

negatively correlated with personal income among female emigrants. Still, no significant 

associations between childbirth and changes in household income or living standard were found 

for female emigrants. Different patterns were found for male emigrants.  
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First, childbirth corresponded to a higher probability of employment and improvements in 

living standards among male emigrants. However, no statistically significant associations 

between childbirth and personal or household income measures were found among male 

emigrants. Covariates were the same as in table 1 and showed similar results. A complete table 

including the estimated coefficients for covariates can be found in the appendix (table 5).  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In the beginning of this chapter, several research gaps that interfere with our understanding of 

migrants’ economic outcomes and experiences were identified. With attention to these gaps, 

the research developed and presented here expands existing literature in three main ways: first, 

by considering not only parental and partnership status, but also status changes and their 

relationships with economic outcomes; second, by assessing different dimensions of migration-

related economic outcomes (individual- and household-level); and third, by extending the study 

context to recent and privileged international migration. The present use of different outcome 

measures is particularly noteworthy. Considering both individual- and household-level 

outcomes provides insights into distributional patterns within families. Furthermore, doing so 

by using subjective evaluations of changes in income and living standards, comparing the 

situation after migration to the situation prior to migration, it is possible to learn about how 

family patterns together with migration lead to economic outcomes.  

The major pattern that can be deduced in the present findings is that female emigrants in certain 

family constellations and experiencing certain family status changes suffer worse individual-

level economic outcomes after migration but benefit at the household-level. It may be that these 

female emigrants focus less on their own employment after migration, instead relying on or 

prioritizing household-level gains primarily driven by the economic success of their male 

partners. Thereby, in the course of migration and under certain conditions, employment and 

income patterns become more traditional than they were before migration. These results may 

also indicate a retraditionalization of gender roles initiated by emigration (Erlinghagen, 2021) 

and correspond to the (qualitative) finding that highly-skilled emigrants would “put the equal 

gender contract and ‘family democracy’ temporarily on hold” (Boström et al., 2018, p. 99). 

This potential retraditionalization, including worse individual economic outcomes but 

household-level benefits, was observed for female emigrants living with their spouses. 

Furthermore, and also in line with this argumentation, female emigrants with children and 

especially after childbirth experienced worse individual economic outcomes. These findings 

might be explained by migrants perceiving these family patterns as relationship-specific 
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investments. Such investments are assumed to lessen the problem of non-binding contracts in 

bargaining outcomes (Abraham et al., 2010) and increase the agreeable loss of bargaining 

power (Ott, 1992), leading to a higher degree of specialization. Then, living with a spouse might 

be understood as a barrier to successful individual economic outcomes due to gender roles and 

bargaining more than in terms of social capital. Similarly, children appear to represent a barrier 

to migrant mothers’ economic success, potentially also because of constrained social 

interactions due to care obligations and less support for reconciling work and family duties than 

if they had not migrated. 

Notably, not all partnered female emigrants experience these individual losses after migration. 

Although migration might also be understood as a relationship-specific investment and thus 

commitment mechanism, in contrast to living with a spouse or children, migration itself does 

not suffice for specialization after migration. Still, even though not experiencing changes in 

their own career, female partnered but unmarried emigrants benefit at the household-level. 

Consequently, these household-level gains can be attributed to the male partner. This may be 

supported by previous research finding that men generally benefit from migration (e.g. Cooke 

et al., 2009; Preston & Grimes, 2019). Even though it was found that female and male emigrants 

experienced similar wage gains after migration from Germany (Witte & Guedes Auditor, 2021), 

the current research emphasizes heterogeneity among female emigrants and suggests that their 

economic outcomes are crucially shaped by family patterns. 

In contrast to female emigrants, male emigrants’ economic outcomes appear to depend less on 

family patterns. This could be explained by the asymmetric migration decision in favour of the 

men’s careers among couples (Abraham et al., 2010). Consequently, for male emigrants, family 

patterns represent neither a bridge nor a barrier in terms of social capital, and in line with the 

arguments from NHE and gender-role approaches, men are expected to increase their earnings 

with migration. From the present research, three statistically significant results in particular 

should be discussed for emigrant men. First, the only statistically significant association 

regarding partnership arrangements is that living with a spouse corresponded to a lower 

probability of employment. This was also found for married female emigrants living with their 

spouses, which hints at a decreased necessity to work for both female and male emigrants in 

this partnership arrangement. Second, and in contrast to female emigrants’ suffering worse 

employment probabilities after childbirth, male emigrants’ employment probabilities were 

higher after childbirth, corresponding to traditional work arrangements after family formation. 

Third, for male emigrants, living with their children aged 6-16 years (but not younger) 
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negatively correlated with personal income. This might hint towards rebargaining between 

parent emigrants. As a consequence of this rebargaining, male emigrants might do at least some 

part of the care work when children are older. Thus, economic outcomes of emigration and 

family decisions appear not to be static.  

Given the different destination contexts, this article considered individual- and country-level 

covariates. A higher unemployment rate in the destination country negatively correlated with 

personal income (among both female and male emigrants) and household income (for female 

emigrants only). This corresponds to findings on internal migration (De Jong & Graefe, 2008) 

and the general assumption that higher unemployment rates correspond to migrants’ worse 

labour market outcomes. Still, the remaining destination country variables are not significantly 

related to any of the outcomes, which may be due to the fact that the variables already influence 

the planning phase of migration (Kley, 2011) and have no further effect on economic outcomes 

once migration to a specific country has been decided upon. In line with this thinking, almost 

all destination countries in this sample are high-income countries according to the World Bank 

classification (The World Bank, 2022). Furthermore, German emigrants can be assumed to be 

privileged in their destination countries (Fauser, 2020; Witte et al., 2023), implying that they 

might be less affected by structural problems there (e.g. high unemployment rates).  

Limitations to this study need to be mentioned. First, even though information on personal 

income both before and after migration is provided within GERPS, household-level income 

data were not provided. Thus, to ensure comparability, a subjective measure comparing the 

situation prior to migration to the situation about one year after migration was used for both 

personal and household income. As outlined in the theoretical section, subjective and objective 

measures highly correlate (Williams et al., 2017) and have the advantage that no inaccuracy 

due to differences between destination countries will be introduced. Still, given different 

degrees of reliance on household income, these patterns might be experienced differently by 

female and male emigrants. To test whether subjective outcomes are perceived similarly by 

female and male migrants, data from both objective and subjective income changes would be 

required. Second, the measures of children and childbirth are based on information regarding 

children living in the respondent’s household. Thus, the role of children not living with the 

respondent – which may well have different consequences in terms of economic outcomes – 

cannot be analysed. Third, considering partnerships, the role of partnership and living 

arrangements was analysed but no information on partner characteristics were included. In 

keeping social capital arguments, however, the partner’s role in shaping economic outcomes 
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may well depend on such characteristics: The social capital provided by the partner may be 

especially beneficial if employed in a similar occupational area (Verbakel & de Graaf, 2008) 

and dependent on the partner’s origin (Kanas et al., 2012; Martinovic et al., 2009). 

The above three limitations are due to data restrictions, and a fourth limitation that should be 

considered is the transferability of the current results to other contexts, which is unclear. Even 

though current findings are mostly in line with previous findings, some evidence of potential 

country-linked differences exists (Cooke et al., 2009). International migrants are a selective 

group of the German population (Ette & Erlinghagen, 2021) and may differ systematically from 

internal migrants. Given differences in who moves, and given lower costs (Krieger, 2020) and 

presumably less pronounced consequences in terms of social capital, patterns after internal 

migration may be different from patterns of international migration. Furthermore, 

generalizability of the present research to international migration from other countries is 

unclear. Due to different conditions prior to migration, this holds for migration from both more 

traditional and more egalitarian countries. Thus, similar analyses for migration from different 

countries is required and generalizing the current findings to other contexts should be done with 

caution. 

Despite limitations, potential lines for future research can be deduced from the focus on 

emigrants and short-term effects in this paper. First, the current results based on emigration may 

suggest that due to female emigrants’ worse labour market position and decreased bargaining 

power, patterns may become even more traditional in context of remigration. However, prior 

research has shown that remigration is more female-led (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015) and 

female remigrants tend to be the “leading wife” (Erlinghagen, 2021). Furthermore, the risk of 

union dissolution was shown to increase with remigration (Mansfeld, 2023), bringing into 

question the long-term bindingness of relationship-specific investments. Thus, conducting 

analyses similar to those in the present paper but among remigrants might further enhance our 

understanding of the relationships between family patterns and migration experiences. 

Second, outcome measures in this paper referred to the situation about one year after migration. 

Consequently, only short-term consequences of migration and family patterns could be 

investigated. Future research might assess medium- or long-term consequences, given that 

previous research from other contexts has shown that the negative economic consequences of 

migration for partnered women are only short-lived (Clark & Withers, 2002; Spitze, 1984). 

Contrasting these findings and following the theoretical section of this paper, skill-spillovers 

may take some time to manifest, and the tendency towards specialization can be assumed to 
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affect bargaining power for future negotiations. Further, career breaks due to family formation 

were shown crucial in determining continuing differences in labour market performance 

(Davies & Pierre, 2005). Thus, in a next step, it would be interesting to investigate how the 

short-term patterns of family (change) in this paper translate into medium- or long-term 

consequences.  

Despite these limitations and given the outlined foci, this paper sheds light on the complex 

interdependencies between emigration, family, gender, and the economic sphere by analysing 

the role of family patterns in shaping emigrants’ short-term economic outcomes. The fact that 

associations between family patterns and economic outcomes of recent emigrants are highly 

gendered emphasizes that even among privileged and previously employed emigrants from 

modern societies, traditional work-family arrangements evolve after emigration. These patterns 

can be explained by the conjunction of social capital considerations, and arguments from NHE, 

bargaining theory, and gender-role approaches. In particular, not only economic outcomes but 

also the importance that is given to the different levels of outcomes (individual- vs. household-

level) appear to be gendered. Even though the measures of family policy included here turned 

out not statistically significant, they might well shape the preceding decision to migrate to a 

specific country. Thus, if policies aimed at fostering immigration and/or enhancing immigrants’ 

labour market integration are to be designed, the current findings should be taken into account.  
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Table 4: Logit regression on employment prior to migration 

Dependent variable = employment prior to migration (I) 

    

Female -0.35*** 

 (0.07) 

Agegroup (ref. 29-38 years)  
   19-28 years -1.65*** 

 (0.10) 

   39-48 years 0.61*** 

 (0.16) 

   49-58 years 0.41** 

 (0.20) 

Partnership and living arrangements prior to migration (ref. single)  
   Married, LT 0.63*** 

 (0.16) 

   Unmarried, LT 0.64*** 

 (0.14) 

   Married, LAT 0.04 

 (0.21) 

   Unmarried, LAT 0.00 

 (0.11) 

Age youngest child in household (ref. no child)  
   Children aged 0-5 years -1.10*** 

 (0.17) 

   Children aged 6-16 years -0.20 

 (0.26) 

Immigrant origin -0.26*** 

 (0.10) 

  
Constant 1.45*** 

 (0.11) 

  
Pseudo R2 0.16 

Observations 3,126 
Note: Standard errors in parenthesis. Missing dummies/categories included but not displayed. Significance 
levels: ***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1. LT = living together, LAT = living apart together. Source: GERPSw1. 
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OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND? FREQUENCY OF EMIGRANTS’ CONTACT WITH 

FRIENDS IN GERMANY AND ITS IMPACT ON SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING 

 

ABSTRACT    

Migration implies both benefits and costs. The latter include a possible breakdown of social 

networks, and thus a loss of social capital (Lesage & Ha, 2012; Wahba & Zenou, 2012). Alt-

hough there is some literature on the evolution of family networks after migration, not as much 

is known about friendship. This article assesses quality of friendship between German emi-

grants and their friends who stayed in Germany. In particular, it asks three research questions: 

(a) How does quality of relationships with friends in Germany differ from quality of other re-

lationships after migration? (b) How is friendship quality after migration related to socio-de-

mographic or socio-economic factors? And (c) is there a link between friendship quality and 

subjective well-being of emigrants? Results indicate that friendship quality measured as fre-

quency of contact with friends falls in the middle range of contact frequency, as respondents 

typically have more contact with partners and children, but less contact with some other rela-

tives, compared to close friends. Furthermore, several socio-demographic and socio-economic 

determinants of contact frequency can be identified and correlations with various aspects of 

subjective well-being were found. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Migration provides people with new opportunities. For example, migration can be beneficial 

for the individual’s career by bringing about income gains (Clemens, 2013; Gibson & McKen-

zie, 2012; Gibson et al., 2018; Hendricks & Schoellman, 2018). However, migration also brings 

about costs. By definition, moving across borders implies financial costs. These include costs 

shortly before or during the migration event, such as costs for transportation, visa fees, or new 

furniture. Furthermore, financial costs can arise after migration (e.g. travel costs to visit friends 

and family at home). However, migration might not only be costly in terms of economic capital. 

For example, human capital could be devaluated as it might not be applicable to the labour 

market in the destination country (Chiswick, 1978; Chiswick & Miller, 2007). In this context, 

Chiswick and Miller (2007) talk about “less-than-perfect transferability of skills acquired on 

the job or through formal schooling” (p. 2) to underline that this devaluation does not only refer 

to language skills. Furthermore, social networks might be broken, leading to a loss of social 
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capital (Lesage & Ha, 2012; Wahba & Zenou, 2012). In particular, accessibility of social capital 

is crucial for its mobilisation (Lin, 1999), which might be hindered after international migration. 

Social capital understood as interpersonal ties (Granovetter, 1973) involves both instrumental 

and emotional support. With international migration and, thus, increased geographical distance, 

the loss of instrumental support seems plausible. However, emotional support is also important 

to analyse as O’Flaherty et al. (2007, p. 819) point out that “migrants are often in the situation 

where many of their most emotionally significant relationships are conducted internationally”. 

To what extent and by which means migration affects emotional support appears unclear as 

only a few qualitative studies exist (see e.g. Baldassar, 2007; Guo et al., 2009). These studies 

focus on family relationships. Migration, however, also implies friendships across borders. 

Concerning these friendships, there exists even less scientific knowledge than with respect to 

transnational family relationships. This lack of understanding of a potentially impactful social 

experience provides the starting point for this chapter, which asks three research questions:  

(a) How does quality of relationships with friends in Germany differ from quality of other 

relationships after migration?  

(b) How is friendship quality after migration related to socio-demographic or socio-eco-

nomic factors? 

(c) Is there a link between friendship quality and subjective well-being of emigrants? 

The first question can be seen as the starting point, and can be answered using descriptive sta-

tistics, providing the basis of this analysis. The second question builds on the first. To address 

the second question, determinants of friendship quality are identified by application of multi-

variate regressions. Finally, the third question looks at correlations between friendship quality 

and different aspects of subjective well-being. Subjective well-being can be conceptualised as 

an important outcome variable of the migration event (Auditor & Erlinghagen, 2021; Bartram, 

2013; Baykara-Krumme & Platt, 2018; Erlinghagen, 2011; Safi, 2010). With this in mind, by 

focussing on friendship quality the third research question takes a step towards analysing dif-

ferences in subjective well-being between emigrants. Doing so, this article provides new in-

sights concerning individual psychosocial consequences of emigration from industrialised 

countries as data from German emigrants is used. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. First, I outline some theoretical consid-

erations concerning determinants of contact frequency and its link with subjective well-being. 

This is followed by a short overview of (both qualitative and quantitative) findings concerning 

these factors. Then, I describe methodology and outline the sets of variables used to answer the 
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three research questions. Next, the research questions are answered in sequence. Finally, I dis-

cuss the findings and draw a conclusion.  

THEORY 

Determinants of friendship quality 

Friendship quality can be conceptualised as relationship quality with friends. Relationship qual-

ity is usually measured by contact frequency, whereby scholars assume that ties are closer the 

higher the contact frequency (Bauernschuster et al., 2010; Blömers & Letschert, 2011). This 

contact frequency can encompass different modes of contact: personal visits, calls, messages, 

etc. Although the German Emigration and Remigration Panel Study (GERPS) includes all 

modes of contact in their frequency measures, some scholars focus on one aspect, for example 

personal visits. Below, I summarise theoretical considerations concerning different modes of 

contact frequency. 

O’Flaherty et al. (2007) assume economic integration (wealth, income, economic status, edu-

cation, etc.) to have a positive impact on visits to one’s own home country as financial resources 

are crucial for travel opportunities. Still, some aspects of economic integration that are time-

consuming appear to work into the opposite direction: someone who has a full-time job and 

thus a limited number of days of annual leave might be less likely to return home frequently 

than a student or a pensioner who has fewer obligations in the host country. Also, higher eco-

nomic integration increases the attractiveness of staying in the host country (Portes et al., 1999). 

Concerning other forms of contact (letters, information and communication technologies or 

ICTs, etc.), the direction of the effect is not so clear either. Education might, in general, be 

correlated with higher ICT handling skills and thus foster contact using this channel. However, 

given that the overall level of education in the GERPS sample is already very high, education 

might rather correlate with employment obligations and thus have the opposite effect. Further-

more, it might foster the speed of overall integration (Guarnizo et al., 2003) and thus negatively 

impact contact frequency. Social integration implies closer ties to the host country’s society and 

thus is assumed to have a negative impact on frequency of contact with friends in the home 

country. Furthermore, social integration is likely to negatively affect intentions to remigrate, 

and not intending to remigrate is assumed to decrease contact with friends in the home country. 

Individual characteristics that have been considered include gender, age, and foreign roots. 

O’Flaherty et al. (2007) find that women are more likely than men to visit home. They argue 

that this finding might reflect expectations concerning gender roles: women are traditionally 
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expected to do caregiving and provide emotional support but men focus on political and eco-

nomic concerns. In line with this argumentation, Kaasa and Parts (2008) argue that it is easier 

for women to find emotional support, for example when depressed. This would imply that they 

not only invest but also receive more in terms of social support. Age might increase contact 

frequency as older people are usually more attached to their home country (Iarmolenko et al., 

2016). Also, the nature of friendship changes when aging: Fox et al. (1985) state that – with 

age – men develop more concern and thoughtfulness regarding friends and women become 

more tolerant and less confrontational. Different behaviour or attitudes towards friends might 

also impact contact frequencies in friendships. Additionally, foreign roots might play a role in 

defining contact behaviour. In this context, foreign roots refers to having a migration back-

ground in Germany and not in the host country as German emigrants by definition have a mi-

gration background if they have moved abroad. In order to prevent confusion, I use the term 

foreign roots. For example, Iarmolenko et al. (2016) hypothesise that differences in home visits 

among ethnic Germans, Russian Jews, and Turkish people living in Germany depend on distinct 

exit and entry conditions. Consequently, as resources are limited, these differences might in 

turn affect home visits in Germany (and thus contact frequency with friends living there).  

Distance to the home and time in the host country are assumed to affect contact frequency. In 

particular, I hypothesise contact frequency to decrease with distance. This is for two reasons: 

first, travel costs increase with distance, making home visits more expensive. Second, a longer 

distance is associated with a larger time difference, which narrows possible time slots for com-

munication and thus complicates transnational contact (Ryan et al., 2015). Connections with 

the home country decrease with time in the host country, and this holds especially for friends 

(Ryan et al., 2015). Thus, length of stay is assumed to decrease contact frequency. 

Number of friends is assumed to play a crucial role as having a large number of friends simply 

provides more opportunities for contact frequency. Furthermore, partnership, marital status, and 

household size (i.e. whether there are children in the household or not) might be important. 

Ryan et al. (2015) argue that family obligations negatively impact the likelihood of home visits, 

one possible mode of contact. Such obligations are higher for people with a partner and/or chil-

dren and with the presence of the respective person(s) in the household. Furthermore, family 

obligations might affect network size, which is consistent with the finding that married persons 

have fewer informal networks (Kaasa & Parts, 2008). 
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Contact, friendship, and subjective well-being 

Prilleltensky (2008) analyses different risk and protective factors of migrants’ subjective well-

being. Friendship is categorised as being protective and thus assumed to positively affect sub-

jective well-being. But what exactly is the link between these two phenomena? Lee and Ishii-

Kuntz (1987) argue that individuals choose their friends and at the same time are chosen as 

friends. The latter shows the individuals that they possess positive attitudes or qualities that are 

valued. This is assumed to have a positive impact on subjective well-being (Lee & Ishii-Kuntz, 

1987). Furthermore, friendship is linked to subjective well-being via support and disclosure 

(Cuadros & Berger, 2016) and mediated via loneliness – a subjective feeling of social integra-

tion (Liang et al., 1980). The latter motivates the inclusion of different loneliness measures to 

assess the link between friendship and migrants’ subjective well-being. Furthermore, contact 

with friends in the home country might correlate not only with overall life satisfaction, but also 

with satisfaction concerning different life domains. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In general, literature on cross-border relationships of emigrants mainly focusses on Asia and 

Latin America (Apitzsch, 2014) and economically disadvantaged groups (e.g. Benítez, 2012; 

Madianou & Miller, 2011). If Germany is the subject of study, literature usually approaches it 

as a destination country (Baykara-Krumme, 2014). This means that the behaviour of migrants 

in Germany – not German emigrants – is analysed. One exception is a study by Mau and Mewes 

(2007). They analysed transnational social relationships but focused only on non-mobile indi-

viduals living in Germany and their contact with people living abroad. Also with respect to 

other industrialized countries, not much research has been published. Exceptions, however, do 

exist: 98 per cent of Irish migrants in Melbourne have contact with their family in Ireland 

(O'Connor, 2009). The same holds for 93 per cent of migrants of English-speaking background 

and 91 per cent of migrants of non-English-speaking background in Australia (Ang et al., 2002)) 

and 95.4 per cent of migrants from different countries in Vancouver, Canada (Hiebert & Ley, 

2006).  

Determinants of contact 

Literature on the determinants of contact with people in the home country has focused primarily 

on contact with relatives and has mainly examined either home visits or contact using infor-

mation and communication technologies (ICTs). Furthermore, research on transnational rela-

tionships of relatively affluent migrants is limited (O’Flaherty et al., 2007). However, some 
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exceptions exist: concerning migrants’ visits home, major between-group differences for mi-

grants in Australia were found (O’Flaherty et al., 2007). In particular, they report differences 

with respect to visa category, country of origin, sex, age, relative life satisfaction in Australia 

and aspirations to get the Australian citizenship, English language skills, income, housing situ-

ation, home ownership, education, financial aid from overseas, and financial aid from within 

Australia. Also looking at migrants’ visits home, Iarmolenko et al. (2016) assessed different 

determinants of transnational activity of female migrants in Germany. They found that deter-

minants vary by ethnic background, for example the financial situation is significant for Turkish 

immigrants but not so for ethnic Germans and Russian Jews. Determinants that are statistically 

significant (for some female migrant groups) but not considered by O’Flaherty et al. (2007) are 

length of stay, discrimination, thoughts about returning to the home country, as well as several 

acculturation, identification, and social network measures. Analysing contact behaviour of 

highly skilled American and French migrants in London, Ryan et al. (2015) found that geo-

graphical distance matters: French could visit their home country more frequently than Ameri-

cans. Also, the authors identified competing family obligations as being crucial for determining 

home visits.  

Given that transnational contact became easier with the surge of ICTs (Bacigalupe & Cámara, 

2012; Pajnik & Bajt, 2012) one might assume that the economic status (i.e. income, home own-

ership, financial aid, etc.) is less crucial for ICT-based contact. However, the availability of 

these new technologies differs (Wilding, 2006). Bryceson and Vuorela (2002) showed that in-

deed income and material assets are crucial determinants. Analysing phone and e-mail contact 

of migrants in the Netherlands, Schans (2009) identified similar influencing factors as those for 

home visits. Furthermore, she added age at migration to the list of determinants. 

Cross-border contacts and subjective well-being 

Even though transnational ties are crucial for the emotional well-being of every migrant (Ryan 

et al., 2015), literature on the link between cross-border contacts and subjective well-being has 

focused mainly on migrant parents and left-behind children (e.g. Dito et al., 2017). One excep-

tion is from O’Flaherty et al. (2007), who found a significant effect of relative life satisfaction 

in Australia on the odds of home visits.  

More generally and without focusing on migration, there appears to be a relationship between 

friendship and subjective well-being (Heady et al., 1991). Among children, Gauze et al. (1996) 

found that friendship and subjective well-being were correlated. More specifically, Cuadros 
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and Berger (2016) found that two aspects of friendship (support and disclosure) affect subjec-

tive well-being of female children. Concerning elderly people, friendship significantly in-

creases morale and decreases loneliness, with effects being stronger than those associated with 

family (Lee & Ishii-Kuntz, 1987).  

DATA AND METHODS 

In order to answer the three research questions, I present analyses of data from the first wave 

of GERPS. GERPS assesses consequences of international migration of German citizens and is 

based on a random sample drawn from local population registers (Ette et al., 2021). It covers 

both German emigrants and remigrants but for this analysis only emigrants are considered. Ad-

ditionally, only respondents who indicated both their sex and age and who emigrated from Ger-

many in either 2017 or 2018 were included. The latter facilitates focusing the analysis on short-

term effects of migration. In total, 3,536 observations remained. 

Friendship quality is proxied by using contact frequency with friends who still live in Germany. 

This approach is common in literature (see e.g. Bauernschuster et al., 2010; Blömers & 

Letschert, 2011). Contact frequency is measured not only with friends, but also with seven 

groups of relatives, allowing for comparisons between types of relationships. In particular, 

GERPS respondents are asked to indicate their contact frequency with (a) partner/spouse, (b) 

parents/parent-in-law, (c) siblings, (d) children, (e) grandchildren, (f) grandparents, (g) other 

relatives (e.g. aunts, uncles, cousins), and (h) close friends. If respondents were in contact with 

more than one person in one category (e.g. siblings, friends), they were asked to answer the 

question thinking of the person with whom contact is most frequent. The resulting measures 

include different modes of contact (e.g. visits, phone calls, messages). Contact frequency is 

measured on a four-point scale and has been rescaled such that higher values indicate more 

frequent contact: 

How often are you in contact with the following people in Germany? 

- Daily 

- At least once a week 

- At least once a month 

- Less than once a month 

Thus, contact frequency is an ordered categorical variable. Often with categorical variables, 

ordered logit models are estimated. These models rest on the proportional odds assumption that 

does not hold in this sample. This is not surprising as scholars argue that it almost always needs 
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to be rejected, especially with many explanatory variables (Brant, 1990), the inclusion of con-

tinuous explanatory variables, and a large sample (Allison, 2012; Brant, 1990; Clogg & 

Shihadeh, 1994; O'Connell, 2006). Consequently, I estimated generalised ordered logit, which 

allows the coefficients to differ across categories of the dependent variable. The autofit option 

– in an iterative process – tests for each variable whether its coefficients do actually differ across 

categories and Stata estimates only one coefficient if this is not the case (Williams, 2006). 

Table 1 describes the coding and underlying classification of each explanatory variable used to 

assess the second research question. It also shows summary statistics.  

Table 1: Descriptions, coding, and summary statistics of explanatory variables   

Variable Name Description N Mean SD Min Max 

Gender Dummy: 1 = male, 0 = female 3,536 0.49 0.50 0 1 

Age Age at the time of the interview (years) 3,536 35.84 10.69 19 71 

Foreign roots 

Dummy: 1 = foreign roots (direct, indi-

rect, not differentiable migration back-

ground in Germany), 0 = no foreign 

roots. Classification congruent to 

GSOEP’s MIGBACK variable. 3,536 0.27 0.44 0 1 

Length of stay 

Time between the migration event and 

the interview (months) 3,536 11.98 4.43 0.3 25.1 

Intention to remi-

grate 

Dummy: 1 = yes, 0 = no. Based on the 

question of whether the respondent seri-

ously thought about remigrating to Ger-

many. 3,536 0.36 0.48 0 1 

Europe 

Dummy: 1 = respondent lives in Europe. 

0 = respondent lives outside Europe 3,531 0.75 0.44 0 1 

Main activity 

Categorical: 2 = (self-)employed, civil 

servant; 1 = education/training; 0 = not 

employed, unemployed, retired 3,394 1.62 0.71 0 2 

Bachelor or higher 

Dummy: 1 = bachelor, master, doctoral 

(or equivalents); 0 = in school, primary 

education; lower-, upper- and post-sec-

ondary education; short-cycle tertiary ed-

ucation.  3,536 0.75 0.43 0 1 

Friends Number of close friends 3,536 8.24 6.51 1 90 

Partner 

Dummy: 1 = no partner, 0 = partner (irre-

spective of civil status and living arrange-

ment). Classification based on PARTZA 

(generated partner indicator for the time 

of the interview, congruent to GSOEP) 3,536 0.74 0.44 0 1 

Household constel-

lation 

Categorical: 0 = single-person household, 

1 = couple without children, 2 = couple 

with children, 3 = others. 3,425 1.04 0.96 0 3 

Data source: GERPS (wave 1). 
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In order to address the third research question, different measures of subjective well-being were 

taken into account: 

(1) Individual items of the GSOEP loneliness scale  

a. Miss the company of others 

b. Feel left out 

c. Feel isolated 

(2) GSOEP loneliness scale overall 

(3) General life satisfaction 

(4) Perceived change in the quality of different life domains 

The inclusion of (1.) and (2.) in this list is based on the findings by Liang et al. (1980) concern-

ing the mediating effects of loneliness on subjective well-being. In the present study, first, par-

ticipants’ responses to the individual items of the GSOEP loneliness scale, including “miss the 

company of others,” “feel left out,” and “feel isolated” were analysed. These items cover dif-

ferent dimensions of loneliness and are measured on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) 

to 5 (very often). Second, the three-item GSOEP loneliness scale, which was developed build-

ing on the 20-item UCLA loneliness scale (Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016) is included. It is based 

on the three single items in (1.). Scholars have shown its strong correlation with the original 

scale (Hughes et al., 2004) as well as the validity of the German version (Hawkley et al., 2016). 

The overall score is computed as the sum of the individual items. Third, general life satisfaction 

as a measure of subjective well-being is considered. Respondents were asked about their overall 

satisfaction level on a scale from 0 to 10. Fourth, changes in the quality of different aspects of 

life are considered. These include changes in family life, the situation with friends, health, and 

neighbours. Respondents were asked to compare the situation before migration to the current 

situation and indicate whether it got better or worse. In particular, respondents could answer on 

a five-point scale ranging from 1 (much better than in Germany) to 5 (much worse than in 

Germany).  

As with contact frequency, these measures are categorical variables. As explained above, or-

dered logit models rest on the proportional odds assumption, which in most cases does not hold. 

However, the measures of subjective well-being consist of five to 15 categories, which would 

lead to a very high number of equations to be estimated as well as a very low number of obser-

vations included in each estimation equation. When pooling these categories, information 

would be lost. Furthermore, the third research question is not so much about how exactly dif-

ferent determinants affect subjective well-being but rather whether there is a link between 
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friendship quality and different dimensions of subjective well-being or not. Thus, I stick to 

simple ordered logit regression and interpret estimation coefficients as “average effects” of 

contact frequency on subjective well-being (keeping in mind that this effect might differ across 

the categories of subjective well-being and that causality cannot be established). 

RESULTS 

Patterns of contact frequency 

Table 2 shows emigrants’ contact frequencies with different relatives as well as friends living 

in Germany. Overall, frequency of contact with friends fell in the middle of this frequency scale, 

with most of the respondents having contact with their friends on a weekly (41.1%) or monthly 

(37.7%) basis. A total of 10.8 and 10.4 per cent accrue to the two extreme response options, 

less than once a month and daily, respectively. Contact was most frequent with the partner (if 

he or she stayed in Germany), followed by children and parents (including parents-in-law). 

Least frequent contact was observed to be with other relatives, followed by grandparents and 

grandchildren. Noteworthy are also the differences concerning the numbers of observations, 

which stem from the fact that not all respondents had all different types of relatives and/or a 

partner living in Germany. 

Table 2: Contact frequency by types of relatives and friends (%)    

Contact with 

Less than  

once a month 

At least  

once a month 

At least  

once a week Daily N 

Partner 2.4 3.0 8.3 86.4 873 

Children 5.6 11.2 34.2 49.0 447 

Parents (in-law) 5.1 23.2 57.0 14.7 3058 

Friends 10.8 37.7 41.1 10.4 3406 

Siblings 19.4 38.7 34.1 7.8 2778 

Grandchildren 38.8 29.8 26.5 5.0 121 

Grandparents 50.5 37.0 11.5 1.1 1457 

Other relatives 72.1 22.1 5.0 0.8 2754 

Partner includes both spouses and unmarried partners and parents also includes parents-in-law. Contact frequen-

cies by types of relatives are operationalised similarly to contact frequency to friends as described in section 

four. Ranking is based on mean contact frequency. Data source: GERPS (wave 1). 

Descriptive statistics for contact frequency with friends in Germany also show distinct patterns 

by socio-demographic and socio-economic variables (Table 3). Female migrants had more con-

tact with friends in Germany than male migrants did. In particular, female migrants were more 

likely to have daily or weekly contact. The percentage of males having contact less than once a 

month is 9.3 percentage points higher than for females. Contact frequency decreased with age: 

the lowest contact category (less than once a month) increased, but both daily and at least once 
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a week decreased with age. Concerning foreign roots, only minor differences in contact fre-

quency were observed: people with foreign roots were somewhat more likely to give extreme 

answers (daily or less than once a month). Similarly, small differences were found concerning 

the length of stay: contact frequency appears to decrease with the length of stay. Given that the 

maximum of length of stay in this data set is 25.1 months, even short-term differences could be 

identified. Contact frequency was slightly higher for emigrants who reported thinking about 

returning to Germany. The same held for emigrants who live in Europe – which can be seen as 

a proxy for distance. However, contact frequency was lower for people who reported being 

employed or holding a bachelor or higher degree. 

Table 3: Contact frequency with friends by explanatory variables (%)   

Variable Category 

Less 

than  

once a 

month 

At least  

once a 

month 

At least  

once a 

week Daily N 

Sex Female 7.1 33.3 47.7 11.9 1,794 

 Male 14.6 42.3 34.1 8.9 1,742 

Agegroup 20 to 29 years 6.6 32.8 44.7 15.9 1,098 

 30 to 39 years 9.4 38.3 42.8 9.6 1,398 

 40 to 49 years 15.8 43.4 35.5 5.3 468 

 50 to 59 years 19.1 43.8 32.2 4.9 304 

 60 years and older 24.1 38.7 32.9 4.4 137 

Foreign roots 

Yes 11.8 35.8 41.4 11.0 898 

No 10.5 38.2 41.1 10.2 2,458 

Length of stay 

Less than 6 months 6.8 35.4 45.1 12.7 308 

6 to less than 12 months 9.3 37.6 42.0 11.1 1,439 

 12 to less than 18 months 12.7 38.2 39.9 9.3 1,449 

 18 or more months 13.8 39.1 36.2 11.0 210 

Intention to 

remigrate 

Yes 9.5 36.7 42.1 11.7 1,251 

No 11.6 38.3 40.4 9.7 2,147 

Europe Yes 9.9 37.0 42.2 10.9 2,525 

 No 13.4 39.7 37.8 9.1 876 

Main activity 

Econ. Active 11.0 38.7 40.2 10.1 2,484 

Education/training 6.5 36.9 42.3 14.4 355 

 Other 9.2 41.7 38.3 10.8 120 

 Not active 14.3 32.8 44.7 8.2 427 

Education Bachelor or higher 10.8 39.8 40.4 9.1 2,580 

 Lower 10.6 31.2 43.2 14.9 810 

Number of 

friends 

1 to 5 14.4 37.9 39.4 8.3 1,461 

6 to 10 8.0 38.0 43.6 10.4 1343 

 11 to 20 7.6 37.0 41.0 14.4 486 

 More than 20 11.2 36.2 31.9 20.7 116 

Partner No partner 9.1 29.8 46.0 15.1 843 

 Partner 11.5 40.6 39.1 8.8 2,524 

Household 

constellation Single-person household 7.9 33.5 44.7 13.9 1,114 

 Couple w/o children 9.5 40.8 40.5 9.2 1,279 

 Couple with children 18.6 43.8 32.5 5.2 576 

  Other 11.8 31.0 43.7 13.6 332 

Data source: GERPS (wave 1). 

Contact frequency increased with the number of friends between one and 20. Having more than 

20 friends, however, did not further increase contact frequency. Comparing respondents with 
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more than 20 friends with those having six to 10 or 11 to 20 friends, it is furthermore noteworthy 

that people with more than 20 friends were more likely to give extreme answers, i.e. have con-

tact daily or less than once a month. Furthermore, respondents who had a partner showed lower 

levels of contact frequency with friends than those who did not have a partner. A similar picture 

can be drawn when looking at household constellations: respondents in single-person house-

holds had more contact with friends than did people living with their partner but without chil-

dren, who in turn have more contact than people living with their partner and children. 

Estimation Results: Determinants of contact frequency  

Generalised ordered logit regression draws a detailed picture of how different factors affect 

contact frequency (Table 4). Its coefficients need to be interpreted as follows (cf. Williams, 

2006): a positive (and statistically significant) sign implies that a higher value of the explana-

tory variable increases the likelihood that the respondent is in a higher category of contact fre-

quency than the current one. In contrast, the probability of being in the current or lower category 

of contact frequency increases with higher values of the explanatory variable if the estimated 

coefficient is negative. Concerning several explanatory variables (foreign roots, length of stay, 

intention to remigrate, Europe, main activity, and household constellation), the proportional 

odds assumption is not violated (i.e. coefficients are the same throughout the categories of the 

dependent variable). Thus, following Williams (2016), only one coefficient is shown in the first 

row which can be interpreted as a coefficient from estimating a simple ordered logit model. 

Concerning the other variables, the effect differs throughout the categories of the dependent 

variable and thus different coefficients are reported.  

Being male increases the likelihood of being in the current or a lower category of contact fre-

quency, but this effect decreases with increasing categories of contact frequency. Similarly, age 

has a negative impact on contact frequency, but the effect is strongest for the highest category 

of the dependent variable, followed by the lowest category. Concerning the next five variables, 

the proportional odds assumption holds and thus the effect is constant across the categories of 

the dependent variables. Although foreign roots and intention to remigrate appear to not be 

statistically significant, significant effects can be found for length of stay, Europe, and main 

activity. The longer the length of stay in the host country, the less frequently emigrants were in 

contact with friends in Germany. This effect is noteworthy as – due to the actuality of the study 

plus the fact that only respondents who left Germany in either 2017 or 2018 were included – 

the overall level of length of stay is still relatively low (see descriptive statistics in Table 1). 
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Staying in Europe was associated with more frequent contact with friends and being economi-

cally active (employed, self-employed, or civil servant) and being in training were associated 

with decreased contact compared to not being active (unemployed, not employed, or retired). 

Holding a bachelor’s or higher degree was associated with decreased contact frequency. This 

effect is stronger for higher categories of the dependent variable (and it is not statistically sig-

nificant for the lowest category). The number of friends had a positive impact on contact fre-

quency, which is strongest for the lowest and highest category and weaker in the second column 

of the table (less than once a month and monthly vs weekly and daily). In contrast, having a 

partner (both married and unmarried) was negatively associated with contact frequency, with 

the effect being stronger for higher categories of the dependent variable (it even ceases to be 

statistically significant for the lowest category). Last, not living in a single-person household 

was associated negatively with contact frequency.  

Table 4: Estimation results for contact frequency applying a generalised ordered logistic model using the autofit 

option.   

  

1L vs  

2M, 3W, 4D 

1L, 2M vs  

3W, 4D 

1L, 2M, 3W  

vs 4D 

Male (vs. female) -0.652*** -0.588*** -0.211* 

Age -0.040*** -0.030*** -0.051*** 

Foreign roots (yes vs. no) -0.098   
Length of stay -0.029***   
Intention to remigrate (yes vs. no) 0.085   
Europe (vs. outside Europe) 0.176**   
Main activity (vs. not active)    
   econ. active -0.237**   
   educ. / training -0.501***   
   other -1.499***   
Bachelor or higher degree (vs. lower) -0.028 -0.343*** -0.578*** 

Number of friends 0.043*** 0.019*** 0.041*** 

Partner (yes vs. no) 0.145 -0.248** -0.278** 

Household constellation (vs. 1-pers. household)   
   couple without children -0.257***   
   couple with children -0.704***   
   other -0.227*   
Constant 4.284*** 2.392*** 0.553* 

Observations 3401   
Pseudo R-Squared 0.053   

Note: Categories of the explanatory variable:  1L = less than once a month, 2M = at least once a month, 3W = at 

least once a week, 4D = daily. Models include controls for missing values of categorical/binary variables, which 

are not displayed in this table. Missing and improbable values concerning the number of friends and length of 

stay are replaced by the respective mean of the variable and a flag variable is used in order to indicate if values 

are real or imputed. Following Williams (2016), if variables meet the proportional odds assumption (and thus 

estimated coefficients are the same across categories of the dependent variable) only one coefficient is reported 

for the respective explanatory variable in the first row. Significance levels: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. 

Data source: GERPS (wave 1). 
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Contact frequency and well-being 

Table 5 shows estimation coefficients of contact frequency on different indicators of subjective 

well-being. The major finding is that a link between contact frequency and different indicators 

of subjective well-being exists. In particular, two individual items of the GSOEP loneliness 

scale, the composite GSOEP loneliness scale, general life satisfaction, and two indicators com-

paring changes in different life domains before and after migration (“situation has worsened 

with respect to…”) show statistically significant estimation coefficients. Concerning the 

GSOEP loneliness scale indicators, statistically significant negative coefficients with respect to 

“feel left out” and “feel isolated” as well as the composite indicator were found. These variables 

were coded such that higher values indicate stronger feelings of loneliness. Thus, a negative 

correlation indicated that higher contact frequency correlated with weaker feelings of loneli-

ness. There were also statistically significant effects concerning general life satisfaction: more 

contact with friends corresponded to higher levels of general life satisfaction.  

Table 5: Regression coefficients for contact frequency with friends on different subjective indicators of well-being 

estimating ordered logistic models.   

  

Contact frequency  

(Estimation coefficient) N 

Pseudo  

R-Squared 

Miss company of others -0.022 3368 0.037 

Feel left out -0.214*** 3365 0.037 

Feel isolated -0.179*** 3365 0.039 

GSOEP loneliness scale -0.151*** 3401 0.031 

General life satisfaction 0.077* 3377 0.027 

Change family life 0.037 3383 0.06 

Change friends 0.162*** 3387 0.036 

Change health -0.032 3391 0.026 

Change neighbours 0.076* 3394 0.016 

Note: In contrast to regular presentations of regression results, in this table different models are displayed one 

below the other (and not next to each other). The first column shows the respective dependent variable. The co-

efficient of the main explanatory variable (contact frequency with friends) is shown in the second column. As 

controls, all explanatory variables from estimating contact frequency (Table 4) are used. For reasons of parsi-

mony, they are not displayed but can be provided upon request. Significance levels: *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 

0.01. Data source: GERPS (wave 1). 

Additionally, changes in two of the four analysed life domains show statistically significant 

estimation coefficients: a worsening of the situation with respect to friends and neighbours. 

Low values of these variables indicate that the situation now is much better than it was in Ger-

many (improvement) and high values indicate that the situation now is much worse than it was 

in Germany (worsening). Both changes in the area of friends and neighbours have positive 

signs, implying that more contact with friends in Germany corresponded with a worsening of 
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the situation. In other words, people who still have strong ties to their friends in Germany re-

ported feeling that the situation concerning friends and neighbours after migration was worse 

than it was in Germany.  

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

At least in the short term, out of sight does not mean out of mind: German emigrants maintain 

contact with different types of relatives and friends in Germany. In particular, contact with 

friends falls in the middle of this frequency scale: it is less frequent than contact with the partner, 

children, and parents, but more frequent than contact with siblings, grandchildren, grandpar-

ents, and other relatives who remained in Germany.  

Several determinants of this contact frequency with friends could be identified. In line with the 

theoretical considerations outlined earlier, staying within Europe and a higher overall number 

of friends was associated with increased contact with friends in Germany. The Europe dummy 

is used as a proxy for distance to Germany and the finding can be explained as follows: contact 

decreases with distance as travel costs and time difference increase. Having more friends simply 

provides more opportunities for contact and thus increases contact frequency. In contrast, being 

male, increasing age, length of stay, holding a bachelor or higher degree, having a major activ-

ity, being in a relationship, and not living in a single-person household were associated with 

decreases in emigrants’ contact with friends in Germany. Except for age, these effects are also 

consistent with the theoretical considerations earlier outlined. Different models regarding gen-

der roles, associating woman with being more involved with emotional support than men 

(O’Flaherty et al., 2007), might explain why being male is associated with lower frequency of 

contact with friends. Both length of stay and education are likely to foster integration, making 

contact with people in the host country relatively more attractive. Having a major activity, being 

in a relationship, and not living in a single household appear to influence contact frequency 

similarly. They not only increase the relative attractiveness of the host country, but are also 

time-consuming and imply more obligations in the host country. In contrast, previous literature 

suggested that contact frequency might increase with age as older people are more attached to 

their home country (Iarmolenko et al., 2016) and friendship was assumed to strengthen as peo-

ple grow older (Fox et al., 1985). However, in the current analyses I found that contact with 

friends decreased with age. A potential explanation is that younger people are more affluent 

with ICT-based communication and that this type of communication represents an important 

way of staying in touch. Furthermore, age might correlate with obligations other than those 

covered with having a major activity, partnership status, and household composition. Assuming 
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that all types of obligations in the host country are associated with decreased contact frequency 

with friends in the home country, this might further explain the negative effect of age. 

Correlations between different indicators of subjective well-being and contact frequencies exist. 

More contact with friends implied weaker feelings of loneliness and higher life satisfaction. 

However, not all individual items of the GSOEP loneliness score correlated with emigrants’ 

contact frequency with friends in Germany. This emphasises that possibly different aspects of 

loneliness exist, and the different aspects might have different determinants and consequences. 

Consequently, this finding calls for further research. The fact that a perceived worsening in 

different life areas (comparing to the situation in Germany) corresponds to more contact with 

friends in Germany appears plausible: respondents might try to compensate the lack of friends 

or contact with neighbours in the new country of residence with friends in Germany. However, 

it poses the question of the direction of this relationship. In this chapter, I assumed contact 

frequency to affect subjective well-being and thus estimated coefficients using subjective well-

being as the dependent variable. However, to some extent it might also be the other way around. 

In particular, the questions are the following: do people stay in touch because they perceive 

different aspects of their new lives as being worse than in Germany?  Are they unhappy and 

seeking social support from friends left behind in Germany? Or is it the other way around and 

more contact reminds people of the positive aspects of their life in Germany and thus leads to 

glorification? With the next wave of data becoming available in 2020, further investigations 

regarding the causal relationship between contact with friends in Germany and emigrants’ in-

tegration into host country societies will be possible by estimating a model assessing causality 

using three survey waves (Heady et al., 1991).  

As stated earlier, “migrants are often in the situation where many of their most emotionally 

significant relationships are conducted internationally” (O’Flaherty et al., 2007, p. 819). Thus, 

analysing these relationships is an important task when assessing migrants’ social capital. In 

this context, this article helps understanding the phenomenon of cross-border friendship and 

takes a first step towards analysing the link between friendship and migrants’ subjective well-

being. 
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