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Abstract 
In Europe, legal parent-child family reunifications are regulated by policies specifying the 
eligibility criteria that migrant parents must fulfill – two of the general conditions is having a 
long-term residence permit and fulfilling standardized income requirements. The emergence 
of transnational families – border crossing family arrangements – is often blamed on the 
conditions set by immigration countries. On the other hand, qualitative studies in the West 
African context indicate that transnational family life can be a strategic choice, arguing that 
West African family practices, such as fostering, are compatible with transnational family life 
and that parent’s preferences for the child to be brought up in the country of origin is one 
driver behind separation. Taking the case of Ghanaian migrant parents in the UK and 
Netherlands, the aim of this study is to explore what factors are associated with if and where 
parent-child reunification takes place – in the immigration country or the country of origin, 
with a focus on the interplay between family reunification policies, migrant family 
practices/norms and gender. The research question is: Do the policies that frame family 
reunification in the UK and Netherlands determine whether and where parent-child 
reunification takes place? And, how is the outcome affected by Ghanaian family 
practices/norms and gender?  
  The analysis is made using binomial logistic regression on a selection of 167 current and 
return migrant parents from the MAFE-Ghana data, collected in 2009. 
  The results indicate that having a high occupational status has a positive effect on 
reunification in any location, while a long-term legal status only increases the likelihood of 
reunification in the immigration country. Indicators for family status show mixed results; 
while having a partner in the UK or Netherlands has a gendered positive effect on the 
likelihood of reunification in Europe, it also tends to prolong parent-child separation for 
migrants who do not reunify in Europe. Against expectations, the availability of alternative 
caregivers in Ghana does not impact the outcome in any direction and no significant 
difference is found between the likelihood of reunification in the UK or Netherlands. The 
findings do not support the notion that transnational family life is a strategy for Ghanaian 
migrant parents; the conclusion is that policies strongly influence whether and where 
transnational parent-child separation ends.  
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1.	Introduction	
When people migrate, complex family forms with members in different countries often 

emerge (Mazzucato & Schans 2011). The number of parent-child separations due to 

transnational migration is unknown, recent studies however suggest that transnational family 

arrangements are a widespread phenomenon among migrants, and that separations last for 

extended periods of time (Gonzalez-Ferrer et al. 2012). Although left behind children often 

benefit from increased resources, improved material living conditions and schooling due to 

parent’s remittances, negative consequences and associated risks – such as insufficient 

nutrition and supervision in the care of substitute caretakers, decreased scholarly performance 

and wellbeing – have also been documented (Borraz 2005; Dreby 2007; Heymann et al. 2009; 

Kandel & Kao 2000; Lahaie et al. 2009; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2002; Schmalzbauer 2004; 

UNICEF 2007). 

 

Migrants bringing their family members to join them in Europe used to be widely perceived 

as beneficial to their integration and wellbeing, and human rights considerations justified the 

granting of family reunifications (Strasser et al. 2009). However, as family migration has 

become a dominant mode of entry to Europe (OECD 2011), it has become intensely 

politicized (Kofman et al. 2011). Policymakers aimed at decreasing further immigration are 

limited by the right to family life that is guaranteed in European law, but implement strict 

conditions on migrants who wish to exercise it. Restrictions have been imposed without much 

debate or knowledge about the potential consequences, such as discriminatory access to 

reunification and costs in terms of wellbeing and resources for migrants - which in turn may 

lead to delayed integration for both current and prospective migrants (Kraler 2010; Mazzucato 

2008; Strik et al. 2013). 

 

While policies indisputably define who is eligible for family reunification, an emerging body 

of research shows that migrants exert agency in terms of if and where to reunite - in the 

immigration country or by returning to the country of origin (Bertolani et al. 2013; Baizán et 

al. 2014; Bonizzoni 2012; Bonizzoni 2015; Eggebø 2013; Rytter 2012; Schmidt 2011; 

Strasser et al. 2009; Wagner 2014). The focus of these studies is however on couples 

(although see Gonzalez-Ferrer et al. 2012), which leaves a research gap concerning the 

determinants behind parent-child reunification. In order to understand the effects of policies 

and the driving forces behind family reunification, it is important to look beyond policies and 

include a migrant perspective encompassing the norms and desires that guide their decision-
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making process; they are the agents who determine how to arrange their family lives, within 

the given structure of opportunities and constraints. 

 

The dominant discourse in research about transnational parent-child separation is based on 

mainly qualitative studies about Latin American and South-East Asian migrant flows (to 

North America) and focuses on the emotional distress of migrant mothers and the sentiments 

of abandonment among left behind children (Ehrenreich & Hochschild 2003; Hondagneu-

Sotelo & Avila 1997; Parrenas 2005; Schmalzbauer 2004; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2002; 

Bernhard et al. 2005; Dreby 2006). Despite the long history of African migration to Europe, 

there is a research gap concerning transnational families between the two continents (although 

see Gonzalez-Ferrer et al. 2012). As African migration represents a significant flow of 

continued migration to Europe, further research on this topic is important (Grillo & 

Mazzucato 2008).  

 

Furthermore, the African context is interesting because, according to anthropological studies, 

African family practices and norms diverge from previously studied contexts; they are 

described as being particularly flexible regarding living arrangements and sharing caregiving 

responsibilities within the extended family (Goody 1982; Fortes 1950). Arguably, African 

family norms have been shaped by a long history of migration (Coe 2013), which is why there 

is a tradition of sustaining relationships across distances. In some African contexts, 

transnational family arrangements have been found to be a strategic choice due to for example 

preferences of childcare in the origin country, or unfavorable conditions in the immigration 

country (Coe 2008a; Riccio 2008; Bledsoe & Sow 2011). While some researchers argue that 

the transnational arrangements are a continuation of already existing family forms in Africa 

(Bledsoe & Sow 2011), others maintain that transnational families emerge due to the 

difficulties of overcoming strict reunification policies and economic limitations that migrants 

experience in the immigration country (Mazzucato & Schans 2011).  

 

Overall, there is a lack of quantitative evidence about why some parent-child separations due 

to parental transnational migration end with reunification in the immigration country and 

others with reunification in the origin country, while many remain separated. To my 

knowledge, only one existing study quantitatively examines this phenomenon, and it focuses 

on Senegal (Gonzalez-Ferrer et al. 2012). This study takes on the case of Ghanaian migrant 

parents in two contexts, the UK and Netherlands, in which they have diverse migration 
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histories that shape the opportunity structures they and their children face there. Despite the 

geographic proximity between Ghana and Senegal, there are some important cultural 

differences, indicating that different patterns may show and motivating this study. Most 

importantly, gender norms differ; Senegal has a stronger patriarchal structure, and women’s 

independent migration is uncommon – Ghana on the other hand has a long history of 

independent female migration (Bruggenhagen 2004; Clark 1999).  

 

The aim of this study is to explore what factors are associated with if and where parent-child 

reunification takes place, with a focus on the interplay between family reunification policies, 

migrant family practices/norms and gender. The research question is: Do the policies that 

frame family reunification in European countries determine whether and where parent-child 

reunification takes place? And, how is the outcome affected by Ghanaian family 

practices/norms and gender? The data used in this study is taken from the MAFE-Ghana 

dataset, which is multi-sited and was collected in Ghana, the UK and Netherlands in 2009. 

The selection consists of 167 current and return migrant parents who have migrated from 

Ghana to the UK or Netherlands, leaving behind at least one minor child. With the use of 

binomial logistic regression, two separate analyses are made to investigate what factors are 

associated with reunification in the immigration country or Ghana respectively, in comparison 

to those who do not reunite in any location before the child reaches age 18.  

2.	Contextual	Background	

2.1	Ghanaian	migration 
Mobility has a long history as a livelihood strategy and as an important part of social life that 

is taken for granted in many parts of Africa; it fills many purposes and is not necessarily a 

response to, or the cause behind, societal collapse, but rather makes part of the culture in 

some regions. As much as different forms of mobility - rural-urban, rural-rural or 

international - can be a necessity due to ecological changes or conflict, it is also a crucial part 

of building connections, for movement within social networks and upward social mobility in 

Africa (de Bruijn et al. 2001). Ghana is no exception; migratory movements within and 

beyond the borders of current Ghana and involvement in trade across the African continent 

dates back to far before precolonial times (Anarfi et al. 2003), and most ethnic groups in 

Ghana trace their origins to locations other than they are living in today (Boahen 1975). 
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Ghana was relatively prosperous around the time period of colonization, at the turn of the 

19th century. International emigration was low, and generally only involved professionals and 

students who went to the UK, due to the colonial ties, for work or studies. During this period, 

work opportunities in cocoa production and railroad construction attracted both internal 

migrants and regional immigrants, mainly from West Africa, to Ghana (Twum-Bah et al. 

1995). The pattern of regional immigration to, and low emigration from Ghana continued 

after the liberation in 1957 until the mid-1960s due to continued prosperity and the 

government’s promotion of pan-Africanism (Anarfi et al. 2003).  

 

Economic factors are one of the key motivations behind Ghanaian international migration in 

the post-colonial era. Emigration from Ghana intensified when the country was hit by 

economic crisis in 1965. Ghanaian professionals then began migrating to other countries in 

the West African region where they could find work, and the immigrant population in Ghana 

decreased at the same time. The economy further declined in the beginning of the 1980s; in 

the mid-1980s Structural Adjustment Plans aimed at improving the economy were 

implemented. The developments seriously limited access to social and welfare services, such 

as education and health care, and led to increased unemployment levels. The economic 

instability spurred large-scale emigration from Ghana, and it became a survival strategy 

employed by members of all social groups. When Nigeria too, where many Ghanaians 

resided, was affected by economic downturn in the 1980s, nearly 2 million Ghanaians were 

expulsed over the course of 3 years. For many of them, returning to Ghana was not a viable 

option, and they migrated onwards to other destinations (Anarfi et al. 2003).  

 

Today, both internal and international migration continues to be part of everyday life in 

Ghana. Internal migration can be work related, either in search for work opportunities and 

trade markets, or professionals such as teachers and nurses that are assigned posts across the 

country. Women often migrate within Ghana due to changes in family life, such as marriage 

or divorce, or the death of a parent (Anarfi et al. 2003; Apt 1993; Van der Geest 1998). 

Ghanaian emigration is mainly motivated by work opportunities abroad, followed by family 

reunification, according to departure statistics (Quartey 2006). Ghanaians are often described 

as being oriented towards eventually returning to Ghana; the goal is to return when they retire, 

or when they are able to to sustain a middle-class life in Ghana, build a house, start a business 

or support their children’s education (BZ 2011; Coe 2008a; Martin 2007). It has been 
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estimated that 10% of the emigrants in any given year do return to Ghana (IOM 2009), and 

that the majority of visitors in Ghana are Ghanaian emigrants (ISSER 2003).  

 

Estimations of the gender composition of Ghanaian international migrants in the years 

between 1980-2000 show that, overall, it is an activity dominated by men (Twum-Baah et al. 

1995). Ghanaian women’s migration is nevertheless significant – women make up nearly 40% 

of all Ghanaian international migrants (Twum-Baah 2005). In the age group younger than 25, 

there is a larger proportion of female migrants than male, while men are overrepresented in 

older age groups (Twum-Baah et al. 1995). The estimations of the total number of Ghanaian 

international migrants range between 1.5 million (Twum-Baah 2005) and 3 million (Black et 

al. 2003), the figures are however assumed to be underestimated, due to an unknown number 

of undocumented migrants.  

 

Ghanaian migrant destinations became more diverse after the expulsion from Nigeria in the 

1980s. According to the Ghanaian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ghanaian migrants can be 

found in more than 33 countries. Although 71% of Ghanaian migrants remain within West 

Africa (DRC 2007), they also migrate to various destinations in Europe and the US (Anarfi et 

al. 2003). Ghanaian migrants’ destinations have largely been determined by where they could 

get access to travel permits and find labor market opportunities (Peil 1995; Grillo & 

Mazzucato 2008). While Ghanaians with higher education have tended to migrate to English 

speaking countries, such as the UK (5.9%) and the US (7.3%) – where the largest Ghanaian 

migrant groups outside of Africa are found – a larger proportion of lower educated Ghanaians 

are found in the Netherlands, Germany and Italy (DRC 2007; Orozco et al. 2005).  

 

Against this background, Ghana can be described as “a society on the move” (Bochow 

2012:127). 

2.2	Ghanaians	in	the	UK	and	Netherlands		
Estimates show that there are 93 000 first generation Ghanaian migrants living in the UK, and 

nearly 14 000 in the Netherlands (ONS 2011; CBS Statline 2015). The figures are however 

assumed to be underestimated due to an unknown number of undocumented migrants (Caarls 

et al. 2013). Ghanaians represent 1.3% of the total migrant population in the UK, and only 

0.7% in the Netherlands, but are the third largest African migrant group in the Netherlands. 



	 9	

The share of registered men and women is nearly equal, with a slight overrepresentation of 

women, 52% in both countries.  

 

The UK is historically a high-status destination for Ghanaians. It attracts students due to its 

similar education system and language, originating from their colonial past, and higher 

educated Ghanaians, partly due to its quotas for health care workers (Schans et al. 2013). For 

example, 70% of doctors, 45% of pharmacists and 20% of nurses educated in Ghana between 

1995-2002 emigrated, mainly to the UK and the US (ISSER 2003). Conversely, the Ghanaian 

population in the Netherlands belongs to one of the “new” immigrant groups there. They are 

lower educated and generally entered as economic migrants in the 1980s. Network and family 

migration are the main factors behind continued Ghanaian migration to the Netherlands since 

the 1990s. Unemployment is low among Ghanaians in the Netherlands; they are however 

generally employed in low-skilled, low-wage jobs (BZ 2011; Mazzucato 2008). One study 

finds that Ghanaians are most likely to have entered into an elementary job when migrating to 

either destination, the UK or Netherlands, and to still be there after 10 years. Nevertheless, 

not only are Ghanaians in the UK more likely to have had higher occupational positions in 

Ghana before migrating, they are also less likely to experience downward mobility when 

entering the labor market in the UK, than Ghanaians in the Netherlands (Black et al. 2013).  

2.3	Civic	stratification	and	family	reunification	policies	
Policies have a great influence in stratifying the ability to reunify in the immigration country. 

Morris (2002:7) defines civic stratification as the “hierarchy of stratified rights resulting from 

processes of exclusion and inclusion which classifies and sorts out migrants and the 

realisation of rights formally associated with these locations”. Civic stratification is 

distinguished by formal and informal processes. Formal stratification refers to “the conditions 

of entitlement”, i.e. the intended consequences of the policies, while informal stratification 

refers to the “delivery in practice”, which includes unintended discriminatory outcomes 

(Morris 2003:87). 

 

There are several mechanisms through which policies produce formal civic stratification in 

relation to parent-child reunification. In Europe, the conditions of family reunification depend 

on what citizenship the sponsor holds. In general, national citizens have the most beneficial 

position, followed by EU-citizens and lastly third country nationals (Bertolani et al. 2014). 

Furthermore, the rights of third country nationals depend on what kind of legal status they 
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hold. Kofman (2005) makes a distinction between three statuses: in general, having a long-

term residence status (i.e. permanent residence permit) is more beneficial than a short-term 

residence (i.e. visa/ student visa/ work permit), and undocumented migrants have no legal 

rights to reunification (Schweitzer 2014). 

 

Since access to employment and labor market positions often are segregated according to 

gender and ethnicity - income and housing requirements lead to informal stratification 

(Leerkes & Kulu-Glasgow 2011; Mcdowell et al. 2007; Schweitzer 2014). Income 

requirements are particularly difficult to meet for migrants in precarious, flexible jobs, as they 

are generally based on full employment salaries with permanent/long-term contracts (Strik et 

al. 2013). In a study of family reunifications in several European countries, including UK and 

Netherlands, Kraler (2010) finds that women are disadvantaged in all countries concerning 

meeting income requirements. Kraler further argues that migration policies that regulate 

family reunification produce and reproduce inequality along the lines of class, ethnicity and 

gender. Policies clearly affect parent’s ability to reunite with a child in the immigration 

country, and have also been found to influence migrant’s decision to pursue reunification, 

deterring some migrants who believe that their lack of resources will not be sufficient for a 

successful family reunification application (Strik et al. 2013).  

 

Family reunification policies are subject to change over time; the eligibility to apply and the 

conditions migrants have to fulfill for a successful application for parent-child reunification 

are however intrinsically tied to the migrant’s legal status and income level, as argued above. 

European states generally became more restrictive following the recruitment stop after the oil 

crisis in 1973 (Strasser et al. 2009). UK family reunification policies were strict in the 1980-

1990s (Bhabha and Shutter 1995), and temporarily became more lenient in the end of the 

1990s (Caarls et al. 2013). Until recently, the UK used to require sponsors to have an income 

that exceeds the threshold for income support, however, reunification policies became 

increasingly restrictive when the Conservative party won the general election in 2010, and 

migrants are now required to earn 173% of the national minimum wage in addition to meeting 

housing standard requirements (Strik et al. 2013).  

 

Dutch migration policies became increasingly restrictive during the 1980s, when many 

Ghanaians and other new migrant groups were entering the country. Family reunification 

policies were targeted as a means of limiting further immigration. Currently, income 
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requirements are in line with the minimum wage, only slightly below the median wage, and 

the sponsor must either have a one-year employment contract, or show that they have been 

employed continuously for three years, earning the required amount (Strik et al. 2013). One 

study found that one of the main difficulties experienced by Ghanaian migrants in the 

Netherlands were the problems they faced in the family reunification process, and the related 

issues of verifying and legalizing documents, such as birth documentation and school 

diplomas from Ghana. The process is time consuming due to rigid legalization procedures and 

many Ghanaians spend a lot of time trying to meet the demands (BZ 2001; Mazzucato 2008). 

 

Two studies based on the MAFE-Ghana data shed some light on the differences and 

similarities between Ghanaian migrant family arrangements in the two contexts (Caarls et al. 

2013; Mazzucato et al. 2014). Firstly, most Ghanaians migrate to the UK (63%) or 

Netherlands (48%) without having any minor children and are thus not eligible for parent-

child reunification. Nearly 40% of Ghanaians in the UK and Netherlands were never 

separated from their children due to migration, as they either formed families abroad or 

brought their children with them at the time of migration. However, an overwhelming 

majority (76%) of those who do have minor children leave them in Ghana when migrating to 

the UK or Netherlands. 

 

Ghanaians migrating to the UK (26%) are more inclined to bring their children with them at 

the time of immigration, compared to those migrating to the Netherlands (11%). This 

difference can partly be explained by the difficulties Ghanaian migrants find validating their 

children’s school documents and integrating them into the Dutch school system. The process 

is easier in the UK, where the official language and school system is the same as in Ghana 

(Caarls et al. 2013). Overall, taking all members of the nuclear family into account, 

Ghanaians in the Netherlands were found to be more likely to be in a transnational family at 

the time of the survey, compared to those in the UK. In both countries, the likelihood of being 

in a transnational family is higher for recent immigrants, and migrants who are undocumented 

or have short-term visas (ibid).  
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3.	Theory	and	Research	Review	
A transnational perspective in migration studies is defined by the acknowledgement that 

migrants’ lives are not limited by national borders, but that they may have simultaneous 

engagements in their country of origin and the country to which they have migrated (Glick 

Schiller et al. 1992). One of many definitions states: “transnationalism is the process by which 

migrants (‘transmigrants’) develop and sustain ‘multi-stranded relationships – familial, 

economic, social, religious and political – that span borders and link their societies of origin 

and settlement’ (Basch et al. 1994:7). Within this perspective, it is recognized that migration 

cannot be defined as a simple linear movement, with settlement in the immigration country as 

the evident final outcome. Transnationalism is characterized by the practices, exchanges and 

relationships that uphold the migrant’s ties to the origin country, such as visits, remittances 

etc. (Smith 2006; Vertovec 2005). Transnational families are “families that live some or most 

of the time separated from each other, yet hold together and create something that can be seen 

as a feeling of collective welfare and unity, namely ‘familyhood’, even across national 

borders” (Bryceson & Vuorela 2002:3). 

 

The transnational understanding of return migration is that it is not necessarily final, but may 

be part of a circular process. The return/circular migrant is characterized by a successful 

migration experience; they weigh the costs and benefits of return, and are most likely to return 

when the conditions in the country of origin are favorable, and they have amassed the human 

or financial capital which will allow them to obtain upward social mobility in their home 

country. The attachments in the home country, in which family ties are an important part, are 

understood as crucial in the motivation to return. The maintenance of ties to the origin country 

is understood as part of preparation for potential return migration (Cassarino 2004; Portes et 

al. 1999). 

 

Family norms are contextual and a range of qualitative studies show that the extent to which 

they are contested by transnational family life varies (Olwig 1999; Parrenas 2005; Suaréz-

Orozco et al. 2002). Parenthood is a highly gendered social construction, meaning that 

motherhood and fatherhood are distinct phenomena, in terms of norms and expectations that 

vary in different contexts and over time (Carling et al. 2012; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila 

1997; Parrenas 2005; Zontini 2004). Therefore, transnational families initiated by parental 

migration are distinguished by whether the mother, father or both parents migrate. The 

gendered expectations that mothers and fathers have on themselves, from their children and 
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society at large bear effect on how transnational parenthood is experienced, and on what we 

can expect in terms of reunification.  

 

A body of qualitative research about families originating from Latin America and South East 

Asia find that gender norms and motherhood ideals are challenged when mothers become 

migrants. The gender norms in Latin America and the Philippines place expectations on 

mothers to be physically present to perform domestic work and nurture children, and fathers 

to be breadwinners who financially provide for the family; while migrant fathers are able to 

live up to expectations by sending remittances, migrant mothers cannot (Dreby 2007; 

Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila 1997; Parrenas 2005). In contrast, studies in West Africa and the 

Caribbean, contexts where there are long histories of migration, find that transnational 

motherhood does not contradict motherhood ideals and that mother-child separation is not 

stigmatized (Olwig 1999; Åkesson et al. 2012; Coe 2008, 2011a). In Ghana, parents and 

children share the notion that affection is expressed through reciprocal material exchanges 

over the life course. Parents’ care is understood as being expressed through the provision of 

food, clothes and education and being a “good mother” means providing for children’s 

educational and material, as well as emotional needs. 

 

Children’s emotional response to transnational separation from a parent varies across different 

experiences and countries of origin. Decreased wellbeing and depression is more likely if the 

primary caretaker migrates or if the separation occurs in traumatic circumstances, such as war 

or the death of someone close (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2002; Mazzucato et al. 2015); however, 

the cultural construction of parenting also influences how children respond to parents’ 

migration (Coe 2008; Olwig 1999). In opposition to qualitative studies that find that mother’s 

migration is more disruptive for the wellbeing of children (Parrenas 2005), one quantitative 

study finds that Ghanaian children do not display any difference in wellbeing based on 

whether they are living with their mother or father (Mazzucato 2015). While mother-child 

separation is experienced as painful in all contexts, it is ‘socially constructed as normal and 

not inherently traumatic’ as Åkesson et al. (2012:238) describe it in Cap Verde, migration is 

accepted as it is a necessity to be able to provide for one’s children. While children of migrant 

mothers in Mexico and the Philippines generally perceive remittances as an insufficient 

substitute for intimacy and daily presence (Parrenas 2005; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila 1997; 

Parrenas 2005), the Ghanaian “logic of care” means that the physical presence of a parent is 

less important than whether and to what extent the parent is providing for their child; “To the 
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extent that a parent’s migration leads to better support for a child, a migrant parent can be a 

better parent than one who lives in Ghana” (Coe 2011a:17, 20). Mazzucato et al. (2015) 

compare the psychological wellbeing of children in transnational families, in relation to 

children living with their parents in Nigeria, Angola and Ghana. Nigerian and Angolan 

children in transnational families are found to have lower levels of wellbeing compared to 

children living with both their parents. No such difference is found in Ghana when controlling 

for poor living conditions, i.e. good material living conditions mediate the outcome in Ghana.  

 

In Ghana, as in many parts of Africa, social parenthood is norm; this means that the 

responsibility for children traditionally extends beyond the biological parents and that the 

extended family is involved in the upbringing of a child (Goody 1982; Nukunya 1992). The 

practice of fostering means that children live away from their parents with an alternative 

caretaker. While fostering is stigmatized in the West, Latin America and the Philippines – 

where fostering is only used in crisis situations – in Ghana and many parts of West Africa, it 

is a common practice (Alber 2003; Bledsoe 1990; Caarls et al. 2013). The practice of 

fostering can be used in relation to the internal or international migration of parents, but can 

also be used without parental migration. Children can be sent to live with relatives or other 

kin in the event a crisis, such as the death of a parent, it can also be for the purpose of giving a 

child access to education or to learn a skill that the parents cannot provide (Goody 1982). For 

instance, women who have migrated to work in an urban setting may send young children to 

be raised by their mothers in their rural hometown (Brydon 1979). Alternatively, they may 

themselves take the responsibility of fostering other young female relatives to teach them 

their trade, while they in return help them with child care and household chores (Ametefe 

2001; Meier 2000; Schildkrout 1973). 

 

The practice of fostering has become less popular in Ghana, with the growing influence of the 

Pentecostal church, which emphasizes commitment to the nuclear family, and the growth of 

the middle class with changing values (Coe 2013). Nevertheless, in Ghana, a total of 42% of 

children in urban areas (excluding orphans) live without at least one of their biological parents 

(GDHS 2008) and statistics from censuses in the last 3 decades show a stable proportion of 

children living away from both their parents, between 15-25% (Ardayfio-Shandorf & 

Amissah 1996; Isiugo-Abanihe 1985; Page 1989; Twum-Baah et al. 1995) The last figure 

shows that 18% of all Ghanaian children are in fosterage, of which the vast majority, 89%, is 

living with their grandparents (GSS 2013). The availability of alternative caretakers, such as 
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grandparents, can facilitate migration for parents without their children.	 In the case of 

Senegal, Gonzalez-Ferrer et al. (2012) find that parent-child reunification in the immigration 

country is more likely when there are no grandparents who are alive. One possible 

explanation for this is that reunification is necessary when the grandparents die, due to the 

collapse of care arrangements in the country of origin. In addition, the authors speculate that 

the grandparents’ influence over the children’s care arrangements may be what caused the 

separation to begin with, and that the parents can arrange for their care as they wish after their 

death, which also could explain the association. However, according to Riccio’s (2008) 

ethnographic comparison of Ghanaian and Senegalese migrants in Italy, Ghanaian 

grandparent’s influence is not significant in determining the living arrangements of 

grandchildren. 

 

Qualitative studies find that fostering can be a strategy for West African migrant parents 

(Riccio 2008; Coe 2008; Bledsoe & Sow 2011). Ghanaian parents emphasize the desire to 

build children’s character, for their children to be well-behaved and disciplined, which is 

understood as something that comes out of hardship, as a reason to let children live in 

fosterage (Coe 2008). This desire has been found to make West African parents reluctant to 

bring their children to a Western country in crucial years of their upbringing. This is in 

response to the risks of downward socialization that is associated with childrearing in the 

West. The socioeconomic position of West African migrants in Europe or the US rarely 

allows parents to provide their children with the supervision and quality schooling that they 

want them to have, while working. They may be living in violence and drug-afflicted areas 

and want to avoid the risks of their children entering into delinquency (Coe 2008; Bledsoe & 

Sow 2011). This concern is also lifted among Mexican migrant mothers, who sometimes do 

not see the immigration country as a place fit to raise children and that they believe they 

would face low future prospects there (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 1997). Moreover, West 

African parents also emphasize the limitation by law to not discipline their children in the 

way they are used to, as a problem with childrearing in the West, and want to avoid being 

apprehended by the justice system (Bledsoe & Sow 2011; Coe 2008). In general, they think 

that the home country is a better place for children to grow up. A strategy employed is 

therefore to leave children in the care of grandparents’ and fund their schooling in private 

schools, or send them to boarding school in their countries of origin.  
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Fostering arrangements are more susceptible to problems when both parents are transnational 

migrants, compared to when at least one of them is in the same country as the child. First of 

all, if the caregiver has agreed to take on the child in exchange for remittances, it means that 

the arrangement could be jeopardized if the migrant parent looses their employment or is 

affected by some kind of economic downturn (Heymann 2006). Secondly, it is more difficult 

for transnational parents to visit children, than it is for internal migrants. Children’s wellbeing 

decreases when caregiving arrangements are unstable, i.e. when they have to move between 

homes and change caregiver. Problems with caregiving arrangements are more likely to occur 

when the mother is the migrant (Mazzucato et al 2015; Coe 2008). According to some 

qualitative accounts, it is not rare for Ghanaian fathers international migration to result in 

abandonment of their families back home, they stop sending remittances and stay out of 

contact; this is less likely when they are internal migrants as the proximity makes it easier for 

family members to stay in contact (Coe 2011b). 

	

Quantitative studies of African migrants in Europe show that while some migrants do reunify 

with their children in Europe, reunification through return migration is also a likely outcome; 

furthermore they illustrate a gendered patterns of reunification. In the case of Ghana, Caarls et 

al. (2013) examine the time to parent-child reunification, using survival functions. After 5 

years of separation, 19% of Ghanaian migrant parents had reunified in one of the destination 

countries (UK or Netherlands), with at least one child who was under age 18 at the time of 

migration and reunification. The proportion increased to 28% after a total of 10 years of 

separation. Comparing reunification in the destination country and Ghana they found that 

after 10 years of separation 12% had reunited at destination (UK or Netherlands), and 50% in 

Ghana (before the child reaches age 18). In the case of Senegalese migrant parents, Gonzalez-

Ferrer et al. (2012) find that the number of years living in the immigration country has a 

positive effect on the likelihood of reunification in the destination country. Regarding return 

migration, the positive effect decreases over time. Caarls et al (2013) analyze the gender 

difference in reunification in the destination country for Ghanaian migrants, by including 

gender in the survival analysis. Although the difference was not significant, the tendency 

found is that, in comparison to men, Ghanaian women are slightly more likely to reunite with 

children in the immigration country. In the case of Senegalese migrant parents, Gonzalez-

Ferrer et al. (2012) find a more robust finding using logistic regression, controlling for a range 

of variables, concluding that women are more likely to reunite in the immigration country.  
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4.	Research	Question	and	Hypotheses	
Previous research presented in this paper leads to the expectation that favorable conditions in 

the immigration country, a long-term residence permit and higher occupational status, are 

necessary in order to achieve legal reunification through the child’s migration. It has also 

been argued that transnational family arrangements may be a choice for African migrants, 

with preferences for their children to grow up in their country of origin. Based on this 

foundation, the following research question is formulated: 

 

Do the policies that frame family reunification in the UK and Netherlands determine whether 

and where parent-child reunification takes place? And, how is the outcome affected by 

Ghanaian family practices/norms and gender? 

 

Based on previous research presented in this paper, it is expected that a successful migration 

experience will increase the likelihood of parent-child reunification – both in the European 

destination countries and in Ghana. Therefore, the hypothesis is the following:  

 

- A higher occupational status and a long-term residence permit increase the likelihood of 

reunification in any location. 

5.	Data	and	Methods 

5.1	The	MAFE-Ghana	data 
The data used in this study is extracted from the MAFE-Ghana dataset collected within the 

Migrations Between Africa and Europe research project, during 2009 and early 2010 

(Beauchemin 2014)1. The dataset is multi-sited and contains information collected in the 

migrant-sending country, Ghana, and two migrant-receiving countries, the UK and the 

Netherlands. The Ghanaian Population and Housing Census from 2010 was used as a 

sampling frame in Ghana; the sampling was based on stratified random samples of 

households and individuals in the cities of Accra and Kumasi (where 12% of the total 

																																																								
1	The MAFE project is coordinated by INED (C. Beauchemin) and is formed, additionally by the UniversitÈ 
catholique de Louvain (B. Schoumaker), Maastricht University (V. Mazzucato), the UniversitÈ Cheikh Anta 
Diop (P. Sakho), the UniversitÈ de Kinshasa (J. Mangalu), the University of Ghana (P. Quartey), the Universitat 
Pompeu Fabra (P. Baizan), the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones CientÌficas (A. Gonz·lez-Ferrer), the Forum 
Internazionale ed Europeo di Ricerche sullíImmigrazione (E. Castagnone), and the University of Sussex (R. 
Black). The MAFE project received funding from the European Communityís Seventh Framework Programme 
under grant agreement 217206. The MAFE-Senegal survey was conducted with the financial support of INED, 
the Agence Nationale de la Recherche (France), the RÈgion Ile de France and the FSP programme 'International 
Migrations, territorial reorganizations and development of the countries of the South'. For more details, see: 
http://www.mafeproject.com/	
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population in Ghana lives). Households with return migrants or migrants currently abroad in 

their social network (family members, non-relatives) were oversampled. With a response rate 

of 64.9%, a total of 1246 household surveys were completed in Ghana; they contain 

information about the household composition and demographic characteristics of household 

members and domestic/international migrants living outside of the household, who belong to 

the respondents’ social network. 
 

Furthermore, a biographic life event history questionnaire was completed in Ghana and the 

migrant receiving countries, the UK and Netherlands, with respondents meeting additional 

selection criteria. This survey records annual longitudinal retrospective data spanning from 

the respondents’ year of birth until the year of the survey, and encompasses a range of themes, 

such as occupational trajectory, fertility and migration history. Moreover, it includes the 

annual migration histories of the partners and children of the respondent. In Ghana, all 

members from the selected households, between ages 25-75, born in Ghana and who were 

either return migrants, or the partner of a migrant living abroad at the time of the survey, were 

targeted for this survey, in addition to a randomly selected household member within the 

given age span. The number of surveyed Ghanaians with migration histories or connections to 

the UK was about 10 times the size of those related to the Netherlands (Schoumaker & 

Mezger 2013). 

 

Migrants surveyed in the European countries had to be born in Ghana, have emigrated after 

reaching age 18, and be aged 25-75 at the time of the survey. Neverthless, some respondents 

who did not fulfill the criteria were surveyed and are flagged accordingly in the dataset. 

Lacking an appropriate sampling frame that would include irregular migrants in the European 

countries, quota sampling was used, according to age and gender in both countries - and in the 

UK, place of residence. In the Netherlands, migrants were recruited in three cities located in 

different provinces: Amsterdam, The Hague and Almere. In the UK, migrants were recruited 

in the whole country. A combination of recruitment methods was used to include randomness 

in the sample, i.e. recruitment in public spaces and churches, snowballing etc. A total of 1243 

biographic questionnaires were successfully completed in Ghana, with a response rate of 

83.4%, in addition to 149 in the UK and 272 in the Netherlands. This makes migrants in the 

Netherlands overrepresented in the sample, as the Ghanaian population is more than 6 times 

greater in the UK than in the Netherlands (Schoumaker & Mezger 2013). The team of 

researchers has weighted the data, in order to reflect the population size and age-sex 
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composition of Ghanaians in the UK and Netherlands at the time of the survey. Three data 

sources were used to estimate the age-sex distribution of Ghanaian migrants in the UK, 

including the MAFE survey conducted in Ghana (in addition to UK Population and Labor 

Force Surveys from 2001 and 2008). Men between ages 25-34 are overrepresented in the 

sample, compared to men aged 35-64 and women in general. Women aged 35-64 are slightly 

overrepresented, while younger and older women are somewhat underrepresented. For 

Ghanaians in the Netherlands, the MAFE-data could not be used to estimate the age-sex 

structure as only 24 Ghanaians between ages 25-75 and with migration histories from the 

Netherlands were surveyed in Ghana. Instead data from Statistics Netherlands alone was used. 

Here, men aged 25-34 are overrepresented, and older men underrepresented. Women in the 

youngest and oldest stratas are overrepresented, while women between ages 35-54 are 

overrepresented. The weights account for these discrepancies, and it is recommended that the 

weights are used in descriptive analysis “in order to correct for unequal selection probabilities 

of units in the sample and varying response rates over sub-populations” (Schoumaker & 

Mezger 2013:40; also Chromy & Abeyasekera 2005; Pfefferman 1993).  

5.2	Selection	for	this	study 
The dataset used in this study consists of a merge of several datasets corresponding with the 

modules from the biographic survey that are relevant to answer the research question. The 

following datasets were merged: general, migration, union, children, residence permit, 

network and activity. Out of the 1664 individuals surveyed with the biographic questionnaire, 

a selection of 167 respondents remains in the final dataset used in this study. Since migrant 

parents are the focus of this study, all non-migrants living in Ghana (838) and additional 

childless respondents (166) were excluded from the selection. Secondly, since data was 

collected in only two reception countries whose contexts are important in the analysis, all 

return migrants without migration histories from the UK or Netherlands, who were 

interviewed in Ghana, were excluded from the sample. The standard definition to be 

considered as living in a transnational family used in other quantitative studies, and adopted 

here, is that the separation must exceed 1 year (Caarls et al.2013; Gonzalez-Ferrer et al 2012; 

Mazzucato et al. 2014). Therefore, all migrants who have been in the UK or Netherlands for 

less than 1 year are excluded from the sample. The decision to only keep return migrants 

who’s last migration was to the UK or Netherlands was made to limit the cases to only 

include events of reunification that took place in Ghana, and avoid cases of onward migration, 

since those are not conceptualized in this paper. At this point, 336 migrant parents who’s 
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current or last migration was to the UK or Netherlands, and lasted for a year or more remain 

in the sample. 
 

In addition, cases where the migrant parent and the child migrated to the UK or Netherlands 

in the same year were excluded, as they are considered to have migrated together, without 

having been separated for a year. Furthermore, in some instances, the child migrated to the 

UK or Netherlands before the parent, and therefore falls outside of the scope of the research 

questions of this paper. Those who migrated from Ghana to the UK or Netherlands after all 

children had reached age 18 were excluded, because they never were eligible for parent-child 

family reunification in the reception countries, according to the legislations in those countries. 

Although African family norms are flexible and have a wider scope than the nuclear family, 

only children in the nuclear family is included here, as they are the only ones eligible for 

family reunification. Only biological children were included, since cases of foster and 

adoptive children may be concerned with other legal issues and cultural notions beyond the 

scope of this paper. Finally, only children born and living in Ghana were included in the 

sample. This decision is crucial in order to measure the effect of their grandparents living in 

Ghana and potentially being the caretaker of the children while their parent/s’ is/are away. 

The remaining sample consists of current or return migrants, whose last migration was to the 

UK or the Netherlands and lasted for at least one year, and who migrated from Ghana when at 

least one biological child born in Ghana was younger than 18; a total of 167 respondents 

remain in the sample. 

5.3	Dependent	variables 
The outcomes ’Reunited in EU’/’Reunited in Ghana’ and control group ’Separated’ are coded 

to be mutually exclusive. Although reunification with different children in both locations is 

technically possible, the research question is focused on whether the ability to legally reunite 

in the immigration country (higher occupational status, long term legal permit) is a sufficient 

condition to do so, or if other preferences (reunification in Ghana) or alternatives 

(grandparents available caretakers in Ghana) interfere in the decision, despite the presumed 

ability. To answer the question, the decision was made to only include one parent-child 

relationship per migrant in the sample and to favour parent-child relationships that ended with 

reunification in Europe in cases where there were more than one parent-child dyad per 

migrant, and where the outcome for the additional dyads was reunification in Ghana or 

continued separation. In second place, reunifications in Ghana were favoured above dyads 

that ended in separation. The remaining cases, where no reunification was achieved between 
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any parent-child dyads in any location, were coded as ’Separated’. 

 

The three potential outcomes have been coded into two binary dependent variables that have 

been constructed to measure whether and where a migrant has reunified with a child in either 

location before the child reaches age 18. ’Reunited in EU’ is a dummy variable where ’1’ 

indicates that a reunification has taken place in the UK or Netherlands, and ’0’ that the parent 

and child remain separated beyond the child’s 18th birthday or at the time of the survey. 

’Reunited in Ghana’ is constructed in the same way: ’1’ indicates that a reunification has 

taken place in Ghana, and ’0’ that the parent and child remain separated beyond the child’s 

18th birthday or at the time of the survey. The variables are based on the trajectories of 

migrants and their children. The migrant parent’s location and timing is based on the grid for 

’Start and end years of the stay outside of Ghana’ and ’Country of stay/arrival’ in the 

questionnaire. Information about all children’s ages is based on ’Year of birth and possibly 

year of death’ in the questionnaire, and location and timing of migrant children are based on 

information from the ’Residence history of family members and personal network’-grid, 

which includes answers to ”Relationship between this person and the respondent; When did 

he or she start living in a country outside Ghana?; In which country was that?; And until when 

did he/she live in that country?”. 

5.4	Independent	variables	
Since the sample is relatively small, the number of independent variables included has been 

limited as much as deemed possible, in order to have a reasonable number of events per 

variable. Ten independent variables, of which a maximum of nine variables are included in 

the models, aimed at assessing the effects of conditions in the immigration country and 

Ghana, on if and where reunification takes place, are included in the study. The purpose 

behind the construction of the independent variables is to be able to analyze the factors that 

shaped the outcome. Therefore, all variables are coded to indicate the migrant’s status during 

the years that they were living in the UK or Netherlands up until either a reunification takes 

place in either location, or the targeted child reaches age 18, or alternatively, until the year of 

the survey if the parent-child separation continues beyond the child’s 18th birth year/the 

survey year. In different ways, the variables capture the migrant parent’s average or highest 

status over time within this time period. 
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’Highest occupational status’, an ordinal variable with four categories has been created based 

on the highest occupational status, or lack thereof, attained by the selected migrant parents in 

the UK or Netherlands, within the concerned time period. This variable is crucial to the 

analysis, as it gives an indication of migrant parents ability to fulfill income criterias set by 

both the UK and the Netherlands. All respondents have been asked about their full labor 

market trajectories, on a yearly basis: ”What was your exact occupation during this period? 

What were your tasks?”, which the MAFE-team have coded according to the International 

Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) from 2008, which is the classification used by 

the International Labour Organization (ILO). Three levels of occupational statuses, based on 

the ISCO-coding, have been created for the purpose of this paper. ’High’ (3) is based on the 

ISCO-codes between 1000-3522, including occupational groups such as managers, 

professionals, technicians and associate professionals. ’Middle’ (2) includes codes 4000-8350, 

which represent the categories clerical support workers, service and sales workers, skilled 

agricultural workers, craft and related trades workers, plant and machine operators. ’Low’ (1) 

includes all codes higher than 9000, in which all elementary occupations are included. The 

”High” and ”Low” groups give a fairly accurate picture of the earning levels of workers, i.e 

the first are highly skilled and generally well paid and the latter so called low-skilled group 

are low-paid. One limitation of this categorization is however that the ’Middle’ group is less 

well defined; although they are all middle-skilled jobs, the wages are varied and some of them 

do not yield more income than a low-skilled job (Benton et al. 2014). Additionally, 

observations missing an ISCO-code, were categorized as ’Unemployed/inactive’ (0) based on 

answers 1 and 3-6 from the questionnaire item ”During this period, you were primarily: 1. 

Studying (enrolled in an educational institution) 2. Economically active; including family 

help, apprentice/trainee or intern 3. Unemployed 4. Homemaker 5. Retired 6. Other inactive, 

Specify”.  

 

As has been described in the previous sections, there are compositional differences between 

Ghanaians in the UK and Netherlands, particularly concerning educational levels. To control 

for this difference, the variable ‘Highest attained education’ is included in the analysis. The 

variable is based on the answers to question Q18 in the questionnaire: “Which is the last 

school year you attended?” The questionnaire also includes follow-up questions about the 

timing of the studies; however, in the data, this information was missing in more than one 

third of the cases, which is why the decision was made to not include it in the variable. The 

limitation is that it is unknown whether the migrant had reached the level of education 
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before/during or after the time period when they were residing in the UK or Netherlands. The 

following coding has been applied: ‘No education/primary’ (0), ‘Secondary’ (1), ‘Tertiary or 

higher’ (2). 

 

Two different variables indicating migrant legal status in UK/Netherlands have been created. 

Both of them are categorized to fit with the differentiation of rights given to migrants who 

hold different statuses: undocumented, short and long-term permits. Like occupational status, 

these variables indicate whether migrant parents have the ability to legally reunify with a 

child in the immigration country and are therefore essential to the analysis.  They are based on 

the question ”When you arrived in ’Name of the country’, did you: Not Need any Residence 

Permit in this country; have a Visa; have a Residence Permit; Not have a permit; Other, 

Specify”. ‘Legal status, alternate’ includes 4 categories; migrants who entered and remained 

undocumented during their stay are coded as ‘No permit’ (0), this category also includes 

migrants who entered on a visa that they overstayed, effectively becoming undocumented. 

Migrants who entered on a visa and remained in the same status their whole stay are coded as 

‘Always visa’ (1). Migrants who during their stay experienced an upward status-shift, from a 

precarious/temporary status (undocumented/visa) to a longterm status (residence 

permit/citizenship) are coded as ‘Undocumented/visa>longterm’ (2). The fourth category 

includes migrants who entered on a long-term residence permit and either maintained it or 

acquired a citizenship: ‘Always rp/citizen’ (3). This variable is preferred as it captures 

changes in legal status over time. It is applied in the analysis of reunification in the European 

countries, however, in the case of reunification in Ghana, the low number of events makes it 

more appropriate to apply a variable with fewer categories. ‘Highest legal status’ denotes the 

highest status held by the migrant during their residency in the UK or Netherlands, and is 

coded as follows: those who always were undocumented are coded as ’No permit’ (0). 

Migrants whose highest status over time is a visa are coded as ’Visa’ (1), and migrants who 

during their stay have a residence permit or acquire a citizenship are coded into ’Residence 

permit/citizenship’ (2).  

 

The variable ’Partner in the UK/Netherlands’ measures whether the migrant in the sample has 

ever had a partner living with them in the UK or Netherlands, or not, at the given time period, 

including both unmarried couples and spouses. This variable is included because the partner 

status may influence the economic situation of migrant households, consequently affecting the 

ability to reunite with a child in the immigration country, due to income requirements. Partner 
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status also has implications for caregiving arrangements in Ghana. It is a dummy variable that 

is coded as ’1’ if the union is/has been ongoing at the time that is relevant to the analysis and 

the partner’s location corresponds with the migrant parent’s, i.e the UK or Netherlands; if not, 

it is coded as ’0’. Information about whether the respondent is in a union at the given time or 

not is based on the questionnaire question ’Start and end years of the relationship’. Timing 

and location of migrant partners are based on information from the ’Residence history of 

family members and personal network’-grid, which includes answers to ”Relationship 

between this person and the respondent; When did he or she start living in a country outside 

Ghana?; In which country was that?; And until when did he/she live in that country?”. 

 

’No grandparents alive’ is also a dummy variable, which indicates whether the migrant parent 

has any living parents in Ghana (0) or not (1). The acceptance of fosterage and widespread 

practice of using specifically grandparents as alternative caregivers, leads to the expectation 

that the availability of grandparents as caregivers in the Ghana is a factor influencing parent’s 

decision to reunite or not, which is why this variable is included in the analysis. The variable 

is constructed using the answers to ”Is he alive?; In which year did he die?; Is she alive?; In 

which year did she die?” about the migrant’s parents, i.e the child’s grandparents. The same 

questions from the ’Residence history of family members and personal network’-grid as 

above are used to determine whether the living grandparents are in Ghana or not at the given 

time. As the status of grandparent’s is related to the migrant’s age, ‘Age at arrival’ is included 

as a control variable. It is constructed using the questionnaire item Q1A: “[…] which year you 

were born?” 

 

Gender is an important analytical tool in this study, mainly for two reasons. First of all, the 

unfavorable position of women in relation to reunification policies that has been shown in 

other studies, primarily revolving around the ability to fulfill income requirements. Secondly, 

due to gendered expectations on parents. The variable ’Gender’ is based on the questionnaire 

item ”The respondent is: 1. A man 2. A woman”, which is recoded into a dummy where ’0’ 

indicates man and ’1’ woman.  

 

As Ghanaians appear to be more positive to bringing their children to the UK than the 

Netherlands, reasonably due to the similarity of school systems and language – it is important 

to distinguish between the two immigration countries in the analysis to investigate whether 

the presumed preference affects the outcome. For the current migrants the variable 
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’Immigration country’ is coded according to the ’Country’ identifyer in the questionnaire. For 

return migrants this information is based on which of the two countries they have last 

migrated to, which is found under ’Country of stay/arrival’ and ’Start and end years of the 

stay outside Ghana’ in the questionnaire. They have been coded into a dummy variable, as 

either Netherlands (0) or the UK (1). 

Other studies have shown that it is important to include a measurement for time in the 

immigration country, as it may influence the outcome. Specifically, because it may take time 

to aquire a higher occupational status and a long-term legal status, and if necessary make 

housing arrangements. For current migrants ’Years in UK/Netherlands’ is delineated by the 

year they first arrived until the year of the survey, 2009. For return migrants the period ends 

when they returned to Ghana from the UK or Netherlands. The corresponding question in the 

questionnaire is ’Start and end years of the stay outside Ghana’ in the periods the migrant was 

in the UK or Netherlands. The decision to categorize the number of years the migrants have 

lived in the immigration country into ’<5’, ’6-10’ and ’11+’ years, was made in accordance 

with previous studies presented above. 

5.5	Description	of	selected	data	
Table 1a describes the selection of current or return migrants with migration histories in the 

Netherlands or the UK; the table shows weighted percentages and unweighted N. Men are 

slightly overrepresented in both destination countries. Ghanaians who have attained a low 

occupational status represent the largest group in the Netherlands, while the group with a high 

occupational status is the largest one in the UK. Both variables for Legal status are shown in 

Table 1a. The first variable contains four categories; at 19% in the Netherlands and 17% in 

the UK, the proportion of migrants falling under the category No permit is similar in both 

destinations, i.e. migrants who have either entered and remained as undocumented migrants 

or overstayed a visa, becoming undocumented. The proportion of migrants who have held a 

longterm permit throughout their stay in the immigration country is also similar at both 

destinations. However, the figures diverge in the two remaining categories; while the 

proportion of migrants continuously holding a visa is nearly four times larger in the UK, we 

see that in the Netherlands the share of migrants who have converted an undocumented status 

or a visa into a long-term permit constitute the largest group and is more than twice as large 

than in the UK. Comparing the output of the two variables for legal status, we see some 

notable differences. The second variable, Highest legal status, does not take into account 

whether there has been a downward shift in status – only the highest legal status ever attained 
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in the immigration country is described. This explains the small proportion of undocumented 

migrants in the UK compared to the first variable – Legal status, alternate; in Highest legal 

status, those who entered on a visa and did not get it renewed or transformed, and instead 

became undocumented, are coded under the Visa category, as it is the highest status they have 

attained. Therefore the output shows that there are more Ghanaian migrants in the 

Netherlands (10%) compared to the UK (3%), who have never got out of an undocumented 

status. Nevertheless, the vast majority – 76% - in the Netherlands has obtained a long-term 

legal status, compared to only 58% in the UK, where more than 40% have only attained a 

short-term visa.  

 

Nearly all migrants in the sample have at least a secondary education. The output shows that 

there is a larger proportion of highly educated Ghanaians in the UK (55%) than in the 

Netherlands (35%), where the majority (57%) holds a secondary degree. The gender 

distribution is nearly equal in both destination countries, however men are slightly 

overrepresented. More than half of Ghanaians in the Netherlands (55%) have/have had a 

partner living there in the same time period as them, while it is less common in the UK 

sample (38%). Overall, most Ghanaian migrants in the sample have at least one parent living 

in Ghana. The largest share of the sample have been in their respective immigration countries 

for 5 years or less; overall, a larger share of Ghanaians with migration histories in the 

Netherlands have been there longer than those found in the UK.  

 

Table 1a. Descriptive table of the selection, by immigration country, % 

Variables Netherlands United Kingdom  

Highest occupational status 
Unemployed/inactive 
Low 
Middle  
High 

 
17 
30 
27 
26 

 
24 
9 
25 
42 

 

Legal status, alternate* 
No permit (undoc. & visa over-stayers) 
Always visa 
Undocumented/visa>longterm 
Always rp./citizen 

 
19 
  6 
41 
34 

 
17 
23 
18 
36 

 

Highest legal status* 
No permit 
Visa 
Residence permit/citizen 

 
10 
14 
76 

 
3 
40 
58 

 

Highest attained education*    
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No education/primary 
Secondary 
Tertiary or higher 

8 
57 
35 

4 
40 
55 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
51 
49 

 
53 
47 

 

Partner in UK/Netherlands 
Yes 
No 

 
55 
45 

 
38  
62 

 

No grandparents alive 
Yes 
No (living in Ghana) 

 
37 
63 

 
38 
62 

 

Years in UK/Netherlands 
<5 years 
6-10 years 
11+ years 

 
51 
27 
22 

 
67 
22 
11 

 

N 97 70  

Notes: Weighted percentages, unweighted N 
*5 observations have missing information about legal status; 1 missing for Highest attained education 
 

Moving on to Table 1b, we see that the summary statistics for the variable Age at arrival 

shows a similar output for migrants in both destinations. The mean age of immigration is 34 

in the Netherlands, and 32 in the UK. The lowest age of immigration differs by one year, 

between the Netherlands (20) and the UK (21), as does the highest age, at age 55 and 56 

respectively. 	

	
Table 1b. Age at arrival, by immigration country, summary statistics 
 Min/Max Mean SD 
 
Netherlands 

 
20/55 

 
34 

 
7 

 
UK 

 
21/56 

 
32 

 
8 

Notes: Unweighted figures 
 

5.6	The	models	 
The variables included in this study have been shaped to account for the conditions that the 

included migrant parents were subject to in the time period under study. Seeing that the aim 

of this study is to analyze how the migrant’s status in a range of factors affects whether and 

where reunification takes place, a suitable strategy would have been to create a dependent 

variable with three categories and apply a multinomial logistic regression, as there are three 
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potential outcomes. However, this method is unfortunately not feasible in this study due to 

limitations in data size; the output showed many categories with too few observations. 

Therefore, the choice was made to create two dichotomous dependent variables with the same 

control group, and apply binomial logistic regression. This method allows us to see how the 

groups who reunify in either location differ from those who do not reunify at all, within the 

time span under study. The output is presented in odds ratio, which indicates the strength and 

direction of each association between the dependent and an independent variable, holding 

remaining variables constant. An odds ratio higher than 1 indicates that the independent 

variable has a positive effect on the likelihood of reunification in the location specified in the 

dependent variable, whereas an odds ratio below 1 indicates a negative association. 

 

The results are presented in the next section. First, a descriptive analysis of the selected 

migrant parent’s characteristics according to the categories of the dependent variables, then 

we move on to the multivariate analysis, where binomial logistic regression is applied in 

several models. Due to the small sample size in this study, some important associations could 

made invinsible in the presentation of the results, as they might fall higher than the standard 

10% significance level. Therefore, I have decided to present significance levels up to 15% in 

the results.  

 

Reunification in EU is tested using 6 different models. The first model includes the main 

independent variables Highest occupational status and Legal status, alternate. Education is 

controlled for in the second model. In the third model, gender and family related variables are 

included, and in the fourth – migration specific variables, which improve the models fit, are 

controlled for. It is expected that occupational status and having a partner in the immigration 

country will have different effects on reunification in EU for men and women. To test these 

relationships with gender, combination variables are included in models 5 and 6. Since both 

combination variables include gender, they cannot be in the same model, which is why only 

one is included in each model.  

 

Reunification in Ghana is tested in 3 models. Model 1 includes the main variables, Highest 

occupational status and Highest legal status. Education, gender and family variables are added 

in Model 2. The migration specific variables are added in Model 3, ’Immigration country’ is 

however excluded since nearly all (22/23) return migrants in the sample have migration 

histories from the UK. The Ghanaian population is much larger in the UK than in the 
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Netherlands, and the overrepresentation of return migrants who have been in the UK, is likely 

due to the fact that 10 times as many Ghanaians with connections to the UK were surveyed in 

Ghana (Schoumaker & Mezger 2013). Unfortunately this means that the effect of which 

country the respondents have previously immigrated to cannot be analyzed in regards to 

reunification through return migration. 

6.	Results		

6.1	Descriptive	analysis	
Table 2a below describes the characteristics of migrant parents in the three possible outcomes 

in this study; the table shows weighted percentages and unweighted N. The largest shares of 

migrants who reunite in Europe or Ghana have a high occupational status during their stay in 

the UK or Netherlands. Interestingly, the unemployed/inactive represent about one third of the 

reunited in Europe, while only 17% of those who reunited in Ghana and 22% of those who 

remain separated belong to this group. The largest share of migrants who have not reunited in 

either location have obtained a middle occupational status, while one fourth have had a high 

occupational status in the destination country. Furthermore, looking at the output for both 

variables measuring legal status, we see that an overwhelming majority of those who achieve 

reunification in Europe have either entered the country with a longterm residence permit 

(56%) or have obtained it after a period with a precarious migrant status (35%). Only 9% of 

those who have reunified in Europe have had a visa as the highest obtained legal status. 

Undocumented migrants make up less than 1% of those who have reunified in Europe. About 

half of those who have reunited in Ghana, have at some point obtained a long-term residence 

permit/citizenship. Looking at Legal status, alternate, we see that 25% of those who reunited 

through returning to Ghana before the child turned age 18, have an undocumented status; 

turning to Highest legal status, we see that a significant share of them have entered on a visa 

and become undocumented over time. Nearly half of those who remain separated from their 

child have also obtained a long-term residence permit in the immigration country. While 45% 

of those who are separated have not exceeded holding a visa, many of them are visa 

overstayers and have become undocumented over time as we can see by looking at the 

category No permit under the variable Legal status, alternate.  

 

Men are overrepresented among reunified in Europe, and in the group who are separated from 

their child. Women, on the other hand, represent a larger part of migrants who reunify by 

returning to Ghana. Looking at the family status of migrant parents, we see that there is a 
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clear difference in partner status between migrants who reunify in Europe and return migrants 

– the former to a high degree have during their stay had a partner in the UK or Netherlands 

(75%), while the latter show the opposite pattern (10%). However, there is no clear pattern 

concerning those who remain separated: 51% have/have had a partner in the immigration 

country, and 49% have not. Furthermore, the majority in all outcome groups has at least one 

grandparent in the family that is alive and living in Ghana; although slightly more in the 

separated group do not have any grandparents who are alive.  

 

Moving on to the immigration country differences, we see that Ghanaians in the UK represent 

the overwhelming majority of migrant parents in all three outcome groups. This figure is 

visibly inflated in relation to the actual number of respondents based in each location, due to 

the weights that account for the difference in MAFE-data population size and the estimated 

real size of the Ghanaian population in the different locations. Furthermore, we see that the 

majority of migrant parents in all three groups arrived in the UK or Netherlands within 5 

years before the event of reunification took place or within 5 years before the last year in 

which legal reunification in Europe was possible. 
 

Table 2a. Descriptives of categories of dependent variables and independent variables (%) 

 Reunited in Europe Reunited in Ghana Separated 

Highest occupational status  
Unemployed/inactive 
Low 
Middle 
High       

 
36 
8 
7 
49 

 
17 
7 
24 
52 

 
22 
17 
37 
25 

Legal status, alternate* 
No permit (undoc. & visa over-stayers) 
Always visa 
Undocumented/visa>longterm 
Always rp./citizen 

 
<1 
9 
35 
56 

 
25 
18 
43 
13 

 
18 
32 
32 
16 

Highest legal status* 
No permit 
Visa 
Residence permit/citizen 

 
<1 
9 
91 

 
2 
47 
50 

 
6 
45 
49 

Highest attained education* 
No education/primary 
Secondary 
Tertiary or higher 

 
4 
19 
75 

 
1 
37 
62 

 
8 
59 
33 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
64 
36 

 
43 
57 

 
55 
45 
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Partner in UK/Netherlands 
Yes 
No 

 
75 
25 

 
10 
90 

 
51 
49 

No grandparents alive 
Yes 
No (living in Ghana) 

 
16 
84 

 
15 
85 

 
35 
65 

Immigration country 
Netherlands 
United Kingdom 

 
11 
89 

 
1 
99 

 
17 
83 

Years in UK/Netherlands 
<5 years (ref.) 
6-10 years 
11+ years 

 
63 
26 
11 

 
89 
5 
6 

 
44 
37 
19 

N 38 23 106 

Notes: Weighted percentages, unweighted N;  
*5 observations have missing information about legal status; 1 missing for Highest attained education 
 

Table 2b shows summary statistics for Age at arrival by categories of the three possible 

outcomes. The output is similar for those Reunited in Ghana and those who remain separated 

beyond the child 18th birthday: the mean age of arrival is 34 years in these two categories. In 

average, those who have reunited in the Netherlands or UK immigrated at a younger age; the 

mean age is 30 years. 

 

Table 2b. Age at arrival, by categories of dependent variables, summary statistics 
 Min/Max Mean SD 
 
Reunited in EU 

 
22/43 

 
30 

 
5 

 
Reunited in 
Ghana 

 
21/56 

 
34 

 
9 

 
Separated 

 
20/55 

 
34 

 
8 

Notes: Unweighted figures 
 

6.2	Multivariate	analysis 
The results from binomial multivariate logistic regressions estimating the likelihood of 

reunification with one’s child after a separation due to the parent’s migration to Europe are 

presented in this section. Table 3 shows the estimates for reunification in Europe, and Table 4 

the estimates for reunification through the parent’s return migration to Ghana.  
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Starting with the estimations for reunification in Europe in Table 3, Model 1 tests the effects 

of the main variables specified in the hypothesis; the output shows no significant difference in 

the likelihood of reunification in Europe between migrant parents with different occupational 

statuses. In Model 1, no significant difference is found in terms of reunification in Europe 

between undocumented migrants and migrants who hold a visa. In consistency with the 

expectations, migrant parents who hold a long-term residence permit or are citizens in the 

immigration country are found to have a significantly higher likelihood of reunifying in 

Europe than undocumented migrants. The two significant coefficients show strong positive 

effects, and are significant at a 5% level. When controlling for Highest attained education in 

Model 2, we see that, with a significance level below 15%, having a tertiary or higher 

education increases the likelihood of reunification in Europe compared to having no/primary 

education. The positive effect of having a High occupational status also becomes significant 

on a 10% level, in this model, while the output for Legal status, alternate, remains unchanged 

in relation to Model 1. 

 

Gender and family related variables are included in Model 3. While the output indicates that 

neither gender nor whether the grandparents are alive and living in Ghana or not significantly 

affects the outcome, it also shows that having a partner in the immigration country has a 

highly significant, positive effect on the likelihood of reunification in the immigration 

country. However, the output for occupational status changes when controlling for gender and 

family related variables: in contrast to Model 2, the effect of having a high occupational status 

does not significantly affect the likelihood of reunification in Model 3. Moreover, while 

remaining strong and positive, the effect of having a long-term residence permit does decrease 

in Model 3, and has a lower significance level, at 10% compared to Model 2. Finally, the 

positive effect of having a higher education increases in both strength and significance. 

 

In Model 4, additional migration specific variables are added (Years in the UK/Netherlands, 

Age at arrival and Immigration country). The output shows that the likelihood of reunification 

in the immigration country decreases over time: the likelihood of reunification is significantly 

higher within the first five years of immigration. Furthermore, the younger the migrant was at 

the time of immigration, the more likely they are to reunify in the immigration country. No 

significant difference is found in the outcome depending on whether the destination country is 

the Netherlands or the UK. The introduced variables have some effect on the other variables 

in Model 4; the positive effect of having a high occupational status, reappears at a 15% 
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significance level. Unexpectedly, low occupational status also shows a positive and 

significant effect (15%) on the likelihood of reunification in Europe.The remaining effects are 

relatively constant, in direction and significance, in relation to Model 3.  

 

As indicated above, gender alone does not have any significant effect on the outcome in any 

of the models. To further investigate whether gender does have an effect that can be detected 

by being combined with other variables, Model 5 and 6 contain combination variables 

including gender and occupational status, and partner status, respectively. The inclusion of the 

combination variable with gender and occupational status in Model 5 does not significantly 

improve the model’s fit in relation to Model 4 – and none of the coefficients of the 

combination variable show a significant effect on the likelihood of reunification in Europe, 

compared to the reference group inactive/unemployed men. It is however noteworthy that the 

two strongest positive associations found in the combination variable coefficients – that of 

being a man with the highest occupational status, or a woman with a low occupational status – 

are close to being significant, with p-values at 0.17 and 0.19 respectively.  All other variable’s 

effects remain constant in relation to Model 4, except for Highest attained education which 

becomes insignificant in this model.  

 

In Model 6, the combination variable with gender and partner is included instead of the 

original variables. The output shows that the effect of having a partner in the immigration 

country differs between men and women. Both men and women with a partner in the 

immigration country have a significantly higher likelihood of reunifying in the immigration 

country than men without a partner, however, the effect is more than twice as strong for men, 

and shows a higher significance level. Moreover, women who do not have a partner in the 

immigration country also have a higher likelihood of reunification than men without a partner 

(15% significance level). The direction and significance of remaining variables are constant in 

relation to Model 4, except for Highest occupational status and Highest attained education 

which are insignificant in Model 6.  
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Table 3. Likelihood of parent-child reunification in the UK or Netherlands (in odds ratio) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Highest occupational status 
Unemployed/inactive (ref.) 
Low 
Middle 
High 

 
 
1.63 
1.28 
2.38 

 
 
2.50 
2.00 
3.19**  

 
 
1.87 
1.80 
2.48 

 
 
3.78* 
1.99 
3.44* 

 
 
 

 
 
3.17 
1.77 
3.32 

Legal status, alternate 
No permit (ref.) 
Always visa 
Undoc./visa>longterm 
Always rp./citizen 

 
 
2.54 
13.09*** 
13.74*** 

 
    
2.38 
13.05*** 
13.92*** 

 
 
1.16 
7.35** 
7.53** 

 
 
1.53 
13.25*** 
10.11** 

 
 
1.38 
11.66*** 
9.18** 

 
 
1.61 
14.25*** 
11.72*** 

Highest attained education 
No education/primary (ref.) 
Secondary 
Tertiary or higher 

 
 

 
 
3.20 
5.31* 

 
 
3.32 
8.42** 

 
 
3.01 
7.73** 

 
 
2.56 
5.93 

 
 
2.81 
5.39 

Gender 
Male (ref.) 
Female 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
1.60 

 
 
0.90 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Partner in UK/Netherlands 
No (ref.) 
Yes 

 
 

                                         
 
 

 
 
4.87**** 

 
 
7.27**** 

 
 
7.58**** 

 

No grandparents alive 
Yes (ref.) 
No (living in Ghana) 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
0.65 

 
 
0.86 

 
 
0.85 

 
 
0.87 

Years in UK/Netherlands 
<5 years (ref.) 
6-10 years 
11+ years 

  
 

 
 

 
 
0.31** 
0.13*** 

 
 
0.30** 
0.12*** 

 
 
0.26*** 
0.11**** 

Age at arrival    0.89*** 0.89*** 0.89** 

Immigration country 
Netherlands (ref.) 
United Kingdom 

 
 

  
 
 

 
 
1.08 

 
 
1.08 

 
 
1.31 

Combination variable: 
Gender#Occupational status 
Male#Inactive, unempl. (ref.) 
Male#Low 
Male#Middle 
Male#High 
Female#Inactive, unempl. 
Female#Low 
Female#Middle 
Female#High 

    
 
 
 

 
 
 
2.70 
2.14 
4.92 
1.11 
4.59 
1.88 
2.36 

 
 
 
 

Combination variable: 
Gender#Partner in UK/Neth. 
Male#No (ref.) 
Male#Yes 

     
 
 

 
 
 
33.94**** 
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Female#No            
Female#Yes 

6.85* 
15.15*** 

Constant 
Log likelihood 
Pseudo R2 
N 

0.03**** 
-72.67 
0.12**** 
143 

0.01**** 
-69.63 
0.15**** 
142 

0.00**** 
-63.53 
0.22**** 
142 

0.09 
-58.61 
0.28**** 
142 

0.16 
-58.15 
0.29**** 
142 

0.32 
-56.21 
0.31**** 
142 

Notes: Results are unweighted; ****p<0.01, ***p<0.05, **p<0.10, *p<0.15  

 

Turning to the estimations of reunification in Ghana in Table 4, Model 1 includes only the 

main independent variables, Highest occupational status and Highest legal status, of which 

none show a significant effect. The results remain constant in Model 2, which includes gender 

and family related variables.. Output from Model 2 does however show that having a partner 

in the UK or Netherlands is negatively associated with reunification through return migration. 

Gender, again, is not significant in any of the models. The grandparents’ availability in Ghana 

shows no significant association with reunification in Ghana either. When controlling for 

Years in the UK/Netherlands and Age at arrival in Model 3, the negative effect of having a 

partner remains, and in this model we also see that having a high occupational status increases 

the likelihood of reunification in Ghana, although the significance level is only on a 15% 

level. Years in the immigration country shows a negative, significant association with 

reunification in Ghana; having lived in UK/Netherlands for 6-10 or 11+ years decreases the 

likelihood of reunification through return migration, compared to those who have lived there 

for less than 5 years. 

 
Table 4. Likelihood of parent-child reunification in Ghana (in odds ratio) 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Highest occupational 
status 
Unemployed/inactive (ref.) 
Low 
Middle 
High 

 
 
 
0.37 
0.62 
2.55 

 
 
 
0.43 
0.84 
2.92 

 
 
 
0.51 
1.06 
3.47* 

Highest legal status 
No permit (ref.) 
Visa 
Residence permit/citizen 

 
 
1.01 
0.36 

 
 
1.07 
0.54 

 
 
1.02 
0.56 

Highest attained education 
No education/primary (ref.) 
Secondary 
Tertiary or higher 

 
 
 

 
 
1.53 
1.66 

 
 
2.09 
1.86 

Gender    
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Male (ref.) 
Female 

 
1.74 

 
1.12 

Partner in UK/Netherlands 
No (ref.) 
Yes 

  
 
0.13*** 

 
 
0.20** 

No grandparents alive 
Yes (ref.) 
No (living in Ghana) 

  
 
0.47 

 
 
0.99 

Years in UK/Netherlands 
<5 years (ref.) 
6-10 years 
11+ years 

  

 
 
0.09*** 
0.08** 

Age at arrival 
  

0.94 

Constant 
Log likelihood 
Pseudo R2 
N 

0.29 
-48.39 
0.08** 
124 

0.21 
-43.11 
0.19*** 
124 

2.49 
-38.95 
0.26**** 
124 

Notes: Results are unweighted; ****p<0.01, ***p<0.05, **p<0.10, *p<0.15 
 
 

7.	Discussion 
The aim of this study is to explore what factors are associated with if and where parent-child 

reunification takes place, with a focus on the interplay between family reunification policies, 

migrant family practices/norms and gender. The research question is: Do the conditions that 

frame family reunification in the UK and Netherlands determine whether and where parent-

child reunification takes place? And, how is the outcome affected by Ghanaian family 

practices/norms and gender? It has been argued that transnational family arrangements may 

be a choice for African migrants, with preferences for their children to grow up in their 

country of origin. Based on previous research presented in this paper, it is expected that a 

successful migration experience will increase the likelihood of parent-child reunification – 

both in the European destination countries and in Ghana. Therefore, the hypothesis is that: A 

higher occupational status and a long-term residence permit increase the likelihood of 

reunification in any location.  

 

The descriptive results in Table 2a show that 49% of those who reunite in the Netherlands or 

UK have attained a high occupational status in the immigration country; the significance level 

of the coefficient in the logistic regression is low, at 15%, nevertheless it too indicates that 

there is a positive association. In line with expectations, the results presented in the section 

above indicate that reunification in Europe is most likely among those who are likely to be 
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able to fulfill the conditions set by policies in the immigration country. That is, migrants who 

have attained a high occupational status and a long-term residence permit are most likely to 

have reunified with a child in the UK or Netherlands before the child reaches age 18, which 

partly confirms the stated hypothesis. Using the terminology of civic stratification, this 

supports that formal stratification is indeed important in sorting out who can reunify in 

Europe. We also see that having a higher education increases the likelihood of reunification in 

the UK and Netherlands, which can be interpreted as another indication of the significance of 

migrant’s income level in the ability to reunify in the immigration countries. 

 

Considering reunification in Ghana, the results indicate that migrants with a high occupational 

status are more likely to return to Ghana before the child reaches age 18. In light of theoretical 

assumptions and previous research, we can see that the Ghanaian return migrants to some 

extent fit with the transnational understanding of return migrants as being “successful”, and 

with the general description of Ghanaians as being oriented towards returning to Ghana once 

they have the means to achieve a higher socio-economic status there. The hypothesis is 

however not fully supported, as no significant association is found between reunification in 

Ghana and having a long-term residence permit, or any legal status for that matter. There are 

several possible explanations for the lack of significant effect of legal status on the outcome. 

First of all, it must be acknowledged that the sample or return migrants is rather small, with 

only 23 respondents fitting into this group, furthermore there are 5 cases with missing 

information about legal status. Therefore, any interpretation of this finding must be made with 

caution. Nevertheless, what we can see is that having a longterm residence permit does not 

significantly affect the likelihood of reunification in Ghana, which might be an indication 

that, at least for some, return migration is a result of not being able to reunify in the UK or 

Netherlands, as they do not have the legal permit to do so.  

 

The output for Years in UK/Netherlands shows a significant negative effect in all of the 

models where it is included; the tendency is that reunification in either location, including 

Ghana, occurs within 5 years of immigration to the UK or Netherlands. The likelihood of 

reunification then decreases over time. This could either be an indication that, migrants who 

intend to reunify are likely to achieve the necessary status to do so within 5 years of 

immigration, by the measurements set by the state of immigration, or by their own goals 

before reunification. In contrast, it could also mean that migrants who do not fulfill the 

criteria of reunification within 5 years of immigration, are unlikely to achieve them within the 
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time limit of eligibility for parent-child reunification in the European countries, i.e. before 

their child reaches age 18. The latter is a plausible explanation for undocumented migrants, 

who may not find a way to regularize their status before the window for reunification in the 

immigration country closes. 

 

The results consistently show that partner status in the immigration country strongly 

influences the likelihood of reunification. There are several possible explanations why having 

a partner in the immigration country increases the likelihood of reunification there. First off, a 

dual-income household has a greater chance at fulfilling income requirements stipulated by 

reunification policies. Even if one in the couple were inactive, having a partner there would 

facilitate childcare arrangements, as it may otherwise be costly to place children in public or 

private childcare. Furthermore, previous research shows that care arrangements in Ghana are 

more prone to collapse if both parents are transnational migrants, which is also a possible 

reason to bring a child to the UK or Netherlands. While reunification in Europe is more likely 

if the partner is there, in contrast, we also see that having a partner in the immigration country 

increases the likelihood of continued parent-child separation, in comparison to reunification in 

Ghana. This means that migrant parents, who are with their partner in the UK or Netherlands 

and have not achieved reunification there, have a low likelihood of reunifying with their child 

at all before it reaches age 18.  

 

Moving on to the gender aspect, no direct association is found between gender and 

reunification in any location, the combination variables however reveal a few interesting 

tendencies. Looking at the results for the combination variable that includes gender and 

partner status, we see that the positive effect of having a partner in the immigration country, 

on reunification in the immigration country, is stronger for men than for women. This finding 

supports previous studies that indicate that reunification in Europe is more likely when 

women are migrants. One explanation is that women have the main caregiving responsibility 

for children, which is a consistent role division between men and women seen in many 

studied contexts, including Ghana. Again, women’s migration in particular makes care giving 

arrangements sensitive to problems, which is likely due to their role as caregivers. Therefore 

it is not surprising that men are more likely to bring their child to the immigration country 

when their partner is there too. The output from the combination variable between gender and 

occupational status is notable, and important in regards to the previous research presented in 

this study, despite insignificant p-values. Two categories stand out in being more likely to 
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reunify in one of the European countries compared to men who are inactive in the labor 

market: men with the highest occupational status and women with a low occupational status. 

The latter is likely to be the explanation for the results in Model 4 in the same table, which 

shows that migrants with a low occupational status are as likely to reunify in Europe as a 

migrant with a high status. In light of the argument of stratification in the reunification 

process and findings from previous studies, it was expected that an indication of informal 

stratification to the disadvantage of women would be found, i.e. that women would be 

disadvantaged compared to men with the same occupational level, as they are expected to 

have worse working conditions and wages. Instead, these findings suggest that, women have a 

lower threshold to reunify than men, which is supported by the understanding that mothers 

have the main caregiving responsibility and are consequently expected to pursue reunification 

to a higher degree than fathers. This could mean that female-headed households who achieve 

reunification in the UK or Netherlands are prone to be economically disadvantaged compared 

to male-headed households. However, considering the income requirements that must be met 

and the above-demonstrated importance of having a partner in the immigration country, a 

more plausible interpretation is that these are dual-income households with high-income men 

and low-income women.  

 

Ghanaian family norms are part of the rationale for this study, and part of the aim is to assess 

their influence in the process of family reunification. Specifically, the practice of fostering as 

a strategy in non-crisis situations, albeit with a declining acceptance among middle-class 

Ghanaians, was expected to affect the outcome. Remarkably, no support was found for the 

availability of alternative caretakers, namely grandparents, in Ghana being negatively 

associated with reunification in any location. This finding stands in contrast to the effect that 

was found in the case of Senegalese migrants, where the death of grandparents increases the 

likelihood of parent-child reunification. In this sense, the finding supports the differentiation 

that Riccio (2008) makes between Ghanaian and Senegalese migrants, where he argues that 

Ghanaian grandparents enjoy less influence in the caregiving arrangements of their 

grandchildren. One possible interpretation of this finding is that the flexibility of Ghanaian 

family arrangements is not as significant in the decision to reunify or live in transnational 

families as qualitative researchers have argued. If the availability of alternative caretakers 

does not affect the outcome, it could mean that transnational family arrangements are not a 

strategy, but a necessity, that occurs even when it is not convenient, which it arguably would 

be if the grandparents were in Ghana. It is difficult to draw any conclusions about the effect of 
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the acceptance of parent-child separation and the practice of fosterage, based on this result.  

Although statistics show that 89% of all Ghanaian children who are in fosterage live with 

their grandparents, we do not know whether the children in this sample are placed with other 

caregivers, who’s availability does affect the outcome. Secondly, one important caveat is that 

it is not possible to control for whether the children for example are in boarding school in 

Ghana. These are possible scenarios that could mean that there would be an element of choice 

in the event of continued separation despite access to reunification in Europe. However, as the 

outcomes for legal status, in particular, and to a lesser degree, occupational status suggest, 

there is no indication that migrant parents who have the opportunity to reunify in Europe do 

not pursue it. 

 

Results from other analyses of the MAFE-Ghana data, and other studies indicate that 

Ghanaians have a preference for bringing their children to the UK, compared to the 

Netherlands. The likely explanation for this is that Ghanaian children are expected to meet 

more favorable conditions for integration in the UK, with the same official language and 

school system as in Ghana, than they would in the Netherlands. The Ghanaian population in 

the UK is several times greater than it is in the Netherlands, and the proportion of 

reunifications reflects this fact, as we have seen using the weighted data in descriptive Table 

2a. This study however shows that no distinction is made between the two destinations in 

terms of likelihood of parent-child reunification. This result is in line with other findings in 

this study, indicating that the opportunity to reunify in the immigration country is the decisive 

factor behind whether it occurs or not; other preferences appear to be less important.  
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