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Family and partner relations of migrants in Europe have been extensively studied in the 

social sciences. However, intra-EU mobile citizens are still generally underrepresented 

in these studies. This is remarkable for three reasons. First of all, mobile Europeans are 

a significant group in the migrant population in Europe, representing 37% of the foreign-

born population that is officially registered (Eurostat, 2020a) and potentially an even 

greater share given the many other types of (often unregistered) mobility. Secondly, 

mobile Europeans are generally seen as an important indicator of and contributor to EU 

integration (Favell & Recchi, 2009, Favell, Recchi, Kuhn, Jensen & Klein, 2011), and 

consequently, a good understanding of this group is crucial in further discussions on EU 

integration processes via citizen’s mobility. And thirdly, the EU ‘free mobility area’ can be 

considered as an interesting ‘laboratory setting’ in which no formal borders apply but 

moving may still impact people’s lives. As such studies on non-EU migrants are not 

necessarily directly applicable to the specific group of intra-EU mobile citizens, given the 

very different mobility and migration context. Whereas non-EU immigration policies 

show to be very restrictive, intra-EU mobility offers largely available mobility 

opportunities, less focused on exclusive economic reasons (Gaspar, 2008; Gaspar, 

2010). Also the attitudes and perceptions towards intra-EU mobility strongly differ from 

non-EU migration (Gaspar, 2008; Gaspar, 2010). Therefore, the main research question 

of this dissertation was: How are family and partner relations shaped and challenged in 

a context of intra-EU mobility? I have used the Life Course Paradigm (LCP; Elder, 

Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003; Macmillan & Copher, 2005) as the theoretical framework for 

exploring the complex intersection of family and partner relations with intra-EU mobility 

and to structure the specific research topics of this dissertation. On the one hand, I 

looked at opportunities for partner choice that follow from intra-EU mobility as it creates 

new or diversified opportunities for encountering potential partners. In this approach, 

intra-EU mobility is explored as an application of the ‘time and place’ principle of the Life 

Course Paradigm. On the other hand, I looked at the Life Course Paradigm principle of 

‘linked lives’, to study the challenges that intra-EU mobility may pose to partner and 

family relations and vice versa. 
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In the following sections, I will present a summary of the main findings of the empirical 

studies (Section 6.2), interpret and discuss these findings in relation to the theoretical 

framework (Section 6.3), and make a critical reflection and give perspectives on future 

research (Section 6.4). I will end with concluding remarks (Section 6.5). 

6.1. Summary of findings 

6.1.1. Beyond l’Auberge Espagnole. The effect of Individual mobility on the 
formation of intra-European couples 

The first empirical study of this dissertation (Chapter 2) aimed to contribute to the 

literature on intermarriage in the European context. More specifically, it focused on the 

influence intra-European mobility in childhood and early adulthood may have on 

European binational partnership formation. The research question then was formulated 

as “does intra-European mobility during childhood and (early) adulthood foster European 

binational partnerships?”. For this study, we made use of the EUMARR survey data that 

were collected as part of the research project “Towards a European Society: Single 

Market, Binational Marriages, and Social Group Formation in Europe”, for three 

countries: Belgium, the Netherlands and Switzerland. We estimated binary logistic 

statistical models in which we looked at the average marginal effects (AME) for the 

formation of a European binational union versus the formation of a uninational union. 

Different measurements of mobility experiences, as a child and in early adulthood, were 

included in the statistical models, controlling for demographic and cultural background 

variables. Two major theoretical mechanisms were elaborated. On the one hand, we 

argued that intra-European mobility may create increased opportunities for meeting 

partners from other European countries. On the other hand, intra-European mobility may 

also contribute to the formation of intra-European binational couples through the 

development of cultural, linguistic, and mobility capital that has been acquired through 

socialisation. 
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The statistical analyses in this study gave support for the hypothesis that individual 

mobility experiences may affect individual partner choices and more specifically the 

choice of a foreign European partner versus a native partner. Also, the hypothesised 

positive effect of linguistic capital was supported. First of all, we looked at the diversity 

of destinations in short stays abroad (i.e. stays shorter than three months), before age 

16, and between age 16 and the first meeting with the partner. We assumed effects of 

mobility before age 16 to be mostly linked to socialisation, whereas after age 16 also 

meeting opportunities could be part of the theoretical explanation. Short stays abroad 

mainly showed significant effects after age 16.Additionally, we found a positive 

influence of long stays abroad, defined as stays abroad preceding the first meeting with 

the partner that lasted for at least three months, on the odds for the formation of a 

European binational couple. Especially a stay abroad for educational or work-related 

reasons tended to positively correlate with the odds for engaging in European binational 

partnerships. Adding long stays abroad and the context of these long stays abroad to 

the analysis suggested that long stays for education or work in other European countries 

foster intra-European partnership mainly by opening up a foreign marriage market to the 

native mobile person, i.e. by creating opportunities for meeting potential partners 

abroad. The mechanism of socialisation via intra-EU mobility only found limited support. 

6.1.2. Meeting contexts of intra-European binational couples in Belgium, the 
Netherlands and Spain 

In the second study (Chapter 3), we further elaborated on the factor of meeting 

opportunities in partner choice. Although previous studies already highlighted the 

importance of opportunities to meet a potential partner in the partner choice process 

(Kalmijn, 1998), hardly anything is known on the meeting of intra-European binational 

partners specifically. The scientific knowledge of meeting contexts of partners is mainly 

focusing on a general non-migration population. The research question thus was: 

“Where and in which context do intra-European binational couples meet each other?”. 

To what extent do they differ from those in a uninational union across countries and if 
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so why? We used EUMARR survey data from Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain to 

answer these questions, and estimated several bivariate logistic regression models to 

calculate the odds in comparing specific meeting contexts of European binational 

couples. 

The analyses showed that only a small minority of all couples had met online, a meeting 

context where mobility and geographical proximity do not necessarily matter. Still, the 

data suggested that meeting online was more common among European binational 

couples compared to uninational couples in the three study countries, although this 

effect did not reach significance. The large majority of couples had met offline. The 

analyses showed that having first met in a country that was not the country of birth of 

both partners is not very common, and is mainly found more often among higher 

educated and younger couples, and this is slightly more common in the Netherlands. In 

most European binational couples, only one of both partners had been mobile at the 

moment of first meeting. For them, we examined in which country they first met, and 

why both partners were in that country at the moment of first meeting. Based on these 

meeting contexts of both partners, a typology with a number of dyads was elaborated: 

home-home, home-work, home-study, home-holiday. Interestingly, it were not just the 

uninational couples who typically met in a home-home context but also for partners in 

binational couples this was a common meeting context. This may indicate that the 

mobile partner migrated already at a young age or long before the first meeting, and 

that, by the time of the interview, they considered the country as their home country 

(although not being born there). In that case the mobility as such was not necessarily 

motivated by the relationship. In Spain, the European binational couples more often met 

in ‘home-home’ meeting contexts, suggesting less mobility. Especially home-work and 

home-study showed significant results. Having met in a home-work context was found 

to be more probable for couples born in a EU member state that was not neighbouring 

to the country of residence. Home-study as a meeting context was more likely for highly 

educated, both on bachelor as on master or doctoral level. We suggest an influence of 

study exchange programs as an explanation for this finding. This type of meeting 
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context was also linked to meeting at a younger age, confirming the suggested 

explanation of exchange programmes during studies in higher education. The analyses 

did not reveal major country differences in meeting contexts for European binational 

couples. 

6.1.3. International student mobility aspirations: the role of romantic 
relationships and academic motivation 

The third empirical study (Chapter 4) looks at the thesis topic from a different angle. 

Whereas the two previous studies investigated how intra-EU mobility could create 

opportunities in terms of partner choice and the formation of intra-European binational 

couples, this study uses a reverse approach by investigating if partner relationships 

could also affect intra-EU mobility. More specifically, we looked at the potential effect of 

a romantic relationship on the aspirations to participate in a study abroad programme, 

such as the Erasmus+ programme, among a sample of freshmen at a higher education 

institution in Brussels, Belgium. Additionally, we also looked at the effect of academic 

motivations, as another aspect in the lives of the target group of this study. The 

academic literature on study abroad has so far largely ignored the influence of romantic 

relationships and study motivation, and the potential competition between both aspects, 

in the development of aspirations to participate in temporary learning experiences in 

another country. The resulting research question was: “Does a romantic relationship and 

study motivation influence the aspiration to study abroad of first year students?”. 

Additionally, as literature shows us that female students are more likely to study abroad 

compared to male students, and this gender difference is still largely unexplained, we 

paid special attention to gender differences in our analyses. To answer the research 

question, we used the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) Student survey 2017 which covers 

a sample of first bachelor students. We used multinomial logistic regression models to 

estimate the odds for aspiring to study abroad. 

The analyses showed that students involved in a romantic relationship had significant 

lower odds for having aspirations to study abroad. As we separated analyses for female 
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and male students, we interestingly found that this association could exclusively be 

attributed to the female respondents. It was only for women that being in a romantic 

relationship resulted in significant lower aspirations to study abroad. Although not 

reaching significance, being in a romantic relationship for women also meant that they 

were less likely to know whether or not to aspire to participate in the Erasmus+ exchange 

programme. This suggested that being in a romantic relationship seems to exclude the 

option of study abroad, apart from the individual’s evaluation of the ability to study 

abroad, however, only for female students. Despite the hampering effect of a romantic 

relationship on aspirations to study abroad among female students, female students 

were still found to have significant higher odds to have aspirations to study abroad 

compared to male students. Higher intrinsic academic motivation scores were found to 

be significantly associated with having aspirations to study abroad while this was not 

the case for extrinsic academic motivations. Higher scores for intrinsic motivation were 

related to higher odds for aspirations to study abroad for both male and female 

respondents, although odds for the effect of intrinsic motivation were much higher 

among the male students in our sample than among female students. In summary, this 

paper shows that even during early adulthood, partner relations may already affect intra-

EU mobility aspirations of higher education students. At the same time, academic 

motivations also influence these aspirations. 

6.1.4. Intergenerational contact in European transnational families: the case 
of Belgium 

The last empirical study of this dissertation (Chapter 5) focused on the consequences 

intra-EU mobility could have on family relations. In this study, we focused on contact 

frequencies that Belgian residents have with their mother, comparing Belgian natives 

with first-generation EU and non-EU migrants. Intergenerational contact is then being 

seen as the most basic form of, and a major precondition for further intergenerational 

care and solidarity. The research question in this study asked “How much contact do 

intra-EU migrants have with their mother in comparison to native Belgians and non-EU 
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migrants?”. We differentiated in the analyses between face-to-face and telephone 

contact frequencies. In this way, we accounted for communication that is linked to 

geographical proximity or travel opportunities (face-to-face contact) and 

communication that is not hampered by geographical distance (telephone contact). We 

used the Generation and Gender Survey Belgium to estimate multinomial logistic 

regression models with face-to-face contact frequency and telephone contact frequency 

as dependent variables. For each type of contact frequency, we made two comparisons: 

those ‘never having contact or less than annually’ (low frequency) versus ‘having at least 

annual but not weekly contact’, and those having contact ‘more than once per week’ 

(high frequency) versus those ‘having at least annual but not weekly contact’. The 

models were controlled for a number of socio-demographic background variables. 

In general, the descriptive analyses indicated that intergenerational contact is frequent 

among all origin groups. The multivariate analyses showed that only non-EU migrants 

differed significantly from Belgian natives with much higher probabilities of ‘never 

having face-to-face contact or less than annually’, even after controlling for financial 

resources for annual holiday. With respect to high face-to-face contact frequency, 

defined as ‘more than once per week’, we found that migrants living in Belgium, whether 

being EU or non-EU migrants, had significant lower odds of having frequent face-to-face 

contact as compared to having ‘weekly contact or less’ than native Belgians. This 

seemed to be an overall effect of migration since the different origin groups did not 

significantly differ from each other. For the odds of ‘never having telephone contact or 

less than annually’ we found a significant effect of migrant origin: migrants from non-

neighbouring EU-countries or from non-EU countries had significant lower odds 

compared to Belgians. Also stronger intergenerational attitudes and having the financial 

resources to travel annually lowered the odds of ‘never having telephone contact or less 

than annually’. For the high telephone contact frequency group, we found no significant 

differences between Belgians and European migrants, regardless of whether they were 

born in a neighbouring or in another EU country. Only for the non-European migrants did 

we observe lower odds of having high frequencies of telephone contact compared to 
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Belgian natives. In this study, we got more insight in how migrants keep 

intergenerational contact in different ways: face-to-face contact that is limited by 

geographical distance, ease of travel and financial resources versus telephone contact 

that is much more accessible and less sensitive to geographical distance or mobility 

opportunities. Similarly to what is described in the literature about non-European 

migrants, also intra-EU migrants are thus confronted with the challenge to maintain and 

manage local and transnational relations with their families, and to meet the 

expectations of intergenerational care. 
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Table 6-1: Summary of findings 

Chapter Research question(s) Summary of the main findings 
2 Does intra-European 

mobility during childhood 
and (early) adulthood 
foster European 
binational partnerships? 

Yes, we mainly find support for the effect on the 
formation of European binational partnerships for 
short-term mobility after age 16 and before the 
first meeting with the partner, and long-term 
mobility before the first meeting with the partner. 
Results suggest the importance of intra-EU 
mobility through the creation of meeting 
opportunities. 

3 Where and in which 
context do European 
binational couples meet 
each other? 

We find that most European binational couples 
meet in the country that is the home country of 
one of the partners, implying mobility of only one 
partner in the couple. A first meeting when 
partners are mobile is less common. Being in the 
country of first meeting for the mobile partner can 
often be linked to work and study-related motives. 

4 Does a romantic 
relationship and study 
motivation influence 
students’ aspirations to 
study abroad? 

Yes, both show a significant influence. Having a 
romantic relationship seems to inhibit aspirations 
to study abroad, mainly among female students. 
Intrinsic academic motivations were found to 
have a strong positive effect. Among male 
students this effect is even stronger than for 
female students. 

5 How much contact do 
intra-EU migrants have 
with their mother in 
comparison to native 
Belgians and non-EU 
migrants? 

Most people, migrant or native, have regular 
contact with their mother in some way, being 
face-to-face or via telephone. All migrant groups 
had lower probabilities for frequent face-to-face 
contact compared to Belgian natives. Especially 
non-EU migrants have the highest probabilities of 
never having face-to-face contact with their 
mother, significantly higher than Belgian natives. 
Never having telephone contact was less 
probable among all migrant groups in 
comparison to the Belgian natives. For frequent 
telephone contact, only non-EU migrants had 
significant less frequent contact than the other 
groups. 
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6.2. Interpretation of the main findings 

Since the start of the European integration process in the 1950s, intra-EU mobility has 

developed as a fundamental pillar of European integration, mainly driven by economic 

purposes. However, the findings of this dissertation support the idea that this intra-EU 

mobility cannot be disconnected from the lives of Europeans and their most intimate 

relationships: intra-EU mobility affects families and vice versa. This intersection of 

family and partner relations on the one hand and intra-EU mobility on the other turns out 

to be a complex system of interdependencies and influences through many different 

mechanisms. It is difficult, but important, to gain better understanding of this complex 

system when aiming to discuss and further understand intra-EU mobility and EU 

integration.  

At the start of this dissertation, the life course paradigm was introduced as the central 

conceptual framework linking the four empirical chapters. Two of its main principles 

were elaborated in connection to the central topic of this dissertation: ‘time and place’ 

was linked to the potential facilitating context of the EU for partner choice and 

relationship formation, and the ‘linked lives’ principle was used to explain the challenges 

for family and partner relations in an intra-EU mobility context. In this section, I will reflect 

on the findings and the theoretical concepts used in the empirical chapters. I found that 

existing theories proved to be useful for understanding the studied processes, but also 

showed the relevance and added value of the life course paradigm in studying the 

intersection between intra-EU mobility, and family and partner relations. 

In the first two empirical studies (Chapters 2 and 3), I studied the formation of European 

binational couples. I referred to Kalmijn’s distinction of influences differentiating three 

general factors that may influence partner choice: structural meeting opportunities, the 

influence of ‘third parties’, and personal preferences (Kalmijn, 1998). I used this typology 

to explore the potential influence and contribution of intra-EU mobility on the formation 

of European binational couples. 
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First of all, I looked at the structural opportunities for meeting potential partners. 

Meeting opportunities are stated to be a crucial aspect in partner choice, and could also 

easily be linked to the ‘time and place’ principle of the life course paradigm: the European 

Union has created a historically unprecedented context of international meeting 

opportunities for potential partners through the active facilitation and promotion of intra-

EU mobility in a very broad sense. I expected that the formation of European binational 

couples would be positively influenced by the mobility experiences that are the result of 

these mobility opportunities within the EU.  I found support for this assumption in both 

chapter 2 and in 3. In chapter 2, I found a clear positive effect of mobility experiences 

after age 16 on the formation of European binational couples, especially for long-stay 

mobility which was defined as mobility for a duration longer than three months. I also 

found that it was mainly mobility in the context of work or study that could be linked to 

meeting a binational partner. Especially the mobility for study (e.g. Erasmus+) is typically 

at a moment in life where the first steps of family formation take place. In Chapter 3, 

where I further elaborated on the idea of meeting opportunities for binational couples, I 

again found support for meeting that resulted from being abroad for work or study 

reasons. Both work and study mobility are exactly two domains the EU focuses on in its 

mobility policies and programmes. Although work and study mobility programmes 

typically serve a mainly economic goal, in this way long stays for work or study in other 

European countries also seem to affect partnership formation by opening up a foreign 

marriage market to the mobile person and thus, on the long run, may contribute to 

bottom-up EU integration. 

The second factor in partner choice refers to personal preferences. Kalmijn (1998) 

mainly discusses personal preferences in terms of the socio-economic and cultural 

resources of the individual. We added the concepts of linguistic and mobility capital in 

our study to explain preferences and indirectly explain cultural homogamy in couples. 

When trying to explain preferences or openness to potential partners from another EU 

member state, analyses showed some support for primary socialisation of ‘mobility 

capital’ through travel experiences during childhood and early adulthood. I also 
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concluded that more (diverse) mobility experiences during childhood and early 

adulthood, lead to an increased probability to engage in a European binational couple 

rather than in a uninational relationship. However, this effect of travel experience was 

not necessarily focused on or limited to intra-EU mobility. Non-EU mobility experiences 

also seem to add to this mobility capital. We found that also linguistic capital increases 

the probability of a binational intra-European partnership. Multilingualism, and especially 

being raised multilingual, which could be seen as a proxy of migratory/cultural 

background of the individual rather than the direct result of intra-EU mobility 

experiences, seems to contribute to personal preferences. It may indicate that the 

parents of the individual are socialising their children to be open to ‘otherness’ or 

themselves are already a culturally or ethnic mixed couple which increase the probability 

of exogamy (Van Zantvliet & Kalmijn, 2013). This effect of cultural and migration 

background should be further explored, as it can help to better understand the levels of 

homogamy within European binational couples. As we already know from scientific 

literature, mobility may lead to more mobility (e.g.Recchi & Favell 2009) and this 

dissertation showed that also in partner choice, mobility and intercultural experiences 

over the life course may contribute to even more mobility and interculturality later on in 

life.  

The third and last factor described by Kalmijn refers to ‘third parties’. Kalmijn mainly 

explains ‘third parties’ in terms of influence by communities, families, religious groups, 

etc. towards endogamy through group identification or by group sanctioning. In this 

dissertation, we did not focus on these third parties, and mainly interpreted ‘third parties’ 

as the influence of parents in the development of mobility capital through socialisation, 

as already elaborated under ‘personal preferences’. The influence of parent throughout 

childhood in building mobility and linguistic capital can be seen as the influence of ‘linked 

lives’ from a life course perspective. 

To summarise so far, the findings in this dissertation contribute to the literature by trying 

to explain how intra-EU mobility could influence European binational couple formation. 
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The conclusions in the empirical chapters fit Kalmijn’s three factors of partner choice. 

The importance of meeting opportunities, the structural argument of partner choice, 

was in particular demonstrated. It is interesting to see that the importance of different 

factors may depend on a broader context.  Whereas my research stresses the 

importance of meeting opportunity, Kalmijn & Van Tubergen (2010) for example found 

for a study in the US that it were mainly the cultural forces (personal preferences and 

third parties) that are more important than structural forces like meeting opportunity.  

This supports my argument that the framework of Kalmijn (1998) would benefit from 

the Life Course Paradigm, to make it a more dynamic model and to explicitly add 

context-sensitivity. For example, we could argue that European binational couples are 

culturally closer to each other compared to mixed unions with non-EU migrant, and thus 

the cultural component is less decisive among European mixed couples than non-

European couples. Or as another example, we found that long stays abroad such as 

Erasmus+ create meeting opportunities for European binational couple formation. Of 

course, the timing of these mobility experiences in the lives of the individuals are then 

crucial, as Erasmus stays abroad typically take places at a moment in life when 

partnership formation is one of the key developments. The Life Course Paradigm can 

help to explain and frame much of these variations. 

In the second part of this dissertation, potential challenges in the domain of partner and 

family relations in an intra-EU mobility context were examined. Whereas I found that 

intra-EU mobility may contribute to European integration through couple formation, 

intra-EU mobility may also challenge individuals, couples and families. Studies on 

mobility and moves within national borders (internal mobility) has extensively shown 

that partner relations can inhibit migration (e.g. De Jong, 2000; Kley 2011; Benton & 

Petrovic, 2013). This effect is usually explained as partners (and children) being part of 

one household and thereby making the migration decision process more complex and 

increase the local embeddedness. In Chapter 4, I investigated if a similar inhibiting effect 

of partnership relations was applicable for students and their study mobility aspirations. 

I analysed how aspirations to study abroad take form in the context of two in some way 
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competing central aspects of young students lives: their professional development in 

their academic studies and partnership formation. On one hand, personal development 

of young people includes the development of intimate relationships. On the other hand, 

these higher education students have also their professional life to develop through their 

studies. Being in a romantic relationship showed to have a negative correlation with 

aspirations of studying abroad, particularly for female students. This could be linked to 

the ‘linked lives’ factor of the Life Course Paradigm, where decisions of individuals are 

acknowledged to be socially embedded. As such, my results clearly illustrate the 

importance of considering romantic relationships in study abroad and migration-

decision making processes, even at a moment in the life course when these 

relationships are not (yet) officialised by marriage or registered partnership, no children 

are involved (by selection in our sample), and most of these students are typically not 

sharing the same household with their partner. At the same time, the results also 

showed that higher intrinsic study motivations are significantly and positively 

associated with aspirations to study abroad, especially for male students. Both in terms 

of the inhibiting effect of romantic relations and the positive effect of intrinsic 

motivations, we suggest that socialisation may play an important role in the formation 

of educational goals and relationship expectations and the potential conflict between 

both. Salisbury et al. (2010) already suggested a potential different way social and 

cultural capital influences student mobility decisions among male and female students 

as an explanation of gender differences in student mobility. In this study, the 

aspirations/ability model was presented to explicitly differentiate between aspirations 

versus ability. This theoretical model acknowledges that both the notions ‘aspirations’ 

and ‘ability’ are sensitive to personal preferences and context factors. Although this 

model gives way to a very interesting approach of mobility and immobility, it leaves 

much freedom to the interpretation of context factors. In this respect, I believe that the 

Life Course Paradigm offers a good extension to the aspirations/ability model. The 

addition of linked lives as a specific context factor makes the influence of romantic 

partners on study abroad aspirations explicit.  
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The last (and fourth empirical) study showed that not only can partner relations be 

inhibiting for intra-EU mobility, but also the other way around: intra-EU mobility can 

challenge individuals to manage their family relations. In this study, I take this one step 

further in time in the life course and look at exchange of intergenerational support of 

adults and their elderly mothers. This study aimed at giving insight into the frequency of 

intergenerational contact with the mother, as an important precondition for any other 

kind of intergenerational support, and the way it takes place: through face-to-face or 

telephone contact. Thereby, I implicitly tested the effect of geographical distance by 

differentiating between migrants from neighbouring EU countries, other EU countries as 

well as non-EU countries. I explicitly thematised contrasting the EU versus non-EU 

migration context. This is important, because literature on intergenerational care and 

solidarity is ample but has so far largely neglected European migrants and their specific 

position when it comes to intergenerational contact. The pattern I found for face-to-face 

contact suggested that geographical distance may indeed inhibit very frequent contact 

given that the distance for non-Belgians to their parents is often simply too large to pay 

frequent visits. Although the actual distance differs strongly between the defined 

migrant groups, they apparently all live ‘too far away’ which confirms earlier research 

that states that starting from a certain distance, the inhibiting effect of geographical 

distance does not increase in line with the distance (Warnes et al., 2004). For those not 

having any face-to-face contact, our findings also suggest that it is not distance but 

rather the opportunity to travel and be mobile within the Schengen zone that matters. 

My analyses show that whereas European migrants did not differ from non-movers 

(Belgians), it were especially the non-EU migrants who have a much higher probability 

for never having face-to-face contact with their mother, even after controlling for 

financial resources to travel at least once a year. Given that the difference is mainly 

found between EU-citizens (including native Belgians and EU migrants from 

neighbouring countries and further away) and non-EU migrants, this suggests that easy 

travel with fewer barriers within the EU as a consequence of EU’s mobility policy may 

here be decisive in allowing intergenerational contact. When looking at very frequent 
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telephone contact, we find that only non-EU migrants had significantly lower odds 

compared to non-movers (native Belgians). This could be explained by the higher 

telephone cost for international calls outside Europe. At the same time, the odds for no 

annual telephone contact were significantly lower for non-EU migrants, as well as for 

migrants from other (not-neighbouring) EU countries. This might indicate a 

compensation effect, where impossibility of face-to-face contact is compensated with 

telephone contact, but we were unfortunately unable to explicitly test this with our data. 

The differences between migrant groups, however, suggest that the European mobility 

policy together with the financial resources, the individual characteristics, and the 

geographical distance with the mother contribute to organisation of the care relations 

in transnational family relations. 

In summary, I conclude that when using the different theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks (Kalmijn’s three general factors for partner choice, the aspirations/ability 

model) throughout this dissertation, they are by and large of a more static nature. As 

such it seems very valuable to link them with the Life Course Paradigm principles. The 

Life Course Paradigm offers a more dynamic perspective which is needed to better 

understand the processes studied here as by definition moving is not static neither is it 

affecting only one stage in life. The LCP principles allow for a more profound and explicit 

study of the contextual factors, and it adds a dynamic approach to the so far often rather 

static theories.  

I started this dissertation by looking at the special context of intra-EU mobility in contrast 

with non-EU mobility. I found that similar theories and concepts can be used and applied 

to intra-EU mobility as they were used before for non-EU mobility and migration. The 

aspiration/ability model and the partner choice model of Kalmijn are equally valid in an 

intra-EU mobility context as in a general migration context. This basically also implies 

that mobile Europeans may not face the legal barriers of migration but are otherwise 

facing similar challenges as migrants coming from outside the EU. Using them with a 

life course approach seems to further enrich these theories. As the Life Course 
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Paradigm looks at lives as being influenced by historical and biographical contexts, it 

has the power to strengthen existing theories and is further proof for policy changes and 

new trends in intra-EU mobility over time. At the same time, it recognises individual 

choice and decision-making and interdependencies of these individual choices with 

significant others. 

6.3. Critical reflections and perspectives for future 
research 

In each empirical chapter of this dissertation, limitations of the specific study were 

identified and discussed. In this section, I aim to present a number of overarching 

thoughts and reflections on limitations of this dissertation. These reflections give way 

to suggestions for further research which I have organised around five overarching 

general reflections which I will briefly discuss. 

First of all, this dissertation was structured starting from the principles of the Life Course 

Paradigm (Elder, Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003; Macmillan & Copher, 2005). The Life Course 

Paradigm was used as a very flexible framework acknowledging the complexity of 

relations and contextual influence on individual actions and behaviours. I focused on 

two principles, time and place and linked lives. However, the Life Course Paradigm, next 

to linked lives and time and place, also formulates the principles of life-span 

development, timing and agency. By applying a focus on linked lives and time and place, 

we did not give full explicit attention to these other principles, although sometimes 

implicitly present in the studies.  

The life-span development and timing were implicitly present by the choice of the topics 

in the empirical studies. The life-span development principle refers to the idea that 

developmental processes do not stop at age 18 but happen over a lifetime. Whereas 

psychological and social development during childhood have been extensively studied, 

adults continue developing, changing, being influenced, etc. The principle of timing 

states that timing in a person’s life is important for understanding influence of context 
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facts. Mobility experiences may for example have a whole different meaning and may 

be experienced totally different as a child, during early adulthood, or at later ages. For 

example, in Chapter 4, student mobility aspirations were studied, in which I looked at life 

aspects that are very central at that point in the life course of students: partnership 

formation and studies. Timing is a crucial underlying idea in this study. In Chapter 2, I 

looked at how binational couple formation could be the results of earlier mobility 

experiences during childhood and early adulthood. This is in line with Scott & Cartledge 

(2009) who confirmed the importance of timing of mobility in the life course in function 

of family formation. In Chapter 5, we looked at intergenerational contact between adults 

and their elder parents at a later stage in life. 

The notion of agency was also implicitly present in a number of my studies. This 

principle states that, even considering structural opportunities and constraint, 

individuals still make their own choices. For example, I made reference to the ‘personal 

preferences’ in the typology of Kalmijn (1998), and I used academic motivation as a 

measure of importance of self-development/investment which can be important for the 

decision-making. In my view, this principle of human agency especially deserves more 

explicit attention in future research. I would suggest a further elaboration in data 

collection efforts of agency by including, for example, personality traits that shape 

personal preferences of individuals (e.g. Paulauskaitė, Seibokaite, & Endriulaitiene, 2010; 

Frieze, Hansen & Boneva, 2006, Boneva & Frieze, 2001). So, studying family and partner 

relation in an intra-EU mobility context would benefit from a more comprehensive linked 

lives approach, applying all LCP principles in an interdisciplinary way. 

Secondly, there is something to say about European binational couples and their level 

of homogamy. This dissertation often refers to European integration. The Merriam-

Webster dictionary (2020) defines integration as “the incorporation as equals into society 

or an organisation of individuals of different groups (such as races)”. In other words, 

integration is all about bringing groups together and crossing borders between groups. 

In the discourse around European integration, these group borders are defined by the 
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national borders of the EU member states. On one hand, these borders indeed still define 

specific political and juridical national contexts, even after several decades of EU 

integration. On the other hand, it could also be argued that, from an individual and social 

perspective, this ‘nation approach’ is in some way artificial. Crossing a national border 

does not necessarily imply anything about geographical distance, language, religion, 

cultural distance, etc. It could even be argued that what we defined as European 

binational couples may show more homogamy than the term suggests: couples may 

share languages, culture, religion, and even a shared high level of an intra-European 

‘internationalness’, according to the concepts of ‘Eurostars’ or ‘free movers’ (Gaspar, 

2008; Gaspar, 2010; Favell, 2003; Favell,  2008). It is argued that this group of highly 

educated Europeans shares certain international, denationalised lifestyles that comes 

with stronger European feelings (Gaspar, 2008; Favell, 2008). European binational 

couples could then indicate the emergence of an intra-European homogamy linked by 

specific lifestyles, values and behaviours that are part of a new ‘European social class’ 

(see also Díez Medrano, 2008). Also in research on ethnic interracial mixed couples, 

Song (2009, p.338) already noted this problem by saying “if the boundaries between 

groups are in flux and are fundamentally messy, how are we to know which marriages 

count as incidents of intermarriage?”. In my empirical chapters on European binational 

couples, I already controlled for linguistic capital of individuals and a measurement of 

migration background. We explained this as part of the cultural capital built during 

childhood, but this too could be further explored and framed as part of the linguistic and 

cultural homogamy among binational couples. In my studies, I also mainly focused on 

first generation migrants, based on country of birth. It would be useful to take a closer 

look at the broader cultural and migratory background of the partners, and their parents 

and grandparents, as we can assume that this may help to explain cultural homogamy 

within European binational couples. Thus, in future research, more attention should be 

given to the social, cultural and migratory background characteristics of partners in 

European binational couples, in order fully to explore their level of homogamy, rather 

than focusing on the mixed character of their relationship. 
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A third point of reflection refers to the issue of causality which has been much discussed 

when using statistical analyses of cross-sectional data. As I have used cross-sectional 

data in all empirical chapters, it should be noted that the associations found do not 

necessarily imply causality. Although this is not problematic as such, the complexity of 

the reality that goes beyond these statistical associations must be kept in mind. Reality 

may rather be seen as a systemic phenomenon, with multiple interactions and 

mechanisms between the individual, the linked lives and the historical environment 

shaped by time and place, rather than a series of causal relations. For example, as is 

shown in this dissertation, the EU integration process has led to the creation of 

increased mobility opportunities. These mobility opportunities then seem to contribute 

to the formation of European binational couples through the creation of meeting 

opportunities. European binational couples are seen as a proof of EU integration. This 

reinforcing effect of EU integration seems to be supported in this dissertation. It would 

be interesting for several of the studies in this dissertation, to expand the analyses to 

more dynamic analyses over time with individual data collected over the life course, 

therewith fully being able to tackle the causality issue, but also the effects of the life 

course and lifespan. 

A fourth reflection refers to the concept of mobility. Throughout this dissertation, intra-

EU mobility has been linked to an appreciation from an EU integration perspective, as it 

promotes interaction between European citizens from different Member States. Also in 

the Standard Eurobarometer 90, 83% of Europeans said to be in favour of “the free 

movement of EU citizens who can live, work, study and do business anywhere in the EU”, 

thereby being the EU policy receiving the most public support (Eurostat, 2020d). This 

open-border policy within the EU and the associated positive attitudes strongly contrast 

with the much more restrictive policy towards migration from outside the EU, and the 

negative attitudes (Standard Eurobarometer autumn 2018). In the Special 

Eurobarometer 486 from 2019 (Eurostat, 2019e), immigration is even mentioned as the 

most important issue the EU is currently facing (32%), followed by terrorism (25%) and 

climate change (20%). Given that mobility is appreciated because of its contribution to 
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European integration, the assumption could be made that immobility is not linked to 

European integration or is even perceived in a more negative way. But immobility should 

not be problematic as such, since also those being immobile can interact with mobile 

citizens (Recchi, 2012). The reality is even that, although King (2009, 2018) speaks about 

the EU as a ‘mobilities framework’, where mobility in all its variation is becoming the new 

normal, the large majority of the European population is not mobile within the European 

Union (especially when not taking into account holiday travelling). In Chapter two, I found 

that intra-EU mobility may contribute to the formation of European binational couples, 

however, in Chapter 3, we saw that European binational couples typically meet in the 

home country of one of the partners. This implies that in most cases, one of the partners 

was not mobile at the moment of meeting. Consequently, intra-EU mobility could foster 

European binational couples, but this mobility is not necessary for both partners. 

Although this dissertation focused on intra-EU mobility, I would say that is equally 

important to fully understand and accept decisions to be mobile and decisions to be not 

mobile. Future research should incorporate and discuss this in a more systematic way. 

In Chapter 4, the aspirations/ability model (Carling, 2002) was presented as a way to 

approach mobility. However, this model is ‘par excellence’ a model for investigating 

mobility and immobility as two acceptable alternative outcomes of a mobility decision 

process. The question is then how we also can value and study immobility from a 

perspective of EU integration, as mobility of some individuals does not only affect the 

individual but also their environment. A good example is student mobility among higher 

education students, as was studied in Chapter 4. The EU strongly focuses on mobility 

of students and tries to encourage it by providing financial support through grants. By 

using the aspirations/ability model, we could argue that financial support mainly 

contributes to the ‘ability’ of studying abroad. By looking at aspirations as one major 

factor in the decision to study abroad, in addition to ‘ability’, we saw that some students 

already do not have any aspirations to study abroad, apart from the practical ‘ability’ 

concerns, and that romantic relationship may affect these aspirations. Continuing on 

the valorisation of immobility in EU integration, it is also noted that higher education 
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institutions increasingly are looking for ‘internationalisation at home’ as an alternative to 

achieve ‘internationalness’ among those not being mobile. This is a good example of the 

importance of combining internationalness and immobility. 

A fifth and last reflection I wish to make is about the data available to study intra-EU 

mobile citizens. As already noted in the introduction of this dissertation, studies about 

migrant populations and migration typically suffer from limitations in availability of data 

and underrepresentation of certain mobile groups. Also for intra-EU mobility, forming a 

complete view of mobile Europeans is a challenge. In this dissertation, I explicitly have 

chosen to use several existing large-scale quantitative datasets to investigate intra-EU 

mobile citizens, thereby often going to the limits of the datasets. For example, in Chapter 

5, we aimed to gain more insight in intergenerational contact of large EU migrant groups, 

although it was not possible to differentiate in terms of specific countries or regions of 

origin due to the sample size. There was also information about face-to-face contact 

and telephone contact, but Internet communication was not explicitly mentioned or 

measured thus leaving some question on how the full ‘communication mix’ through 

different communication channels takes place. For the inhibiting effect of a romantic 

relationship in study abroad aspiration in Chapter 4, I found that this effect mainly holds 

for female rather than male students. Future studies could expand on studying 

relationship characteristics in more detail, including partner negotiation dynamics as 

well as into the role of heterogeneous gender attitudes and identifications within 

couples. The EUMARR survey, used in Chapters 2 and 3, may also pose a selection 

effect, as the dataset may not include those binational couples that moved abroad, or 

those whose relationship already ended before the data collection. Regarding the data I 

have used in this dissertation, I also find that higher educated people were generally 

overrepresented (this is the case in Chapters 2 and 3 due to the sample of the EUMARR 

survey and in Chapter 4 due to our focus on potential Erasmus+ students). Kalmijn 

(1998) already found that highly educated individuals from minority groups have more 

universalistic views on life than lower educated persons, and are less influenced by their 

family or community of origin, and therefore intermarry more frequently. This means 
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that some of our findings may not be directly transferrable to the larger group of mobile 

Europeans. However, the focus on highly educated mobile Europeans is also interesting 

as such, as existing research is still often focused on traditional non-qualified migrants, 

rather than the high-qualified ‘free movers’ (Gaspar, 2010). Nevertheless, it remains 

relevant to see if the results found for highly educated mobile Europeans are equally 

applicable to the lower educated. So, in summary, it has been shown to be difficult to 

get insight in the heterogenous group of intra-EU mobile citizens with their diverse 

mobilities using quantitative data. In the fast changing and developing trends of mobility 

in Europe, it is also challenging to find data that cover recent trends of intra-EU mobility. 

In any case, it calls for a more comprehensive data collection sensitive to international 

migrants to and within Europe. 

6.4. Concluding remarks 

Although I find many aspects still need to be studied in detail, as pointed out in the 

previous section, this dissertation has contributed to the advancement of the scientific 

knowledge and understanding of family and partner relations in an intra-EU mobility 

context. Each of the studies in the empirical chapters also illustrated the importance 

and relevance of the intersection of family and partner relations, and intra-EU mobility. 

Consequently, I argue that family and partner relations should be considered a crucial 

aspect in future scientific and policy discussions on intra-EU mobility. As partner and 

family relations are part of the individual’s private life, it may be perceived as a difficult 

domain to intervene through policy measures. Nevertheless, some policy 

recommendations can be formulated. 

We found support for the fact that intra-EU mobility might foster the formation of 

European binational couples, and thereby contribute to European integration at the 

individual level, through socialisation and even more through the creation of meeting 

opportunities between citizens of different member states. As I found that especially 

mobility in relation to studies and work created important meeting contexts for new 
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partner relations, the policy programmes of the EU seem to be useful as they also 

typically focus on these two domains. However, I also found that intra-EU mobility can 

be hampered by partner relations. Even among higher education students, a group that 

is typically considered as unbound, partner relations already suggested to inhibit 

mobility aspirations, especially among female students. Therefore, I would advise policy 

makers to also organise shorter study stays abroad within the framework of the 

Erasmus programme that conflict less with union and family formation processes that 

are taking place in this stage of life. 

As we have seen that partner and family relations are closely connected to intra-EU 

mobility in many ways, we can assume that these also develop over time along with 

political and societal changes in intra-EU mobility. Throughout this dissertation, the 

approach to intra-EU mobility has, on the whole, been rather positive and optimistic, as 

contributing to EU integration. However, the EU as ‘ever closer union’ is under pressure. 

Nationalist and populist political movements oppose the optimistic vision on intra-EU 

mobility with euroscepticism, making intra-EU mobility more controversial than before 

(Barbulescu, Lafleur, & Stanek, 2015; Boswell & Geddes, 2011). The global COVID-19 

crisis that struck Europe in 2020 has even more placed intra-EU mobility under pressure 

(Robin-Olivier, 2020). It is difficult to finish a PhD dissertation on intra-EU mobility 

without mentioning this crisis, and its potential effects on intra-EU mobility. On 11 March 

2020, the World Health Organisation declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic 

(World Health Organisation, 2020). Multiple EU Member States reacted to the pandemic 

by closing their national borders and initiating border controls as part of their public 

health strategy, as is also foreseen in the European regulations (Article 27, Directive 

2004/38/EC). The European Union quickly expressed the concern for maintaining the 

freedom of movement and keeping the border controls indiscriminatory and limited to 

the strict minimum (European Commission, 16-03-2020). In the following weeks, 

Member States started gradually to take initiatives to open up the borders again. This 

was not done without hesitation or difficulty: each country made its own decision, 

sometimes based on bilateral agreements, and borders could easily be closed again 
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based on the further evolution of the pandemic. At the moment of writing, it is still 

unclear how this situation will develop over the next months (or even years), and what 

the consequence will be of these temporary limitations in intra-EU mobility for the 

European Union and its citizens. On the one hand, based on the results in this 

dissertation, we could expect that limiting and slowing down intra-EU mobility has 

potential consequences for many Europeans. In the short term, it may get families into 

troubles when, for example, partners living across borders cannot see each other, 

transnational family contacts are impeded, and seasonal workers are not able to 

commute between their place of residence and their place of employment or just lose 

their jobs. In the long run, I would argue that reduced levels of intra-EU mobility, due to 

confinement or just reluctance to mobility because of fear for contamination, may also 

affect the ‘European marriage market’ and consequently European integration. On the 

other hand, I would say that this period of strongly reduced intra-EU mobility 

opportunities may also increase individuals’ appreciation of intra-EU mobility. The 

COVID-19 crisis has been a shock to most of us. For a whole generation, this is the first 

time they are confronted with internal European borders at this scale. This crisis shows 

how free movement within the European Union has become part of our way of living, 

through tourism, cross-border family visits, study abroad, etc. By experiencing a strong 

reduction in intra-EU mobility, many Europeans may realise its importance and value. 

So, even in times of political debate on (further) European integration (e.g. Medrano, 

2012; Recchi, 2019) or global health crises, the support for the EU among the general 

public seems to be important, and intra-EU mobility may contribute to the continuing 

acceptance and the embracing of the EU. 

  



 

212 

6.5. References 

Barbulescu, R., Lafleur, J. M., & Stanek, M. (2015). Intra-European Mobility: Patterns of 
Immigration Flows and Policies. Western Europe 2016, 2016(2015), 35–39. 
Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/2268/192881 

Benton, M., & Petrovic, M. (2013). How free is free movement. Dynamics and drivers of 
mobility within the European union. Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe. 

Boneva, B. S., & Frieze, I. H. (2001). Toward a concept of a migrant personality. Journal 
of Social Issues, 57(3), 477–491. https://doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00224 

Boswell, C & Geddes, A. (2011). Migration and mobility in the European Union. Macmillan 
International Higher Education. 

Carling, J. (2002). Migration in the age of involuntary immobility: Theoretical reflections 
and Cape Verdean experiences. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 28 (1), pp. 
5-42, DOI: 10.1080/13691830120103912 

De Jong, G. F. (2000). Expectations, gender, and norms in migration decision-
making. Population studies, 54(3), 307-319. 

Díez Medrano, J. (2008). Europeanization and the Emergence of a European Society. 
Elder G.H., Johnson M.K., Crosnoe R. (2003) The Emergence and Development of Life 

Course Theory. In: Mortimer J.T., Shanahan M.J. (eds) Handbook of the Life 
Course. Handbooks of Sociology and Social Research. Springer, Boston, MA 

European Commission (16-03-2020). COVID-19. Guidelines for border management 
measures to protect health and ensure the availability of goods and essential 
services. Retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/home-
affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-
migration/20200316_covid-19-guidelines-for-border-management.pdf 

Eurostat (2020a). Population on 1 January by age group, sex and country of birth 
[migr_pop3ctb]. Retrieved from 
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do on 
02/05/2020. 

Eurostat (2020a). Population on 1 January by age group, sex and country of birth 
[migr_pop3ctb]. Retrieved from 
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do on 
02/05/2020. 

Recchi, E., & Favell, A. (Eds.). (2009). Pioneers of European integration: Citizenship and 
mobility in the EU. Edward Elgar Publishing. 

Favell, A. (2008). The New Face of East–West Migration in Europe, Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies, 34:5, 701-716, DOI: 10.1080/13691830802105947 

Favell, A., Recchi, E., Kuhn, T.,  Jensen, J.S. & Klein, J. (2011). The Europeanisation of 
Everyday life: Cross-Border Practices and Transnational Identifications Among EU 
and Third-Country Citizens. State of the Art Report. EUCROSS Working Paper # 1 

Frieze, I. H., Hansen, S. B., & Boneva, B. (2006). The migrant personality and college 
students’ plans for geographic mobility. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 
26(2), 170–177. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2006.05.001 



213 

Gaspar, S. (2008). Towards a definition of European intra-marriage as a new social 
phenomenon (CIES e-WORKING PAPER No. 46). 

Gaspar, S. (2010). Family and social dynamics, 9(2), 109–125. 
https://doi.org/10.1386/pjss.9.2.109 

Kalmijn, M., & Van Tubergen, F. (2010). A comparative perspective on intermarriage: 
Explaining differences among national-origin groups in the United 
States. Demography, 47(2), 459-479. 

Kalmijn, M. (1998). Intermarriage and homogamy: Causes, patterns, trends. Annual 
review of sociology, 24(1), 395-421. 

King, R. (2018). Theorising new European youth mobilities. Population, Space and 
Place, 24(1), e2117. 

Kley, S. (2011). Explaining the stages of migration within a life-course 
framework. European sociological review, 27(4), 469-486. 

Macmillan, R., & Copher, R. (2005). Families in the life course: Interdependency of roles, 
role configurations, and pathways. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(4), 858-879. 

Medrano, J. D. (2012). The Limits of European Integration. Journal of European 
Integration, 34(2), 191–204. https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2012.641091 

Paulauskaitė, E., Seibokaite, L., & Endriulaitiene, A. (2010). Big five personality traits 
linked with migratory intentions in Lithuanian student sample. International Journal 
of Psychology: A Biopsychosocial Approach, 41–58. Retrieved from 
http://talpykla.elaba.lt/elaba-
fedora/objects/elaba:6134148/datastreams/MAIN/content 

Recchi, E. (2012). The Europeanisation of Everyday Life : Cross-Border Practices and 
Transnational Identifications Among EU and Third-Country Citizens. Transnational 
Practices and European Identity : From Theoretical to Policy Issues, (April), 12. 

Robin-Olivier, S. (16-05-2020). Free movement of workers in the light of the Covid-19 
sanitary crisis: from restrictive selection to selective mobility. 
http://www.europeanpapers.eu/en/europeanforum/free-movement-of-workers-
covid-19-sanitary-crisis 

Salisbury, M. H., Paulsen, M. B., & Pascarella, E. T. (2010). To see the world or stay at 
home: Applying an integrated student choice model to explore the gender gap in 
the intent to study abroad. Research in Higher Education, 51(7), 615-640. 

Scott, S. & Cartledge, K. H. (2009), ‘Migrant assimilation in Europe: A transnational family 
affair’, International Migration Review 43 (1): 60–89. 

Song, M. (2009). Is intermarriage a good indicator of integration? Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies, 35(2), 331–348. 

Van Zantvliet, P. I., & Kalmijn, M. (2013). Friendship networks and interethnic union 
formation: An analysis of immigrant children. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships, 30(7), 953-973. 

World Health Organisation (2020). Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. Retrieved 
from http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-
covid-19. 

  



 

214 

  


	Chapter 6



