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12  |  Introduction 

 

1.1. Migration and family relations 

Migration is a well-covered theme in debates about the changing demographics of 

Northwestern European societies. Currently, a lot of attention goes out to the sudden 

stream of asylum seekers. A more recurring issue, however, is the integration of non-

Western migrant groups who have been settling in Northwestern Europe for quite 

some time (Van Mol & De Valk 2016). Together with their offspring, these 

immigrants form an ever-increasing part of the populations and are of growing 

significance for social and political events there. The reverse, however, how 

sociodemographic developments are impacting the lives of migrants, is unfortunately 

not always considered. Such is the case with alterations in the family sphere. Over the 

last century, demographic changes have transformed both the structure and 

interactional dynamics of families in Northwestern Europe. The fact that people live 

longer, for instance, means that children are sharing a relatively greater part of their 

lives with parents. Especially in the light of the feasibility of welfare states, this has 

led to questions regarding care responsibilities and the solidarity between parents and 

their adult children. Another aspect of changed family lives concerns the dynamics of 

partnerships, in particular the dissolution of unions. Instigated by socioeconomic 

advancements in the position of women, diminished social restrictions and legal 

reforms, divorce has become markedly more common (Kalmijn, De Graaf, Broese van 

Groenou & Dykstra 2001; Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa 1986). At the same time, the 

number of non-marital cohabitations, which are generally less stable than marriages, 

have steeply risen (Haskey 1992). Given the serious implications that union 

dissolutions may have for individuals and their families, divorce and separation have 

become subjects of debate. Yet, it has still been seldom taken into account how these 

matters play a role in migrant families. The same holds for the academic field of 

migration and that of the family respectively. Much research has been conducted on 

how migrants are faring compared to natives, but mostly in respect of socioeconomic 

and political integration (e.g. Bijl & Verweij 2012). At the same time, scientists have 

hugely advanced our knowledge about intergenerational solidarity (e.g. Dykstra & 

Fokkema 2011; Moor & Komter 2008; Nauck & Steinbach 2009) and the prevalence, 

causes and consequences of divorce (Amato 2010; Lyngstad & Jalovaara 2010). How 

these latter issues shape the lives of immigrants, however, is still only meagerly 

understood. 
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In this thesis, I start from the assumption that in order to fully understand 

contemporary family relations, we should also include the ever-growing number of 

migrant families. Although it is far from obvious how, it is clear that processes of 

migration and settlement are likely to change family lives. Family and partnership 

dynamics are intrinsically related to the society in which people grow up and live. 

Migration, therefore, means that people have to accommodate to an (abruptly) 

changed sociocultural situation. Meanwhile, the children of immigrants who are born 

and raised in the destination country, the second generation, are familiar with this 

“new” normative and practical setting from childhood on. My aim, therefore, is to 

advance our understanding of the diversity in intergenerational solidarity and union 

dissolution patterns by recognizing these complex ways by which migration impacts 

family relations. As a representative example of Western-Europe, I focus on the 

Netherlands. The trends in family and partner relations in the Netherlands are 

characteristic for this larger region. Furthermore, comparable to other Northwestern 

European countries, the Netherlands has a history with diverse migration flows and a 

growing number of second generation migrants, making it a suitable and illustrative 

context for studying non-Western migrant families of various origins. Taken 

together, two overarching research questions guide this dissertation: 

 

What patterns of intergenerational relationships and partner separation characterize non-

Western migrant and Dutch native families in the Netherlands? And to what extent can these 

be explained by processes of migration and settlement? 

 

I will address these questions by examining the four largest non-Western migrant 

groups in the Netherlands, which are the Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese and 

Antilleans. Furthermore, I particularly look at the role of women in families, focusing 

on mother-child relations and union dissolution among migrant women. In the 

empirical chapters of this thesis (Chapter 2-5), the main questions will be answered on 

the basis of six comparisons. First, between native Dutch and migrant families of 

various origins (Chapter 2, 3 & 5). Second, between first and second generation 

migrants (Chapter 3 & 5). Third, between migrant families who live together in the 

destination country and families who are organized transnationally (Chapter 3). 

Fourth, between migrants who are oriented in different degrees towards the 

destination country (Chapter 3). Fifth, between individual migrants with different 
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sociodemographic characteristics (Chapter 2 & 5). And finally, sixth, between migrant 

parents and children in terms of how they give meaning to family relations (Chapter 

4). In order to assure not only a broad but also in-depth insight into these matters, 

multiple types of data and analytical methods are used. In sequence of the chapters, I 

employ survey material (Chapter 2-4), in-depth interviews (Chapter 3) and population 

register data (Chapter 5). Jointly, these elements make this dissertation a multi-

method study that enhances our understanding of kin- and partnership dynamics 

among both migrant and native families. 

1.2. Theoretical background 

1.2.1. Socialization, acculturation and migration specific effects 

From a theoretical perspective, there are at least three main processes that can help us 

understand how the lives of migrants are characterized by continuity and change. 

First, migrants’ behaviors have been explained as guided by beliefs that are acquired 

through early socialization (Burr & Mutchler 1999). Socialization is a social learning 

process by which group norms, values and customs are transmitted through 

interaction with parents, peers and significant others (Lutfey & Mortimer 2006). 

Children learn what is expected of them and what the dominant normative attitudes 

and appropriate conducts in society are. With respect to family values and behaviors, 

cross-cultural research has commonly made a distinction between less economically 

advanced “non-Western” and more prosperous “Western” societies. Whereas non-

Western regions tend to promote collectivistic norms and are strongly oriented 

towards the family (Hofstede 2001; Nauck & Suckow 2006; Todd 1985), Western 

countries principally uphold values of individual autonomy, self-reliance and 

independence (Felling, Peters & Scheepers 2000; Inglehart & Norris 2003; Thornton 

& Young-DeMarco 2001). Although socialization is a lifelong process, it is commonly 

assumed that its impact is most formative and lasting during childhood and 

adolescence. From this theoretical perspective, given that (adult) migrants were born 

and raised in a society with different family norms and customs than the destination 

country, it can be expected that these have a lingering influence on their attitudes and 

behaviors.  

Second, whereas socialization emphasizes continuance over the life-course, 

processes of assimilation and acculturation describe how migrants are influenced by 
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intercultural contact and the alternative value systems they encounter. Older models, 

such as classic assimilation (Park & Burgess 1925), have mostly focused on trends 

over migrant generations, predicting that immigrants increasingly come to adopt the 

norms and behaviors of the native population. In order to allow for more complexity 

and alternative pathways of adaptation, however, newer theories have arisen (Alba & 

Nee 2003). Segmented assimilation, for example, (Portes & Min Zhou 1993), considers 

how structural barriers or other obstacles may also lead to downward relocation of 

certain migrant origin groups and, furthermore, accounts for the possibility that 

migrants retain parts of their origin culture. The assumption that migrants are 

negotiating an influence of the origin and destination country is also central to the 

more complex concept of acculturation, which is defined as the outcome of a combined 

orientation towards the origin and destination culture on two relatively autonomous 

scales (Berry 1997). Rather than focusing on the integration of immigrant groups, 

acculturation describes the multifaceted psychological and structural processes by 

which individuals (partly) change their behaviors and beliefs over time. It thereby 

includes as well individual differences in acculturation orientations and outcomes 

(Sam & Berry 2006). Despite the elaborate theoretical concept, however, much 

empirical research has nonetheless focused on immigrant groups and the question to 

what extent they resemble the native population (e.g. Schneider, Crul & Lelie 2012). 

Third, in addition to the impact of socialization and acculturation, there may be 

migration specific effects. Whereas socialization and acculturation refer to longer-

term processes of continuity and change, migration-specific effects are a more direct 

consequence of the experience of moving and settling in another country. There are 

opposing arguments of how the event of migration would affect family ties. On the 

one hand, it has been claimed that migration would be disruptive, as a sudden 

alteration of living situation may be stressful and hard to deal with (Boyle, Kulu, 

Cooke, Gayle & Mulder 2008; Frank & Wildsmith 2005). Such challenges may put 

families or partners under strain and consequently deteriorate relationships. On the 

other hand, it has been proposed that migration alternatively would have a binding 

effect on families. This argument has mostly been applied to relationships with kin. 

Migration would, for instance, draw family members together and make children 

more willing to comply with the solidarity norms of their parents (Nauck 2007; Phalet 

& Güngor 2009). All in all, empirical support is still unequivocal about the issue and 

whether and how migration affects the closeness (and other aspects) of families 
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remains a question.  

1.2.2. Changing families 

Instead of modelling the separate impact of socialization, acculturation or migration-

specific effects, the Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996) offers a more 

integrative explanation of how continuity and change simultaneously affect migrant 

families. This cross-cultural theory, rather than focusing on the influence of migration 

on individuals, describes how the family as a unit changes. It departs from the same 

general distinction between non-Western and Western countries, but refines it by 

considering the combined influence of cultural and socioeconomic conditions on two 

different dimensions of parent-child relations: practical and emotional. According to 

the model, the particular circumstances of non-Western and Western societies would 

foster different in(ter)dependencies in these dimensions, culminating into different 

types of family relations. On the one hand, individualistic norms and the availability 

as well as social acceptability of external sources of care would encourage a family 

system of “independence” in urban Western societies. In less economically developed 

countries, on the other hand, a collectivistic normative orientation and material 

necessity would encourage parents and children to rely on each other for support. In 

contrast to the well-arranged formal care provisions in the more affluent welfare 

states of Northwestern Europe, care for the elderly is mainly informal and falls under 

the responsibility of the family itself. These conditions would foster a so-called “full-

interdependent” family system, characterized by an interdependence in families in 

both practical and emotional respect. In addition to distinguishing these Western and 

non-Western family relations, the MFC subsequently describes how family systems 

change if societal conditions are altered. Economic advancements and emerging urban 

lifestyles in non-Western regions would affect parent-child relations by diminishing 

the importance of practical support and shifting the emphasis to the emotional or 

psychological meaning of relationships: an “emotional-interdependent” family system.  

By virtue of describing how profound alterations in people’s living environment 

propel a shift in family relations, the MFC is a preeminent theory for explaining how 

non-Western migrant families relations develop. Assuming that migration to a 

Northwestern welfare state indeed decreases the urgency for practical reliance among 

family members (and heighten the acceptability of using external sources of support), 



 Introduction  |  17 

 

while at the same time not discouraging close emotional ties, parent-child relations 

would shift from being predominantly characterized by full-interdependence to 

emotional-interdependence. Thus, rather than predicting either continuity or change, 

the MFC guides the expectation that migration effects vary across different 

dimensions of family ties, reflecting both a lingering influence of the origin country 

and adjustment to the socio-structural and cultural context of the destination country.  

1.2.3. Contribution of this thesis 

Although the explanatory value of the MFC for cross-cultural differences and also 

migrant family relations has been recognized in the literature (Baykara-Krumme 

2010; De Valk & Schans 2008; Keller et al. 2003; Nauck 2010), empirical support in 

the form of studies that incorporate the multidimensional nature of the model is 

nearly absent. Moreover, much research has focused on normative beliefs about family 

relations (e.g. Carnein & Baykara-Krumme 2013; Mayer, Trommsdorff, Kagitçibasi & 

Mishra 2012; Phalet & Güngör 2009). The MFC, however, is primary a theory that 

describes and predicts how families behave. In my dissertation, I will draw on the 

MFC as a basis for empirically examining (the multidimensionality of) family 

behaviors. In addition, I elaborate and deepen our understanding of the MFC in at 

least two ways. First, accounting for the possibility that migrants are maintaining 

family relations that extend across national borders, the theory is applied to 

intergenerational solidarity in a transnational setting. Until now, the focus of studies 

on transnationalism has been on economic, political and socio-cultural practices or 

transnational child-raising (e.g. De Haas & Plug 2006; Mazzucato & Schans 2011). 

Very little is still known about the ways in which the solidarity between parents and 

their adult children takes shape in transnational living arrangements. Second, next to 

analyzing concrete interactions between migrant parents and children, I devote 

attention to the question how intergenerational relationships are viewed and 

explained by migrants themselves. Apart from giving an in-depth perspective on the 

meaning of family behaviors, this also offers the opportunity to more thoroughly 

examine intergenerational differences in migrant families. The experience and 

consequences of migration are arguably not the same for migrant parents and their 

offspring. In contrast to their parents, children of migrants who were born and raised 

in the destination country have been familiar with the prevailing norms and practices 
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from childhood on. The MFC does not explicitly account for the potentially 

conflicting experiences of migrant parents and children, yet it can be assumed that 

these intergenerational differences will influence the dynamics in migrant families. I 

will address this issue in a qualitative study of how migrant parents discursively 

manage their expectations and the actual behaviors of their children, as well as in a 

quantitative analysis of how the orientation of migrant children towards the 

destination country shapes intergenerational solidarity behaviors. Recognizing the 

multifaceted nature of acculturation, the measurements include a behavioral as well as 

attitudinal indicator. Finally, although the MFC is aimed at explaining kin-relations, 

particularly those between parents and children, families are also formed by the intra-

generational ties between partners. Moreover, in analyzing the family as a unit, the 

MFC fails to consider the possibility that families could break apart. It has 

nonetheless been argued that migration threatens the relationship stability of couples 

(Boyle et al. 2008; Muszynska & Kulu 2007). In my dissertation, therefore, I will 

attend to this matter by examining and explaining trends in union dissolution among 

immigrant, non-immigrant and mixed couples.  

1.3. Research context 

Over the last half century, demographic trends in the Netherlands have developed 

parallel to those in larger Northwestern Europe. As the result of processes of 

individualization and secularization, the importance of traditional collectivistic 

institutions diminished, while the value of individual freedom of choice became more 

central (Felling et al. 2000). With respect to intergenerational relations, these 

tendencies have amongst others translated into a less strong authoritarian orientation 

of households and greater mutual respect for the autonomy of both parent and child 

(De Swaan 1979). Changing social attitudes about the family, combined with an 

increased participation of women in the labor force and liberalization of divorce laws, 

also brought alterations in the sphere of partner relations. Divorce rates strongly 

increased, while the number of marriages declined and alterative living arrangements 

such as unmarried cohabitation became more common (Liefbroer & Dykstra 2001; 

Van de Kaa 1987). Around the same time that these developments started to take 

place in the family domain, Western Europe turned from a continent of emigration 

into one of immigration. On the one hand, economic growth led to the attraction of 



 Introduction  |  19 

 

(predominantly male) labor workers. The Netherlands, specifically, actively recruited 

people from the poorer regions of Turkey and Morocco (Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). 

Although these “guest workers” were initially envisioned to stay temporarily, they 

stayed and later brought over their families under family reunification policies. On the 

other hand, many migrants arrived from countries that were European colonies at the 

time. The Netherlands, for example, experienced a large influx of migrants from 

Suriname and the Dutch Antilles, who came in search of better prospects for 

education and work. Today, the Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean 

immigrant groups continue to grow in size, but mainly because of births of the second 

generation, who are currently nearly as numerous as their parents. Together, they 

formed roughly two thirds of the non-Western immigrant population in 2015, making 

them the four largest non-Western immigrant groups in the Netherlands (Statistics 

Netherlands 2015).  

Immigrants from the Mediterranean and Caribbean region originate from societies 

that differ from the Netherlands in terms of typical family organization and norms 

and practices surrounding (the dissolution of) partnerships. Most Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants came from rural and more conservative areas (central Anatolia 

and the Rif region respectively) of countries where the population is predominantly 

Muslim. Families there tend to be traditionally organized along patrilineal lines, 

meaning that women usually move in with the family of their husband. Marriages 

carry great weight in terms of family honor and are therefore often negotiated and 

arranged by family members. Nearly every adult is married and divorce was and still 

is very unusual, particularly in rural regions (Caarls & De Valk 2015; Morocco: 

Demographic Health Survey 2005; Turkey: Demographic Health Survey 2009). 

Initiating divorce is possible by law, but tends to be socially disapproved of. Women, 

moreover, have fewer rights than men in instigating a divorce and it can be very 

challenging for them to finalize one (Joseph & Najmabadi 2005). In contrast to the 

typical patrilocal organization of families in the Mediterranean region, a matrifocal 

family structure is dominant in Caribbean societies such as Surinam and the Antilles. 

Mothers there have a special position in households, as these are not rarely headed by 

single women raising the children on their own, while fathers are often absent 

(Distelbrink 2000). Although the Surinamese and Antillean populations are 

heterogeneous in religious composition, Christianity is the most important religion 

(van Tubergen 2003). Marriage occurs, but is closely tied up with socioeconomic 
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status and mostly restricted to the higher social classes, as well as religious minorities 

such as Hindustanis and Muslims. Non-marital partnerships, however, are a common, 

socially accepted occurrence and the dissolution rates of these unions are also quite 

high (Emery & Golson 2013). 

To some extent, immigrant households in the Netherlands resemble the dominant 

family patters of the origin countries. Turkish and Moroccan couples, for example, are 

often married, while unmarried cohabitation is rather uncommon, applying to less 

than 10 percent of the unions (Huijnk, Gijsberts & Dagevos 2013). Most of these 

married couples consist of partners who share the same origin and are either both first 

or second generation immigrants. Although the number of migration marriages has 

strongly decreased over the last years, many Turkish and Moroccan immigrants as 

well as descendants have married someone from their country of origin (Sterckx, 

Dagevos, Huijnk & Van Lisdonk 2014). Intermarriage with native Dutch, despite 

recently growing numbers, still does not occur very often (Gijsberts, Huijnk & 

Dagevos 2011). Among Surinamese and Antillean families, in contrast, unmarried 

cohabitation is prevalent and intermarriage with native Dutch is not uncommon: 

about thirty respectively forty percent of the marriages among Surinamese and 

Antilleans include a native Dutch partner (Gijsberts et al. 2011). In addition, the high 

proportion of one person-households stand out among Surinamese and Antilleans, 

many of which consist of single mothers (Van der Vliet, Ooijevaar & Wobma 2014).  

Apart from an empirical focus on the Netherlands and the four largest non-

Western migrant groups in this country, my research specifically addresses the role of 

migrant women and mothers. It is generally well-known that women, and especially 

mothers, fulfill a special role in the family. They are often viewed as kin keepers in 

terms of maintaining family connections and providing care (Gerstel & Gallagher 

2001). A divorce, moreover, is usually more economically detrimental for women than 

men (Härkönen 2014), while mothers still retain sole custody of the children 

significantly more often than fathers (Cancian, Meyer, Brown & Cooke 2014). 

Another reason for singling out immigrant women is that they, even more so than 

immigrant men, are often in a precarious socioeconomic position, being comparatively 

less economically independent, less active on the labor market and lower educated 

(Merens & Van den Brakel 2014). Given the rather understudied nature of 

intergenerational solidarity and union dissolution among migrant groups, immigrant 

women are thus an essential group to attend to first.  
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1.4. Data 

1.4.1. Netherlands Kinship Panel Study 

The overarching aim of this thesis to examine and explain intergenerational solidarity 

and union dissolution patterns among non-Western and native Dutch families in the 

Netherlands is achieved by a combined use of various types of data, highlighting the 

particular strengths of each, as well as utilizing their complementary potential. The 

first empirical chapters, Chapter 2 and 3, are based on survey material from the 

Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS; Dykstra et al. 2004), whose central objective 

was to gather data about the nature and degree of connectedness in families. Survey 

studies are interesting as they are a means for reaching relatively many respondents 

to inquire about beliefs and behaviors that are not recorded in administrative 

population registers. Surveys on subgroups such as migrants, however, even large-

scale and nationally representative ones, often necessitate an oversampling of the 

subpopulation in question to permit reliable conclusions. This is precisely what makes 

the NKPS an adequate source of data for this dissertation, as a nationally 

representative sample of the Dutch population was supplemented with a stratified 

random sample of persons of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean descent 

(migrant sample). Both samples were drawn among individuals between ages 18 and 

79, who lived in private households. This means that residents of care-institutions and 

elderly homes were excluded, as well as migrants who did not (yet) have a permanent 

residence permit.  

Although the NKPS has a panel design and 4 waves have been conducted (Wave 1 

in 2002 - 2004, Wave 2 in 2006 – 2007, Wave 3 in 2010 – 2011 and Wave 4 in 2014), 

the studies in this dissertation are only based on the first wave, as subsequent waves 

did not contain a sufficient number of migrant respondents. First-wave data on the 

migrant sample were gathered in collaboration with the Social Position and Use of 

Facilities by Ethnic Minorities, organized by the Institute for Sociological and Economic 

Research and the Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands. Households 

in the migrant sample consisted of individuals who were born in either Turkey, 

Morocco, Suriname or the Dutch Antilles or had at least one parent who was born 

there. In the main sample, respondents were identified by a random sample of 

addresses of private residences in the Netherlands (obtained by Cendris). These 
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addresses were not restricted to any region. Data on the migrant sample, however, 

were purposely collected in the 13 municipalities of the Netherlands where relatively 

large proportions of migrants reside. These municipalities included Amsterdam, 

Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, Eindhoven, Enschede, Bergen op Zoom, Almere, 

Alphen aan de Rijn, Dordrecht, Tiel, Delft and Hoogezand-Sappemeer. The result was 

a main sample of more than 8150 individuals and a migrant sample of about 1300 

persons of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean origin. The methods of data 

collection differed slightly in the two surveys. Whereas the NKPS survey used 

Computer Aided Personal Interviews, the SPVA comprised paper and pencil 

questionnaires. For Turkish and Moroccan respondents, equivalent questionnaires 

were developed in Dutch, Turkish and Arabic. Response rates in the SPVA survey 

ranged from 40% among migrants of Surinamese origin to 52% among Moroccan 

migrants. These rates are comparable to the overall response rate of the NKPS (47%) 

and other large-scale family surveys in the Netherlands (Dykstra et al. 2004; Feskens, 

Hox, Lensvelt-Mulders & Schmeets 2006; Stoop 2005).  

1.4.2. Qualitative study 

Chapter 4 is based on one of the in-depth qualitative studies that were conducted to 

complement the large-scale NKPS survey to facilitate more detailed analyses of family 

relations. In-depth interviews are necessarily small in sample size due to the labor-

intensive and time-consuming way of data gathering. Unlike survey studies or 

administrative material, however, qualitative data do not face the methodological 

limitation of being based on pre-defined concepts and closed, standardized answering 

options. Instead, they yield extensive information about personal viewpoints by 

allowing respondents to elaborate on certain topics in their own words. For my 

dissertation, I made use of the qualitative study: Lonely but not alone: measuring 

loneliness in migrant samples (De Valk 2012). Initially, the objective was to gain 

information about loneliness among migrant elderly. Since participants were asked 

about the primary people who made up their social network, however, the interviews 

included sufficient, specific information about parent-child relations. 

Persons who were approached had already participated in the NKPS wave 1 

(2002-2004) and sometimes in the next two waves as well. Only immigrants of 

Surinamese or Antillean and not Turkish or Moroccan descent were selected, to 
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ensure that respondents had a good command of Dutch and avoid misunderstandings 

or misinterpretations. Unlike the Turks and Moroccans, Surinamese and Antillean 

immigrants originate from former Dutch colonies and most were hence already 

acquainted with the Dutch language before migrating. Other selection criteria 

included that respondents had to be over 40 years of age and living in the Netherlands 

for at least ten years. A total of 242 invitation letters were sent out, from which 65 

people responded, including 44 persons who declined the invitation and 21 individuals 

who agreed to participate.  

 A total of four interviewers, including myself, conducted the interviews over a 

three month period in fall 2012. The interviews followed a semi-structured, flexible 

guideline and lasted between 90 minutes and two hours. They were held at the 

respondents’ homes, who lived dispersed across the Netherlands but mostly in large 

cities, corresponding with the documented residential patterns among immigrants in 

the Netherlands (Van der Vliet, Ooijevaar & Van der Bie 2012). The interviews were 

recorded (with permission of the respondents) and subsequently transcribed in Dutch 

by the interviewers. With the purpose of remaining as close as possible to the actual 

wording used by respondents, analyses were done in Dutch while illustrative 

fragments were translated into English, retaining grammatical errors and speaking 

language. 

1.4.3. System of Social statistical Datasets 

In the fifth Chapter, administrative population register data are used from the System 

of Social statistical Datasets (SSD; Bakker, Van Rooijen & Van Toor 2014). The SSD 

was constructed by Statistics Netherlands with the purpose to meet the growing 

demand for register data and warrant their safe and efficient use in official statistics 

and social research. Administrative data are an important source of information on the 

entire population, which is particularly essential for migrant studies. Moreover, the 

use of registers lowers the burden on respondents, while problems with panel 

attrition, social desirability and initial nonresponse can be avoided. Normally, register 

data are limited in terms of the number of variables they contain. The SSD, however, 

makes up for this limitation to some extent by interlinking data from various 

administrative registers, storing and connecting information of different types of units 

(e.g. persons, households and buildings) in a centralized way. Its core is formed by 
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administrative data from the Dutch Municipal Population Registers, which include 

primary demographic information about people’s sex, age, country of birth, marital 

status and living address. These are, furthermore, linked to tax registers and registers 

from the Employee Insurance Agency. Since information from different years are 

interconnected, it is possible to follow individuals over time. This allowed me to 

capture dynamical events like union dissolution and residential relocation by 

comparing the registered living addresses of immigrant women and the composition 

of their households at two different points in time. In addition, the integrative data of 

the SSD offered me the possibility to analyze the impact of individual, family and 

residential characteristics on these life-events. 

1.5. Outline of the thesis 

The remaining part of this dissertation consists of four empirical chapters and a 

concluding chapter in which the main findings are summarized and the scientific and 

societal implications of the results are discussed. Of the four empirical chapters 

(Chapter 2-5), the first three deal with mother-child relationships in adulthood. 

Chapter 2 starts by posing the following research questions: How are mother-child 

relationships in non-Western migrant and native Dutch families characterized by patterns of 

intergenerational solidarity? And how does the prevalence of relationship types differ across 

origin groups, between younger and older adults and between sons and daughters? Building 

on the assumptions of the MFC, I conduct Latent Class Analyses to empirically 

construct a typology of mother-child relationships, combining information about 

practical and emotional support as well as the direction of support (who helped 

whom). Next, the prevalence of relationship types are compared and related to the 

origin, life-phase and sex of children. In Chapter 3, I continue with this typology in 

the transnational realm, again using Latent Class Analyses to examine the types of 

relationships that adult migrant children maintain with their mother abroad. 

Furthermore, Multinomial Logistic Regressions are performed to analyze the impact 

of acculturation on mother-child relations, both for families who live together in the 

destination country and for families who are organized transnationally. Taken 

together, Chapter 3 answers the questions: How do patterns of practical and emotional 

support characterize transnational mother-child relationships? And how does acculturation 

impact the different types of (trans)national mother-child ties? Whereas Chapters 2 and 3 
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look into behaviors of intergenerational solidarity on the basis of survey data, Chapter 

4 is based on in-depth interviews. Using a descriptive and discourse analytical 

approach, I dive into the question how solidarity behaviors become understood by 

migrant mothers and children themselves. Or more precisely: What meanings do 

migrant mothers and children attach to practical and emotional aspects of their relationship? 

And how do mothers understand and evaluate situations in which their norms or expectations 

conflict with the actual behaviors of children? In Chapter 5, I shift attention from inter-

generational to intra-generational relationships by examining the prevalence of union 

dissolution among migrant and native Dutch women. Here, I use register data to 

analyze the differences across origin groups and immigrant generations in larger 

society. An additional aim of his chapter was to address the residential relocation of 

women who had separated, highlighting the interdependence between various life-

events. For both union dissolution and residential relocation, Logistic Regressions 

were conducted to examine the degree to which sociodemographic compositional 

effects interfered with the comparisons across groups. All in all, the last empirical 

chapter is guided by the following questions: How do union dissolution and residential 

relocation rates vary across women of different origins and immigrant generations? And to 

what extent are these variations the result of sociodemographic characteristics? Given that the 

empirical chapters were originally written as separate journal articles, a certain 

amount of overlap can be encountered between them. Chapter 2 and 3 have been 

published in international, peer reviewed journals and Chapter 4 and 5 are currently 

under review.  
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2.1. Introduction  

Despite academic interest in intergenerational solidarity in European countries (for an 

overview see Nauck & Steinbach 2009), studies that focused on immigrant families 

are still sparse. The changing ethnic composition of Western European societies, 

however, has important implications for care arrangements and family relations. 

Individuals of immigrant origin constitute an unrecognized, but growing group of 

the aging populations. At the same time, older immigrants are among the most 

deprived and excluded (Warnes, Friedrich, Kellaher, & Torres 2004). It is far from 

apparent how intergenerational solidarity takes shape in these families. Settling in 

another country frequently means accommodating to different socio-structural and 

cultural circumstances, particularly for non-Western immigrants moving to a 

Western country. Although they were raised in a society where state-based social 

arrangements are uncommon and collectivistic rather than individualistic ideals tend 

to be the norm (Inglehart & Baker 2000; Kagitçibasi, 1996; Todd 1985), children of 

immigrants grow up and are socialized into cultural norms of the country of 

settlement. 

This article started by questioning how patterns of intergenerational solidarity 

characterized different types of relationships among parents and adult children in 

non-Western immigrant and native families in Western Europe. Research has shown 

that considering multiple, rather than separate facets of intergenerational solidarity 

offers valuable insights into the meaning of relationships (Dykstra & Fokkema, 2011; 

Silverstein & Bengtson 1997; Van Gaalen & Dykstra 2006). Immigrant groups, 

however, have not yet been studied from this perspective. As a theoretical 

framework, we drew upon the Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996), a 

theory which views family relations as shaped by contextual conditions. The MFC has 

been used to explain variation across societies (Georgas et al. 1997; Kagitçibasi, 

Ataca, & Diri 2005; Keller et al. 2003; Nauck 2010) as well as differences between 

immigrant and nonimmigrant families in Western countries (De Valk & Schans 

2008; Durgel, Leyendecker, Yagmurlu, & Harwood 2009; Phalet & Güngör 2009). 

However, no study has empirically reconstructed the expected relationship structures 

in the context of migration. Instead, the MFC has served as a general framework to 

interpret findings concerning separate features of family relations (e.g., De Valk & 

Schans 2008; Kagitçibasi et al. 2005). 
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The aim of this paper, therefore, was to empirically test the MFC theory by 

applying Latent Class Analysis (LCA) for constructing a typology of 

intergenerational relations by combining information about practical and emotional 

bonds among families of different origin. Rather than examining the MFC in terms of 

family values (e.g., Phalet & Güngör 2009), our focus was on behaviors of 

intergenerational solidarity. Given the key role as caregivers and kin keepers of 

women (Gerstel & Gallagher 2001) in general and mothers in particular, our study 

looks into relations between adult children and their mothers. 

The guiding questions of the article were, first, what types of mother–child 

relationships can be distinguished among non-Western immigrant and native families 

in the Netherlands and, second, to what extent do relationship types differ by origin 

group, sex, and age? Data were used from the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study 

(NKPS; Dykstra et al., 2004) on the relation between Dutch and non-Western 

immigrant adult children and their mothers, as reported from the perspective of the 

child. Considering the history with diverse migration flows and growing number of 

second-generation immigrants in the Netherlands, this country is an appropriate 

context for studying the impact of migration on family ties. 

2.2. Theory and expectations 

2.2.1. The Model of Family Change 

According to theories of cultural differences in “family systems,” non-Western 

immigrants come from regions where kinship takes a more prominent place than in 

Western countries (Inglehart & Baker 2000; Todd 1985). The MFC links this 

variation in family relations to socio-structural and cultural circumstances. Because 

non-Western and Western regions differ systematically in conditions, these societies 

would bring forward family systems that vary in the extent to which family members 

rely on each other for practical and emotional support. 

In rural societies, low levels of affluence and an absence or unreliability of social 

welfare provisions implies that family members need to depend on each other to 

ensure material wellbeing. Because children are an economic asset and old-age 

security for their parents (Fawcett 1983; Trommsdorff & Nauck 2005), their 

independence would threaten the family’s welfare. Parenting styles are therefore 

oriented toward child obedience (Greenfield, Keller, Fuligni, & Maynard 2003), and 
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children are socialized into lifelong family obligatory norms (Hofstede, 2001). 

These conditions foster family relations that are close in both practical and 

emotional respect—a family system of full-interdependence. Contrary, the situation of 

industrialized countries is assumed to promote a family system of independence. The 

more prosperous economies and social welfare policies in these societies exempt 

family members from the need to depend on each other for practical support. 

Furthermore, as processes of individualization and secularization have diminished the 

centrality of traditional collectivistic oriented institutions, the value of individual 

freedom of choice has become more dominant and increasingly taken normative 

precedence over family obligations (Inglehart & Norris 2003; Thornton & Young-

DeMarco 2001). Rather than being a threat to family livelihood, autonomy and self-

reliance of the child are actually useful to get ahead in society and parents encourage 

children to become independent and self-sufficient (Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus, & 

Jensen 2005). In addition to full-interdependence and independence, the MFC 

distinguishes a third system which is characterized by primary importance of 

emotional bonds. In non-Western societies, urbanization and economic advancements 

make the economic contribution of the child no longer necessary for the family’s 

material survival. The value of children for parents therefore changed from practical 

to more psychological or emotional (Kagitçibasi 1982). Although achievement and 

autonomy gain importance over obedience and conformity as parenting goals 

(Kagitçibasi & Ataca 2005), emotional ties become of core importance to families. 

By connecting family relations to changing contextual conditions, the MFC offers 

a theoretical basis for characterizing contemporary family relations among non-

Western immigrants and natives in the Netherlands. Because norms are acquired 

through early socialization (Burr & Mutchler 1999), non-Western immigrant families 

would retain the features of a full-interdependent family system. Dutch natives, 

considering they grew up in an individualized Northwestern European society with an 

elaborate social welfare system, would predominantly maintain family relations that 

are characterized by independence. However, the experience of migration affects 

family relations. After settling in a new country, the influence of the home culture 

generally decreases over time (Alba & Nee 1997). The emotional-interdependence 

family system in the MFC can help us understand how family relations develop as 

non-Western immigrants negotiate between the legacy of the country of origin and 

their current situation in the destination country. Because close emotional ties are not 
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discouraged in Western European societies, their relevance for family relations would 

remain. In addition, challenges that are related to the process of migration may even 

strengthen family ties, as a way to cope with insecurities (Nauck 2007). Nevertheless, 

whereas emotional bonds would endure, practical reliance may diminish. Western 

European countries offer state-based forms of support that can take over some of the 

responsibility of families. Moreover, processes of acculturation and the fact that 

individual autonomy is beneficial for the future of their children may result in 

immigrant parents increasingly endorsing their independence. The foregoing means 

that the situation of immigrant families may foster the development of emotional-

interdependent relations. 

Emotional-interdependence can also be expected to characterize intergenerational 

relations among Dutch. Although family relations in Western countries have become 

increasingly independent over the last century, the MFC proposes that more recent 

cultural developments have led to conditions that promote a family system of 

emotional-interdependence (Kagitçibasi 2005). Combined with individualization and 

secularization processes, contemporary demographic trends, such as rising divorce 

rates and increased participation of women in the labor force, raised public concerns 

about potential negative effects on family relations. However, although individualistic 

ideals are increasingly criticized, human relational values have been emphasized 

(Dykstra & Fokkema 2011; Inglehart 1991; Young 1992). Moreover, individualism 

has also been challenged by the argument that an orientation toward the individual 

together with changed negotiation styles actually brings about more affective 

orientations in families (Lewis 2001). These different perspectives nevertheless assume 

that contemporary Western societies encourage emotional-interdependent family 

relations because values of relatedness are reconciled with a recognition of individual 

autonomy as an essential personal quality. 

2.2.2. Variations in family relations 

The ideas of the MFC in terms of differences between families of various origins are 

partially corroborated in previous research. It was shown, for example, that 

traditional family values in non-Western immigrant families persist. In the 

Netherlands, immigrant (adult) children were found to abide to norms of filial 

obligation more strongly than their native Dutch counterparts (De Valk & Schans 
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2008). Other studies similarly indicated that family values and family-related attitudes 

remain important in parental socialization in migrant families and are quite effectively 

passed on to the second generation (De Valk & Liefbroer 2007; Nauck 2001; Phalet & 

Schönpflug 2001; Schönpflug 2001). At the same time, other studies suggested that 

adjusted parental socialization goals and styles foster emotional-interdependent 

relations between parents and children in immigrant families (Durgel et al. 2009; Pels 

& De Haan 2007). The shift from full-interdependent to emotional-interdependent 

family relations across immigrant generations, moreover, has been documented by 

Phalet & Güngör (2009), who examined the degree to which Turkish immigrants in 

Germany adhere to values that reflect the different family models. Compared with the 

attention for family values among immigrants, few studies have addressed behavioral 

aspects of intergenerational solidarity. The limited existing research indicated that 

differences in family behaviors between immigrants and nonimmigrants are less 

pronounced than in values. Among immigrant adult children in the Netherlands, for 

instance, the stronger endorsement of filial obligations was not found to translate 

directly into higher levels of actual support (Schans & De Valk 2011; Schans & Komter 

2010). 

With respect to Dutch families, empirical evidence supported the expectation that 

contemporary conditions foster independent and emotional-interdependent ties. 

Studies have documented the weakened authoritarian orientation of households and 

greater mutual respect for the autonomy of both parent and child. At the same 

time, intergenerational solidarity among Western European families has been found 

to be quite strong. Parents and children maintain frequent contacts and adult children 

provide support to their aging parents (Glaser, Tomassini, & Grundy 2004; Tomassini 

et al. 2004). Ties are in particular strong on affective dimensions such as relationship 

quality and feelings of cohesion (Dykstra et al. 2006; Georgas et al. 2006). 

Apart from variation between families depending on their origin and immigrant 

status, previous studies suggested that there are important differences within families. 

Intergenerational relations have repeatedly been found to differ, for example, by sex 

and age of parent and child. Research from the United States (Atkinson, Kivett, & 

Campbell 1986; Rossi & Rossi 1990) as well as from European countries (Fokkema, 

Ter Bekke, & Dykstra 2008; Komter & Vollebergh 2002) showed that mothers and 

daughters are more engaged in contacts and providing help to kin compared with 

fathers and sons. Studies that focused on family relations over the life-course indicated 
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that relationships tend to be most exchange intensive when children are young adults, 

whereas contacts and support exchanges decline when they become middle aged and 

involved with a family of their own (Dykstra et al. 2006). In older adulthood, with 

their own children leaving home and parents entering their last life-phase, the help 

that children provide their parents intensifies, a trend which is expected to become 

only more outspoken with the aging of populations in Western countries (Merz, 

Schuengel, & Schulze 2008; Rossi & Rossi 1990). Thus, empirical work suggested 

that, next to the origin of families, the prominence of practical and emotional 

intergenerational interdependencies would vary depending on the sex and age of 

family members. In addition to distinguishing types of relationships and 

examining patterns across families of different origins, we therefore also explored the 

distribution of relationship types by sex and age of the child. 

The foregoing led us to formulate hypotheses concerning the types of 

relationships and the distribution of relationships across origin groups. First, we 

expected that the different identified mother–child relationships, characterized by full-

interdependence, independence, and emotional-interdependence, would be reflected in 

our empirical findings (H1). Second, it was hypothesized that intergenerational 

relations among immigrants would be more often characterized by full-

interdependence (H2a) and native Dutch families by independence (H2b), whereas 

emotional-interdependence would uniformly characterize intergenerational 

relations among immigrants and natives (H2c). 

2.3. Method 

2.3.1. Context of study 

Our analyses focused on the native population and the four largest non-Western 

immigrant groups in the Netherlands. In Dutch statistics, persons are registered by 

the country of birth of themselves and their parents and are assigned a non-Western 

background if at least one parent was born in Africa, Latin America or Asia, 

excluding the former Dutch East Indies (Indonesia) and Japan. In 2010, this was the 

case for about 11% of the Dutch population or 1.8 million individuals. The majority 

of non-Western immigrants come from Turkey (21%), Morocco (19%), Suriname 

(18%), or the Dutch Antilles (7%; Statistics Netherlands, 2010). Most Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants arrived during the 1960s and 1970s as recruited, unskilled 
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male labor workers. They came predominantly from rural areas where families are 

organized traditionally and along patrilineal lines and almost all of the population 

is Muslim (Van Tubergen 2003; Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). Although it was 

initially expected that these migrants would return home, a majority stayed and 

settled in the Netherlands. When the recruitment process stopped in the 70s, 

immigration continued through family reunification and later marriage formation. 

Marriages with a partner from the same origin and religion are still quite common 

among both immigrant groups (Huschek, De Valk, & Liefbroer 2012), whereas 

intermarriage with Dutch is rare (according to Statistics Netherlands, less than 8% 

married a Dutch partner in 2010). 

Immigrants from Suriname and the Antilles came to the Netherlands after 

World War II, mostly for educational purposes (Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). By 

originating from former Dutch colonies, these immigrants were already partly 

familiar with Dutch society before migration. In contrast to the Turks and Moroccans, 

for instance, virtually all Surinamese and Antillean immigrants were acquainted with 

the Dutch language. Rates of Dutch-intermarriage are also relatively high among 

Surinamese and Antillean immigrants, as about one third married a Dutch partner in 

2010 (Statistics Netherlands 2010). Furthermore, although the Surinamese and 

Antillean population is heterogeneous in religious composition, Christianity is the 

most important religion (Van Tubergen 2003). In terms of family organization, 

Surinamese and Antillean immigrants come from societies where families are 

matrifocal (Otterbein 1965) and single-motherhood is relatively common (De Valk 

2010). 

2.3.2. Data and participants 

The data for the analyses came from the first wave of the Netherlands Kinship Panel 

Study (NKPS 2002-2003; Dykstra et al. 2004), a survey which addressed behavioral, 

normative, and emotional dimensions of connectedness in family relationships in the 

Netherlands. Collaboration with the survey Social Position and Use of Facilities by 

Ethnic Minorities, resulted in two samples from the Dutch population: a main random 

sample including 8,161 individuals between 18 and 79 years of age and a random 

stratified migrant sample of 1,402 respondents with a Turkish, Moroccan, Antillean, or 

Surinamese origin in the same age range. Whereas data on the main sample were 
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collected throughout the country , immigrants were sampled from the 13 

municipalities where half of the total immigrant population resides (Garssen, 

Nicolaas, & Sprangers 2005), covering Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, 

Eindhoven, Enschede, Bergen op Zoom, Almere, Alphen aan de Rijn, Dordrecht, Tiel, 

Delft, and Hoogezand-Sappemeer. For comparative purposes, only Dutch respondents 

who lived in those same 13 municipalities were included in our analyses (1,493 cases). 

Our selection additionally included a small number of immigrants from the main 

sample who lived in surrounding cities. Since excluding these 29 Mediterranean and 

28 Caribbean respondents did not change our findings, they were included in our 

analyses. Further information can be obtained from the first author upon request. 

Because of the regional differences in terms of historical ties, religion, and family 

organization, individuals with a migration history from Turkey or Morocco were 

grouped as Mediterranean migrants and those with an Antillean or Surinamese 

migration origin were referred to as Caribbean migrants. Respondents with any other 

immigration origin were excluded from the analysis. To retain the largest sample 

sizes possible, we examined intergenerational relations from the perspective of the 

child. Obviously, no information was available for respondents whose mother was 

deceased (n=995), which primarily concerned older adult children (mean age was 55 

years). We furthermore restricted our analyses to those adults who did not share the 

same household with their mother and whose mother did not live abroad because 

these characteristics may affect the mother–child relationship in a way that may 

interfere with the analyses. After applying these selection criteria and taking 

nonresponse on one or more of the items included as our dependent variables into 

account (n=207) our final sample included 868 Dutch, 158 Mediterranean, and 241 

Caribbean respondents. 

Most of the immigrant respondents in our sample were born abroad themselves 

and were, therefore, just as their parent(s), first generation migrants. The number 

of second-generation migrants was somewhat higher among Caribbeans—24% versus 

14% of the Mediterraneans. Whereas the face-to-face interviews of the survey were 

held completely or mainly in the Dutch language with the majority of all immigrant 

respondents, this was even more the case for Caribbeans than Mediterraneans (98% vs. 

70% respectively). These differences reflect the longer migration history and period of 

residence as well as the pre-migration familiarity with the Dutch language among the 

Caribbeans. 
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2.3.3. Measurements 

We used LCA to construct a typology of mother–child relationships. Because the 

input for LCA is a cross-classification of multiple-item scores, indicators are 

commonly dichotomized to create a manageable number of cells and reduce 

sparseness (cf. Dykstra & Fokkema 2011; Silverstein & Bengtson 1997; Van Gaalen & 

Dykstra 2006). In this study, we used eight indicators of intergenerational solidarity: 

two items on the frequency of contact, four items concerning practical support 

(giving/receiving), and two items on emotional support (giving/receiving). 

 

Contact frequency. Two items measured the frequency of contact between the 

respondent and his/her mother in the last year, including face-to-face contact and 

contact by phone, letter, or email. The initial answers were rated on a 7-point 

Likert scale from 0 = never, once, a few times, at least monthly, at least weekly, several 

times a week to 6 = daily. Although different coding of the variables was tested, we 

found that converting both items into dichotomous measures gave the most robust 

and clear findings (alternative coding suffered from sparseness and more limited 

comparability of the measures). For face-to face contact, “at least monthly” and 

higher was coded 1 and any lesser frequencies were coded 0. In view of the 

comparative ease to keep in touch by phone, letter, or email, “at least weekly” and 

any more regular contact were coded 1 to indicate frequent contact by these means, 

with all categories indicating lower frequencies coded 0. 

 

Practical support. Respondents were asked how many times in the last 3 months 

they had given and received help with housework and practical matters to and from 

their mother. Examples of housework were preparing meals, cleaning, fetching 

groceries, or doing the laundry. Help with practical matters involved doing chores in 

and around the house or the lending, transporting, and moving of things. The initial 

ordinal answering options of never, once or twice, and several times for both items were 

converted into dichotomous measures by distinguishing between who did (coded 1 

and covering both once or twice and several times) and who did not (0). This resulted in 

four indicators of practical support. 

 

Emotional support. As indicators of emotional support, we used the following two 
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survey questions: “How often have you shown an interest in the personal life of your 

mother in the last 3 months?” and “How often has your mother shown an interest in 

your personal life in the last 3 months?” the three ordinal answering categories were 

coded into two by combining once or twice and several times to indicate support (coded 

1), in contrast to never (coded 0) indicating no emotional support. 

 

Sex of child. The sex of the child was measured by a dichotomous variable coded 1 

if the respondent was a daughter and 0 if the respondent was a son. 

 

Age of child. The continuous measure of age from the survey was recoded into three 

dichotomous measures to capture three important life-phases of the child and thereby, 

indirectly, of the mother as well. Age categories were chosen based on both 

theoretical (Dykstra et al. 2006; Rossi & Rossi 1990) and empirical grounds (Merz et 

al. 2008) aiming at capturing relevant and different life phases of adult children across 

their life course. Respondents scored 1 on the variable young-adult if they were below 

30 years of age and scored 0 otherwise. A score 1 on middle-age referred to an age 

between 30 and 45, with ages outside this range being coded 0. Finally, respondents 

above 45 years scored 1 on the variable older-adult and all ages below were coded 0. 

2.3.4. Analysis 

LCA was conducted by use of the statistical software package Latent Gold 4.0 

(Vermunt & Magidson 2005). LCA combines information of a series of single items 

by linking response patterns to a set of latent, unobserved variables (Collins & 

Lanza 2010). We thereby tested whether an underlying class structure explained the 

associations between observed features of the mother–child relationship and used this 

structure to categorize people into different classes. The first step and main objective 

of our analyses was to find a well-fitting class structure and ascribe a theoretical 

meaning to each of the classes. To determine the optimal number of classes, the 

likelihood ratio statistic and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) served as 

evaluative measures for model selection (Vermunt & Magidson 2002). The likelihood 

ratio statistic tests the null hypothesis that the specified model matched the observed 

data. A nonsignificant result is thereby indicative of a satisfying model fit. The BIC 

takes into account parsimony, whereby the model with the lowest BIC is the most 
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desirable. Theoretical interpretations of the model were guided by an inspection of 

the conditional class probabilities, which reflect the likelihood that individuals within 

a particular class give a certain response on each observed indicator. Based on their 

response patterns, individuals have different propensities to be assigned to a certain 

class. After ascribing respondents to the class for which this propensity was the 

highest, class prevalence was calculated. This measure gives the proportion of 

respondents that is categorized into each class, and thereby, indicates how common 

classes are. In a second step, the distributional patterns were analyzed by origin, sex, 

and the life-phase of the child to determine the main characteristics of each class. 

2.4. Results 

2.4.1. Descriptive findings 

Table 2.1 gives an overview of the distribution on the demographic characteristics and 

solidarity indicators per origin group. The age of respondents in the total sample 

ranged from 18 to 69 years. Dutch and Caribbeans were on average 38 and 37 years of 

age, respectively. Mediterranean respondents were slightly younger, with a mean age 

of 32 years. Among our respondents, women were slightly over-represented in all 

groups: 57% of the Mediterraneans, 58% of the Dutch, and 60% of the Caribbean 

respondents were daughters. A majority of all respondents, but especially immigrants, 

reported to have had frequent contacts with their mother. The high average rates 

were more outspoken for face-to-face contact. Whereas 84% of the Dutch had seen 

their mother frequently, this was the case for 86% of the Caribbeans and 92% of the 

Mediterraneans. For frequent contact by phone, letter, or email, proportions ranged 

from 67% among the Dutch, to 76% among Caribbeans, and 82% among 

Mediterraneans. Average scores for practical help were lower than for contact in all 

origin groups, especially in terms of receiving this type of support. Whereas   
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Table 2.1  

Descriptive information of Dutch, Mediterranean and Caribbean respondents 

  Origin group 

  Dutch Mediterraneans  Caribbeans 

Variable Range Mean (SD)/% Mean (SD)/% Mean (SD)/% 

Demographics 

Age (years) 
18-69 38 (10.3) 32 (6.9) 37 (9.1) 

Young-adult   (1=18-30) 0-1 28 44 27 

Middle-age     (1=31-45) 0-1 48 51 56 

Older-adult     (1=46-69) 0-1 23 04 17 

Sex (1=daughter) 0-1 58 57 60 

     

Frequent contact (1=yes)     

Face-to-face  0-1 84 92 86 

Phone, letter or email 0-1 67 82 76 

     

Practical support (1=yes)     

Housework help given 0-1 48 59 59 

Housework help received 0-1 31 42 38 

Practical help given 0-1 55 61 56 

Practical help received 0-1 32 29 32 

     

Emotional support (1=yes)     

Personal interest shown 0-1 94 86 90 

Personal interest received 0-1       93 87 88 

N      868 158 241 

Note. Mean score for continuous variable is presented with standard deviation in parentheses, scores for categorical 

variables indicate percentages. 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004. 

 

housework help was given to the mother by 48% of the Dutch and 59% of both 

immigrant groups, it was received from the mother by 31% of the Dutch, 38% of the 

Caribbeans, and 42% of the Mediterraneans. Help in practical matters was given to 

the mother by 55% of the Dutch, 56% of the Caribbeans, and 61% of the 

Mediterraneans, while receiving this support from the mother was reported by 32% of 

the Dutch and the Caribbean and 29% of the Mediterranean respondents. In all origin 

groups, the average scores for giving and receiving emotional support to and from 

the mother were high, but among the Dutch slightly more so: 94% of the Dutch, 

versus 90% and 86% of the Caribbeans and Mediterraneans, respectively, had given 

emotional support, and 93% of the Dutch compared with 88% and 87% of the Caribbeans 



40  |  Mother-child relations in immigrant and nonimmigrant families 

and Mediterraneans, respectively, had received this type of support. 

2.4.2. Model selection and class interpretation 

When latent class models were estimated separately for the native Dutch, 

Mediterranean, and Caribbean respondents, a similar class structure emerged in each 

of the three groups. This evidenced a general mother–child relationship typology that 

is highly robust across different origins. We accordingly continue to report the latent 

models in which migratory background did not differentiate class structure. Goodness-

of-fit statistics for one- to six-class models (see Appendix A, Table A1) indicated a 

preference for a model with five classes. In this model, the likelihood ratio statistic no 

longer reached the level of significance (p=.18) and the lowest BIC score was 

obtained. Furthermore, the conditional probability patterns of the five-class model 

demonstrated clear internal class structures. Table 2.2 gives the conditional 

probabilities of the final model. To recapture, these measurements indicate how likely 

respondents within a certain class are to respond affirmatively to each of the solidarity 

indicators. The analyses revealed five types of mother–child relationships that very 

well represented the predicted systems according to the MFC, including three 

variations of full-interdependence. A first type of mother–child relationship was 

characterized by high probabilities on all indicators (ranging from .71 to .99). 

Respondents who were assigned to this class had a high likelihood of maintaining 

frequent contacts with their mother and giving as well as receiving housework, 

practical, and emotional support. In view of the overall exchange intensity of the 

mother–child relationship, we labeled this type “reciprocal-interdependence.” The 

second and third type of mother–child relationship differed from the first in terms of 

the involvement in practical help. In Type 2, low probabilities to receive housework 

and practical help (.07 and .12, respectively) were paired with high probabilities for 

all other items (between .72 and .99). This suggested that although frequent contact 

and emotional as well as practical forms of support were important, practical help was 

only given to the mother. Type 2 was therefore labeled “upward-interdependence.” 

For Type 3, in contrast, the likelihood for giving practical support was low (.32 and 

.13 for help with housework and practical matters, respectively), whereas the 

probabilities to receive these types of support were high (.74 and.55, respectively). In 



 

 

M
o
th

er-ch
ild

 relatio
n

s in
 im

m
ig

ran
t an

d
 n

o
n

im
m

ig
ran

t fam
ilies |

  4
1

 

Table 2.2 

Conditional probabilities in the five-class Model (N = 1,267) 

 Type of mother-child relationship  

 

 

 

Indicator 

Type 1 

Reciprocal-

interdependence 

 

Type2 

Upward-  

interdependence 

 

Type 3 

Downward- 

interdependence 

Type 4 

Emotional-

interdependence 

Type 5 

Independence 

 

      

Contact      

Face-to-face  .98* .94* .91 .66* .44* 

Phone, (e)mail .87* .75* .82* .53* .16* 

      

Housework help      

Given .82* .72* .32 .08* .09* 

Received .82* .07 .74* .01 .00 

      

Practical help      

Given .99 .83* .13 .08* .08* 

Received .71* .12 .55* .09* .02* 

      

Emotional support     

Given .98* .99* .95 .97 .34* 

Received .99 .94 .98 .99 .19* 

* p-two sided < .05 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.  
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this case, help in practical kind was thus only received by the child. We referred to this 

third type of relationship as “downward-interdependence.” 

A fourth class was characterized by high probabilities for giving and receiving 

emotional support (.97 and .99). At the same time, the likelihood to engage in 

practical support, either giving or receiving, was noticeably low (probabilities 

between .01 and .09). Respondents in this class also had the tendency to maintain 

frequent contacts with their mother, although the probabilities were less outspoken 

compared with the previously described relationship types (.66 for frequent face-to-

face contact and .53 for contact by other means). Given the emotional support 

exchanges, without any form of practical help, this class was labeled “emotional-

interdependence.” Finally, overall low probabilities (between .34 and .00 and .44 for 

frequent face-to-face contact) typified a fifth mother–child relationship. Respondents 

that were assigned to this relationship type tended to have infrequent contacts with 

their mother, especially by means other than face-to-face, and were not likely to give 

or receive support, neither practical nor emotional. This type of mother– child 

relations was therefore labeled “independence.” 

2.4.3. Class prevalence 

In the second step, we considered class prevalence in the total sample and studied the 

distribution by origin, sex, and life-phase of the child (Table 2.3). Overall, we found 

that upward-interdependent (34%) and reciprocal-interdependent relations (24%) 

were most prevalent, followed by emotional-interdependence (19%) and downward-

interdependence (16%). Mother and child relationships characterized by 

independence, however, were overall quite rare (8%). When comparing relationship 

types across origin groups, the relative commonness of reciprocal-interdependence 

among immigrants stood out: 34% and 30% of the Mediterraneans and Caribbeans, 

respectively, versus 21% of the Dutch were typified as such. The Dutch, in contrast, 

were more equally dispersed over different relationship types. Upward-interdependent 

relations were slightly more common among the Dutch (35%) than among 

Mediterraneans and Caribbeans (30% and 31%, respectively). The same holds for 

downward-interdependence (17% among the Dutch, and 11% and 12%, respectively, 

among the Mediterraneans and Caribbeans). These findings suggested that immigrant   
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Table 2.3 

Prevalence of mother-child relationships (%) according to individual characteristics of the child (N = 1,267) 

 Type of mother-child relationship 

 Type 1 

Reciprocal- 

interdependence 

Type2 

Upward-

interdependence 

Type 3 

Downward- 

interdependence 

Type 4 

Emotional- 

interdependence 

Type 5 

Independence 

 

Dutch 

 

21 35 17 20 7 

Mediterranean 

origin 
34 30 11 16 9 

Caribbean origin 

 
30 31 12 16 10 

Son 

 

23 37 12 20 8 

Daughter 

 

25 32 18 18 7 

Young-adult  

(18-30) 

35 26 20 15 4 

Middle-age  

(30-45) 

24 32 15 20 8 

Older-adult  

(45-69) 
9 50 9 20 12 

      

Prevalence overall  24 34 16 19 8 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.  

 

adult children more often received practical assistance on a reciprocal basis, whereas 

more of their Dutch counterparts were either the single provider or recipient of 

practical support. Also relationships that revolved predominantly around emotional 

support were more common among Dutch; 20% versus 16% of the Mediterraneans 

and Caribbeans were assigned to the emotional-interdependence class. 

The distributions across origin groups indicated that Mediterranean and 

Caribbean immigrants differed in similar ways from natives. The divergences were 

slightly more marked for Mediterraneans, especially concerning the importance of 

reciprocal-interdependence. These results partially confirmed our expectation that 

full-interdependent mother–child relations would be more common among immigrant 

families. The findings concerning independent relationships, however, were contrary 

to what we expected. Not only did we find mother–child independence to be rare in 

general, it was even less common among Dutch: 7% of the Dutch versus 9% and 

10% of the Mediterraneans and Caribbeans, respectively, were characterized as such. 

Finally, we considered how relationship types were distributed according to the sex 

and age of the child. Whereas daughters were comparatively more often characterized 

by downward-interdependence and thus recipient of practical support, sons were more 
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involved in upward-interdependence and therefore the provider of practical support. 

No strong sex differences appeared with respect to the other three relationship types: 

reciprocal- and emotional-interdependence were approximately equally common and 

independent mother–child relations about equally uncommon. Taking the life-phase of 

the child into account revealed a clear age trend. Whereas reciprocal mother–child 

relationships and being the recipient of practical support was more common for 

younger-adults, the support provided to the mother was a more important element of 

the mother– child relations among children who were older, especially those over 45 

years of age. The prevalence of emotional-interdependence was less noticeably 

differentiated by age as such a relationship was relatively common for children in all 

life-phases, but particularly beyond young-adulthood. 

2.5. Discussion 

The main aim of this study was to portray mother–child relationships among natives 

and non-Western immigrants in the Netherlands, using the MFC (Kagitçibasi 1996) as 

a theoretical basis. Intergenerational relations can be studied and understood from 

different theoretical perspectives including evolutionary (Nosaka & Chasiotis 2005) 

and sociological solidarity models (Bengtson & Schrader 1982). The model of MFC 

seemed appropriate for our study given the aim to explore potential ethnic differences 

in family relations (e.g. De Valk & Schans 2008). By analyzing actual intergenerational 

relations in terms of practical and emotional bonds simultaneously, this study was 

thereby the first to empirically account for the multidimensional view of family 

relations in the MFC. The performed LCA revealed the expected mother–child 

relations of full-interdependence, emotional-interdependence, and independence, in 

line with the theory (H1). Full-interdependent relationships, moreover, could be 

further differentiated in three variations that were characterized by the direction in 

which practical support was provided (reciprocal, upward, or downward). These 

variations highlight how interdependence can be differently defined according to the 

temporal dimension that is implied. On the one hand, the reciprocal-interdependent 

relationship entailed a more or less direct form of reciprocity. It thereby comes closest 

to the MFC’s traditional system of full-interdependence in rural societies, where the 

family’s survival requires the consistent input of all family members and strong 

intergenerational relations irrespective of direction. The upward-interdependent 
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relationship type, on the other hand, matched intergenerational reciprocity that 

unfolds over the life-course in correspondence with age-tied family norms prescribing 

adult children the filial duty of caring for ageing parents (Kagitçibasi 1996). 

Considering that our focus was on adult children, the downward-interdependent 

relationships we found can be seen as the least “traditional” form of full-

interdependence.  

The fact that we found the same types of mother–child relationships among Dutch 

natives and all four non-Western immigrants evidences that the MFC captures 

important clusters of family relations that characterize families of different origins. 

Furthermore, finding an emotional-interdependent family type across all groups, in 

particular, gives empirical foundation to two important theoretical assumptions of the 

MFC. First, this confirms the claim that interdependence in immigrant families may 

diminish in practical respect, but emotional ties remain important (Kagitçibasi 1996). 

Although the shift from tradition to emotional-interdependent family relations 

among immigrants was documented by Phalet and Güngör (2009) in terms of 

adherence to family values, our study gave evidence for a similar trend in solidarity 

behavior. Second, the finding that emotional-interdependence equally characterized 

Dutch families supports the idea that contemporary conditions in Western societies 

also foster emotional-interdependent relations between parent and child (Kagitçibasi 

1996; 2005). Given the cross-sectional data we used, our study does not provide 

information about whether this is a recent development, following the resurgence of 

post-material values (Inglehart 1991; Young 1992), or whether emotional ties have 

always been important in Western families, and independence might be a professed 

ideal rather than reality as suggested by Kagitçibasi (2005). 

We, furthermore hypothesized that full-interdependence would characterize 

immigrant families more than Dutch (H2a), which was partially confirmed. Especially 

reciprocal-interdependent relationships were more common among immigrants. This 

finding supports the expectation 

 that families from non-Western societies are more strongly oriented towards 

mutual reliance (Hofstede 2001; Inglehart & Baker 2000; Todd 1985). Mother–child 

relations among Dutch at the same time were more often characterized by upward-

and downward-interdependence, suggesting that age-tied responsibilities, rather than 

general mutual support obligations are important in these families. In addition, the 

larger share of parent–child relations, characterized by downward-interdependence, 
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points to the fact that Dutch parents continue supporting their adult children and are 

therefore less tied to traditional forms of interdependence. 

Contrary to our expectations that Dutch would be more strongly characterized by 

independence (H2b), mother–child independence was quite rare among natives and 

more common among immigrants. Independent relations in our typology were 

characterized by infrequent contacts and absence of intergenerational support, thus 

probably representing detachment. Scholars from the United States found a similar 

parent–child relationship structure and perceived this type of relation as deviant and 

problematic (Silverstein & Bengtson 1997). The fact that in our study this type of 

relationship, though limited, was more often found among non-Western immigrant 

families, could reflect the challenges related to processes of migration and 

acculturation. Instead of drawing family members together, settling in a foreign 

country may also put a strain on family relations, for instance if parents and children 

adapt to norms of the host country at a different pace. Such intergenerational 

discrepancies, particularly concerning family values, may create conflicts and engender 

problems, such as maladjustment and psychological distress (Kwak 2003; Kwak & 

Berry 2001; Phinney & Vedder 2006). 

We should note, however, that intergenerational relations among Dutch could be 

independent in respects that we did not consider in our study. According to the 

MFC, independence also relates to a psychological orientation of the self in relation 

to others, including attitudes toward individual autonomy, for instance (Kagitçibasi 

2005). Longitudinal and qualitative data including both these psychological aspects 

and support behavior are needed to better capture the interaction between family 

orientations, values, and actual support. Furthermore, going beyond children’s self-

reports and including, for example, the parents’ perspective could reveal whether our 

results suffered from socially desirable answers in a way that led us to overestimate the 

actual amount of given support. We are unable to assess levels of social desirability for 

our study but if we assume the answers of our respondents to be driven by social 

desirability then our findings at least suggest variation in socially desirable parent–

child relationships across groups, with immigrants attaching more importance to 

reciprocal practical help and Dutch emphasizing emotional aspects. Indeed, although 

our findings in general picture mother–child relations as being close, irrespective of 

origin, they particularly underline the importance of affective ties in Dutch families. 

Although we did not expect a difference in the distribution of emotional-
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interdependent relationships across origin groups (H2c), Dutch were more strongly 

characterized by emotional-interdependence. This suggests that whereas practical and 

emotional support were more often of simultaneous importance in immigrant families, 

for Dutch families it was more common that affective ties took precedence. 

While previous studies demonstrated that family behaviors differ less than values 

across groups (De Valk & Schans 2008; Schans & Komter 2010), our analyses 

additionally point out that the type of behavior under study matters. The results 

indicated that differences across groups were more apparent for practical than 

emotional dimensions of solidarity. One should, however, note that our measurement 

of emotional support may have been too limited to account for the potentially variable 

meaning of affective ties across cultures. For instance, the finding that immigrant adult 

children more often enquired into the personal life of their parent may also signal 

adaptation to Western norms, as in other cultures such behavior might not be 

accepted as appropriate or a way of showing affection. At the same time immigrant 

families may actually experience practical help as a form of emotional involvement 

more than is the case for Dutch, which could imply that we underestimated the 

differences across origin groups. Future qualitative work or a study of measurement 

variance on multiple indicators of emotional support is needed in this regard. 

Nevertheless, our findings correspond to other cross-cultural studies that used 

alternative measurements of affective ties and similarly concluded that emotional 

closeness is a universal dimension of family relations (Georgas et al. 2006; Georgas et 

al. 1997; Triandis et al. 1993). 

Despite the fact that we included several dimensions of intergenerational support, 

we were obviously unable to capture all aspects of support between parent and adult 

child. One aspect we could not include refers to help with child care, which is a typical 

form of practical support that parents provide to their children (Hank & Buber 2009). 

Restricting our sample to only those adults who have children of their own and in the 

age of childcare needs, resulted in too few cases to draw a reliable and general 

conclusion. Furthermore, financial support was not considered here due to high rates 

of nonresponse on this item, particularly among immigrant respondents, making 

interpretations dubitable. However, research in France showed the reciprocal nature 

of financial transfers among immigrant families in contrast to the downward flow of 

financial resources in native French families (Attias-Donfut & Wolff 2008) and, 

therefore, supports rather than challenges the trends we found. 
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Our study distinguished between immigrants from Mediterranean and Caribbean 

origin, and we found that, overall these immigrant groups differed in similar ways 

from the Dutch, although, in line with previous studies, differences were found to be 

slightly more pronounced for Mediterranean families. The less pronounced 

differences between Dutch and Caribbean immigrants in, for example, family values 

and exchange behaviors (De Valk & Schans 2008; Komter & Schans 2008) have been 

ascribed to the long existing links of the Caribbean area with the Netherlands as 

previous colonies. In our study, however, cultural factors specific to the 

Mediterranean group, such as the traditional family roles that prevail in rural areas 

from which most Mediterranean immigrants originate (Ataca 2006), may have 

particularly accounted for a stronger persistence of reciprocal-interdependent 

relations among these immigrants. 

We finally also looked at variations in the distribution of relationship types by sex 

and age of the child. The differences we found reaffirmed the general value that is 

attached to emotional mother–child bonds. Sons and daughters mostly varied in 

practical aspects of the mother–child relationship, whereby the behavior of sons 

tended to be more in line with traditional filial obligations. Likewise, the importance of 

practical support varied across age groups in ways that reflected the potential needs of 

parent and child in different life-phases (Dykstra et al. 2006; Rossi & Rossi 1990). 

Emotional support in terms of showing an interest in each other’s personal life, 

however, was exchanged by an overwhelming majority of children and their mothers 

in the Netherlands, irrespective of sex and age. 

Our analyses were a first exploration of family relation types and described the 

typology according to origin, sex, and age of the person. For future work it is 

interesting to study whether and how variations in family support relations can be 

explained by or associated with other individual and family characteristics. Examining 

the role of socio-structural features, for instance, could thereby reveal whether the 

greater involvement of immigrants in full-interdependence reflects their stronger 

adherence to family norms, fewer resources, or a combination of both factors. 

Furthermore, immigrant groups themselves differ in characteristics that are closely 

connected to family relations, such as household structure, socioeconomic 

circumstances, and religion (De Valk 2010; Van Tubergen 2003), as well as in levels of 

acculturation (Berry 1997). Taking these features into account would be a fruitful way 

to pursue to get more advanced insights into the impact of migration on 
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intergenerational ties. 

Our focus on the relationship of adult children with their mothers may partly 

explain the emotionally close relations we found. Since mother–child relations tend to 

be more intensive than father–child relations (Fokkema et al. 2008), the question is 

whether the same typology holds for fathers. This is particularly relevant for 

immigrant groups. Mediterranean parents, for instance, may adhere to more 

traditional, gendered parenting styles that prescribe a warm and indulgent mother, 

but distant and authoritarian father (Idema & Phalet 2007). Among Caribbean 

immigrants, the relative commonness for children to grow up in a single-mother 

household (De Valk 2010) raises questions about the role of fathers.  

More insights into intergenerational relations in the culturally diverse societies of 

Western Europe, such as the Netherlands, are called for now public concerns about 

family solidarity are growing. This study contributed to the debate by providing a 

multidimensional portrayal of immigrant and native Dutch mother–child relations. 

Most prominently, our results revealed the importance of emotional intergenerational 

ties in adulthood across families of different origins. Future cross-national and cross-

cultural research should affirm the more general applicability of the typology to 

(North-) Western European populations in general and start capturing the possible 

explanations of variations across countries and origin groups. 
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A slightly different version has been published as: Rooyackers, I.N., De Valk, H.A.G., & Merz, E. M. (2016). 

Mother-child relations in adulthood within and across national borders: non-Western immigrants in the 

Netherlands. Ageing & Society, 36(10), 2010-2035.
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3.1. Introduction 

Spurred by current concerns about the care and wellbeing of older people, the 

academic interest in intergenerational solidarity has led to important insights into the 

relations between parents and their adult children in Western Europe (for overviews, 

see Moor & Komter 2008; Nauck & Steinbach 2009). At the same time, scant attention 

has been paid to immigrant families. Yet, besides ageing, populations have become 

increasingly culturally diverse. To broaden our understanding of contemporary 

families, therefore, it is vital to include intergenerational relations among immigrants. 

In addition, we should be aware that immigrants may be involved in family relations 

that stretch beyond national borders. Immigration often results in a family situation 

whereby members at least temporarily reside in different countries. Although it was 

long assumed that connections with the origin country fade, scholars are more and 

more recognizing the continued involvements of immigrants in origin country affairs 

(Basch, Glick Schiller & Szanton-Blanc 1994; Bryceson & Vuorela 2002; Levitt & 

Glick Schiller 2004). Advancements in communication and transport technologies 

have eased and accelerated the maintenance of such transnational bonds. Our 

knowledge of transnational family relations, however, is limited. Until now, 

transnationalism has mostly been studied in terms of economic, political or socio-

cultural practices, while research in the domain of family relations remains sparse. 

Parent-child relations in particular, moreover, have mostly been the interest of studies 

on transnational child-raising. With the exception of conceptual and explorative work 

on arranging caregiving for elderly parents in the origin country (e.g. Baldock 2000; 

Zechner 2008), few looked into parent-child relations in adulthood.  

The present study contributes to the field by examining (trans)national mother-

child relations among non-Western immigrants in the Netherlands. First, we 

questioned how patterns of support characterized different types of mother-child 

relationships among immigrant adult children. We used a previously constructed 

mother-child relationship typology which combined information about emotional and 

practical bonds in a Latent Class Analysis (Rooyackers, De Valk & Merz 2014) and 

extended this typology to transnational relations. Next to distinguishing various 

forms of support, we accounted for the different directions of support flows. Because 

of public concerns about care for the elderly, many studies focused on the support that 

children provide to their parents (Aboderin 2004). Nonetheless, parents can also play 
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an important role in supporting their adult children (Attias-Donfut, Ogg & Wolff 

2005). In this paper, therefore, we considered whether support was given, received or 

exchanged. Second, by using the outcomes of Latent Class Analyses as dependent 

variables in Logistic Regression Models, we examined how acculturation affected 

these mother-child relationships. Migration, specifically from a non-Western to 

Western society, means that people encounter different cultural norms surrounding 

family life. The question is whether and how this in fact changes family relations. The 

process of immigration can reshape families in multiple ways, enhancing certain ties 

and reducing others. Examining relationship types allowed us to consider the 

different impacts that acculturation may have across families. Furthermore, instead of 

focusing on either families within the destination country or transnational families, we 

looked at mother-child relationships within as well as across Dutch borders. 

Data came from the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (Dykstra et al. 2004). The 

Netherlands has been in particular a destination for Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese 

and Antillean immigrants in past decades, who have been arriving since the 1960s. 

This context thereby offers the possibility for studying immigrant families who are 

living in the destination country as well as transnational relations. Because of the key 

role of women and especially mothers in maintaining family relations (Gerstel & 

Gallagher 2001), our study focused on the relationship between adult children and 

their mothers.  

3.2. Theory and expectations  

3.2.1. Mothers and adult children in immigrant families 

Theories of “cultural family systems” have explained differences between Western and 

non-Western family relations by the varying importance of kinship in these societies 

(Reher 1998; Todd 1985). In economically advanced Western countries, the dominant 

cultural norms encourage individual self-reliance and autonomy. By contrast, non-

Western societies tend to be organized around cultural norms that put the family in a 

central position. Based on the assumption that norms are acquired through early 

socialization, non-Western immigrants have been expected to maintain close family 

ties. There are various dimensions to family relations, however, and the process of 

migration may affect these differently. By distinguishing between emotional and 

practical bonds, the Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996) offered a 
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multidimensional account of immigrant family relations. According to this theory, the 

conditions of non-Western societies enforce family relations that are “full-

interdependent” in emotional and practical respect, but practical reliance may 

diminish as a result of improved economic conditions and adaptation to Western 

norms. Migration to Western societies therefore, would foster so-called “emotional-

interdependent” relationships: family ties that revolve around emotional but not 

practical support. Empirical research on mother-child relations in the Netherlands 

showed that the distinction between emotional and practical ties is helpful for 

characterizing immigrant families (Rooyackers et al. 2014). In addition to the kind of 

support, moreover, the direction of support was found to be important: there were 

three types of full-interdependent relationships in which emotional support was 

exchanged, but the direction of practical support varied (i.e. reciprocal, upwards or 

downwards, seen from the perspective of the child). Of the three, full-reciprocal 

relations came closest to the traditional family model. In line with the idea that 

immigrant families tend to be interdependent, this relationship type was the most 

common, followed by relations in which practical support was extended to the 

mother. Emotional-interdependent mother-child relations were also found. This 

fourth type was characterized by reciprocal emotional support but not practical help. 

Quite uncommon was a fifth type “detached” mother-child relationship, which 

excluded both forms of support.  

3.2.2. Transnational mother-child relations 

Our first research question was whether the same typology would apply to 

transnational relationships between immigrant adult children and their mother 

abroad. Affective ties, on the one hand, have been highlighted as an important element 

of transnational families. Many immigrants maintain frequent contacts with family in 

the place of origin, especially with the nowadays widely accessible telephone services 

(Baldock 2000; Wilding 2006). Moral support forms an essential part of the contact 

and frequent phone calls can be experienced as a mutual expression of care (De Bruine 

et al. 2013; Parreñas 2005). On the other hand, the process of immigration has been 

shown to lead to a decline of emotional family ties. Stay-behind family can interpret 

the decision to immigrate as desertion and emotionally distance themselves from the 

relationship (Baldock 2000). Immigrants sometimes cut ties with family back home as 
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well, for instance if the pressure for remittances becomes too great (Schmalzbauer 

2004). Furthermore, the challenges that immigrants initially face in the settlement 

process and the social relations that are established in the destination country over 

time, can cause transnational relations to weaken (Creese, Dyck & McLaren 1999). 

Thus, whereas emotional ties remain strong in some transnational families, they may 

wither in others.  

Whereas the extent to which parents and adult children emotionally invest in 

their relationship may vary between transnational families, the possibility to offer 

practical support across borders is generally limited. Studies showed that despite the 

advancing transportation technologies, regular visits abroad remain costly and are 

not very common for immigrants or their family to undertake (De Bruine et al. 2013). 

The geographical distance thereby obviously complicates matters for helping each 

other with concrete chores such as cleaning, fetching groceries or cooking. Also if 

special care for the elderly parent is required, this is often arranged by family 

members in the origin country rather than by the immigrant him or herself (Baldock 

2000). As opposed to practical help, financial support is not hampered by geographical 

distance. Families that live dispersed over different countries may thus assist each 

other financially instead. Immigration can clearly be a livelihood strategy of families, 

with parents enabling the immigration of their children (Cong & Silverstein 2011) or 

children financially supporting their parents back home (Pozo 2007). Nonetheless, 

there are also instances in which immigrants do not or barely send remittances to 

family (Burholt 2004; Gowricharn 2004; Schmalzbauer 2004). Among others, the 

importance of financial support depends on the economic situation of the family in the 

origin and destination country and the motivation to migrate. In addition, the type of 

relative for whom remittances are intended matters. Financial help is most frequently 

given to partners, for example (De Bruine et al. 2013). Moreover, few studies 

specifically looked into the financial support that families provide each other in an 

enduring transnational context. Even when financial transfers between parents to 

children are important in the initial phase of immigration, the question remains 

whether this continues to be the case. Also the amount of remittances could be 

influenced by the expected duration of the transnational situation. For example, 

immigrants have been found to remit less to family when they did not expect to 

return home (Sana 2005). 

Similar as with immigrant families in general, these various aspects of 
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transnational relations have mostly been studied separately. Studying different facets 

of family bonds simultaneously, however, is informative about the meanings of 

relationships (e.g. Dykstra & Fokkema 2011; Silverstein et al. 2010). Using the 

multidimensional MFC theory as a starting point and combining this with the 

empirical evidence gathered so far, gives us an idea how patterns of solidarity will 

characterize transnational mother-child relations. As discussed, the MFC theory 

states that families in non-Western societies tend to be characterized by full-

interdependence: family members rely on each other for both emotional and practical 

support. The theory furthermore posits that the migration process may cause 

practical reliance to diminish while leaving emotional bonds intact, resulting in so-

called emotional interdependent family relations. In line with this reasoning, a study 

on immigrant mothers and children living in the Netherlands showed that full-

reciprocal relations were most prevalent, followed by upward-interdependence and, to 

a lesser extent, emotional-interdependence (Rooyackers et al. 2014). In the 

transnational context, by contrast, considering the general limitations for providing 

practical help and inconclusive findings on financial support, we expected full-

interdependent mother-child relations to be less likely. At the same time, empirical 

research on affective ties in transnational families corresponded with the expectation 

that emotional support retains a central role, thus making emotional-interdependence 

especially likely. What the MFC did not discuss is how the process of migration can 

also challenge families and put a strain on affective ties. Yet, studies which focused on 

the difficulties that immigrant families encounter, indicated that living dispersed over 

different countries can also lead to an emotional distance and even a break of contact. 

Taken together, this meant we expected that (H1) transnational mother-child relations, 

compared to immigrant families living in the Netherlands, would be (a) less characterized by 

full-interdependence, (b) more by emotional-interdependence, and (c) more by detachment. 

3.2.3. The impact of acculturation on family relations 

Our second question of interest was whether and how the acculturation of immigrant 

adult children would affect the relationship with their mother. Acculturation is a 

process whereby people, after coming into contact with another culture over a longer 

period of time, change their beliefs or behaviors in response to the prevailing norms, 

values and social institutions. This process is shaped by both the wish of immigrants 
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to maintain the culture of origin and the degree to which they desire involvement in 

the new society and contact with natives (Berry 1997). Considering that second 

generation immigrants grew up in the destination country and consequently have 

been partly socialized into the cultural norms that prevail there, it is commonly 

expected that over generations, immigrants are increasingly likely to adopt cultural 

values of the destination country. This expectation has been supported by empirical 

studies, among others on family values (Phalet & Güngör 2009) and sex role attitudes 

(Phinney & Flores 2002). Other research found that for some immigrant groups, a 

better command of the language of the destination country is associated with less 

strong beliefs about filial obligation (De Valk & Schans 2008). What these studies also 

indicated, however, is that such changes occur gradually. Yet, whereas value 

adjustment may need time and become apparent over generations, behaviors may 

change more rapidly. Values concern psychologically central beliefs that tend to resist 

change, but behaviors can be reinforced by everyday conditions that make them more 

fitting or functional. A study on immigrant groups in the Netherlands indeed 

suggested that changes in family behaviors precede changes in family values (Arends-

Tóth & Van de Vijver 2008). Although immigrants remained more inclined to adhere 

to traditional family norms than Dutch natives, cultural differences in family ties were 

smaller and even non-existent for second generation immigrants. At the same time, 

whether and how fast behaviors change may also depend on the kind of behavior. The 

MFC proposes, for instance, that practical dependencies may fade while close 

emotional family ties linger. Moreover, since acculturation is partly an individual 

process that depends on personal attitudes towards cultural maintenance and 

adoption, not everyone nor every immigrant group necessarily acculturates in a 

uniform way (Sam & Berry 2006). Whereas cross-cultural theories are inclined to 

emphasize the lasting importance of family bonds, another strand of research 

highlights the problematic consequences of migration. For immigrant parents and 

adolescent children who both live in the destination country in particular, the 

different paces of acculturation and the cultural value discrepancies that accordingly 

arise, have been highlighted as potential sources of misunderstandings and conflict 

(Birman & Poff 2011; Phinney & Vedder 2006). Diverging ideas about maintaining 

cultural customs and parental authority, for instance, can invigorate the struggles 

that adolescents already tend to have with their parents (Foner & Dreby 2011).  

We combined these different perspectives in order to formulate hypotheses about 
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the impact of acculturation on mother-child relations within the Netherlands. Thus, 

based on the MFC theory and studies on the challenges that migration poses to 

families, our expectation was that (H2) adult immigrant children who are more 

acculturated to the Netherlands, compared to immigrant adult children who are less 

acculturated, would be (a) less likely to maintain a full-interdependent relationship, (b) more 

likely to have an emotional-interdependent relationship, and (c) more likely to have a detached 

relationship with their mother.  

With respect to transnational family relations, very little is known about the 

impact of acculturation. Nonetheless, the idea that integration in the destination 

country necessarily leads to a loss of ties with the origin country has been contested 

(Levitt & Glick Schiller 2004). Other authors have shown that socio-structural 

integration can even encourage economic and political transnational practices (Portes, 

Haller & Gaurnizo 2002). In terms of contact with family, however, empirical studies 

indicated that transnational relations diminish over time (De Bruine et al. 2013; 

Schans 2009). Establishing and sustaining a family and social network of one’s own in 

the destination country requires an investment of time and energy that may limit the 

attention immigrants spend on family abroad. Moreover, being involved in 

transnational ties can engender issues of belonging and cause tensions among families 

by challenging shared understandings about religious, cultural or political practices 

(Mason 2004). Immigrants may thereby experience an increasing cultural distance 

with their country of origin and family members who live there. Therefore, for 

transnational mother-child relations, we expected that (H3) adult immigrant children 

who are more acculturated to the Netherlands, compared to immigrant adult children who are 

less acculturated, would be (a) less likely to have an emotional-interdependent relationship and 

(b) more likely to have a detached relationship with their mother abroad. 

3.3. Method 

3.3.1. Immigrant groups of study 

In the past, there have been two large-scale flows of immigrants who make up the 

majority of the non-Western immigrant population in the Netherlands today 

(Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). Due to labor shortages during the 1960’s and early 70s, 

labor workers were recruited from various Mediterranean countries, in particular 

Turkey and Morocco. The predominantly male, unskilled workers were initially 
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envisioned to stay temporarily, but most of them settled in the Netherlands and were 

later joined by family members. A second large flow of immigrants originated from 

former Dutch colonies in the Caribbean area: Suriname and the Dutch Antilles. 

Immigrants from these countries have been arriving since the ‘60s, mainly for 

purposes of education and family reunification. Because of the colonial ties with the 

Netherlands, immigrants from Suriname and the Dutch Antilles, unlike the “guest 

workers” from Turkey and Morocco, often had some familiarity with the Dutch 

language and society before migrating. Transnational ties between the Netherlands 

and the different regions of origin are forged in various ways. Among Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants, arranged marriages with kin in the home country strengthen 

transnational loyalties and family obligations (Hooghiemstra 2003). Additionally, 

many annually return to their family abroad during summer holidays. For Surinamese 

and Antillean families, it is commonplace to live dispersed over countries and family 

members sometimes visit each other for extended periods of time (Oostindie 2011).  

3.3.2. Data and participants 

Analyses were based on data of the first round of the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study 

(NKPS; Dykstra et al. 2004), a national survey on family relationships in the 

Netherlands. The data were collected in 2002/2003 in collaboration with the survey 

Social Position and Use of Facilities by Ethnic Minorities (SPVA). Participants were 

drawn from a representative cross-section of the Dutch population, amounting to 

8161 individuals between 18 and 79 years of age. This sample was then supplemented 

by a random stratified sample of 1402 respondents with a Turkish, Moroccan, 

Surinamese or Antillean immigration origin. Response rates for the four immigrant 

groups in the SPVA survey varied between 40% and 52%. These were thereby 

comparable to the overall response rate of the NKPS (47%) and other large-scale 

family surveys in the Netherlands (Dykstra et al. 2004; Feskens et al. 2006; Stoop, 

2005).  

We included respondents with at least one parent who was born in Turkey, 

Morocco, Suriname or the Dutch Antilles and excluded respondents with any other 

immigration background. Because of the similar regional histories of immigration, 

individuals of Turkish or Moroccan origin were ascribed a Mediterranean background 

and those with an Antillean or Surinamese immigration origin were considered 
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Caribbean immigrants. Since we used the same data to elaborate a previously 

distinguished mother-child relationship typology (Rooyackers et al. 2014), the focus 

on the perspective of the immigrant (adult) child was retained. Naturally, no 

information was available for respondents whose mother was deceased. The analyses 

were additionally restricted by excluding adult children who shared the same 

household with their mother, considering that such a living arrangement affects the 

mother-child relationship in a way that may interfere with the analyses. Finally, 

taking into account non-response on the dependent and explanatory variables resulted 

in two samples: 360 respondents whose mother lived in the Netherlands (145 with a 

Mediterranean background and 215 of Caribbean origin) and 316 respondents whose 

mother lived abroad (161 and 155 with a Mediterranean respectively Caribbean 

immigration background). In what follows, these will be referred to as the uni-

national and transnational sample, respectively.  

3.3.3. Dependent variables: solidarity indicators 

We used Latent Class Analysis (LCA) to (re)construct typologies of mother-child 

relations. Indicators for LCA are commonly dichotomized to prevent problems with 

sparseness (cf. Dykstra & Fokkema 2011; Silverstein et al. 2010). Likewise, we created 

dichotomous measures of intergenerational solidarity. LCA was applied to our uni-

national and transnational sample. Firstly, we repeated the previous analyses of 

immigrant mother-child relations within the Netherlands, combining information 

about frequency of contact, given/received practical support and given/received 

emotional support (Rooyackers et al. 2014). Secondly, we conducted LCA to construct 

a typology of transnational relationships between immigrant adult children and their 

mother abroad. The solidarity indicators for these are discussed at length below, 

comprising six in total: two measuring contact frequency (face-to-face/other means), 

two on financial support (given/received), and two on emotional support 

(given/received).i  

 

Contact frequency. The frequency of contact between the respondent and his/her 

mother over the last year was measured by one item on face-to-face contact and 

                                                           
i Indicators specifically about giving/receiving practical and household help were tried but excluded. Due to insufficient 
variation on these items (most respondents had neither given nor received either types of help), including them in the 
model interfered with the LCA results. 
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another concerning contact by phone, letter or e-mail. The initial seven answering 

options on a Likert scale ranging from “Never” (1), “Once”, “A few times”, “At least 

monthly”, “At least weekly”, “Several times a week”, to “Daily” (7), were converted 

into two dichotomous measures. For face-to face contact, frequencies of “A few times” 

or more were coded 1 and all lower frequencies were coded 0. To account for the 

comparative ease to keep in touch by other means, “At least monthly” and more 

regular contact by phone, letter or email (1) were contrasted to all lower frequencies 

of contact by these means (0). 

 

Financial support. Respondents were asked whether they had given valuable objects 

or a substantial amount of money to their mother in the last year and whether they 

had received such a contribution from their mother. We used the initial answering 

options to distinguish between who did (coded 1) and who did not (0), amounting to 

two indicators of financial support.  

 

Emotional support. Emotional support was captured by items that inquired into the 

number of times respondents had shown an interest in their mothers’ personal life in 

the last three months and how often the mother had shown an interest in theirs. For 

both items, the three ordinal answering options were dichotomized by collapsing 

“Once or twice” and “Several times” (coded 1) to indicate emotional support and 

“Never” (coded 0) for no such support.  

3.3.4. Independent variables: acculturation indicators 

Acculturation, as explained, is a multifaceted process that develops over time. 

Nonetheless, we aimed to capture different aspects of the process by using three 

measurements to indicate the level of acculturation of the adult child. First, 

immigrant generation status was considered as an implicit measure of orientation 

towards the receiving country, given that second generation immigrants were born 

and raised in the Netherlands. Second, whether respondents celebrated St. Nicolas, a 

traditional Dutch national holiday, represented a behavioral indicator of acculturation. 

Third, opinions about intermarriage with Dutch natives were taken as an attitudinal 

dimension of acculturation, since these can be interpreted as both an expressed value 

of maintaining the origin culture and preferring social contact across group 
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boundaries (Huijnk 2011).  

 

Immigrant generation status. All respondents had at least one parent who was born 

in Turkey, Morocco, Suriname or the Dutch Antilles. Respondents were classified as 

first generation immigrants if they themselves were born abroad as well and regarded 

second generation immigrants if they were born in the Netherlands. To let a higher 

score indicate a higher level of acculturation, second generation immigrants were 

coded 1 and first generation immigrants 0.  

 

Celebrating St. Nicolas with household members. A dichotomous measure specified 

whether the respondent had celebrated St. Nicolas in the presence of household 

members. Again, a higher score indicated a higher level of acculturation (1= yes, 0 = 

no).  

 

Social acceptance of the Dutch. Respondents were asked to state their opinion about 

the hypothetical situation in which one of their children would marry someone of 

Dutch decent. Answers were rated on a Likert scale ranging from (1) “I would mind a 

lot” to (5) “I wouldn’t mind at all”, with “No opinion” as the middle option. The scale 

was maintained in order to let a higher score indicate a greater social acceptance.  

3.3.5. Control variables 

To take into account possible differences between immigrant groups, we controlled 

for the immigration origin of respondents, distinguishing Caribbean immigrants (coded 

1) from Mediterranean immigrants (coded 0). Furthermore, previous research has 

consistently shown that involvement in family relations differs with age and between 

men and women (Dykstra et al. 2006; Merz, Schuengel, & Schulze 2008; Rossi & 

Rossi 1990). Similarly, the distribution of mother-child relationships among 

immigrants in the Netherlands varied according to the life-phase and sex of the adult 

child (Rooyackers et al. 2014). We therefore controlled for these characteristics as 

well. The life phase of respondents was measured by three dummy variables, capturing 

three important life-phases: young-adulthood (<30 years of age coded 1, otherwise 0), 

middle-age (ages 30-45 coded 1, otherwise 0) and older-adulthood (>45 years coded 1, 

otherwise 0). We used middle-age as the reference category. Lastly, a dummy variable 
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accounted for the sex of respondents, indicating whether the respondent was a 

daughter (1) or son (0).  

3.3.6. Analytical procedure 

The analyses comprised two parts. In the first part, our aim was to empirically 

construct a typology of mother-child relations, comparing uni-national and 

transnational immigrant families (H1). For mothers and children living in the 

Netherlands, earlier analyses were repeated, but after excluding the native Dutch 

respondents.ii For transnational relations, the same procedure of Latent Class 

Analyses (LCA) was followed, using the program Latent Gold 4.0 (Vermunt & 

Madigson 2005). Two model fit indices guided our choice for a model that adequately 

described the associations among solidarity indicators with the least number of 

classes: the likelihood ratio Chi-square and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 

(Vermunt & Madigson 2002). After establishing the preferred model, we made a 

theoretical interpretation of the classes by inspecting conditional class probabilities. 

These parameters indicate how likely individuals within a particular class are to 

respond affirmatively to each observed indicator. Respondents were subsequently 

assigned to the class for which their estimated posterior probability of class 

membership was the highest. This allowed us to calculate the prevalence of the 

relationship types. In the second part of the analyses, we examined the effects of 

acculturation on the types of relationship that adult children maintained with their 

mother (H2-3), while controlling for their immigration background, life-phase and 

sex. To this end, relationship assignments from LCA in both samples served as 

dependent variables in Logistic Regression models. We used Stata Statistical Software, 

version 12.0. 

3.4. Results 

3.4.1. Descriptive findings 

Table 3.1 provides an overview of the distribution of the acculturation indicators and 

demographic features of respondents, presented separately for the uni-national and 

transnational sample. Although mean scores in the uni-national and transnational 

                                                           
ii For more information, see Rooyackers et al. 2014. 
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sample fall out on the same side of the midlines of the acculturation indicators, 

respondents in the uni-national sample scored on average higher on all three. 

Whereas not many respondents in general were designated a second generation 

immigrant, this situation was especially sparse among adult children whose mother 

lived abroad (2% compared to 20% in the uni-national sample). St. Nicolas was 

celebrated by less than half but still a substantial number in both samples (37% in the 

uni-national sample and 26% in the transnational sample). Mean scores on social 

acceptance of the Dutch came close in the two samples, with respondents whose 

mother lived in the Netherlands scoring on average a 3.9 and respondents whose 

mother lived abroad a 3.6, on a scale from 1 to 5. Somewhat more than half of the 

adult children whose mother lived in the Netherlands were of Caribbean origin (60%). 

In the transnational sample, the number of Mediterranean and Caribbean respondents 

was approximately equal (51% and 49% respectively). In terms of demographic 

features, respondents in the uni-national sample were on average somewhat younger 

than in the transnational sample (35 compared to 38 years) and included more 

daughters (59% compared to 49%).  

 

Table 3.1 Descriptive information of immigrant respondents whose mother lives in the Netherlands (uni-national sample) and whose 

mother lives abroad (transnational sample) 

  Uni-national sample  Transnational sample 

Variable Range Mean (SD)/%  Mean (SD)/% 

Acculturation indicators     

Second generation (1=yes) 0-1 20  2 

Celebrated St. Nicolas (1=yes) 0-1 37  26 

Soial acceptance of Dutch 

(1=low; 5=high) 
1-5 3.9 (1.3)  3.6 (1.4) 

     

Demographics     

Immigrant origin  

(1=Caribbean; 0=Mediterranean) 
0-1 60  49 

Age (years) 9-68 35 (8.5)  38 (9.8) 

Sex (1=daughter) 0-1 59  49 

N  360  316 

Note. Mean scores for continuous variables are presented with the standard deviation in parentheses; scores for 

dichotomous measurements indicate percentages.  

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004. 
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Table 3.2 Mean scores of solidarity indicators for transnational sample as a whole and per immigrant group (in percentages) 

 Immigrant origin 

   Mediterranean  Caribbean  Total 

Variable Range  Mean  Mean  Mean 

Frequent contact (1=yes)        

Face-to-face  0-1  17  24  20 

Phone, letter or email 0-1  82  72  77 

        

Financial support (1=yes)        

Given 0-1  24  11  17 

Received 0-1  4  12  8 

        

Emotional support (1=yes)        

Given 0-1  81  88  85 

Received 0-1  80  86  83 

N   161  155  316 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.  

 

For the transnational sample, we report the mean scores on the LCA solidarity 

indicators, split out for the two immigrant groups (see Table 3.2). Since all measures 

are dichotomous, percentages are shown. Regardless of immigrant origin, we found 

either relatively many or few affirmative answers per item. On the one hand, a small 

group of respondents said to have had frequent face-to-face contact with their mother 

abroad (20%) or to have given or received financial support (17% and 8% 

respectively). A large majority, on the other hand, reported to have had frequent 

contact by other means (77%) and to have given (85%) and received (83%) emotional 

support. Despite the overall correspondence in scores between immigrants of 

Mediterranean and Caribbean origin, there were some slight differences. Whereas 

fewer Mediterraneans reported frequent face-to-face contact (17% versus 24% among 

Caribbeans), a somewhat larger number in this group said to have had frequent 

contact by other means (82% versus 72%). Furthermore, more Mediterranean than 

Caribbean immigrants reported to have given financial support (24% versus 11%), but 

fewer said to have received this type of help (4% versus 12%). Finally, percentages 

concerning emotional support were slightly lower among Mediterranean immigrants, 

both in terms of giving (81% versus 88%) and receiving (80% versus 86%).  
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3.4.2. Latent Class Analyses 

The LCA we repeated on our uni-national sample suggested that a 4-class rather than 

5-class solution was preferable.iii Upon inspection of the 5-class model, we found that 

the downward-oriented relationship type was not sufficiently distinguished from the 

remaining four. This finding was not surprising, considering that such a mother-child 

relationship was most common among native Dutch (Rooyackers et al. 2014) and our 

sample included only immigrants. We therefore proceeded with the 4-class model, 

consisting of a full-interdependent, an upward-interdependent, emotional-

interdependent and detached mother-child relationship. 

 Next, we conducted LCA on our transnational sample. When analyzing 

respondents of Mediterranean and Caribbean origin separately, a 2-class model with 

similar class-structures emerged. This indicated that the same types of transnational 

mother-child relationships characterized both immigrant groups. We hence no longer 

differentiated the sample by immigrant origin. Goodness of fit statistics again 

improved up to a 2-class solution, in which the likelihood ratio statistic was non-

significant and the lowest BIC was obtained (see Table 3.3).  

 

Table 3.3 Model fit statistics for Latent Class Models with one to five classes (n=316) 

Model df L² p BIC 

One-Class 57 189.8 .00 1724 

Two-Class 50 56.6 .24 1631 

Three-Class 43 42.6 .49 1657 

Four-Class 36 32.2 .65 1687 

Five-Class 29 23.8 .74 1719 

Note. Model selection is based on non-significant L² and smallest Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). df =  

degrees of freedom.  

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.   

                                                           
iii More detailed results can be obtained from the first author upon request.  
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Table 3.4 Results of Latent Class Analyses in transnational sample: conditional probabilities and class prevalence (n=316) 

 
Type of mother-child relationship 

 Type 1 

Transnational 

Emotional-interdependence 

Type 2 

Transnational 

Detached 

Frequent contact   

Face-to-face  .22 .14 

Phone, letter, (e)mail .82 .56 

   

Financial help   

Given .20 .04 

Received .09 .02 

   

Emotional support   

Given .97 .28 

Received .98 .12 

   

Prevalence (%) 83 17 

Note. Probabilities range from 0 to1.  

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.  

 

Table 3.4 displays the conditional class probabilities of the final model. As mentioned 

earlier, these parameters give the likelihood of individuals within each class to 

respond affirmatively on the solidarity indicators. On the one hand, both types of 

mother-child relationships showed low probabilities for face-to-face contact (.22 and 

.14) and financial support, given (.20 and .04) as well as received (.09 and .02). This 

confirmed our expectations that these aspects would not be distinctive for different 

types of transnational mother-child relations. The two classes diverged, on the other 

hand, in the likelihood for frequent contact by phone, letter or (e)mail and the giving 

and receiving of emotional support. The first type showed high probabilities on these 

indicators (.82, .97 and .98, respectively) and thereby evidenced a mother-child 

relationship in which contact via other means and emotional support played an 

important role. In contrast, the second type showed no such prominence of these 

aspects, as indicated by an intermediate probability for frequent contact by other 

means (.56) and low probabilities for giving and receiving of emotional support (.28 

and .12, respectively). Thus, we found two types of transnational mother-child 

relationships: one characterized by emotional but not financial support and another 

characterized by little contact and support, neither financial nor emotional. We 
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accordingly labelled the two classes (transnational) emotional-interdependent and 

(transnational) detached mother-child relationships. In terms of prevalence, 

emotional-interdependent mother-child relationships were clearly more common than 

detached transnational relations, with 83 per cent of the respondents being assigned 

to the former and 17 per cent falling into the latter (see Table 3.4). Taken together, 

the results corroborated our hypotheses that not full-interdependence, but emotional-

interdependence and detachment would notably characterize transnational mother-

child relationships in adulthood (H1a-c). 

3.4.3. Acculturation effects 

The second part of the analyses involved estimating the effects of acculturation on the 

likelihood for adult children to maintain a certain type of mother-child relationship. 

We start by discussing the results of the analyses on our uni-national sample. Table 

3.5a shows the marginal effects of the acculturation indicators on the likelihood that 

respondents were assigned to a full-, upward-, emotional-interdependent or detached 

mother-child relationship, controlling for their immigration background, life-phase 

and sex. We hypothesized that a higher level of acculturation would make full-

interdependent relations less likely and emotional-interdependent and detached 

relationships more likely (H2a-c). A higher level of acculturation was taken to be 

indicated by second generation immigration status, celebrating a Dutch holiday and 

expressing more social acceptance of the Dutch, rather than being of the first 

generation, not celebrating the holiday and expressing less social acceptance. We 

firstly noted that hypothesis H2a was not confirmed. None of the indicators were 

significantly related to upward-interdependence. Contrary to our expectations, full-

interdependence was actually more likely among adult children who celebrated St. 

Nicolas. Celebrating this Dutch holiday, furthermore, decreased the likelihood for 

adult children to have an emotional-interdependent relationship with their mother, a 

finding which also opposed Hypothesis 2b. Finally, detached mother-child 

relationships were significantly predicted by all three indicators, but only the 

direction of the effect of social acceptance was in line with our hypothesis H2c. As 

expected, immigrant adult children who were more accepting of the Dutch, an 

indication for a higher level of acculturation, were more likely to have a detached   
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Table 3.5a Predictors of uni-national mother-child relations: marginal effects of Multinomial Logistic Regressions (n=360) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p-two sided < .10, ** p-two sided < .05 

Notes. Model I includes control variables only, Model II additionally includes predictors. Marginal effects indicate the change in probability of being assigned to a class by one unit change in an 

explanatory variable, holding all other variables constant. 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.   

 Type of mother-child relationship 

 

 

Type 1 

Full-interdependence 

Type2 

Upward- interdependence 

Type 3 

Emotional-interdependence 

Type 4 

Detached 

 Model I Model II Model I Model II Model I Model II Model I Model II 

Acculturation         

Second generation (1=yes)  -.05  .05  .07  -.06** 

St. Nicolas celebrated 

(1=yes) 
 .20**  -.01  -.13**  -.06** 

Social acceptance of Dutch 

(1=low; 5=high) 
 -.02  .01  -.03  .04** 

         

Demographics         

Origin (1=Caribbean) .01 -.01 -.01 -.03 .01 .07 -.02 -.04 

Life phase         

  Young-adult  (1=18-30) .10* .13** -.01 -.02 -.07 -.10** -.03 -.01 

  Middle-age    (1=31-45) Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

  Older-adult    (1=46-69) -.20** -.17** .06 .09 .07 .06 .05 .02 

Sex (1=daughter) .12** .10** -.07 -.07 -.05 -.05 .01 .02 
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With respect to our control variables, we found that the life-phase and sex of the adult 

child affected full-interdependence. In line with a broad body of research (Dykstra et 

al. 2006; Merz et al. 2008; Rossi & Rossi 1990), reciprocal mother-child relationships 

were more common among daughters and young-adults than among sons and older 

children. In addition, compared to middle-aged children, young-adults were less likely 

to have an emotional-interdependent relationship with their mother. No significant 

differences were found between Caribbean and Mediterranean immigrants. 

We continued by examining acculturation effects on transnational mother-child 

relationships, again controlling for the immigration origin, life-phase and sex of the 

adult child. Odds ratios are displayed in Table 3.5b. Since practically all respondents 

in the transnational sample were first generation immigrants themselves, we could 

not estimate whether belonging to the first or second generation explained the type of 

relationship they maintained with their mother. Furthermore, no significant effects  

 

Table 3.5b Predictors of transnational mother-child relations being characterized by emotional-interdependence rather than 

detachment (=reference category): odds ratios of Logistic Regressions (n=316) 

 Type of mother-child relationship 

 

 

 

Type 1 

Transnational 

Emotional-interdependence 

Type 2 

Transnational-Detached 

(=REFERENCE) 

 Model I Model II Model I Model II 

Acculturation     

2nd immigrant gen. Omitted* Omitted* Omitted* Omitted* 

St. Nicolas celebrated  0.6 1.0 1.0 

Social acceptance  0.9 1.0 1.0 

     

Demographics     

Origin (1=Caribbean) 1.4 1.7 1.0 1.0 

Life phase     

  Young-adult  (1=18-30) 3.4** 3.2** 1.0 1.0 

  Middle-age    (1=31-45) Ref Ref 1.0 1.0 

  Older-adult    (1=46-69) 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.0 

Sex (1=daughter) 0.8 0.7 1.0 1.0 

*p-two sided < .10, ** p-two sided < .05 
a Omitted by Stata due to lack of variation (“predicted success perfectly”). 

Notes. Model I includes control variables only, Model II additionally includes predictors. By design, odds ratio in the 

reference category is 1. 

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.   
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were found for the remaining two indicators of acculturation. Despite being 

statistically insignificant, however, the directions of effects were in line with our 

hypotheses that immigrant children who celebrated St. Nicolas and expressed more 

social acceptance of the Dutch, indicative of a higher level of acculturation, tended to 

have a detached rather than emotional-interdependent relationship with their mother 

(H3a-b). In terms of the demographic features we controlled for, we found that 

transnational mother-child relations neither differed between Caribbean and 

Mediterranean immigrants nor between sons and daughters, but that the life-phase of 

adult children did matter. Compared to middle-aged children, young-adults were less 

likely to have a detached relationships with their mother abroad. This finding 

suggests that also in a transnational context, younger people are more likely to 

maintain more intensive relations with their mother. 

3.5. Discussion 

The first aim of this paper was to give a multidimensional portrayal of mother-child 

relationships among non-Western immigrants in the Netherlands, extending previous 

research to a transnational setting. To this end, we combined information about 

various forms and different directions of support. The results corroborated our 

expectation that relationships between immigrant adult children in the Netherlands 

and their mother abroad would be less prominently characterized by full-

interdependence and more so by emotional-interdependence and detachment (H1a-c). 

A vast majority of immigrant children had regular contact with their mother by 

phone, letter or e-mail and showed a mutual interest in each other’s personal life. Only 

a smaller number was not frequently in touch with their mother abroad. Our findings 

support the expectation that affective ties tend to be of enduring importance but 

nuance the role of financial and practical support in transnational families. Previous 

studies have highlighted the increasing durability of transnational ties by focusing on 

remittances (e.g. De Haas & Plug 2006; Mazzucato 2010). In our study, neither 

financial nor practical support were defining features of transnational mother-child 

relationships, regardless of whether it was given or received. At the same time, these 

types of support were not contingent upon emotional support. Apparently, a lack of 

material help need not exclude emotional involvement between mother and child. In 

fact, it might be that affective expressions of care compensate for other types of 
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support. In so far that migration is a decision of households (Stark 1991), moreover, 

the finding that emotional ties lasted in absence of financial support suggests that 

decisions may be driven by relational considerations just as much as by economic 

ones. Migration studies have not yet taken this aspect into account. 

Our second aim was to examine how acculturation affected the mother-child 

relations we found. In addition to immigrant generation, we used a behavioral and 

attitudinal indicator of acculturation: celebrating a main Dutch holiday and 

expressing acceptance of intermarriage with Dutch natives. We started by 

considering mothers and children of immigrant origin who both lived in the 

Netherlands. Our results were mixed, indicating the diverse impacts that 

acculturation has across families. Although we had assumed that family relations 

become less traditional as immigrants are more acculturated to the Netherlands, we 

found no indication that acculturation made full-interdependent relationships less 

likely or fostered mother-child relationships where emotional support takes 

precedence over practical support (H2a-b). Moreover, children who celebrated the 

Dutch national holiday were actually more likely to maintain a traditional relationship 

with their mother, indicating that acculturation may nurture cultural practices from 

the place of origin. Since we cannot assess the direction of causality, however, it may 

also be the case that immigrants with more traditional family relations were more 

inclined to celebrate the Dutch St. Nicolas holiday. This interpretation is not 

improbable, given that the holiday is a traditional family celebration that revolves 

around gift-giving, in particular between parents and (adult) children. With respect to 

acculturation, this reading raises interesting discussions about the meaning of the 

process. First, considering that celebrating St. Nicolas concerned a behavioral aspect 

of acculturation, this finding supports the expectation that cultural behaviors are 

more readily adopted than cultural beliefs. Second, acculturation is sometimes treated 

as a conflict between cultures that is resolved by choosing the one over the other. The 

possibility that immigrants adopt some elements of the destination country while 

retaining elements of the origin culture, has been recognized in concepts of 

integration (Berry 1997) and theories such as selective acculturation (Portes & 

Rumbaut 2001). Nonetheless, also these bi-dimensional approaches regard the 

orientation towards the destination and origin culture as relatively independent. Yet, 

complementarities exist across cultures as well. Our findings suggest that coming 

into contact with different cultural behaviors may also offer “new” ways to carry out 
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“old” cultural values. Adaptation to the destination country and maintaining one’s 

origin culture could thereby actually reinforce each other. 

At the same time, we found some indication that in other families, acculturation 

may create difficulties. As expected, detached mother-child relationships were more 

likely among immigrant children who were more accepting of the Dutch (H2c). This 

finding corresponds with studies that emphasized the problematic consequences of 

intergenerational discrepancies in acculturation (Birman & Poff 2011; Foner & Dreby 

2011; Phinney & Vedder 2006). Detached relationships were also more likely among 

immigrant children who were born abroad. This finding opposed our expectation that 

mother-child relations would be less problematic among first generation immigrant 

children, given their shared direct ties to the country of origin. Alternatively, 

however, it could be that distinguishing between first and second generation 

immigrants concealed the distinct experiences of people who migrated in different 

life-phases (Rumbaut 2004). Immigrating as a child or adolescent, for instance, means 

that an important part of the socialization process takes place in the destination 

country. Although such information was unfortunately not available for all our 

respondents, we can determine that at least one third of children with a detached 

relationship was 12 years or younger at the time of migration. As such, our findings 

do not offer counterevidence for the view that acculturation also contributes to 

problematic parent-child relationships.  

For transnational mother-child relations, acculturation effects were statistically 

insignificant. This might be a consequence of our relatively small sample size, which 

is an unfortunate drawback of our study. Nonetheless, given this limitation, it is 

relevant to note that the effects were in the expected direction, indicating that 

acculturation would foster detached rather than emotional-interdependent 

transnational relationships (H3). Empirical evidence on the linkages between 

immigrant incorporation and transnationalism is still limited, especially regarding 

family relations. The diverging results up to now suggest that answers to the 

question whether immigrant integration weakens or strengthens transnational 

involvement, depend on the type of transnational practice and particular dimension of 

integration (Schunk 2011). Our study indicates that, additionally, effects vary between 

uni-national and transnational family relations: acculturation tended to strengthen the 

relationship between immigrant children and their mother living in the Netherlands 

but not between immigrant children and their mother living abroad.  
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It is important to place this conclusion in the larger context of our findings, 

however, which most prominently demonstrate the overall importance of affective ties 

between adult children and mothers, whether both lived in the Netherlands or in 

different countries. The frequent transnational contacts that we found indicated that 

many immigrants take advantage of contemporary opportunities to stay in touch with 

family members abroad without being physically present. Moreover, we may have 

underestimated the practical help that transnational families provide by lacking 

information about indirect support. Phone and email contact can enable immigrants to 

assess the needs of family members, for instance, and organize local support from a 

distance (Zechner 2008). Conversely, parents in the origin country can help their 

immigrant children by taking care of grandchildren (Cong & Silverstein 2012). At the 

same time, we should be aware that enduring affective ties do not necessarily imply 

that family relations are unproblematic. Quite the contrary, strong affective ties may 

actually help to manage tensions and conflicts. Especially immigrant parent-child 

relations can be complicated, harboring frustrations and struggles over parental 

constraints and filial obligations and at the same time involving feelings of loyalty, 

appreciation and shared cultural pride (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco & Todorova 

2008). Nonetheless, our study indicates that conflicts are not very often problematic 

to the extent that they lead to a breach of contact. 

Finally, we should mention again that our measures of acculturation, despite 

revealing, were also limited. Acculturation is a multidimensional concept, entailing an 

individual orientation towards the destination as well as origin country and 

comprising behavioral and psychological aspects (Berry 1997). The diverging 

acculturation effects that we found across families are illustrative of the 

heterogeneous ways in which immigration impacts family relations. A broader 

collection of measurements is necessary to account for this complexity and give a 

fuller grasp of how acculturation affects (transnational) family relations. Moreover, 

the cross-sectional nature of our data prevented us from examining acculturation as a 

process that develops over time. Longitudinal data on the topic would be of value in 

this respect. In addition, we should not forget that the receiving context plays an 

essential role in acculturation processes. Our study dealt with immigrant groups with 

a specific history in the Netherlands. Comparing various types of immigrant groups 

across European countries could assess the general applicability of our findings. The 

regularity of contemporary immigration flows have not only changed the 
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demography of the Netherlands but of many Western European countries. Together 

with the enhanced possibilities for communication and travelling, this has added new 

dimensions to the process of ageing and family support. Only by addressing those will 

we acquire a comprehensive picture of the diverse family relations that make up 

today’s Western-European societies.  
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intergenerational ties: Surinamese and Antillean immigrant mothers and adult children in the Netherlands. 
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4.1. Introduction 

With the ageing populations of Northwestern European countries, a great interest 

has emerged in intergenerational relationships and the solidarity between parents and 

their adult children. Meanwhile, immigrants are forming a growing share of the 

elderly. Many of them originate from non-Western societies, where kinship plays a 

pivotal role and families rely on each other for support. At the same time, their 

children grew up in a destination country where individual freedom and independence 

are highly valued. Research has addressed the question how immigration, especially 

from a non-Western to a Western country, impacts family relations. On the one hand, 

findings indicate that traditional family values persist. Compared to natives, migrants 

belief more strongly that adult children ought to take care of ageing parents, for 

example (De Valk & Schans 2008; Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam 1999). Studies on family 

support, on the other hand, showed that migrants and natives are quite similar and 

thereby suggest that migrants are adapting their family behaviors (Schans & Komter 

2010; Schans & De Valk 2011).  

Although these works importantly advanced our knowledge about the general 

contours of migrant families, a more in-depth picture is still missing. The issue how 

migrants themselves view and evaluate intergenerational relationship still remains 

unaddressed. Furthermore, the simultaneous findings that norms persist while 

behaviors change in the process of migration and settlement, implies that immigrant 

elderly may be encountering a reality that is at odds with their expectations. An 

intriguing question, therefore, is to what extent immigrant parents experience such 

conflicts in the relationship with children and if so, how they understand and explain 

these.  

In this paper, the central questions are how mother-child relations become 

understood and evaluated by migrants and how migrant mothers manage potential 

mismatches between their expectations and the actual behaviors of children. We focus 

specifically on mothers because of the central role that women are known to have as 

kin keepers (Gerstel & Gallagher 2001). The analyses comprised two parts. First, 

elaborating previous quantitative research, we looked into detail about practical, 

emotional and distanced ties and illustrated how mothers and children gave meaning 

to these. Second, we zoomed in on instances that revealed an incongruence between 

what mothers had expected or preferred and how children actually behaved. The aim 
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was to examine how mothers explained these situations and what the consequences of 

their explanations were for an evaluation of the relationship. 

Data were gathered through in-depth interviews with immigrants of Surinamese 

and Antillean descent in the Netherlands (De Valk 2012). Surinamese and Antilleans 

are two of the largest non-Western immigrant groups in the Netherlands, most of 

whom arrived during the 1960s. These origin groups are thus of exemplary relevance 

for studying intergenerational solidarity among migrant families.  

4.2. Background and previous research 

4.2.1. Practical, emotional and distanced ties 

The strong orientation towards the family in non-Western societies has been 

supported by ample empirical research (e.g. Kagitçibasi, Ataca, & Diri 2005; Phalet & 

Güngör 2009; Trommsdorff & Nauck 2005). According to theory, the conditions of 

less affluent, non-Western societies foster a mutual interdependence between parents 

and children in practical and emotional respect (Kagitçibasi 1996). Migration to a 

Western society would reduce the need for practical solidarity, because these 

countries are more economically advanced and offer alternative forms of social 

security. At the same time, emotional ties among migrant families would retain their 

significance. The expectation that practical interdependence diminishes while affective 

ties remain strong has been empirically supported by research on mother-child 

relations among non-Western immigrants in the Netherlands (Rooyackers, De Valk, 

& Merz 2014). This study additionally showed that the direction of support matters. 

Whereas emotional support was always exchanged, practical support was variably 

given both ways (exchanged by mother and child), upward (child to mother) or 

downward (mother to child). Furthermore, there were also mothers and children who 

neither gave nor received support of either kind. These relationships were rare in 

general, but nonetheless occurred more often among migrants than native Dutch 

which may reflect distanced, rather than (desired) independent ties. 

The emotional dimension of intergenerational ties is intrinsically related to 

subjective perspectives. Which behaviors count as emotional support, for example, 

depends on what people interpret or experience as such. What does it mean if parents 

and children regard their relationship as emotionally close? Similar questions can be 

asked about distanced ties, which in some way are the other side of the same coin. In 
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the first part of our paper, we addressed these issues, aiming to give a comprehensive 

picture of mother-child relationships across siblings and how migrant mothers and 

children understand and concretize emotional and distanced ties.  

4.2.2. Support expectations and behavior 

Migration studies have shown that immigrants become more similar to natives over 

time and thereby suggest that migration causes a shift in family relations. Research 

on family values, on the other hand, highlighted the continuance of norms among 

migrants and a persisting difference with natives (Taylor et al. 2017). Even though 

family values level off to some extent over immigrant generations (Phalet & Güngör 

2009; Merz, Özeke-Kocabas, Oort & Schuengel 2009), immigrants as well as their 

descendants remain stronger adherents of filial obligations than Western natives, for 

instance (Schans & De Valk 2011). The diverging paces of changing values and 

behaviors has been specifically demonstrated by a study which showed that behavioral 

differences between native Dutch and immigrants disappeared among the second 

generation, whereas the gap in family values remained (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver 

2008). These findings indicate that the behaviors of migrants are more readily 

modified than their beliefs. Whereas conducts can be adjusted to the practical 

necessities of daily life, values that are acquired through socialization may resist 

change. However, although the idea that migrants adapt their family behaviors while 

retaining normative beliefs may be practically true, it leaves the intriguing issue how 

migrant families deal with the implied discrepancy. Based on the theoretical argument 

that migration changes family relations by altering socioeconomic and cultural 

conditions, we expected that migrant mothers would refer to circumstances when 

experiencing this discrepancy. In the second part of this paper, we examined the 

explanations that migrant mothers gave for such situations of (potential) conflict and 

the evaluative assessments that followed their explanations..  

4.3. Method 

4.3.1. Immigrant groups of study 

Our study focuses on (descendants of) Surinamese and Antillean immigrants in the 

Netherlands. Today, the Dutch population numbers 17 million people, of whom 

nearly three percent are of Surinamese and Antillean origin (Statistics Netherlands, 



 Giving meaning to intergenerational ties  |  81 

2015). In 2015, there were 46.000 respectively 13.000 individuals of Surinamese and 

Antillean descent who were older than 60. Close to half of the contemporary 

Surinamese and Antillean immigrant population in the Netherlands belongs to the 

second generation.   

Migration from the Caribbean area to the Netherlands has primarily been shaped 

by (post-)colonial ties. Particularly during the 1960s and 1970s, large flows of 

immigrants arrived in search of education or for joining family members in the 

Netherlands (Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). By virtue of originating from (ex)colonies, 

most Surinamese and Antillean immigrants already had some command over the 

Dutch language before migrating. The Caribbean regions differ from the Netherlands 

in terms of family organization. In Suriname and the Antilles, the typical family 

structure tends to be matrifocal. Unmarried partnership is not unusual and rates of 

union dissolution are fairly high (Emery & Golson 2013). This means that mothers 

take on a special position in the family. Quite a number of households are headed by 

single mothers, whereas fathers play a less prominent role in the upbringing of 

children (Distelbrink 2000). Among Surinamese and Antillean immigrants in the 

Netherlands, similar patterns were found. There are about thrice as many female 

household heads among Surinamese and Antilleans than among native Dutch, for 

instance (Van der Vliet, Ooijevaar, & Van der Bie 2012). Likewise, divorce and 

separation occurs more frequently among these immigrants than native Dutch women 

(Rooyackers, Das, & De Valk 2016).  

4.3.2. Data collection and participants 

The Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS; Dykstra et al. 2004) on family ties and 

intergenerational relations of migrants and non-migrants in the Netherlands form the 

starting point for our participant recruitment. Participants from NKPS wave 1 (2002-

2004) who were either born in Suriname or the Antilles or have at least one parent 

who was born there and were at least 40 years of age (as in this age most women in 

these groups would have grown up adult children) were recontacted for our study. Of 

the 242 persons who were approached, 65 responded, including 44 persons who 

declined the invitation and 21 who participated. For the analyses those who were 

Dutch but had incidentally been born in Suriname or the Antilles were excluded, 

which yielded a total number of 14 interviews for our study.  
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The interviews followed a semi-structured guideline and lasted between 90 

minutes and two hours. Main topics that were addressed in the interviews related to 

the social networks, joined activities, support exchange and norms, contact with and 

the obligations of children/siblings. The interviewers were provided with probes on 

the different dimensions of study and some of them were discussed supported by 

vignettes. Interviews were held in Dutch and at the respondents’ homes by the first 

author and two research assistants who were trained for the study. Interviews were 

audio-recorded, verbatim transcribed and coded by the first author. Corresponding to 

residential patterns among immigrants in the Netherlands (Van der Vliet et al. 2012), 

nearly all respondents lived in the 25 largest municipalities of the Netherlands and 

most of them in the four main cities: Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. 

An overview of demographic and family characteristics of our sample is provided in 

Appendix B (Tables B1 and B2).   

4.3.3. Analytical procedure 

First, fragments in which respondents talked about the relationship with their mother 

and/or children were categorized according to the respondent’s perspective as mother 

or child and divided between daughters and sons. Next, excerpts were ordered with 

respect to any references made to various types of given and received support as well 

related norms and expectations. The fragments were analyzed in Dutch, but 

exemplary texts were translated to English for presentation in the paper (below). 

Names were anonymized and grammatical errors or informal language were retained 

in the translations.  

Our analyses comprised two parts. First we descriptively examined the practical, 

emotional and distanced dimensions of mother-child relationships. Second, we 

discursively analyzed how mothers (discursively) dealt with diverging expectations 

and the actual behaviors of children. Our method is lightly based on Potter and 

Wetherell’s form of discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell 1987; Potter 1996), which 

attends to the rhetorical functions that explanations serve. The particular ways in 

which people describe situations, for instance, can be used to circumvent potential 

accusations or construct a favorable (or unfavorable) image of oneself or others. 

Hence, we examined whether and how mothers used ideological values of family 

relations to explain and evaluate instances that involved a tension between their 
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expectations and reality. 

4.4. Results  

4.4.1. Dimensions of mother-child relationships 

Practical support. As expected, we found quite some variation in practical support: 

whether or not it was given at all, in what kind, in which direction and with what 

frequency. Two forms of practical support flowed exclusively from mother to child: 

financial support and help with childcare. As far as we could tell from the interviews, 

no large amounts were given or received. Instead, financial support included periodic 

gifts or contributions in covering the expenses for household products. Whereas those 

who mentioned financial help were sons, only daughters had received childcare. 

Childcare obviously depends on the presence of young (grand)children. Nevertheless, 

not all grandmothers assisted with childcare and among those who did, the frequency 

varied. Whereas one respondent babysat her grandchildren less than once a week, for 

instance, another (grand)mother provided childcare almost daily, including getting 

them from school and cooking dinner. Upward forms of practical support concerned 

various general matters and were provided by both sons and daughters. Children 

helped their mother, for example, with getting groceries, transportation or preparing 

meals. The frequencies again varied, with some respondents assisting their mother on 

occasion and others doing chores daily.  

Another form of practical support that featured noticeably in the interviews was 

co-residence. The instances that respondents described were quite intensive, including 

longer periods, the hosting of more than one person and a recurrence over time. One 

son, for instance, had parents who lived off and on in Curacao. Whenever his parents 

were in the Netherlands for several months, he and his wife hosted them. When 

buying a new house, it was important for them to have enough space to offer his 

parents their own room.   
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Fragment 1 

Son, 42, married 

2 children 

R: Well, when we bought this house, we did assume that we’d be having 

family members staying in the house for a long, very long time. My mother, 

or my parents, also have their own, pretty big room.  

Wife of R: [His mother] also lived here for three months in the past year. 

And the year before as well.  

R: Yeah, yeah that is just my mother’s room.  

Wife of R: We are expecting another little one, and then she [daughter] 

moves to the attic, because well, that other room is his parents’ [laughs].   

 

Another respondent, a 49 year-old daughter, had lived with her mother for 

multiple years at the time of the interview. There was also a mother who shared her 

residence with her 35 year-old son. Another mother temporarily hosted her son of 34, 

her daughter of 33 as well as her granddaughter of 11, “due to circumstances”. A few 

years ago, her son and granddaughter had also lived with her. Furthermore, multiple 

other respondents who were currently not receiving or providing co-residence, said to 

have done so at other moments. In our interviews, a shared co-residence between 

mothers and (adult) children was not treated as something out of the ordinary. This 

became clear, amongst others, from the way in which respondents talked about co-

residence, mentioning it in passing as a descriptive feature of their current living 

situation. Furthermore, when asked about the help they gave or received, not all 

respondents who provided co-residence or who were hosted mentioned this as a forms 

of support.  

During such times of co-residence, other types of practical support appeared to be 

naturally provided, both downward and upward. The son of Fragment 1 above, for 

instance, said that his parents financially supported his family with household matters 

such as groceries. The 49 year-old daughter who was co-residing with her mother, 

moreover, explained to do “all kinds of stuff”, saying that she did “whatever her 

mother needed or asked her to do”. Sometimes, the fact that a mother co-resided with 

a particular child was the reason for other siblings not to assist with practical matters, 

as this was considered to be already taken care of.  

 Regardless of mothers sharing a residence with a particular child or not, 

however, we found a noticeable variation in mother-child relations across siblings in 

general. These differences became especially clear in the dimension of upward 

practical support. In some families, nearly everything came down to one child. One 66 

year-old son, for instance, said that his sister organized all practical and financial 
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issues, whereas he himself visited his mother once a month. In other cases, practical 

support was somewhat more evenly distributed across siblings or involved 

contributions from extended family members. Yet, also then, one child retained a 

central role. A son, for example, stopped by Mondays to Fridays (and at times also in 

weekends) to look after his mom, whereas his brother took over during some 

weekends and a nephew managed financial arrangements.  

The interviews also revealed how the division of practical support across siblings 

could change over time. In some cases, the amount of practical support that a child 

had once provided (suddenly) decreased. One mother, for instance, talked about the 

relationship with her daughter with whom she had been most close of her six 

children, both in practical and emotional sense. This abruptly changed when that 

daughter decided to migrate back to Suriname. At first, her youngest son “took over” 

that role: 

 

Fragment 2 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children 

11 grandchildren  

 

R: You see, in the past it was like, that daughter of mine who has moved 

back to Suriname, she used to live here not too far off. So we always went 

for groceries together. And together, if she went somewhere: “do you want 

to come?” And if I was at some place: “where are you? O wait, I’ll come as 

well”. Because she also knew those people. And that’s how it was. And so 

when she left, it was like he took over.  

 

However, things got more difficult when her son had a stroke recently. To some 

extent, her other children offered help to fill the sudden gap, but not (yet) to the 

degree as her daughter and son did before:  

 

Fragment 3 

 

R: You see, because my son, he always helped me with everything. [..]. I 

miss him a whole lot. And it makes me really sad.  

I: Has it changed that much? 

R: Yes [..] What he’s able to do, what he’s able to do. And you notice that 

about him. So when I go there, he always used to bring me home. So I went, 

and if I had to go home, he brought me home. But now I have to take the 

bus home. 

 

Conversely, from the perspective of a daughter, one respondent explained that she 

had cut down on her caregiving activities because the responsibility of being the main 

organizer among siblings weighed on her. Having fulfilled these tasks from childhood 

on, she struggled to change the relationship with her parents and siblings.  
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Fragment 4  

Mother  

(speaking as a daughter) 

59, divorced, 3 children 

3 grandchildren 

R: My parents have eight children. And apart from my brother, everyone 

lives here. So once in a while you can, huh, delegate. Then you can divide it 

among each other. There was a period that it really, you know… all 

revolved around me. Now it’s still like that, but I’ve.. I’ve put aside that 

leadership role to some extent.  

I: Because you are the eldest of all children? 

R: No, I’ve got an older brother and sister, but it has grown to be like this 

from childhood on. It has grown to be like this from childhood on. So.. well.. 

yeah, it keeps making things difficult.  

 

Emotional ties. Whereas every respondent who mentioned practical support also 

emphasized emotional aspects of the mother-child bond, affective ties were also 

considered important if practical support was not part of the relationship. Mothers 

who expressed some disappointment in the practical assistance they received, for 

example, at other moments affirmed the close relationship they had with their 

children. Also from the perspectives of children, practical support was not treated as a 

necessary part of an emotionally close relationship. The respondent in the following 

fragment, for instance, called her mother the closest person in her life and at the same 

time explained that her sisters (who lived with their mother) rather than she herself 

provided practical help.  

 

Fragment 5 

Daughter, 60, single  

no children 

I: And why do you mention your mother?  

R: Uhm, well, because I really feel connected with her and how much 

contact I have with her, a lot over the phone, and sometimes one or two 

times, one time a week or two times a week I go see her.  

  

This fragment is illustrative for the two main ways in which respondents talked 

about the emotional dimension of mother-child relations. In the excerpt, the 

respondent gives two reasons for naming her mother as the most important person in 

her life: feeling connected and having frequent contact. First, unlike practical help, 

emotional support was linked to a general, subjective evaluation of the relationship. 

Descriptions or words that respondents used included “emotional connection”, “close 

bond” or “strong ties”. These phrasings are meaningful about the relationship itself 

and automatically imply a sense of reciprocity. Second, emotional ties were 

concretized, most markedly by the frequency and means of contact. From the 

perspective of children, respondents clarified their close relationship by stating how 
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much time they spend with their mother. One daughter, again in response to the 

question why she had called her mother (whose residence she shared) the most 

important person in her life, laughed and said: “My mom? I just drag her 

everywhere!”. Another respondent, talking about the statement that children living 

nearby should visit their parents at least weekly, affirmed her agreeance on this and 

added: “If my mother would have lived nearby, I’d be at her place every day”. Again 

another son revealed the importance of affective ties when he explained to visit his 

mother multiple days a week because they enjoyed each other’s presence. 

Furthermore, apart from mentioning contact in a general sense, some mothers and 

children also listed concrete behaviors in illustration of their close ties. Most of these, 

however, were again related to spending time together: watching movies, going out 

for dinner or making day trips.  

Next to discussing contact in a general sense as meaningful about the relationship 

itself (i.e. indicative of a close bond), respondents made the initiation of contact into a 

specific act of affection. Many mothers highlighted how their children called them, 

presenting this as evidence for their care about the relationship. Other respondents 

stressed the reciprocal nature of contact, explicitly stating how they called their 

children and their children called them: 

 

Fragment 6 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children 

11 grandchildren  

R: Not a day goes by or I call my daughter from [place]. Or she calls. And 

if she ever calls in the morning and she can’t reach me, then she’ll call again 

in the afternoon. She’ll say: “where were you?” 

 

 

As Fragment 6 illustrates, the initiation of contact was made relevant in 

combination with the frequency of contact. The respondent affirms the close 

relationship with her daughter by pointing out their mutual wish for daily contact and 

her daughter’s efforts in accomplishing this.  

The ways in which contact frequencies were qualified, however, varied 

substantially across respondents. Whereas some labelled weekly phone contact as 

“frequent” and portrayed this as indicative of a close mother-child bond, others 

interpreted comparatively irregular contact (less than monthly) as “often” and 

expressed contentment with the relationship as such.  
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Distanced ties. Conversely but similarly, the frequency of contact could be used to 

warrant more negative views of the relationship, indicative of an emotional distance. 

Again, the absolute number of phone calls or visits that were rendered “insufficient” 

varied across respondents. What some qualified as “frequent” was by others described 

as “infrequent”.  

With respect to these more ambivalent or negative evaluations of relationships, 

there was an apparent difference between mothers and children, however. Only 

mothers expressed a dissatisfaction with the regularity of contact. In addition, 

mothers distinguished between the type of contact (i.e. through phone calls or actual 

visits) and attached a different meaning to each. For some respondents, frequent 

phone calls could compensate for infrequent visits: 

 

Fragment 7 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children 

11 grandchildren  

I: And your son? How often do you see him? 

R: Well, he works in shifts, you see? He does also call, he calls frequently.  

 

 

 

In this fragment, the respondent does not directly answer the interviewer’s 

question about how often she sees her son, but starts by explaining why her son is not 

able to come and continues by saying he calls frequently. The implication is that the 

respondent does not feel she sees her son much, but that his phone calls compensate 

for this to some extent. 

For other respondents, face-to-face contact was a necessary, essential element of a 

close relationship, regardless of whether children called regularly. The mother of the 

following fragment, for instance, had two children whom called daily and five other 

children with whom she spoke over the phone once or twice a week. Still, in her view, 

these phone calls were far from able to compensate the lack of visits, let alone be 

considered as evidence for a good relationship. Instead, all throughout the interview, 

she kept emphasizing that her children did not come see her (enough). The following 

fragment is just one example of such an instance: 

 



 Giving meaning to intergenerational ties  |  89 

Fragment 8 

Mother, 74, divorced 

6 children 

8 grandchildren 

R: We do call nearly every day. 

I: And the other children? 

R: I’m on the phone with the other children as well, sometimes one, two 

times a week. Only calling. Not seeing, calling. [Daughter] calls every day. 

I: But you talk to your other children about once or twice a week by phone? 

R: Yes [other daughter], she calls as well, when she is at work, she calls 

every day. She also comes very rarely. 

 

Similarly, another mother, who earlier in the interview affirmed the frequent 

phone calls she had with her children, remained disappointed that her children did not 

stop by or invited her more often for joint activities. For her, these things were 

indicative of an actual “close bond”, as she saw her sister having with her children: 

 

Fragment 9 

Mother, 59, divorced 

3 children 

3 grandchildren 

R: You see, my sister has a very close bond with her children and she really 

often goes out with them. Look, her children are now about 20, 21 or 22 or 

something, and.. then her oldest daughter calls, then that daughter calls like 

“mom, are we meeting or are we going out to lunch?” So uhm.. well yes still, 

they still go out really often.  

 

In contrast to mothers, for whom contact seemed to be a crucial matter, none of 

the children in our interviews mentioned contact frequency as a problematic issue in 

itself. Children who expressed a more negative view of the relationship discussed 

more concrete difficulties that had led them to deliberately seek distance from their 

mother. The respondent from Fragment 4 above, for instance, had withdrawn herself 

from the relationship with her parents, because of the pressure of being the main 

caregiver among siblings.  

4.4.2. Managing expectations and reality  

Our second issue of interest was how mothers discursively dealt with (implicitly 

acknowledged) disappointments in the relationship. With the exception of one 

respondent, we barely found any clear and direct complaints from mothers about their 

children. Yet, as Fragment 8 and 9 above show, many mothers nonetheless seemed to 

experience some friction between what they would have liked and the actual situation 

being as it was. The same held with respect to their wishes in practical support. 

Overall, mothers seemed to manage quite well to find the help they needed. However, 

the ways in which mothers explained to draw on their social network or hire paid 



90  |  Giving meaning to intergenerational ties 

services, revealed their (initially) different expectations or preferences in the matter:  

 

Fragment 10 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children 

11 grandchildren  

 

R: Then all the children were still at home, you know, everyone lending a 

hand. Now I’m here by myself, you see, so my neighbors, if I need them and 

I ask, look I have to do a meter reading and I can’t do it, well then I ask my 

one of my neighbors and then he comes and reads it for me.  

 

Fragment 11 

Mother, 65, single 

7 children 

>2 grandchildren 

I: Does it ever happen that in terms of the help that you expect from people, 

that they disappoint you in that? 

R: If I can be really honest, my son.. [..]. I have a lamp down there, it needs 

to be hang up, but well.. Otherwise I have to pay someone, you know. I paid 

someone to hang up that one.  

 

Opportunities. In general, respondents made sense out of these situations by placing 

them in the context of opportunities and needs. Whereas needs were mostly treated as 

an issue of parents, opportunities were primarily considered as important for the 

behaviors of children. There were two interpretative versions of “opportunities” in the 

interviews. First, opportunities were understood as the possibilities that 

circumstances permitted. In this interpretation, situational restrictions of children 

were “objectified”, i.e. treated as real hindrances to engage in more frequent contact. 

 

Fragment 12 

Mother, 59, divorced 

3 children 

3 grandchildren 

 

R: The distance is too long. [..]. You want to, you know, you want to. In 

your head, in your thoughts, you’re still 18. But your body says stop stop.  

I: And does he [son ] often come this way? 

R: No, he has no means of transportation, so then it becomes difficult.  

 

Fragment 13 

Mother, 74, divorced 

6 children  

8 grandchildren 

 

R: Well, they all have their jobs. And homework, all of them have children, 

doing groceries. They don’t have time, that’s why they only call. 

 

 

 

The respondent of fragment 12, for instance, explains the infrequent contact with 

her son as caused by geographical distance, (age-related) health issues of her own and 

difficulties with transport on his part. By describing the situation in a factual way, the 

infrequent contact between her and her son becomes portrayed as a logical result of 

circumstances. Similarly, the mother of Fragment 13 lists the competing tasks and 

obligations that children face, leading up to her self-evident conclusion that time- 
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constraints are “why children only call”. 

Sometimes, the situational circumstances that would cause children to spend less 

time with parents were seen as typical for Dutch society: 

In Fragment 14, the respondent suggests that whereas the situation in Suriname 

allows for close contact, the Netherlands makes this impossible. Relationships 

between mother and children are thus portrayed as a consequence of the organization 

of Dutch society. The other respondent, in Fragment 15, more specifically treats the 

cultural context of the Netherlands as “circumstances” that shape the relationships 

with her children. By making a distinction between her “Surinamese” and “Dutch” 

children and subsequently giving an example of how her Dutch daughter behaves, she 

classifies the argument of practical and time-restrictions as typically Dutch. Her 

daughter would be characteristic for a Dutch child because of “just saying” to her 

mother: “I can’t come visit you every time, it’s too much”.  

Second, opportunities were interpreted as the result of personal choice and 

preference. Time-restrictions, for instance, were also recognized as a matter of 

prioritization and deciding how you wish to spend your time. The respondent of 

Fragment 12, for example, continued by saying: 

 

Fragment 16 And well, yeah, let’s be honest, he also has his own life there.  

 

With this expression, the respondent proposes that the contact between her and 

her son is also a reflection of his preference. By depicting their relationship in contrast 

to an investment in “his own life”, she suggests that mother-child relationships fall 

outside the sphere of children’s personal life and the degree of involvement in each has 

to be negotiated. Later, she makes a similar remark with respect to her daughter:  

Fragment 14 

Mother, 74, divorced 

6 children  

8 grandchildren 

R: Here [in the Netherlands] you are on your own, but in Suriname they 

often come from close. They live close, and then they do come every day or 

they live together with their children. Yes, but not here. Here it’s impossible.  

 

 

Fragment 15 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children  

11 grandchildren  

 

 

R: I’ve got Surinamese children and I’ve got Dutch children. You see, those 

three who are here, well, they are just… like [daughter], she will just say to 

me: “Mama, I can’t do it, coming to you every time. It’s too far off, I’ve got 

my job, I’ve got my husband.” She also has a child.  
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Fragment 17 I: And what kind of activities do you and your daughter do, in the 

Netherlands? What do you do together? 

R: O very little [laughs], very little. Because look, she also has her own 

group of friends. Let’s be honest.  

 

Her daughter “also having her group of friends” is mentioned as the reason for 

them undertaking few activities together. Their relationship thus becomes understood 

as something additional to her daughter’s own social network, indicating that 

maintaining both involves a compromise.   

 Discussing opportunities as the inevitable outcome of circumstances or as the 

result of personal priorities had different evaluative implications. Obviously, if the 

behaviors of children are shaped by external causes, they cannot be held accountable. 

In Fragment 15 above, for example, the respondent’s explanation invites an 

evaluation of the cultural worldview of the Netherlands, rather than of her daughter’s 

motives. By considering opportunities as a matter of choice, in contrast, contact 

frequency became meaningful about children’s engagement in the relationship. In the 

interviews, mothers varyingly employed both these two meanings of opportunities, 

often using the “situational” interpretation to preempt or dissolve the negative 

implications of the “personal choice” version. The next excerpt gives an illustration.  

 

Fragment 18 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children  

11 grandchildren  

R: Sometimes you think, oh she [her daughter] is a little indifferent, but at 

the same time you notice, if she doesn’t hear me, she’ll call. “Yes, I didn’t call, 

but I was so busy with this and that.” I say: Yes, I understand, my dear.  

 

 

In Fragment 18, the respondent starts by maintaining the possibility that her 

daughter’s behavior would be indicative of (lacking) engagement in the relationship, 

showing her “indifference”. She then counters this idea, however, by accepting her 

daughter’s explanation that time-restrictions prevented her from calling (“being 

busy”) and concludes with an expression of understanding.  

 Fragments 19 and 20 offer another example of the combined interpretations 

of opportunities (in this case of a father who talks on behalf of himself and his wife): 
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Fragment 19 & 20 

Son (speaking as a father), 

63, married, 1 child 

R: Uhm.. we are like.. Both my wife and I.. uhm.. the parental home remains 

his home, but his house is not our house. So, he can always come whenever 

he wants, we won’t easily drop by spontaneously at his place. And uhm.. 

well, so we see him.. when it suits him.   

 

I: If I understand you correctly, you have, I mean you and your wife, you are 

more eager to see him, then.. visa versa so the speak? 

R: Uhm, yes yes.  

I: And are you unhappy about that or think that’s a pity or..  

R: No no no. Because I understand his circumstances [..]. Yes, just busy.  

 

The respondent first explains that he and his wife leave the amount of contact 

with their son up to his convenience, respecting his wishes. He thereby shows an 

acknowledgment of his son’s freedom to decide on what he wants in the relationship 

with his parents. When asked about any possible negative inferences of the matter 

(considering that he and his wife have stronger preferences for contact), the 

respondent negates this by pointing out his son’s situation. “Just being busy” is 

presented as a fact of life and understandable restraining factor. The implication is 

that his son’s wishes are dictated by circumstances and hence not indicative of how 

much he would like to see his parents. Thus, whereas their relationship becomes 

explained as the result of personal preferences, it is evaluated on the basis of 

situational restrictions.  

 

Needs. In addition to the opportunities of children, mothers resolved potential 

conflicts between their preferences and reality by taking a critical view on the concept 

of parent’s “needs”. First, they downplayed or denied the urgency of their own desires, 

emphasizing that what they wanted from their children (although perhaps preferable) 

was not actually necessary. Second, rather than objective circumstances, mothers 

talked about needs as reflecting personal character, showing how undemanding, 

appreciative and independent they were as a parent. Fragments 21 and 22 are just two 

illustrations of the many occurrences in the interviews: 

 

Fragment 21 

Mother, 57, divorced 

2 children  

1 grandchild 

R: I’m a person who is always content. If today they would say, mom, you 

only get 10 dollars, then I’m also happy. To describe it like that, huh? But 

well, I’m a very content woman.  
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Fragment 22 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children  

11 grandchildren  

 

I: And, because you say, well I’ve accepted that, they have their own life, 

but would you like the situation to be different? 

R: No, no, no.  

I: So you don’t think, it’s not that you expect them to show a little more 

consideration..  

R: No, I accept what I have to. I’m also very independent. Everything I get, 

I’m grateful for. No, I’m very independent in that way.  

 

In these fragments, acquiescing to the situation is presented as a demonstration of 

favorable personality traits, like being “easily content”, “low-maintenance” and 

“grateful”. In nearly all instances in the interviews, such positive self-descriptions 

arose just after respondents had qualified the contact with their children as 

“infrequent” or had mentioned something their children did not do (i.e. providing 

much support or visiting often). This suggests that the arguments served as a 

disclaimer for any potential negative inferences about their children’s behaviors. The 

last excerpt, for instance, followed closely upon Fragment 15 above, in which the 

respondent mentioned her daughter who was “too busy to come to see her all the 

time”. In Fragment 22, she implicitly concedes that the situation is not how she would 

have ideally wanted it to be. Otherwise, there would be no need for “acceptance”. 

Moreover, the understanding that the respondent had expressed earlier that her 

children are free to live their own life, potentially contains the negative inference that 

her daughter does not use her freedom to invest in the relationship with her mother. 

However, the respondent dissolves this tension by (positively) presenting herself as an 

independent and grateful person who does not demand much. The implication is that 

there is no conflict, because she does not need her daughter to come over. 

Furthermore, the evaluative focus has switched from the motives of her daughter to 

(the positive aspects of) her own personality. What becomes important is not what her 

children, but what she herself does.  

A particularly prominent aspect of the positive self-image that mothers created 

was that of independence. Either respondents described themselves as “self-reliant” 

and not needing the assistance of others or they emphasized how well they managed 

in organizing alternative solutions (rather than discussing the availability of other 

sources of support). The importance of being independent was strengthened by 

setting it up in contrast to “reliance”. A number of mothers mentioned their fear or 

disinclination to be a burden to their children:  
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Fragment 23 

Mother, 59, divorced 

3 children  

3 grandchildren 

 

R: That was last year, out of nowhere I got this pain attack. I didn’t know 

what caused it and everything, it was very sudden and then the doctor came, 

but normally I do not bother my children.. No.  

I: And do you have other people around you who can help you? 

R: You are so independent, really, that you don’t bother anyone. [..]. Yeah, 

it really is like, uhm.. don’t bother anyone, come on, you take care of your 

own.  

 

Fragment 24 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children  

11 grandchildren  

 

R: I always say, if the time comes, I’ll go to a nursing home. I’m not going 

to burden my children. As long as I can stay here, I want to stay.  

 

In Fragment 23, the respondent explains her hesitations in asking help as a sign of 

her self-reliance. Her independence becomes meaningful by being set in opposition to 

“bothering people”. The suggestion is that asking help means bothering people. 

Moreover, more strongly than not needing help, the respondent indirectly claims she 

does not want help. Asking help thereby becomes portrayed as a choice and her 

decision not to make an appeal on her children consequently highlights her own 

autonomy in the matter. Similarly, the mother of Fragment 24 equates the reliance of 

parents on children to “being a burden”. In her refusal to be such a burden, she reveals 

her own preference (“As long as I’m able to stay here, I want to stay”). Consequently, 

the issue is not whether her children offer co-residence, but whether she wants that or 

not.  

 

General norms and concrete situations. Interpreting infrequent contact as the result of 

children’s lack of engagement invites negative assessments in terms of them not 

meeting their parent’s wishes, but also as being normatively deviating. Many 

respondents at some point in the interview stressed the importance of family support 

and filial obligations, often portrayed as exemplifying the Surinamese and Antillean 

culture in contrast to the Dutch. Yet, we barely found any direct allegations that 

children were not complying with family norms. Instead, respondents seemed to deal 

with normative expectations in more or less the same way as they did with unmet 

desires, namely by understanding family norms in the context of concrete individual 

opportunities and needs. The next respondent (a son), explains this in an illuminating 

way. When asked his opinion about the idea that parents and children should help 
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each other, he says the following: 

 

Fragment 25 

Son, 46, married 

2 children 

R: You know, why do they keep saying “have to”, that “have to, have to have, 

to” in all the questions? [..]. You cannot force that, right? It would be nice.. 

[..]. You know, I’m like, yeah sure, if the relationship is as such.. Do it. But 

there is no obligation to it. [..]. Or perhaps I read those questions… Perhaps 

I should say “agree, agree and agree”. Because you do have to help each other 

out, also financially. If you can. So, assuming that you can. [..]. It’s normal to 

me. You see, if for instance they would state “It’s normal for you that 

children take care of their sick parents”, then I think yes. It’s normal for you 

that aging parents move in with their children. Yes. [..]. But what is not 

normal, is that “have-to”-aspect, that’s something we don’t do.  

 

Here, family norms are explained by the statement that family members should 

help each other, if possible. The respondent distinguishes between a “should”, 

meaning a normative obligation to follow no matter what and a “should” in terms of 

what is normatively desired under the right circumstances. The examples he gives for 

these “right conditions” are having an appropriate parent-child relationship and the 

resources to help. Presented as such, whether or not providing support is normatively 

deviant depends on the situation. As the next fragment illustrates, we found a similar 

approach among mothers: 

 

Fragment 26 

Mother, 80, divorced  

6 children 

11 grandchildren 

R: Well, I don’t think it’s necessary at all [children taking care of parents 

who are ill]. If they want to, they can. But it shouldn’t be a “have to”, 

because everyone has their own life.  

 

 

This respondent implicitly reveals that providing co-residence is in principle the 

favorable thing to do, but a matter of individual choice in terms of reality. In her final 

comment “because everyone has their own life”, general norms are made dependent on 

personal preferences. In this sentence, she deconstructs general family norms into the 

concrete interests that these involve on the individual level. Rather than being about 

normative compliance, therefore, intergenerational relationships become about 

managing two diverging individual interests: that of the parent and child. This way, 

the hierarchy of needs that is implicated in family obligations (e.g. adult children 

should take care of ageing parents) is substituted by a juxtaposition of individual 

needs. Relationships hence become portrayed as requiring a compromise, as a process 
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of give and take between different individual lives. In such a process, it is not 

immediately clear what conduct is right or wrong, because the gain of the one is the 

loss of the other. 

4.5. Discussion 

This paper offered a comprehensive insight into mother-child solidarity among 

Surinamese and Antillean families in the Netherlands, being the first to examine how 

these relationships are understood and evaluated by migrant mothers and adult 

children themselves. The results, firstly, showed that a full picture of 

intergenerational solidarity requires an attention for differences across siblings and 

over time. In our interviews, particularly upward practical support was unequally 

distributed, coming down to mainly one daughter or son. Previous research has 

indirectly examined the expectation that siblings share intergenerational 

responsibilities, but not how these become distributed (e.g. Spitze & Logan 1991; Van 

Gaalen & Dykstra 2006). Considering the broader dynamics in parent-child 

relationships, however, is essential for fully understanding the situation of aging 

parents and their children. As our analyses indicated, the contribution of siblings 

could change over time, for instance when return migration, health issues or the 

burden of being the principle caregiver made it impossible for children to continue 

their central role. Such a gap was not always filled by siblings implying vulnerability 

of both parent and child. 

Variations across siblings in the practical dimension of mother-child relationships 

were furthermore shaped by co-residence. Which apart from being a form of practical 

help in itself, appeared to naturally facilitate other support exchanges. Many of our 

respondents lived together for extended and recurring periods of time. This finding 

matches other research which showed that young-adults of non-Western immigrant 

descent are more likely to live in multigenerational households (Merz, Schulze, & 

Schuengel 2010) or to return to the parental home than native Dutch (Kleinepier, 

Berrington, & Stoeldraijer 2017). In addition, co-residence may have been more likely 

in our study because of the many single mothers among Caribbean (migrant) families 

(Thomas 2012). Until now, research on intergenerational relations has usually 

excluded parents and adult children in the same household. Our study indicates, 

however, that especially for migrant families, taking co-residence into account is 
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essential to get a complete picture of support exchanges within and outside the 

parental household.  

Compared to practical ties, emotional aspects of the relationship were less clearly 

differentiated across siblings. Most mothers and children experienced an emotional 

bond, regardless of whether practical help was provided. These affective ties were 

primarily given meaning by the amount of time spent together. In the literature, the 

question how to operationalize affective ties has led to quite some extensive 

measurements, including feelings of closeness, getting along and the quality of 

communication (e.g. Lendon et al. 2014) or how much parents and children trust, 

understand, respect, feel affection towards each other and feel the other is fair (Birditt, 

Miller, Fingerman, & Lefkowitz 2009). Interestingly, our respondents used none of 

such elaborate explanations. Instead of qualifying, they quantified emotional ties, 

referring to the number of phone calls and visits. The interpretations of absolute 

frequencies varied considerably across respondents, however, highlighting the 

subjective nature of this emotional dimension.  

In a similar but converse way, inadequacies in contact frequency were interpreted 

as an indication of distanced ties. We however found an important difference between 

the perspectives of mothers and children in this respect. For children, distanced ties 

had to do with concrete problems in the relationship from which they had deliberately 

moved away. Only mothers (indirectly) expressed discontent with the frequency, 

means or initiation of contact and sometimes the unavailability of their children for 

practical matters. In general, mother-child relations were approached as a matter of 

coordinating individual opportunities and needs. Some explanations triggered more 

negative views on the relationship, whereas others counterbalanced these. The two 

interpretations of “opportunities” had different evaluative consequences, for instance. 

On the one hand, opportunities were understood as a reflection of personal choice and 

priorities. This interpretation risked to culminate in a negative evaluation of 

children’s behaviors, namely that these would demonstrate a lack of engagement. On 

the other hand, mothers explained opportunities as the result of real restrictions and 

factual circumstances, shifting the evaluative focus away from the relationship to the 

situation itself. Whereas opportunities of children were mainly approached from this 

“objective” interpretation, needs were mostly applied to the perspective of parents and 

treated as a subjective matter. By highlighting their own independence and 

preferences, mothers offset any possible negative inferences about the relationship. 
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Meanwhile, the evaluative focus had switched to the personal character of the parent, 

allowing mothers to construe a positive self-image as independent, low-maintenance 

and grateful in the process.  

The more critical perspective of mothers in our interviews opposes the generally 

accepted idea that older parents are more positive about the relationship than 

children. In theories such as the Intergenerational Stake Hypothesis, it has been 

argued that parents overstate positive aspects because they have a greater stake in a 

stable continuation of the relationship (Silverstein & Schaie 2014). However, an 

overall positive evaluation need not mean that parents experience no friction at all. As 

our analyses showed, the discontent of mothers in the interviews was usually 

accompanied by an affirmation of emotional closeness and thus indicated ambivalent 

rather than negative attitudes. The reason why both this and our study found 

negative (as well as positive) perceptions among older parents may be the qualitative 

design. Perhaps because parents have a greater stake in maintaining a positive view of 

the relationship, for them especially, the chance to elaborate and explain their 

complicated views may be crucial. 

Our interviews were specifically targeted at mothers and children of immigrant 

descent. The important, although complicated question, therefore, is to what extent 

our results are typical for migrant families. The simultaneous dissatisfaction as well as 

understanding that migrant mothers expressed about the relationships with their 

children, also comes quite close to the ambivalence found among older parents in the 

mentioned study from the United States (Peters, Hooker, & Zvonkovic 2006). Two 

differences can be noted, however. Whereas the Euro-American elderly struggled 

with their desire for more contact while encouraging their children’s independence, 

the migrant mothers in our interviews showed less active appreciation of their 

children’s freedom of choice. Although it has been proposed that migrant parents 

would come to appreciate the autonomy and independence of children as necessary 

skills to succeed in a Western society (Kagitçibasi 2005), it seemed that our 

respondents respected more than positively endorsed these values. An additional 

challenge that migrant mothers faced, was to reconcile their children’s behaviors with 

normative beliefs about family obligations. This was achieved by contextualizing 

family norms in the concrete situation of themselves and their children in the 

Netherlands. Family support was presented as the ideal behavior if necessary and if 

possible for both parties.  
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A related question is to what degree the interviews reflect acculturation among 

migrant mothers and children. Acculturation, the process by which people change 

their beliefs in accordance to the new value systems they encounter (Berry 1997), has 

often been presented as an either-or choice between elements of the origin and 

destination country. Similarly, research on family values has implicitly assumed that 

there is a tradeoff between different normative beliefs, equating a greater endorsement 

of “family obligations” to a lesser adherence to “individual independence”, for instance. 

However, as our analyses showed, such beliefs need not be unilinearly related. 

Mothers gave meaning to relationships with children by integrating different 

normative ways of thinking about family behaviors, acknowledging the importance of 

support obligations and recognizing the individual freedom of choice of their children 

as well as their own. Our findings thereby offer an interesting insight into the 

complicated nature of value adjustment, suggesting that acculturation is not so much 

about shedding and replacing certain beliefs, as rather the process of integrating “old” 

beliefs in a “new” context. Of course, we do not know how family ties would have 

become understood if respondents had not migrated. It might be that Caribbean 

societies have changed over time and that our interviews rather reflect these 

developments. The centrality of family in Caribbean societies is nevertheless well 

documented (e.g. Chamberlain 2003). Moreover, one respondent compared her own 

situation in the Netherlands to that of her sister’s in Suriname and described the daily 

interactions between mothers and children that she saw and envied during her (long-

term) visits there. 

There are also some clear limitations to our study. Unfortunately, the 

generalizability of our findings is hampered by the small sample size, even for 

qualitative work. In addition, we did not interview mothers and children in the same 

family and thus have no direct information about how their views compare. Our 

sample may be selective, moreover, in terms of comprising migrants who are 

relatively well accommodated to the Netherlands. Compared to other large non-

Western migrant groups in the Netherlands, such as the Turks and Moroccans, 

Surinamese and Antilleans are overall more similar to native Dutch in terms of 

education, labor market position and language competence (Van der Vliet, Ooijevaar, 

& Wobma 2014). Data on other origin groups could yield important additional 

information in this regard. Furthermore, most of the mothers in our interviews were 

quite mobile and capable of organizing support. Parents with more serious health 
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hindrances, however, may find it more difficult to empathize with their children’s 

choices. Future research could consider this aspect and take into account the role of 

children vis-à-vis that of the wider social network and help received from professional 

care services. Another interesting future direction would be to deepen out the 

diverging perspectives of mothers and children. The different intergenerational 

investments of migrant parents and children across the life-span may be fruitfully 

explored from an attachment perspective (Bowlby 1969/1982; Merz, in press). This 

theory describes how affective, long-lasting interpersonal relationships emerge from 

an in-born inclination to seek safety from trusted figures. Whereas adult children 

increasingly turn to peers, aging parents become more orientated towards their 

children. This tendency may be particularly strong among migrant parents, given the 

additional challenges that migrant elderly face and the possible remoteness of trusted 

figures abroad.  

Family relations are increasingly becoming a domain of interest for migration 

studies. In this paper, we made an integrating contribution to the field by taking 

previous quantitative works as a starting point for analyzing in-depth interviews. Our 

results thereby highlight important points of attention for future survey studies on 

intergenerational ties, such as considering parent-child relationships across siblings 

over time and including co-residing parents and children. Furthermore, going beyond 

a simple assessment of relationship quality, our findings revealed the complex ways in 

which relationships become understood and evaluated by migrant mothers. Their 

assessments were based on a mix of considerations, blending general norms with 

concrete circumstances and weighing the perspective of their children and themselves 

as a parent. These complex evaluations underscore the need for a greater attention for 

ambivalence in relationships also, or perhaps especially, among migrant families. The 

changing sociohistorical circumstances and shifting roles and obligations over the 

life-course are challenges that affect intergenerational relationships in general. 

Migrant parents, however, additionally have to negotiate between the norms of the 

origin country and society in which they live and their children were brought up. As 

our study demonstrated, by devoting more attention to the multifaceted experiences 

of migrant parents and children, we can enhance our understanding of the different 

and similar dynamics that shape intergenerational relationships among migrant and 

native families.  
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5.1. Introduction 

Non-Western immigrants and their descendants form a growing part of the 

Northwestern European population. Concerned with issues of social cohesion, 

research has examined the integration of immigrant groups on a range of social-

structural characteristics, such as education, employment, health, housing and family 

formation (Bijl & Verweij 2012). Surprisingly few migration studies have looked into 

processes of family disruption. Although divorce has become a major topic in 

international research, barely any work has been done on the dissolution of immigrant 

couples. More attention has gone out to mixed marriages, highlighting the instability 

of these partnerships (e.g. Kalmijn, de Graaf & Janssen 2005; Milewski & Kulu 2014; 

Smith, Maas & van Tubergen 2012). By far most unions, however, are between 

partners of the same origin, making it relevant to study union dissolution also among 

different migrant origin groups. Moreover, there are reasons why we would expect 

union dissolution rates to differ across origin groups. The societies from which 

immigrants originate vary in important demographic respects from the destination 

countries in which they settle, including partnership dynamics. Immigrants may 

behave in ways that reflect the dominant patterns of their origin countries. 

Furthermore, migration can also affect union stability by the challenges and stress 

that the process entails (Boyle et al. 2008; Muszynska & Kulu 2007).  

In this research, we enhance our understanding of diversity in union dissolution 

by comparing women of native Dutch and various immigrant origins in the 

Netherlands. We defined union dissolution by the residential separation of partners, 

who could either be married or not. In our paper, therefore, the term cohabitation 

refers to both married and non-married couples. Trends in partnership (dissolution) in 

the Netherlands have developed in ways comparable to neighboring countries. In 

combination with a diverse immigration history, the Netherlands thereby offers an 

illustrative context for understanding partnership dissolution among non-Western 

immigrants in Northwestern Europe. From a societal viewpoint, immigrants and 

immigrant women specifically, are crucial groups to focus on. The negative 

consequences of a union dissolution are often greater for women than men (Boertien 

2012) but may be particularly disruptive for immigrant women, who generally have 

lower levels of income, live in poorer housing conditions and are in worse health than 

natives and immigrant men (Nielsen, Hempler & Krasnik 2013). Mothers, moreover, 
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tend to get custody of children and face the various disadvantages that are related to 

single parenthood (Brown & Moran 1997).  

Two main questions guided our analyses. First, we questioned how dissolution 

rates varied across origin groups and to what extent this variation resulted from 

sociodemographic characteristics. Immigrants differ from natives in terms of age, 

socioeconomic status, the commonness of married versus unmarried cohabitation, the 

number of children and their housing situation (Manley & Van Ham 2011; Odé & 

Veenman 2003). These are all factors that are known to influence partnership 

stability. Second, we compared union dissolution rates among women who had 

migrated themselves and women who were children of immigrants, i.e. the second 

generation. Unlike their parents, second generation immigrants did not experience 

the move to another country themselves. Moreover, by virtue of being born and 

raised in the destination country, the second generation is commonly expected to be 

more similar to the native population. Empirical research supported this expectation 

in many demographic respects (Schneider & Crul 2012) but not yet looked at union 

dissolution.  

Our additional objective was to call attention to the interdependence of 

demographic behaviors. Far from being isolated transitions in people’s lives, family 

processes are closely linked to past and future events. In this paper, we focused on 

residential relocation, one of the immediate practical consequences of a union 

dissolution. Moving after a union dissolution can have negative consequences for 

people’s welfare, affecting their housing conditions (Feijten & Mulder 2005; South, 

Crowder & Trent 1998), psychological wellbeing (Magdol 2002) and the lives of their 

children as well (Braver et al. 2003). In this sense, the particular disadvantages of 

immigrant groups may extend to include multiple life-events. We examined how 

separated women of different origins varied in their likelihood to move and questioned 

the role of sociodemographic characteristics and immigrant generation in explaining 

these differences.  

Data for the analyses came from the System of Social statistical Datasets (Bakker, 

van Rooijen & van Toor 2014). Difficulties in obtaining adequate data may be one of 

the reasons why both union dissolution and relocation have hardly been studied 

among immigrants. Survey studies usually include a small number of immigrant 

respondents, still less of those who are separated. Our data are unique in the sense 

that these offered information about the entire population of native Dutch and 
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immigrant women in the Netherlands. This allowed us to compare dynamical events 

such as union dissolution and relocation across various origin groups. We compared 

native Dutch women to women of the four largest non-Western immigrant groups in 

the Netherlands: Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese and Antilleans. Taking into account 

all cohabitations in 2008, including both marital and non-marital unions, we looked at 

who still lived with their partner a year later and who of the separated women moved. 

Logistic Regressions were conducted to examine how age, family structure, housing 

features and immigrant generation explained the variation in union dissolution and 

residential relocation.  

5.2. Research context 

5.2.1. Immigrants in the Netherlands 

In 2015, almost 3.6 million individuals in the Netherlands were of immigrant descent, 

amounting to 22% of the Dutch population (Statistics Netherlands 2015). A little over 

half were of non-Western origin, which according to Dutch statistics means they have 

at least one parent who was born in Africa, Latin America, Turkey or Asia (excluding 

Indonesia, the former Dutch East Indies, and Japan). The four largest non-Western 

groups in the Netherlands originate from Turkey, Morocco, Suriname and the Dutch 

Antilles, together making up two thirds of the non-Western immigrant population. 

Currently, a slight majority belongs to the second generation and are children of 

immigrants rather than immigrants themselves. This second generation is still quite 

young, however, with average ages of around 20 years (Van der Vliet, Ooijevaar & 

Wobma 2014). Most migrants arrived in the Netherlands during the 1960s and 1970s 

(Vermeulen & Penninx 2000). Due to labor shortages, predominantly male, low-

skilled workers were recruited from the poorer regions of Turkey and Morocco 

(central Anatolia and the Rif region respectively). These “guest workers” were 

envisioned to stay temporarily but many settled in the Netherlands and brought over 

their families. Immigration flows from the Caribbean region were primarily shaped by 

(post-)colonial ties. Many Surinamese and Antillean immigrants were therefore 

already familiar with the Dutch language and culture before migrating. Their main 

motives were the pursuit of work and education and joining family members in the 

Netherlands. Since the 1990s, another increasing part of the non-Western immigrant 

population of the Netherlands is made up by asylum seekers. This is a very diverse 
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group in terms of countries of origin, timing and motivations for migration, as well as 

sociodemographic characteristics. In view of the comparatively homogeneous 

composition of the Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean origin groups and 

our interest in both immigrants and their descendants, we focused on these four. 

5.2.2. Union patterns in origin countries 

Quite different family structures prevail in the societies from which Turkish and 

Moroccan (“Mediterranean”) and Surinamese and Antillean (“Caribbean”) immigrants 

originate. The majority of Mediterranean immigrants come from more conservative 

regions which were and are characterized by a prominence of marriage, young ages at 

marriage and high fertility rates (Morocco: DHS 2005; Turkey: DHS 2009). Around 

middle age, close to the whole population is married. Non-marital cohabitation 

happens rarely and also divorce is very uncommon (2% respectively 3% of the 

marriages in Turkey and Morocco end in divorce). Families are organized along 

patrilineal lines, meaning that women usually move in with the family of their 

husbands. In Caribbean societies, marriage is mostly restricted to the higher social 

classes and some religious minorities (Faith 2000). Instead, non-marital unions are 

widespread, which tend to be rather unstable (Emery & Golson 2013; Staker 1992). 

The typical family structure in this region is matrifocal. Single motherhood is 

relatively common, while fathers and also the father’s family play a less prominent 

role in the upbringing of children (Distelbrink 2000). The average number of children 

that women give birth to in Suriname and the Antilles has been higher than in 

Western countries, although somewhat less outspoken compared to Turkey and 

Morocco (United Nations 2013). 

5.2.3. Immigrant households in the Netherlands 

With less than 10% unmarried partnerships, most cohabiting couples of Turkish or 

Moroccan origin in the Netherlands are married (Huijnk, Gijsberts & Dagevos 2013). 

By far the majority of these are made up by partners who share the same origin and 

are either both first generation immigrants or both descendants of immigrants 

(Huschek, De Valk & Liefbroer 2012). Only about one tenth has a native Dutch 

partner (Van der Vliet et al. 2012). Intermarriage with native Dutch is more prevalent 

among Surinamese and Antilleans, among whom 30-40% of the unions involves a 
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Dutch partner. Unmarried cohabitation is also more common among these groups, 

applying to about a third of the couples (Huijnk et al. 2013). Relatively many 

Surinamese and Antilleans households, moreover, consist of single mothers (Van der 

Vliet et al.2014). Fertility rates do not differ much across women of various origins in 

the Netherlands, due to a rapid convergence over the last years. Whereas the average 

number of children that women give birth to has decreased among non-Western 

immigrants, fertility rates have increased among native Dutch. Childlessness, 

however, remains rare among Turkish and Moroccan women and also happens less 

frequently among Surinamese and Antillean than Dutch women (Van Huis 2013). 

Immigrant households generally live in poorer socioeconomic circumstances than 

Dutch natives. Overall, immigrants have lower incomes, are underrepresented in 

higher education and more often unemployed (Van der Vliet et al. 2014). Although 

these differences hold regardless of origin, they are usually greatest for Turkish and 

Moroccan and smallest for Surinamese immigrants. An overwhelming majority of the 

immigrants resides in urban areas, particularly the four largest cities of the 

Netherlands, where they make use of (cheaper) social housing (Bolt & van Kempen 

2003). In many respects, the descendants of immigrants take on a position that lies in 

between that of their parents and the native population. They fare better than their 

parents in terms of income, education and homeownership, for example, but remain 

disadvantaged relative to the native Dutch (Van der Vliet et al. 2014).  

5.3. Theoretical background 

5.3.1. Separation 

Patterns of partnership and the dissolution thereof changed rapidly in the 

Netherlands after the 1960s, in ways that are indicative for changes observed in the 

whole of Northwestern Europe. Propelled by processes of individualization and 

secularization, traditional family structures gave way to more alternative forms of 

family organization (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa 1986). The number of marriages 

declined, while single-person households and especially non-marital cohabitation 

became more common. At the same time, divorce rates rose sharply, quintupling from 

the mid-60s to the mid-80s. This steep rise in marital dissolutions has been ascribed 

to changing attitudes towards family and divorce, the improved social-economic 

position of women and liberalization of divorce laws (Kalmijn et al. 2001). Far from 
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being restricted to the Netherlands, similar demographic developments occurred in 

many Western (European) countries around the same time (Van de Kaa 1987). 

International research has therefore devoted ample attention to the wide range of 

factors that influence the risks of partnership dissolution 

 (for an overview see Lyngstad & Jalovaara 2010). Given our interest in how the 

sociodemographic make-up of origin groups accounted for the diversity in union 

dissolution rates, we focused on characteristics that prominently differentiate native 

Dutch and non-Western immigrant groups: age, unmarried versus married 

cohabitation, the number of children, income, type of housing and urban residence.  

First of all, the risks of  a union dissolution have been found to vary with age. The 

relationship between the two is complex, however, as age effects confound with 

various time-related issues, such as the age at which a union was formed and the 

duration of a union. Some authors argued that the risk of dissolution particularly 

decreases up to people’s early thirties and starts to slowly rise again afterwards. 

Despite the lack of clear explanations, empirical research has affirmed such a 

curvilinear relationship between age and union dissolution (Dronkers 2015; 

Wolfinger 2003). Dissolution rates are also linked to the prevalence of non-marital 

partnerships. Although unmarried cohabitation can serve as a precursor to marriage, 

overall, non-marital unions are relatively unstable compared to married couples 

(Andersson 2003). Similar as marriage, having children in the household has been 

seen as a (temporarily) stabilizer of unions by indicating commitment to the 

relationship (Brines & Joyner 1999). Moreover, possible adverse effects on children 

can lead parents to at least postpone a union dissolution until they left home 

(Montenegro 2004). With respect to socioeconomic factors, the relationship with 

union dissolution is complicated. A higher income can make a union dissolution less 

attractive from an economical point of view, for instance, as well as facilitate divorce 

by enabling couples to cover the expenses that are involved. To some degree, people’s 

housing situation is a reflection of their socioeconomic circumstances, but can also be 

linked to union dissolution in other ways. In so far that tenants are relatively mobile 

compared to homeowners, for example, a certain housing type can be less of an 

obstacle to separate (Grinstein-Weiss et al. 2014). Likewise, there may be regional 

differences in the availability and affordability of housing, which make the practical 

feasibility of a union dissolution more or less difficult. On the one hand, cities often 

offer a wider range of housing options than more rural areas. On the other hand, long 
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waiting lists for social housing also can deter the ease of moving in urban areas. 

The exact mechanisms by which age, family structure and housing characteristics 

affect union dissolution are not yet unequivocally understood. Hardly anything is 

known, moreover, about how these issues play a role in the dissolution of immigrant 

couples. Nonetheless, previous research obviously indicated that sociodemographic 

characteristics contribute in some way to the risks of a union dissolution. Diversity 

across origin groups would therefore at least partly result from their different 

compositions. Next to questioning the role of background characteristics, we 

addressed the issue how union dissolution rates varied between immigrants and the 

descendants of immigrants. Since second generation women grew up in the 

destination country, they did not experience migration themselves, a process that can 

negatively affect the stability of partnerships (Boyle et al. 2008; Muszynska & Kulu 

2007). Moreover, the second generation has been found to more similar to the native 

population in many respects (Schneider & Crul 2012), which has been ascribed to their 

socialization into the norms of the destination country. Likewise, therefore, second 

generation women would resemble the native Dutch more in terms of the prevalence 

of union dissolution. 

5.3.2. Residential relocation 

The second main question we explored was how women of various origins differed in 

residential relocation after a union is dissolved. In view of the complexities and 

novelty of the topic, our research question was mainly explorative. Instead of 

exposing the underlying processes that drive residential relocation among immigrant 

ex-couples, we aimed here to first understand how relocation rates vary across origin 

groups and to what extent this is due to sociodemographic differences. Family events 

can trigger specific needs and desires that increase or reduce people’s incentives to 

move (Geist & McManus 2008). Geographies of residential relocation that follow 

upon divorce therefore tend to be different from those of couples who move together 

as a family or that of singles. Recent studies indicated that relocation after a union 

dissolution is particularly shaped by social ties, showing that people who separated 

moved more often to the city (Feijten & Van Ham 2013) and closer to parents (Das, 

De Valk & Merz 2017). Moreover, local ties to parents, siblings or work were found 

to make it less likely that ex-partners move further away (Mulder & Malmberg 2011). 
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Another peculiarity about moving in this situation is that the behaviors of ex-partners 

are inextricably linked. Since at least one of the ex-couple has to move, the main issue 

becomes who moves. From this perspective, it has been proposed that characteristics 

of (ex)partners should be considered in relative terms, such as the share that each 

partner contributes to the household income (Mulder 2013).  

Despite our advancing knowledge about moving behaviors after a union 

dissolution, results are not yet unambiguous concerning the ways in which various 

factors contribute to residential decisions. Furthermore, specific mechanisms may 

underlie the relocation of immigrant ex-partners. Studies indicated that the residential 

choices of immigrants are influenced by particular motivations and contextual 

constraints (Boschman & Van Ham 2015; Schaake, Burgers, & Mulder 2014). The 

same could hold with respect to moving in the context of a union dissolution. In 

addition, there may be cultural factors at play. The decision of which ex-partner 

moves might not only be based on practical opportunities but also normative beliefs 

about the rights and obligations of each (male and female) ex-partner. It is plausible 

that varying norms and beliefs about this issue would contribute to differences in 

residential relocation across origin groups.  

Although we do not yet exactly know which processes shape the relocation 

behaviors of immigrant ex-couples, it can be assumed that sociodemographic 

characteristics will affect the opportunities and restrictions for moving in some way. 

Whether or not moving is both desirable and feasible, for instance, partly depends on 

the resources families have available. Likewise, urban or rural residence and the type 

of housing can make moving more or less complicated. Also family characteristics, 

such as having children at home or not, will most likely be a factor of concern. In 

order to compare relocation behaviors across origin groups, therefore, we should take 

into account their different sociodemographic compositions. Again, we also focused on 

differences in the relocation of separated women across immigrant generations. 

Following the same reasoning as with union dissolution, the behaviors of immigrant 

descendants would indicate an increasing similarity with the native Dutch. 

5.4. Method 

5.4.1. Data and participants 

Data for the analyses came from the System of Social statistical Datasets (SSD; 
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Bakker et al. 2014). Constructed by Statistics Netherlands, the SSD is a system which 

interlinks data from many administrative registers, including the Dutch municipal 

population register, tax registers and registers from the Employee Insurance Agency. 

This resulted in wide ranging demographic and socioeconomic information on all 

persons legally residing in the Netherlands. First, we made a selection according to 

the origin of women, including native Dutch women and women with at least one 

parent born in Turkey, Morocco, Suriname and the Antilles. The sample thus 

comprised immigrant and second generation women. Next, we selected women 

between the age of 15 and 65, those who had a partner and were registered as living 

at the same address with that partner in January 2008. A small number of women was 

excluded because of inconsistent information with regard to their partner status, due 

to minor errors that commonly occur with administration. Women with a same-sex 

partner were also excluded. Research has suggested that same-sex partnerships are 

less stable than heterosexual unions (Lau 2012). Moreover, societal attitudes towards 

homosexuality differ greatly across origin countries. Neither did we include women 

who had died or migrated during our time window, nor those whose partner had died 

or migrated. Finally, considering that immigrants are strongly concentrated in cities, 

we selected women who resided in the 25 largest municipalities of the Netherlands. 

Applying the selection criteria led to a sample of 717,539 women who were registered 

as living with their (married or cohabiting) male partner in January 2008. These 

comprised 602,899 Dutch, 43,836 Turkish, 35,980 Moroccan, 27,766 Surinamese and 

7,058 Antillean women. In the second part of the analyses, we examined the likelihood 

of separated women to move out of the shared residence. Hence, focusing only on 

women who experienced a union dissolution, the sample for the second part 

comprised 30,707 women, among whom 19,729 native Dutch, 1098 Turks, 1,023 

Moroccans, 1,814 Surinamese and 576 Antilleans.     

5.4.2. Measurements 

Our dependent variables were union dissolution and residential relocation. Women 

were considered to be separated if they lived with a partner at the same address on 

January 2008 and at a different address than their (ex)partner on January 1st 2009, 

exactly a year from when they had been registered as living at the same address. The 

measure was coded 1 if women lived without their partner in 2009 and 0 if they were 
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still living with their partner at that time. Residential relocation was indicated by a 

dichotomous variable, coded 1 for women who were registered at a different address 

at January 1st 2009 and 0 for who were still living at the same address (but without 

their partner).   

All independent variables were measured at the time women were (still) living 

with their partner (before union dissolution). We firstly constructed a measurement of 

women’s origin, based on their mother’s country of birth and, in case the mother was 

born in the Netherlands, that of the father. Five dummy variables distinguished Dutch 

women from Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean immigrant women (coded 

1 if women belonged to the corresponding origin group and 0 if they did not). Dutch 

women served as reference category. To consider the potential effect of age, we 

included a continuous as well as squared measure of women’s years of age.  

A first housing characteristic was homeownership, measured by three dummy 

variables that indicated whether the shared place of residence had been owned, rented, 

or when this information was unavailable (yes coded 1 and no coded 0 for each of the 

variables). Tenancy was taken as the category of reference. Another dummy variable 

captured urban residence¸ distinguishing women who lived in the four largest 

municipalities in the Netherlands (coded 1) from those who lived elsewhere (coded 0).  

Characteristics of the family situation that we considered were household income, 

type of union and the number of children living in the household. Yearly household 

income was included as a continuous variable, taking 1,000 euros as the unit of 

measurement. Type of union was captured by a dummy variable, with (formerly) 

cohabiting non-married women coded 1 and (formerly) married women coded 0. 

Married women thus served as the reference category. To take into account the 

number of children living in the household, three dummy variables were constructed. 

These differentiated between women who had no children, those who had one and 

three children and those with four or more children at home (yes coded 1 and no 

coded 0 for each of the variables). Having no children at home was used as the group 

of reference. 

Finally, for women of immigrant descent, we took into account generation by 

distinguishing between those who were born abroad themselves (immigrant women; 

coded 0) and who were born in the Netherlands (second generation; coded 1). 

Immigrant women hence served as the reference category. In addition, we 



114  |  Separation and residential relocation 

differentiated between women of immigrant descent who had a native Dutch partner 

(coded 1) and those whose partner belonged to the same origin group (coded 0). 

5.4.3. Analytical procedure 

The analyses comprised four parts, starting with descriptive analyses of the two main 

dependent variables. Secondly, we examined to what extent diversity in union 

dissolution across origin groups was accounted for by women’s sociodemographic 

characteristics. We first included women’s origin (Model I), then added the 

measurements of age (Model II) and subsequently added housing and family features 

in blocks (Model III and IV). In the third part of the analyses, we examined 

differences in residential relocation among women who had separated. The same 

stepwise procedure was used for analyzing the effects of sociodemographic 

characteristics. Finally, in the fourth part, we devoted exclusive attention to 

immigrants and their descendants. We analyzed how union dissolution and, next, 

residential relocation rates differed between immigrant and second generation 

women. In order to assess generation effects above and beyond sociodemographic 

characteristics, the before mentioned explanatory variables were again included. All 

predictive analyses involved Logistic Regressions.  

5.5. Results 

5.5.1. Descriptive findings 

Descriptive information on our dependent and explanatory variables for all women 

are shown in Table 5.1. Union dissolution had occurred least often among Turkish 

and Moroccan women (2.5% respectively 2.8% had separated, compared to 3.3% of the 

Dutch) and noticeably more often among Surinamese and Antillean women (6.5% 

respectively 8.2% had separated). The sociodemographic characteristics of the full 

sample of women were in line with what we know about the position of origin groups 

in the Netherlands. Compared to the Dutch, immigrant women were on average 

younger, less often homeowners, more often lived in the largest cities, had lower 

incomes and more children living in the household. In nearly all respects, the 

differences with native Dutch were greatest for Turkish and Moroccan women and 

smallest for Surinamese and Antillean women. Non-marital cohabitation was 

particularly uncommon among Turkish and Moroccan women and especially common 
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among Surinamese and Antilleans. Lastly, in terms of generation, most women had 

immigrated themselves. Less than a quarter in each immigrant group belonged to the 

second generation.     

Table 5.2 gives descriptive statistics on our second main issue of interest, 

residential relocation, and the sociodemographic characteristics of women who 

experienced a union dissolution. The Dutch stood out with the highest proportion of 

women moving after a union dissolution (65%). Residential relocation was lowest 

among separated Turkish women (49%), followed by Moroccans (54%) and 

subsequently Surinamese and Antillean women (both 56%). For comparison, we 

included information on residential relocation among all women at the time when 

everyone was (still) living with their partner (Table 5.1, final row). As can be 

expected, moving was rare in general in this situation. Variations between origin 

groups were less outspoken and also showed a different pattern: although Turkish 

and Moroccan women were again the least mobile, the proportion of Surinamese and 

Antillean women who moved now exceeded that of native Dutch.  

In terms of sociodemographic characteristics, the sample of separated women was 

somewhat differently composed than the total sample of women. On average, women 

who experienced a union dissolution were younger, had had lower incomes, less often 

been homeowners, more often lived in the largest municipalities, more often been in a 

non-marital union and had fewer children living at home. The direction of these 

differences were the same in each origin group. Among separated women of 

immigrant descent, the proportion belonging to the second generation was generally 

higher than in the full sample. Only among Antillean separated women, the 

proportion immigrant and second generation women did not differ from the full 

sample. 
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Table 5.1. Descriptive information of (non)married cohabiting women in the Netherlands, presented per origin group (n=717,539) 

  
Dutch Turks Moroccans Surinamese Antilleans 

Variable Range Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Dependent       

Separated (1=yes) 0-1 0.033 0.025 0.028 0.065 0.082 

 

Age (years) 
15-65 43 (12) 37 (11) 37 (11) 40 (11) 38 (11) 

 

Housing characteristics 
      

Housing type       

 Owned (1=yes) 0-1 0.66 0.36 0.12 0.53 0.38 

 Rented (1=yes) 0-1 0.31 0.63 0.78 0.45 0.60 

 Missing information  (1=yes) 0-1 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02 

Living in 4 major cities (1=yes) 0-1 0.32 0.57 0.73 0.80 0.55 

       

Family characteristics       

Household income (x1,000E) -1,000-1,000 27 (19) 17 (10) 16 (7) 23 (14) 23 (15) 

Cohabiting (1=yes; 0=married) 0-1 0.31 0.07 0.07 0.40 0.49 

Children (number) 0-11 0.9 1.6 2.1 1.1 1.0 

       

Migrant characteristics       

2nd generation (1=yes; 0=first) 0-1 N.A. 0.16 0.12 0.19 0.23 

Native Dutch partner (1=yes) 0-1 N.A. 0.02 0.03 0.22 0.33 

       

Moved (1=yes) 0-1 0.09 0.07 0.08 0.10 0.13 

N  602,899 43,836 35,980 27,766 7,058 

Source = SSD, 2008/2009.   
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Table 5.2. Descriptive information of separated women in the Netherlands, presented per origin group (n=24,240) 

   Dutch Turks Moroccans Surinamese Antilleans 

Variable Range  Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

Dependent        

Moved after separation (1=yes) 0-1  0.65 0.49 0.54 0.56 0.56 

        

Individual characteristics        

Age (years) 15-65  34 (11) 32 (8) 31 (9) 35 (11) 31 (11) 

        

(Former)housing characteristics        

Housing type        

 Owned (1=yes) 0-1  0.48 0.30 0.12 0.33 0.18 

 Rented (1=yes) 0-1  0.47 0.68 0.85 0.64 0.78 

 Missing information (1=yes) 0-1  0.04 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04 

Living in 4 major cities (1=yes) 0-1  0.38 0.59 0.72 0.83 0.61 

        

(Former)family characteristics        

Household income (x1,000E) -1,000-677 23 (18) 18 (16) 17 (9) 20 (11) 17 (10) 

Cohabiting (1=yes; 0=married) 0-1  0.73 0.38 0.42 0.79 0.85 

Children (number) 0-9  0.6 1.2 1.1 0.9 0.8 

        

Migrant characteristics        

2nd generation (1=yes; 0=first) 0-1  N.A. 0.31 0.33 0.33 0.23 

Native Dutch partner (1=yes) 0-1  N.A. 0.06 0.10 0.21 0.25 

N   19,729 1,098 1,023 1,814 576 

Source = SSD, 2008/2009.   
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5.5.2. Multivariate Analyses 

Separation and sociodemographic composition 

Table 5.3 presents the models that estimated the variation in dissolution rates across 

origin groups, with the independent variables added in blocks. Not corrected for 

sociodemographic group composition, the likelihood to experience a union dissolution 

compared to the native Dutch was significantly different for all immigrant groups. 

Whereas the odds of separating were lower for Turkish and Moroccan than Dutch 

women (24% respectively 13% lower), the odds for Surinamese and Antillean women 

were more than twice as high. Adding age, housing and family characteristics in 

Model II to IV diminished the differences between origin groups, but most noticeably 

for Turkish and Moroccan women. In the last model, their odds of separating were 

only 5% respectively 1% lower than for Dutch women and these differences were no 

longer statistically significant (p >.05). For Surinamese and Antillean women, the 

odds ratios decreased somewhat, but their odds of separating remained 1.7 and 1.5 

higher than for Dutch women. These differences also retained their statistical 

significance (p<.001). With the exception of the squared measurement of age, all 

independent variables had a significant impact on the odds of separating. Most 

apparent was the effect of the type of union that women had, with the odds for non-

married cohabiting unions to dissolve being 3.7 higher than for married unions.    

 

Residential relocation and sociodemographic composition 

We continued by examining the variation in residential relocation among separated 

women of various origin, before and after controlling for sociodemographic 

characteristics (see Table 5.4). Irrespective of their origin, women of immigrant 

descent were less likely to move after a union dissolution than native Dutch women. 

Without accounting for the different sociodemographic group compositions, the odds 

of moving were 48% lower among Turkish women, 36% lower for Moroccans and 

31% respectively 30% lower for Surinamese and Antillean women. Taking into 

account age, housing and family characteristics in Model II to IV decreased the 

differences somewhat, but resulted in a comparable pattern. The difference with native 

Dutch remained greatest for Turkish women (40% lower odds), followed by 

Moroccan and Antillean (both 19% lower odds) and finally Surinamese women (11% 

lower odds). All independent variables, except income, were significantly related to 



 Separation and residential relocation  |  119 

the likelihood of moving. Most evident were the effects of homeownership and having 

more than four children living in the household, the first doubling the odds for 

women to move and the latter cutting them in half.  

 

Immigrant generation 

Lastly, we considered each of the four immigrant origin groups separately and 

examined the differences between immigrant and second generation women. Since 

adding women’s sociodemographic characteristics did not significantly alter the 

results, only the full models are reported. Table 5.5 presents the results for union 

dissolution and Table 5.6 for residential relocation. Among Turkish and Moroccan 

women, second generation women were more likely to experience a union dissolution 

than immigrant women (odds ratios of 1.3 respectively 1.4). For Surinamese and 

Antillean women, no significant differences were found. In the case of residential 

relocation, immigrant and second generation women of Turkish and Moroccan 

descent did not differ significantly. The odds of moving for Surinamese women, 

however, were 35% lower among second generation women compared to those for 

immigrant women. Antilleans showed the opposite pattern, with second generation 

women having about twice as high odds of moving than immigrant women. In terms 

of sociodemographic characteristics, the contribution in explaining within-group 

variation differed across origin groups. In particular, the type of union and number 

children at home seemed to matter more strongly for Mediterranean than Caribbean 

women. Unmarried versus married cohabitation, for instance, contributed to a 

striking degree to higher odds of separating among Turkish and Moroccan women 

(odds ratios close to 8, compared to odds ratios around 4.5 among Surinamese and 

Antillean women). Having four or more children in the household, moreover, was of 

statistical significance for union dissolution and relocation among Mediterranean but 

not Caribbean women. Similarly, most of the family features had a significant effect on 

the odds of moving for Turkish and Moroccan women, whereas none did for 

Surinamese and Antillean women. 
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Table 5.3 Predictors of separation for all women in a union: odds ratios of Logistic Regressions (n=717,539) 

 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 

Individual characteristics     

Origin group 

(ref=Dutch) 
       

   Turkish 0.759*** (.031) 0.542*** (.032) 0.454*** (.032) 0.946†    (.034) 

    Moroccan 0.865*** (.033) 0.618*** (.033) 0.442*** (.034) 0.990       (.036) 

   Surinamese 2.066*** (.025) 1.839*** (.026) 1.609*** (.027) 1.664*** (.027) 

   Antillean 2.627*** (0.44) 1.798*** (.045) 1.478*** (.046) 1.472*** (.046) 

         

  

Age 
  0.842*** (.004) 0.876*** (.004) 0.966*** (.005) 

Age^2   1.001*** (.000) 1.001*** (.000) 1.000†    (.000) 

         

(Former)housing characteristics        

Housing type 

(ref=rented) 
        

   Owner     0.531*** (.014) 0.644*** (.015) 

   Missing information     1.153*** (.035) 1.147*** (.035) 

Living in 4 major cities 

(ref=elsewhere) 
    1.145*** (.014) 1.103*** (.014) 

         

(Former)family characteristics         

Household income 

(x1,000E) 
      0.988*** (.001) 

Cohabit  

(ref=married) 
      3.733*** (.018) 

Children at home 

(ref=none) 
        

  1-3       0.774*** (.017) 

   ≥4       0.629*** (.064) 

     

Model R2 

.007 .095 .107 .145 

†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Notes. Standard deviation between brackets. Model I includes origin groups only, Model II, III and IV additionally include 

age, housing and family characteristics respectively as predictors.  

Source = SSD, 2008/2009.  
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Table 5.4 Predictors of residential relocation for separated women: odds ratios of Logistic Regressions (n=24,240) 

  Model I Model II Model III Model IV 

Individual characteristics         

 Origin group 

(ref=Dutch) 
        

    Turkish 0.517*** (.062) 0.491*** (.063) 0.573*** (.065) 0.601*** (.067) 

     Moroccan 0.640*** (.064) 0.583*** (.066) 0.775*** (.068) 0.812**  (.070) 

          

    Surinamese 0.688*** (.050) 0.720*** (.051) 0.846**  (.053) 0.891*   (.054) 

    Antillean 0.698*** (.085) 0.621*** (.087) 0.768**  (.089) 0.810*   (.090) 

          

 Age   0.902*** (.008) 0.870*** (.009) 0.893*** (.010) 

 Age^2   1.001*** (.000) 1.001*** (.000) 1.001*** (.000) 

          

(Former)housing characteristics         

 Housing type 

(ref=rented) 
        

    Owner     2.039*** (.030) 2.030*** (.030) 

    Missing 

information 
    1.492*** (.072) 1.469*** (.072) 

 Living in 4 major cities 

(ref=elsewhere) 
    0.909**  (.029) 0.894*** (.029) 

          

(Former)family characteristics         

 Household income 

(x1,000E) 
       1.000      (.001) 

 Cohabiting 

(ref=married) 
       0.912*    (.036) 

 Children at home 

(ref=none) 
        

   1-3        0.785*** (.034) 

    ≥4        0.477*** (.130) 

     

Model R2 

.008 .062 .094 .099 

†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Note. Standard deviation between brackets. Model I includes origin groups only, Model II, III and IV additionally include 

age, housing and family characteristics respectively as predictors. 

Source SSD, 2008/2009.  
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Table 5.5 Predictors of separation per immigrant origin group (separate models): odds ratios of Logistic Regressions  

  Turks Moroccans Surinamese Antilleans 

Individual characteristics         

 Age 1.083** (.028) 1.025 (.027) 0.973 (.019) .917** (.032) 

 Age^2 0.998*** (000) 0.999* (.000) 1.000 (.000) 1.001* (.000) 

(Former)housing characteristics         

 Housing type (ref=rented)         

    Owner 0.968 (.212) 0.541** (.207) 0.995 (.146) 0.845 (.240) 

    Missing information 0.633* (.216) 0.350** (.227) 0.569*** (.149) 0.518* (.259) 

 Living in 4 major cities 

(ref=no) 
1.002 (.064) 0.987 (.075) 1.131† (.068) 1.272* (.094) 

(Former)family characteristics         

 Household income (x1,000E) 1.004 (.003) 0.991† (.004) 0.983*** (.003) 0.972*** (.006) 

 Cohabiting (ref=married) 7.755*** (.071) 7.491*** (.078) 4.724*** (.063) 4.541*** (.132) 

 Children at home (ref=none)         

   1-3 0.757** (.081) 0.491*** (.081) 0.690*** (.057) 0.917 (.103) 

    ≥4 0.737† (.180) 0.268*** (.156) 1.017 (.173) 0.699 (.367) 

Migrant characteristics         

 Second generation (ref=first) 1.272** (.081) 1.404*** (.087) 1.098 (.067) 0.863 (.123) 

 Native Dutch partner (ref=no) 1.010 (.146) 1.018 (.128) 0.814** (.066) 0.943 (.119) 

N 43,836 35,980 27,766 7,058 

Model R2 

.130 .177 .157 .162 

†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Note. Standard deviation between brackets. 

Source = SSD, 2008/2009.  
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Table 5.6 Predictors of residential relocation for separated women per immigrant origin group (separate models): odds ratios of Logistic Regressions  

  Turks Moroccans Surinamese Antilleans 

Individual characteristics         

 Age 0.785*** (.058) 0.821** (.058) 0.834*** (.037) 0.943 (.062) 

 Age^2 1.003** (.001) 1.002* (.001) 1.002*** (.000) 1.000 (.001) 

(Former)housing characteristics         

 Housing type (ref=rented)         
    Owner 0.528 (.435) 2.470*** (.235) 0.606† (.292) 0.868 (.462) 

    Missing information 1.922 (.445) 2.683* (.459) 1.373 (.300) 2.454† (.518) 

 Living in 4 major cities 

(ref=no) 
0.833 (.135) 0.743† (.160) 0.694** (.135) 1.367† (.185) 

(Former)family characteristics         

 Household income (x1000E) 1.001 (.004) 0.991 (.008) 1.006 (.005) 1.004 (.011) 

 Cohabiting (ref=married) 1.325* (.143) 1.169 (.154) 1.014 (.127) 1.027 (.272) 

 Children at home (ref=none)         

   1-3 0.699* (.159) 0.313*** (.160) 0.832 (.112) 0.767 (.197) 

    ≥4 0.422* (.400) 0.182*** (.355) 0.724 (.333) 0.765 (.713) 

Migrant characteristics         

 Second generation (ref=first) 0.874 (.174) 0.704† (.184) 0.645** (.136) 2.150** (.242) 

N 1,098 1,023 1,814 576 

Model R2 

.205 .252 .140 .138 

†p<.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Note. Standard deviation between brackets. 

Source = SSD, 2008/2009.  
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5.6. Discussion 

In this paper, we examined diversity in union dissolution and residential relocation 

between women of native Dutch, Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean 

origin, using a unique dataset that contained information on all legal residents in the 

Netherlands. Our study, firstly, showed the importance of taking into account 

sociodemographic group composition. Although Mediterranean women appeared to 

be less likely to experience a union dissolution than Dutch women, these lower rates 

of union dissolution resulted among others from their more traditional family 

structure: being married and having more children at home. Union dissolution rates 

among Surinamese and Antillean immigrants, in contrast, remained the highest of all 

origin groups, also after adjusting for age, family and housing characteristics. Our 

findings regarding immigrant generations, together with the dominant demographic 

patterns in origin countries, offer an important context from which to interpret these 

results. Turkish and Moroccan immigrants largely originate from societies where 

nearly every adult is married and divorce rarely takes place. With this in mind, the 

dissolution rates that we found among Turkish and Moroccan women were 

unexpectedly high. It could be that the process of migration raised tensions in the 

relationship and led to more disruptions in partnerships. However, we also found that 

second generation Mediterranean women were more likely to experience a union 

dissolution than women who migrated themselves. Partly, these higher dissolution 

rates among second generation women may be attributed to migration marriages. 

Many Turkish and Moroccan migrants, also women, still marry someone from the 

kinship network in the home country. Such migration marriages would arguably be 

more problematic among second generation women because of a lack of shared ties to 

the origin country. However, the proportion of migration marriages has sharply 

decreased among the descendants of Turkish and Moroccan immigrants over the last 

years, diminishing from about 50% in 2001 to 10% in 2008 (Sterckx et al., 2014). 

Alternatively, our findings could also indicate that Mediterranean women are 

adapting to the institutional and more permissive normative context of the 

Netherlands. In urbanized areas of Turkey and Morocco, the same developments are 

taking place, instigated by similar changes that are assumed to have led to higher 

divorce rates in Western countries, such as social and legal reforms and 

socioeconomic advancements (Hanafi 2013; Kavas & Ündüz-Hosgör 2011). However 
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we should note that integration is not a one-dimensional process. In many socio-

structural dimensions, like education and labor market position, Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants and their descendants are actually rather disadvantaged (Van 

der Vliet et al. 2014). In this light, the unexpectedly high rates of union dissolution 

may also point to an especially precarious position of women from these 

Mediterranean origins, as they have to deal with the consequences of a union 

dissolution from an already disadvantaged socioeconomic position. Unfortunately, our 

data do not include information on partnership dynamics at the couple level and the 

initiation for the separation. Knowing more about the perspective of the partners, how 

they negotiate their partnership and who is initiating the dissolution is vital for 

making correct assumptions about the meaning of union dissolution rates for the 

integration of these women.  

Whereas the Dutch social and institutional context is less restrictive towards 

union dissolutions compared to that of Turkey and Morocco, in Suriname and the 

Dutch Antilles, union dissolutions are even more common than in the Netherlands. 

Our findings on Surinamese and Antillean women matched this picture. Moreover, we 

also found equally high dissolution rates among immigrant and second generation 

women. Rather than pointing to migration effects, therefore, these findings suggest 

that demographic patterns of the origin countries are continued among women of 

Surinamese and Antillean descent. A similar assumption has been made with respect 

to the prevalence of single mothers, another family characteristic that is common for 

Caribbean societies as well as Caribbean immigrants in various destination countries 

(e.g. Thomas 2012). It is not clear how the persistence of such family patterns should 

be explained. In many respects, Surinamese and Antilleans resemble the Dutch native 

population more than other immigrant groups. The particular continuance of these 

family features is therefore intriguing. One possible reason is that in Western, 

secularized countries like the Netherlands, family life decisions are regarded as 

individual choices. Thus, although union dissolutions and single motherhood might 

not be encouraged, neither are they strongly discouraged by social pressure or 

institutional restrictions. Further study should be devoted to the causes of these 

family patterns. A union dissolution is a fundamental life-event with profound 

consequences and especially single motherhood is associated with various 

socioeconomic risks. Considering the relatively high proportion of both union 

dissolution and female household heads among Surinamese and Antilleans, Caribbean 



126  |  Separation and residential relocation 

women form a disadvantaged group.  

A second aim of our paper was to go beyond an exclusive focus on the prevalence 

of union dissolution and consider the interlinkage between union dissolution and a 

closely related life-event, namely residential relocation. A clear pattern emerged, 

showing that immigrant women of all origins were less likely to move than the 

Dutch, also when correcting for sociodemographic compositions. Our comparisons 

across two generations, moreover, suggested that this immobility is a more enduring 

behavior of women of immigrant descent. The only exception were Antilleans, of 

whom the second generation was more mobile than the first. Since a union dissolution 

requires at least one ex-partner to move, the relocation of each ex-partner is indirectly 

informative about the other. Our finding that immigrant women are relatively 

immobile is interesting in that it implies immigrant men move out comparatively 

more often than is the case for Dutch couples. One explanation that has been given for 

the tendency of Dutch women to move out after a union dissolution is 

homeownership, assuming that men can more often afford the house on their own 

(Mulder et al. 2012). Yet, since many immigrants already make use of social housing 

and both partners tend to be eligible for social housing on their own, affordability may 

be less of a determining factor for them. Indeed, although homeownership had a 

markedly effect in our study, it could only partly explain the different relocation rates 

of immigrant and native Dutch women. Another conclusion of studies has been that 

having more resources relative to one’s ex-partner makes a person more likely to stay 

after a union dissolution (Mulder et al. 2012). Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and 

Antillean women, however, are generally less economically independent, less active 

on the labor market and lower educated than immigrant men (Keuzenkamp & Merens 

2006). Thus, our findings suggest that other, non-monetary, issues play a role in the 

moving decisions of immigrant ex-couples. Who of the ex-partners moves after a 

union dissolution may reflect their relative power positions to push through their 

preferences. Alternatively, it could result from particular interests of immigrant ex-

partners. One possibility is that immigrant women have stronger reasons for staying. 

Several studies showed that, especially in the case of a union dissolution, moving 

closer to social ties is an essential motivating factor (Das, De Valk & Merz 2017). 

Considering that women are usually the main providers and receivers of kin support 

(Gerstel & Gallagher 2001) and living close to (extended) family is particularly 

important for non-Western immigrants (Hedman 2013), it is plausible that the nearby 
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presence of relatives raised the incentives of immigrant women to stay. Another 

possibility is that immigrant men know their way around the Dutch housing market 

better, by virtue of having settled in the Netherlands before bringing over their 

family, and more easily find a new place of residence than their ex-partner. 

Unfortunately, our study does not offer direct evidence for these conjectures. Future 

studies can shed more light on how moving decisions of immigrant ex-partners are 

shaped by their relative power positions, needs and preferences. Our results in any 

case highlight that different mechanisms should be considered for various immigrant 

groups. We found, for instance, that family features had a stronger impact on 

dissolution and relocation among Mediterranean than Caribbean women.  

In assessing our results, we should consider the time-dimension that is implicated 

in events like union dissolution and relocation. In our study, we measured union 

dissolution by comparing women’s residential situations in two close, particular 

points in time. A transversal method of estimating divorce risks has been shown to be 

comparable to a longitudinal approach, both among native Dutch and non-natives 

(Van Huis & Steenhof 2003). Nonetheless, in view of the relative sparseness of studies 

on non-married partnerships, analyzing the dissolution of these unions across 

multiple time points would be worthwhile. Another valuable addition would be cohort 

studies which differentiate between unions formed in different time periods or 

countries. With respect to residential relocation, our timeframe is relatively short for 

capturing moving behaviors. The need to move after a union dissolution is generally 

urgent and people can end up moving more than once in the few years thereafter (Das, 

De Valk & Merz 2017). To get a more comprehensive picture of residential patterns, 

therefore, we should look across multiple time points and over a longer period. Lastly, 

indispensable for future research is to include the perspective of male ex-partners. In 

our paper, we examined union dissolution and residential relocation among women 

specifically. Yet, these events are obviously the result of a decision making process 

that concerns both partners.  

Union dissolution among immigrant couples is a topic that deserves more 

attention than it has received in the literature until now. Whereas previous research 

mainly highlighted the instability of mixed couples, this study indicated that 

immigrant partners, which by far outnumber the former, also face particularly 

vulnerabilities. It has been assumed that migration makes unions less stable because 

of the changes and stress that migration involves (Boyle et al. 2008; Muszynska & 
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Kulu 2007). Our findings reveal that the consequences for union (in)stability may also 

have to do with the settling process rather than the experience of immigration itself. 

This means we should distinguish between relatively recent and more settled 

immigrant populations. Taking into account the sociodemographic composition of 

origin groups and comparing immigrants and their descendants is thereby essential. 

Given that we focused on the Netherlands and origin groups vary in composition 

across Western European societies, cross-national studies could examine the interplay 

between contextual influences from the origin and destination country vis-à-vis each 

other. Our findings regarding residential relocation, furthermore, indicated that 

growing diversity in partnership dynamics simultaneously implies more variation in 

residential geographies. Origin groups not only differed in the prevalence of union 

dissolution but also in how likely women were to move after a union dissolution. 

Attending to the interdependence between demographic events will thus not only 

help us understand their effects on people’s individual lives, but also how these shape 

the social-spatial organization of increasingly culturally diverse Western societies.  
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6.1. Introduction 

Although demographic developments in Northwestern Europe with respect to 

immigration and family relations have each triggered a great interest in themselves, 

this dissertation is one of the first to consider their combined importance. The two 

main overarching questions that I sought to answer were, first: What patterns of 

intergenerational relationships and partner separation characterize non-Western migrant and 

native Dutch families in the Netherlands and, second: To what extent can these be explained 

by processes of migration and settlement? Focusing on immigrants of Turkish, Moroccan, 

Surinamese and Antillean descent, I have studied these issues from various empirical 

and methodological angles, using survey material, in-depth interviews and register 

data to compare immigrant and native families, origin groups, immigrant generations, 

transnational and uni-national families, individuals with different sociodemographic 

characteristics, migrants with various levels of acculturation and the perspectives of 

migrant mothers and children. From a scientific perspective, my dissertation proved 

the empirical value of an influential cross-cultural theory of family relations for 

understanding migrant families (the Model of Family Change; Kagitçibasi 1996), 

demonstrating the impact of migration on affective and practical (solidarity) behaviors 

vis-à-vis one another. Whereas practical aspects of mother-child relations seem more 

changeable and conditioned by circumstances, overall, affective ties were central to 

many families alike: whether immigrant or native Dutch, living in one country or 

transnationally based and regardless of how strong migrant children were oriented 

toward the destination country. In contrast to the lasting emotional bonds between 

mothers and children, partner separation was no rare occurrence among immigrants 

and at least as prevalent as among native Dutch couples.  

All in all, my results show the importance of including migrants in our view of 

contemporary families or, depending on how you choose to look at it, adding family 

aspects to the question how migration impacts people’s lives. The unmistakable 

similarities between migrant and native Dutch families indicate that public concerns 

about elderly care and the increasing number of union dissolutions also apply to 

migrant families. Moreover, the comparisons between and within migrant families 

revealed a great variation as well. In this diversity, migrants may actually bear more 

resemblance to certain native families than other migrant families. The results of this 

dissertation, therefore, urge us to identify and further explore the differences among 
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migrants, as well as the common factors that impact family relations among 

immigrants and non-immigrants alike. At the same time, we should be aware that the 

implications of changing patterns of intergenerational solidarity and partner 

separation may be more far-reaching for non-Western migrants, as they originate 

from societies with different normative beliefs and practices surrounding family 

relations and are relatively disadvantaged groups in the destination country. 

In the next section (6.2), I will recapitulate the main findings of the empirical 

chapters. In Section 6.3 that follows, I discuss how these results together answer the 

overarching research questions and elaborate on the scientific implications, 

deliberating the mechanisms of continuity and change that shape migrant family 

relations. Finally, in Section 6.4, I will reflect on some methodological limitations and 

implications, after which I conclude by explicating the societal relevance of this thesis 

(6.5). 

6.2. Summary of the findings 

6.2.1. Solidarity patterns among mothers and adult children  

In the first study (Chapter 2), I started by examining the topic of intergenerational 

solidarity, addressing the following research questions: How are mother-child 

relationships in non-Western migrant and native Dutch families characterized by patterns of 

intergenerational solidarity? And how does the prevalence of relationship types differ across 

origin groups, between younger and older adults and between sons and daughters? Based on 

the propositions of the Model of Family Change (MFC), which theorizes how 

circumstantial changes may impact family relations, I combined information about 

intergenerational in(ter)dependencies in practical and emotional respect. In addition, I 

attended to the different directions in which support was given or received, or in other 

words: who helped whom. This resulted in a typology of five different mother-child 

relationships that characterized all origin groups, including the native Dutch. The 

typology encompassed the predicted family systems of the MFC, including three 

variations of full-interdependence, varying according to the direction in which 

practical support was provided (reciprocal, upward or downward, viewed from the 

perspective of the child), emotional-interdependent ties and a relationship 

characterized by infrequent contact and the absence of support. This last relationship 

type was a rare occurrence in general, however, and I therefore assumed that it 
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captured deviant, distant ties rather than (normatively desired) independence.  

After having established the relationship types, I compared their prevalence across 

origin groups. There were two opposing trends, showing that migrant mothers and 

children, on the one hand, more often provided reciprocal practical support and, on 

the other, were more often characterized by detachment. There was comparatively 

more variation in the distribution of relationship types among native Dutch, including 

a greater prevalence of less “traditional” forms of solidarity: adult children who 

received but did not give practical support to their mother, or a relationship in which 

emotional ties took precedence over practical support. These results suggest that the 

value attached to mutual intergenerational support in non-Western societies tends to 

linger among most migrant families, but that migration may also distance family ties. 

Despite the expected differences, there were also notable similarities between migrant 

and native Dutch. Especially emotional support appeared to be a shared feature of 

mother-child relations, irrespective of the origin of families. Moreover, the type of 

relationship that children maintained with their mother was also significantly shaped 

by their life-phase and whether they were sons or daughters. Reciprocal and 

downward practical support was especially prevalent among young adult children 

(aged 18-30), whereas older adult children (aged >45), whose parents were ageing, 

more often provided practical support. Sons were as well more likely to be involved in 

a relationship that included upward practical support, whereas daughters were more 

often recipients of practical help (excluding child-care).  

6.2.2. Transnational ties and the impact of acculturation 

The next study (Chapter 3) built on the typology of the previous chapter by 

extending it to the transnational realm, looking at immigrant adult children in the 

Netherlands whose mother lived abroad. The first question of interest was: How do 

patterns of practical and emotional support characterize transnational mother-child 

relationships? After conducting a similar analysis in which flows of practical (including 

financial) and emotional support in various directions were combined, two types of 

transnational mother-child relationships emerged. In general, regular practical or 

financial support was absent in these transnational mother-child relations. Of the two 

relationship types that remained, one involved reciprocal emotional but no practical 

support, whereas the other included neither kind of support. The two types were 
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labelled (transnational) emotional-interdependent and (transnational) detached ties 

respectively. The vast majority of mothers and children maintained an emotional-

interdependent relationship, indicating that reciprocal affective ties also remain of 

importance in a transnational context and regardless of whether practical or financial 

help is involved. 

Having constructed a typology of both uni-national and transnational mother-

child relations, I then devoted attention to the second question of interest: How does 

acculturation impact (trans)national mother-child ties? The results showed that 

acculturation has diverse effects across families. For migrant families of whom both 

mother and child lived in the Netherlands, attitudinal and behavioral measures of 

acculturation had opposed effects on family relations: children who expressed a 

stronger orientation towards the Netherlands in terms of attitudes (“agreement with 

the hypothetical situation of one’s child marrying a Dutch”) were more likely to have 

a distanced relationship with their mother, whereas children with a higher behavioral 

score (“having celebrated the Dutch national holiday St. Nicolas with household 

members”) were more likely to have a full-interdependent relationship. Thus, rather 

than providing evidence that a stronger orientation towards the Netherlands fosters 

more typical “Western” family relations, the findings suggest two alternatives: that 

the (perhaps diverging) normative attitudes of migrant parents and children may 

complicate their relationship, but that the retention of family behaviors from the 

origin country may very well go together with the adoption of (complementary) 

family practices from the destination country. Although the findings for transnational 

families were statistically non-significant, it is still worth mentioning that the 

direction of effects propose a more straightforward impact of acculturation on 

transnational ties. My results suggest that the more migrant children are oriented 

towards the destination country, the higher are the chances that the relationship with 

their mother abroad is distant.  

6.2.3. Giving meaning to intergenerational ties 

Chapter 4 added an important layer to the findings of the previous chapters on 

mother-child relations by focusing on how migrant mothers and children themselves 

perceived and made sense of their relationship. Two research questions were 

addressed: What meanings do migrant mothers and children attach to practical and 



136  |  Conclusion 

emotional aspects of their relationship? And how do mothers understand and evaluate 

situations in which their norms or expectations conflict with the actual behaviors of children? 

The analyses were based on in-depth interviews with Surinamese and Antillean 

immigrants above 40 years of age, who discussed their role as mother, child or both. 

The results revealed that the role of practical support in mother-child relations varies 

strongly within migrant families, as responsibilities were unevenly distributed across 

siblings, with usually one child taking the lead. Furthermore, although previous 

research has tended to exclude parents and adult children who live together, I found 

that migrant mothers and children talked about co-residence (also over longer and 

recurring periods of time) as a normal situation. In addition to being a form of 

practical support in itself, moreover, such a living arrangement seemed to facilitate 

other practical exchanges. These results suggest that the role of practical support in 

migrant families could differ more pronouncedly from natives when residential 

situations are taken into account. Affective ties, in line with the findings of the 

previous chapters, were markedly present and mentioned by nearly all mothers and 

children, regardless of whether practical help was provided. The predominant way in 

which respondents gave meaning to emotional ties was by quantifying these, talking 

about the amount of time spent together. Similarly but conversely, mothers assessed 

distanced ties by referring to a lack of contact with children. For children, distanced 

ties had rather to do with concrete problems in the relationship from which they had 

deliberately moved away, such as being the main caregiver among siblings.  

Despite the more critical view of mothers on the quantity of contact, there were 

barely any direct accusations towards children in the interviews. The complex 

evaluations that mothers gave of relationships, however, revealed their struggle to 

reconcile their children’s behaviors with normative beliefs about family obligations. 

Potentially conflicting situations were explained by a reading of opportunities and 

needs. The opportunities of children to initiate contact were seen as limited by their 

busy lives and competing tasks, which were presented as factual circumstances that 

were typical for Dutch society. These “objective” explanations served to 

counterbalance potential negative implications of another interpretation that mothers 

maintained of opportunities, namely as reflecting personal priorities and thus 

demonstrating a lack of engagement. Whereas the opportunities of children were 

mostly objectified, needs were treated as a subjective matter and demonstrative of 

their personal character as being self-reliant, low-maintenance and grateful. In other 
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words, mothers dealt with tensions in the relationship by making family norms 

dependent on the individual preferences and possibilities of both their children and 

themselves, thereby integrating “Western” and “non-Western” family ideals. 

6.2.4. Separation and residential relocation  

Whereas intergenerational relationships were the main topic of the previous empirical 

chapters, intragenerational relations between partners were studied in Chapter 5. The 

aim was to compare and understand trends of partner separation and the resulting 

residential relocation patterns among immigrant and non-immigrant women in 

society at large. The availability of yearly register data offered the unique opportunity 

to examine these life-events among all (legally residing) immigrant women in the 

Netherlands. The two research questions of Chapter 5 read: How do union dissolution 

and residential relocation rates vary across women of different origins and immigrant 

generations? And to what extent are these variations the result of sociodemographic 

characteristics? In order to answer the second question, information was used about the 

age of women, the type of union they had (married or non-married), whether the 

union was with a partner of the same origin or not, their family income, the number of 

children living at home, whether they were tenants or homeowners and whether or 

not they lived in the 4 largest municipalities. The importance of correcting for these 

background characteristics became particularly clear when comparing Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrant women with native Dutch. At first glance, these immigrant 

women appeared to be less likely to separate from their (married or non-married) 

partner. However, after including their sociodemographic characteristics, no 

statistically significant differences remained. In addition, second generation Turkish 

and Moroccan immigrant women were more likely to separate than the first 

generation, irrespective of their individual, family and living situation. For 

Surinamese and Antillean immigrant women, correcting for sociodemographic 

characteristics did not substantially change the results. Regardless, they had the 

highest chances of all origin groups to experience a union dissolution and, 

furthermore, there was no decrease over generations. My results seemed to confirm 

the conclusions of earlier studies that partnerships are vulnerable to the changes that 

migration entails (Boyle et al. 2008; Muszynska & Kulu 2007). However, it turned out 

to be crucial to consider the specific differences between each origin and destination 
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region in terms of partnership norms and practices, as well as possible longer-term 

effects of settlement: whereas adaptation to the Dutch context would explain the 

trends among Mediterranean immigrant women, a continuance of demographic 

patterns of the origin region may have occurred among women of Caribbean 

immigrant descent.  

In terms of residential relocation, all immigrant women, irrespective of their 

origin, were found to be less likely to move than native Dutch women after a union 

dissolution. This relative immobility of immigrant women remained or even 

augmented over generations, moreover. Given that sociodemographic characteristics 

offered no explanation, these results suggest that alternative mechanisms underlie the 

decisions of native Dutch and immigrant couples on moving out after a separation. In 

a broader sense, the findings attend us to the possibility that even when single 

demographic events do not differ much across groups, interlinked life-events may 

nonetheless be characterized by diversity. 

6.3. Discussion of the findings 

6.3.1. A closer look at the Model of Family Change 

Chapters 2-4 on mother-child relationships not only confirmed the complex ways in 

which migrant families are characterized by continuity and change, but also gave 

some illuminating insights into how to grasp the complexity. First of all, the cross-

cultural Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996) proved to be a valuable 

theoretical starting point for understanding how migration from a non-Western to a 

Western region affects family relations. The mother-child relationship typology I 

empirically constructed in Chapter 2 was based on the MFC’s main expectation that 

the relative importance of practical and emotional solidarity vis-à-vis one another 

makes up different family systems across societies. Whereas a full-interdependent 

family system would typically reflect the necessary, mutual reliance of parents and 

children in less economically advanced, non-Western societies, independence would 

be characteristic of Western families living in more prosperous welfare states. In 

addition to distinguishing practical and emotional support behaviors, I differentiated 

between who helped whom. This resulted in a rich relationship typology that affirmed 

two central expectations derived from the MFC: that reciprocal practical help would 

be more central in non-Western immigrant than Western native families, but that 
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migration nonetheless diminishes the relevance of practical support while leaving 

close emotional ties of importance (fostering so-called emotional-interdependent 

relationships).  

Apart from affirming the empirical worth of the fundamental expectations of the 

MFC, this thesis also elaborated the theory in various ways. First, my qualitative 

study offered insights into how the role of practical support changes in migrant 

families, namely across siblings and over time. As Chapter 4 showed, the contribution 

of children in helping their mother with practical matters was asymmetrically 

distributed, with one child being the principle caregiver. This disparity across siblings 

interestingly suggested that the process by which practical support loses its 

prominence in migrant families, as theorized by the MFC, may also take shape in a 

centralization of responsibilities around one particular child. Due to the qualitative 

nature of my study, I could not answer the question which child takes on these tasks. 

The interviews did indicate, however, that such a caregiver role is restricted to 

neither daughters nor sons, and also not the oldest of the siblings. With respect to 

time, there were two ways in which the salience of practical ties changed. On the one 

hand, the amount of practical support that children provided abruptly decreased as the 

result of determinative life-events or decisions, such as return migration, illness, or 

the deliberate withdrawal of children from their role as principle caregiver. On the 

other hand, practical assistance fluctuated over time in correspondence with living 

arrangements. Alterations in the intensity of practical support, to some degree, ran 

parallel to the recurring and lengthy periods in which migrant mothers and children 

co-resided. These findings suggest that the role of practical help is closely linked to 

people’s concrete living situation and thus influenced by (sudden) changes therein, 

also after migration.  

Second, counter to the general expectation of the MFC that migration from a non-

Western to a Western society would leave close emotional ties unaffected, my 

empirical typology included a mother-child relationship that was characterized by 

little contact and no emotional (nor practical) support. Given the low occurrence of 

such a relationship, also among native Dutch families, I proposed that it represented a 

problematic relationship. In contrast to what we would expect based on the 

proposition that non-Western migrants originate from societies where family 

solidarity precedes individual independence, moreover, the number of mothers and 

children who were characterized by such “detached” ties was greater among migrants 
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than native Dutch. Possibly, the process of migration and related challenges of 

settling in another country may have put a strain on the intergenerational 

relationships in these families. Other migration literature that has explicitly focused 

on the potentially problematic consequences of migration, such as the emergence of 

mismatching attitudes, misunderstanding and normative conflicts between parents 

and children (Birman & Poff 2011; Foner & Dreby 2011; Phinney & Vedder 2006), 

may be helpful for elaborating the MFC and explicating this alternative impact of 

migration on family relations.  

Third, in Chapter 3, I extended the MFC theory to include transnational families. 

As an increasing number of studies has shown, more often rather than not, migrants 

continue being engaged with their country of origin (Bryceson & Vuorela 2002; Levitt 

& Schiller 2004). Using the MFC as starting point, I explored a still rarely addressed 

field of transnationalism, namely parent-child relations in adulthood. Transnational 

family relations, if considered at all, have been treated as a topic of its own and 

examined separately from migrant families who are established within national 

borders. Although there are undoubtedly differences that distinguish transnational 

from non-transnational family dynamics, my thesis showed that there are also 

interesting correspondences between the two. Again, emotional mother-child ties 

were sustained among the majority of families. Neither practical nor financial help in 

any direction, in contrast, played a role of significance. Apparently, the geographical 

distance coincided with a strongly diminished importance of material support in 

migrant families, while affective aspects remained salient. Only a small proportion of 

mothers and children who lived across borders could be characterized as having a 

detached relationship, measured by infrequent contact and an absence of emotional 

(and practical or financial) support.  

Taken together, Chapters 2-4 suggest that the practical and emotional dimension 

of mother-child relations are differently affected by migration. Whereas emotional 

bonds appear to retain their significance for by far most families, practical aspects of 

intergenerational solidarity seem to be more contingent upon the conditions in which 

people grow up and live. The presence of practical support in mother-child 

relationships varied in multiple ways that affective ties did not, including between 

nationally and transnationally organized families, across siblings, over time and with 

living arrangements. Emotional support, moreover, was present regardless of the role 

of practical help. In addition, affective mother-child relations were no less important 
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in native Dutch families, corresponding with the conclusion of other research on 

family solidarity in the Netherlands (Dykstra et al. 2006). This interestingly lends 

support to the idea that an affective mother-child bond is of universal value. 

That being said, the results of Chapter 4 add a nuance to this conclusion by 

demonstrating that close ties need not mean that there is no tension in the 

relationship at all. The accounts of children but especially mothers revealed their 

complicated understandings of and sentiments towards the relationship, as (implicit) 

criticisms were expressed in ways that offset potential negative evaluations. Thus, 

although the MFC may be right in proposing that affective ties are often sustained in 

the migration process, the interviews with migrant mothers and children gave an 

insight into the ambivalence that such enduring emotional bonds can harbor. As a 

matter of fact, the main effect of migration could be the heightening of ambivalent 

sentiments. While the different degree to which parents and children are oriented 

towards the origin and destination country might intensify negative feelings about 

the relationship, their shared experience of migration, as well as the geographic 

distance from each other may draw them together in support and commitment to face 

these challenges. For theories that focus on the challenges that migration involves, in 

contrast, my findings attenuate the image of problematical migrant families by 

highlighting that intergenerational frictions need not be detrimental to relationships 

and actually rarely lead to a breach of affective ties. 

With respect to the chapters on mother-child solidarity, there are two important 

limitations worth mentioning. First, I looked at relationships regardless of the health 

situation of the mother. In this sense, my findings are not informative about how 

children behave when their mother is in actual, urgent need of care. A concern for the 

future, therefore, is to what extent and under which circumstances the affective ties 

between mothers and adult children translate into practical support. Furthermore, 

despite the differences between immigrant and native Dutch families, the similarities 

were noteworthy. What is more, the variations according to the life-phase and sex of 

children were comparatively clearer than those with respect to origin. This raises an 

important issue about the main determinants of mother-child relations in general. 

Unfortunately, even in spite of the immigrant oversample in the NKPS survey, my 

analyses did not contain enough respondents to be able to account for socio-structural 

characteristics. If future investigations can tackle this problem, this would obviously 

be of enormous value for warranting my conclusions and answering additional 
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questions about the relative impact of structural and cultural influences on family 

relations.   

6.3.2. Norms and behaviors  

Previous migration research has mostly focused on family values rather than 

behaviors. Overall, their results suggest that migrants, even over generations, 

continue to strongly endorse the family norms of their origin country, leading to a 

sustained difference with the native population of destination countries (Carnein & 

Baykara-Krumme 2013; Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999; Schans & De Valk, 2011). A 

difference in general norms, however, does not necessarily imply that behaviors are 

different. In my dissertation, I looked at solidarity behaviors and found striking 

similarities between immigrants and native Dutch. Combining the findings of 

previous studies with those of my dissertation thus indicates that migrants are 

maintaining beliefs about family relations from the origin country, while adjusting 

their behaviors to the typical practices of the destination country. The idea that norms 

persist while behaviors change is puzzling from commonly employed psychological 

perspectives. Underlying much research on values is the underlying assumption that 

established attitudes and beliefs guide people’s behaviors and that normative change 

therefore precedes behavioral change (e.g. Fishbein & Azjen, 1975). There are three 

possible alternatives, however. First, other factors than beliefs may also influence the 

ways in which people behave. According to the theoretical reasoning of the MFC, for 

example, behaviors are not only shaped by norms but also concrete circumstances. 

Immigrants and natives, by virtue of living in the destination county, to some extent, 

share the same living environment. The socio-structural and institutional setting of 

the destination country may therefore limit the degree to which migrants can actually 

choose to act the way they would ideally like. Societies are often organized in such a 

way that the structure favors behaviors that are in line with the dominant social 

norms, which is called institutional bias. In Western countries, for instance, values of 

self-reliance and individual independence are promoted by prioritizing employment 

over the care for family members. Although calls for a “participation society” have 

instigated some changes in the Netherlands in this respect, in general, Dutch 

employees are still expected to adjust family arrangements to suit their work rather 

than the other way around. From this perspective, providing support to aging 
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parents, particularly to the degree that is common in non-Western societies, might 

actually be quite difficult. Indeed, mothers from the interviews in Chapter 4 talked 

about the necessity to accept certain behaviors of their children because the demands 

of Dutch society urged them to act as such. Furthermore, the interviews also 

indicated how behaviors that are initially motived by practical considerations may end 

up instigating renewed views on the matter. Most mothers who complained about the 

busy lives of their children, simultaneously showed an understanding and even 

respect of their children’s freedom to make their own choices. A change in behaviors 

could thus also bring about a change in normative beliefs.  

Second, in addition to practical circumstances shaping people’s behaviors and 

beliefs, the findings of Chapter 3 propose that (perhaps unexpected) compatibilities 

between the origin and destination culture may also have motivated migrants to 

deliberately adopt new behaviors. Both in science and society, the inclination is to 

think about cultures in oppositional and fixed terms. Such a view, however, may make 

us overlook the complementary elements that exist between belief systems, as well as 

the dynamical nature of culture which allows for the adoption and fusion of new 

elements. In Chapter 3, for instance, I found that mothers and children who 

maintained a full-interdependent relationship were also more likely to celebrate the 

Dutch national holiday St. Nicolas. If we take into account that St. Nicolas is a typical 

family celebration that involves gift-giving, the results are perhaps less surprising. 

Participating in this holiday may have offered migrants a novel way of expressing 

their family values.  

Third, the combination of continuing norms and changing behaviors may be 

better understood by reconsidering the mechanism of belief adjustment. Much 

migrant research has maintained a one-dimensional approach to acculturation, with 

an orientation to the origin and destination country each at the other extreme. 

However, as Chapter 4 showed, norms are not necessarily mutually exclusive beliefs. 

Many mothers subscribed to the ideal of unconditional family obligations, while at the 

same time respecting their children’s personal freedom and even highly estimating 

their own independence and autonomy. Moreover, these ideas were not treated as 

inconsistent or incompatible, but actually fused within an overarching normative view 

in which compliance with family norms was made dependent on individual 

opportunities and needs. The findings of this chapter thereby demonstrate the 

creative capacity of people to give meaning to apparently contradictory beliefs. By 
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making general norms meaningful in the changing circumstances of concrete 

situations, people may continue to adhere to “old” norms and at the same time pick up 

“new” ways of thinking.  

For the academic field of migration studies, in particular those employing 

quantitative data, these three deliberations have some concrete implications. They 

firstly indicate that it is essential to consider the possibility that practical as well as 

ideological motives may underlie behaviors. Especially if migrants act in ways that 

correspond with normative ideals of the destination country, we should be aware that 

there may also be institutional bias at play. The other two explanations are closely 

related to the question how acculturation should be conceptualized and 

operationalized. Whereas Chapter 3 showed the value of distinguishing between 

behavioral and attitudinal (and perhaps other) dimensions of acculturation, Chapter 4 

reaffirmed the need for a two-dimensional view on acculturation. Even if the available 

data might preclude the possibility to measure the adherence to family norms of the 

origin as well as destination country, we should at least account for the possibility 

that people are endorsing (or negating) both. Furthermore, the obvious broader 

underlying question of the norms-behaviors debate is how these are connected. 

Future research should therefore focus on the question to what extent and under 

which conditions family norms translate into actual family behaviors. This may also 

be informative, for instance, about the issue whether strong family values can be 

viewed as sources of latent support. If this is the case, the durable family norms 

among immigrant groups could be regarded as a strength and perhaps even protective 

factor for migrant families.  

6.3.3. Kin- and partnership relations compared 

Most studies and theories have looked at the (in)stability of mixed couples (Kalmijn, 

de Graaf & Janssen 2005; Milewski & Kulu 2014; Smith, Maas & van Tubergen 2012), 

rather than partners sharing the same immigrant background. Research that has been 

conducted on the impact of migration on union dissolution, moreover, has mainly 

focused on the direct consequences of moving (e.g. Boyle et al. 2008). In Chapter 5, I 

used register data to study the prevalence of partner separation among native, 

immigrant and mixed couples, comparing trends across origin groups and immigrant 

generations. The union dissolution rates among Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and 
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Antillean women all equaled or even succeeded the levels among native Dutch. 

Whereas for Caribbean immigrant women, the relatively high rates of separation over 

generations were actually in line with typical patterns of their origin country (Emery 

& Golson 2013; Staker 1992), the higher than expected dissolution rates among 

Turkish and Moroccan immigrant women, even more so for second generation 

immigrant women, indicated quite a change from the practices in which they or their 

parents have been socialized (Morocco: DHS 2005; Turkey: DHS 2009). This chapter 

thus illustrates that in order to formulate accurate expectations about continuity or 

change among immigrant families, we should, first, carefully consider the norms and 

practices surrounding the specific family dimension at hand and, second, not only look 

at the degree to which origin and destination countries differ but also in which way. 

More precisely, it is important to reflect on what the combination of origin and 

destination context means for discouraging or encouraging certain behaviors. In 

terms of parent-child relations, for instance, the social and institutional context of 

Western societies such as the Netherlands may motivate non-Western migrant 

families to rely on external sources of practical support and pursue individual 

independence, while at the same time not dissuading the continuance of affective 

parent-child bonds. However, whereas the distinction between Western and non-

Western societies is meaningful for capturing cross-cultural differences in parent-

child relations, as abundant empirical evidence for the MFC has showed (e.g. 

Kagitçibasi, Ataca & Diri 2005; Phalet & Güngör 2009; Trommsdorff & Nauck 2005), 

beliefs and behaviors surrounding partnership vary substantially between the regions 

from which the four non-Western immigrant groups originated. Whereas the 

Netherlands may make union dissolutions more feasible and accessible for Turkish 

and Moroccan migrants, there are no institutional restrictions or social sanctions that 

make opting for a union dissolution more difficult for Surinamese and Antillean 

migrants. In Dutch society, the decision to end a partnership, like many other family 

matters, is considered a matter of individual choice (or in this case, that of the couple). 

Moving to a country that reinforces or condones different conducts, rather than 

moving from one (even more) liberal context to another, thus implies a greater 

potential for change.  

It is another question what such potential for change means for the stability of 

migrant families. Alike to the possibly problematic consequences of acculturation 

differences in parent-child relations, couples may be affected by the various degrees in 
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which both partners are oriented towards the destination country. Such diverging 

acculturation trajectories may particularly complicate partner-relations if origin and 

destination country differ in terms of gender norms, as is the case for Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants in Northwestern Europe. Previous research indeed showed 

that these immigrant women are endorsing egalitarian gender values at a faster rate 

than their male counterparts (Idema & Phalet 2007; Röder & Mühlau 2014). 

Furthermore, many Turkish and Moroccan immigrants in the Netherlands have 

married someone from their origin country (Huschek, De Valk & Liefbroer 2012). The 

chances that these partners diverge in attitudes and behaviors are arguably greater 

for second generation immigrants, who were not born and raised in the origin 

country. It is plausible, for instance, that disagreements on matters such as gender 

norms have made the unions between two Turkish or Moroccan partners less stable, 

particularly for second generation immigrants who married a partner from abroad. 

Thus, a greater potential for change could also mean a greater challenge for migrant 

families, as it enlarges the possible “acculturation gap” that exists among family 

members or partners.  

In order to examine whether acculturation discrepancies between migrant 

partners indeed contribute to higher dissolution rates, more information is needed. 

One of the methodological strengths of Chapter 5 involved the availability of 

information about all immigrant and native Dutch women in the Netherlands. I was 

unable, however, to achieve a more detailed understanding of the process of 

separation and residential relocation thereafter. The way in which migrant couples 

decided to split up, who initiated the breakup and why, are nonetheless crucial issues 

for accurately interpreting the demographic trends I found across origin groups and 

immigrant generations. Additional recent analyses showed that also the union status 

of the migrant couple may be important to consider further. This seems particularly 

the case for those originating from societies where partner separation is less common. 

Although I still found that union dissolution rates augmented over immigrant 

generations, taken together, married Turkish and Moroccan women were less likely 

to experience a union dissolution than the Dutch. In the case of non-married 

cohabitation, in contrast, women of Turkish and Moroccan origin had actually 

significantly higher chances for separating from their partner than native Dutch. 

These additional results attenuate the conclusions of Chapter 5 somewhat by 

suggesting that high rates of union dissolution characterize a certain subgroup of 
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non-Western immigrant women. Examining to what degree these family patterns can 

be explained by acculturation effects would be an interesting way of further advancing 

our understanding of partner separation among immigrant couples.  

Next to getting a clearer insight into the factors that shape union dissolution, 

future research is needed for reaching a better understanding of the consequences of 

such a family transition. It would be particularly interesting to combine the two topics 

of my dissertation in this respect and consider how a union dissolution changes the 

solidarity between parents and children. Partnership disruption evidently impacts the 

structure and content of family relations. The different residential locations of parents 

means that children will somehow have to divide their attention. Furthermore, the 

event of separating may create tensions or conflicting loyalties in the relationship. For 

parents, moreover, especially if they do not remarry or get a new partner, a union 

dissolution means that they lose an important (potential) source of support. As a 

result, the demands made on children could intensify. Similar to other family events, 

previous research has extensively studied these matters (e.g. Daatland 2007) but not 

yet considered migrant families. Examining how obligatory family norms are related 

to support behaviors in the context of a union dissolution, however, may be of 

particular relevance for migrant families. 

6.4. Methodological limitations and implications 

In order to attain the aim of this thesis to enhance our understanding of how 

migration impacts family relations, I took advantage of the specific and 

complementary merits of various data sources and analytical methods. Their 

strengths do not come without weaknesses, however, and there are a number of 

important limitations attached to this dissertation, indicating the points where future 

research can expand, refine and improve on. Although register data, survey material 

and in-depth interviews complement each other’s shortcomings to some extent, there 

is at least one disadvantage that they all share: the difficulty of capturing the 

dimension of time. Family and partnership relations are intrinsically dynamic. 

Intergenerational relationships change substantially over the life-course, accompanied 

by alterations in family structure, living arrangements, socioeconomic situation, 

responsibilities and needs for care, to name a few. Similarly, partnership dynamics and 

the risk that unions are dissolved are closely associated with time-related effects such 
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as age, timing of union formation and union duration. The changes that take place in 

migrant families, furthermore, even go beyond these more “regular” life-course 

developments. During the period of moving and settling, migrants have to negotiate 

between different normative beliefs and practices surrounding family and partnership 

relations. Acculturation, which describes the twofold orientation of migrants towards 

the origin and destination country, is preeminently a process that unfolds over time. 

As only cross-sectional data were used in this dissertation, I was neither able to 

capture how family and partnership relations develop in relation to individual changes 

in acculturation, nor could I directly distinguish between short-term and long-term 

effects of migration. Moreover, although I attempted to assess how continuity and 

change characterize migrant family relations, in the end, longitudinal data would 

obviously be needed to determine these issues. Such data, however, is generally 

difficult to obtain. As an alternative, more elaborate measurements of migrants’ 

length of stay, age at migration or language proficiency could be used. For 

partnership dissolution, it would be helpful to add information about the timing and 

place of union formation and consider the individual characteristics of partners vis-à-

vis one another. Looking at the gender norms that each partner endorses, moreover, 

could be an interesting way to advance our insights into the stability of immigrant or 

mixed couples.   

In addition to a certain selection of research methods, this dissertation was also 

formed by some deliberate thematic choices. Apart from being able to account for 

what these include, it is also important to be aware of what they exclude. By opting to 

focus on the position of women or mothers, an obvious question arises about family 

relations among men and fathers. Including the perspectives of fathers could very well 

yield a different picture of intergenerational solidarity and bring clearer differences 

across immigrant origin groups to light. Parental obligations and parenting styles, 

particularly in non-Western countries, prescribe different roles for fathers and 

mothers (Kagitçibasi 2005). Whereas Turkish and Moroccan migrants originate from 

societies with strongly gendered norms that prescribe an authoritarian father and an 

indulgent mother, Surinamese and Antillean societies are characterized by a 

prevalence of female household heads, who take care of the upbringing of children 

while fathers are less involved or even absent (Distelbrink 2000). Thus, although 

emotional ties were found to be prominently present among migrant mothers and 

children, it should be kept in mind that the situation may be quite different and 
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perhaps more problematic for fathers.  

Finally, in this thesis, I specifically looked at families belonging to the four largest 

non-Western immigrant groups in the Netherlands. However, as my findings 

indicate, these groups are not homogeneous. Future research could therefore devote 

attention to the question which aspects of this diversity within migrant groups affects 

family relations. An interesting example would be to look into the role of mixed 

parentage, as intermarriage between native Dutch and immigrant groups is becoming 

more and more prevalent. Furthermore, in order to learn more about the 

generalizability and context-bound aspects of the theoretical framework and main 

findings, cross-country comparisons of the same and different origin groups in various 

Northwestern European destination countries should be examined. Apart from the 

immigrant groups that have arrived during the 1960s and 1970s, for instance, 

European policies guaranteeing free movement between member states has prompted 

great in- (and out)flows of East-European labor workers. At the same time, political 

crises in the Middle-East has generated significant streams of refugees over the past 

few years, adding to an already growing group of asylum seekers in Northwestern 

Europe. How the arguably different experiences of these migrant groups shape 

patterns of intergenerational solidarity and partner separation is a question for future 

research. In addition, it would be valuable to broaden our view and consider the 

demographic developments that are taking place in origin counties. This dissertation, 

based on comparisons across migrant origin groups and the native population, has 

given a comprehensible image as possible of how migration impacts family relations, 

both those within and across national borders. A next step for understanding 

migration effects in full-scope would be to widen our focus from destination countries 

and zoom out to a greater global perspective on how family lives are changing 

worldwide.  

6.5. Societal implications 

In the media and societal debates, negative views tend to dominate the discussions 

about migration and integration. Concerns about unbridgeable differences and the 

continuing orientation and loyalty of non-Western migrants towards their origin 

country, for instance, are expressed by the Dutch public and politicians alike. Previous 

studies on family norms indeed indicate that there is a sustained difference between 
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the native Dutch and the Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean immigrant 

population. My dissertation indicates, however, that a difference in values need not 

coincide with a difference in behaviors. Both in terms of intergenerational solidarity 

patterns and partner separation, the similarities across origin groups were perhaps 

more striking than the differences. Adult children of immigrant and native Dutch 

origin were distributed across the same five types of mother-child relations, for 

example. At the same time, moreover, I found a noticeable variation between families 

of the same origin: individual, sociodemographic and life-course characteristics, as 

well as different responses to the migration experience, all mattered for how family 

behaviors were shaped. Unlike most studies that have focused on immigrant groups in 

Northwestern European countries, research from the United States has been more 

inclined to attend to structural explanations when examining racial differences, for 

example with respect to divorce risks (Phillips & Sweeney, 2006). Despite the specific 

historical and societal situation of racial groups in the US, my results suggest that 

compositional characteristics also play an important role in the Northwestern 

European context. These findings impel a broader discussion about which groups we 

ought to compare, if our aim is to understand and aid families in wider society. By 

fixating too much on the distinction between immigrants and natives, we lose 

information about the differences between and within families falling within these 

categories and thereby acquire an incomplete picture that does not do justice to the 

diversity of contemporary migrant families. Family policies, therefore, should focus on 

the contribution of concrete circumstances in shaping family relations, whether native 

or immigrant. Moreover, I showed that non-Western immigrant elderly may strongly 

adhere to norms of family solidarity and at the same time highly value their own 

independence. These simultaneous ideals actually closely match the goals of current 

family policies in the Netherlands: prolonging the self-sufficiency of elderly while 

stimulating the use of informal care-arrangements (and thereby downsizing the 

reliance on state-support). I found that both migrant mothers and children described 

their family values as conditional upon real life opportunities. Facilitating the 

realization of such family norms should thus be a key focus of policy-making. 

In addition, the results of my dissertation raise a discussion on how similarity and 

difference should be evaluated. The issue of comparing immigrant groups to natives 

often seems to involve the concern whether migrants are alike to the native 

population, and if not, when and how fast they will be. It can be debated, however, 
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whether a stronger belief that families ought to help each other is such a negative 

value to adhere to. Or whether the growing number of union dissolution among some 

immigrant groups, converging towards the level among Dutch couples, is such a 

positive development. These trends across origin groups invite the provoking thought 

that migrants might not always be better off resembling the native population. In any 

case, it illustrates that instead of focusing on migration as a demographic process that 

affects the native population, we should also take into account how contemporary 

developments in the destination country impact the lives of migrants. The share of 

elderly non-Western migrants is growing fast. In the Netherlands, forecasts are that 

in 2060, over 30% of the Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean immigrant 

groups will be 65 years or older (Garssen 2011). These migrant elderly are generally 

in poorer health condition, more often suffering from chronic diseases and struggling 

with psychological problems such as anxiety and depression (Van Wieringen 2014). 

Meanwhile, language barriers and restricted knowledge or inaccurate ideas about the 

organization of care in the destination country can hamper their access to care-

arrangements. At the same time, there is a vulnerability on the part of the migrant 

family-caregivers as well. As this dissertation indicated, practical responsibilities tend 

to be unevenly distributed across siblings. Combined with the preference of migrant 

elderly to receive help from kin rather than professionals (van Wieringen 2014), that 

means these children are more susceptible to caregiver stress and burn-out. My 

finding that affective ties between mothers and children are of lasting importance is 

relevant in this respect, since a healthy, emotional relationship may contribute to the 

quality and hence durability of caregiving activities (Van Wieringen 2014). 

Professionals who are supporting informal caregivers, therefore, could tap in on the 

already existing emotional involvement between family generations and stimulate 

activities that nourish these bonds, especially among migrant families.   

Similar to the issue of parent-child relations, we should be aware of the precarious 

position of immigrants with regard to partner separation. As Chapter 5 showed, the 

dissolution of partnerships was quite prevalent among all immigrant women, whether 

of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese or Antillean origin. Turkish and Moroccan 

immigrant women, moreover, originate from countries were divorce is highly socially 

criticized, especially if initiated by women. In addition to a socioeconomic 

vulnerability, these immigrant women thus face the risk of social stigmatization and 

becoming socially isolated after a union dissolution. Finally, by focusing too narrowly 



152  |  Conclusion 

on single life-events, we might fail to understand the full impact of family transitions, 

as some may involve a double disadvantage for immigrants. The relative immobility 

of separated immigrant women in terms of residential relocation, for instance, could 

mean that disparities in quality of neighborhoods and housing are perpetuated. All in 

all, therefore, if the ultimate goal is to achieve more similarity in terms of equal 

opportunities for living a healthy life in all its facets, including family and partnership 

relations, we need more attention for difference in the sense of an awareness of the 

vulnerability of certain social groups. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Table A1. Model fit statistics for Latent Class Models with one to six classes (N = 1,267) 

Model Df L² p BIC 

One-Class 247 1,536.51 .000 10,785 

Two-Class 238 648.27 .000 9,962 

Three-Class 220 299.49 .000 9,742 

Four-Class 36 32.2 .65 1687 

Five-Class 211 299.99 .18 9,736 

Six-Class 202 193.10 .66 9,764 

Notes. Model selection is based on non-significant L² and smallest Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). df =  

degrees of freedom.  

Source = NKPS, wave 1, 2002-2004.  

 

Appendix B 

Table B1. Support exchanges from perspective of mother (one mother-child relationship per respondent is shown) 

Respondent characteristics     

Mother  Gives to daughter  
Receives from 

daughter 

60, widowed, 2 children  Childcare + emotional  Emotional 

65, single, 7 children 

>2 grandchildren 
 Childcare + emotional  Emotional 

57, divorced, 2 children 

1 grandchild 
 Co-residence   

59, divorced, 3 children  

3 grandchildren 
    

74, divorced, 6 children  

8 grandchildren 
    

 
 

Gives to son  Receives from son 

80, divorced, 6 children  

11 grandchildren 
 Emotional  Practical + emotional 

55, divorced, 1 child  Financial + emotional  Emotional 
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Table B2. Support exchanges from perspective of child (one mother-child relationship per respondent is shown) 

Respondent characteristics     

Daughter  Gives to mother  Receives from mother 

49, divorced, 3 children  Practical + emotional  Co-residence + emotional 

60, single, no children  Emotional  Emotional 

58, single, no children  Emotional  (+?)  Emotional  (+?) 

Son  Gives to mother  Receives from mother 

42, married, 2 children  Co-residence + emotional  Financial + emotional 

63, married, 1 child  Practical + emotional  Financial + emotional 

66, divorced, 3 children, 4 

grandchildren 
 Emotional  Emotional (?) 

46, married, 2 children 
 

   

Note. A question mark indicates that we considered the information insufficient to assess other types of help.  
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

Vanaf de jaren 1960 en 1970 veranderde Noordwest Europa van een regio van 

emigratie naar één van immigratie. De niet-Westerse migranten die in deze periode 

aankwamen vormen tegenwoordig, samen met hun nakomelingen, een almaar 

groeiend aandeel van de bevolking (Van Mol & De Valk 2016). In deze dissertatie kijk 

ik naar twee actuele thema’s in het domein van familierelaties en hoe deze een 

(mogelijke andere) rol spelen bij migrantengezinnen dan autochtone families. Ten 

eerste is dit de solidariteit tussen ouders en volwassen kinderen, wat onderwerp van 

discussie is geworden naar aanleiding van de vergrijzing in Noordwest Europa en de 

daarmee toenemende zorgkosten. Ten tweede kijk ik naar de verbreking van 

partnerrelaties onder getrouwde en niet-getrouwde (samenwonende) stellen, een 

fenomeen wat de laatste halve eeuw zienderogen is gestegen (Kalmijn, De Graaf, 

Broese van Groenou & Dykstra 2001). Gebruikmakend van Nederland als 

representatief voorbeeld van een Noordwest Europese samenleving, beantwoord ik in 

dit proefschrift de volgende overkoepelende vragen: 

 

Welke patronen van intergenerationele solidariteit en verbreking van partnerrelaties 

vinden we onder de niet-Westerse allochtone en Nederlands autochtone bevolking? En in 

hoeverre kunnen deze patronen worden verklaard door processen van migratie en acculturatie?  

 

Mijn onderzoek richt zich specifiek op de vier grootste niet-Westerse 

migrantengroepen in Nederland, wat de Turken, Marokkanen, Surinamers en 

Antillianen zijn. Verder ligt de focus op de rol van vrouwen in familierelaties, met 

aandacht voor solidariteitspatronen tussen moeders en volwassen kinderen en de 

prevalentie van scheiding onder vrouwen in het bijzonder. In de vier empirische 

hoofdstukken (Hoofdstuk 2-5) worden zes vergelijkingen gemaakt die tezamen 

antwoord geven op de hoofdvragen: tussen autochtone en allochtone Nederlanders uit 

elk van de vier herkomstgroepen (Hoofdstuk 2, 3 & 5), tussen eerste en tweede 

generatie migranten (Hoofdstuk 3 & 4), tussen migrantenfamilies die samen in 

Nederland wonen en transnationale gezinnen (Hoofdstuk 3), tussen migranten die in 

verschillende mate georiënteerd zijn op Nederland (Hoofdstuk 3), migranten die 

verschillen qua sociaal-demografische kenmerken (Hoofdstuk 2 & 5) en, tot slot, 
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tussen migrantenmoeders en kinderen in hoe zij betekenis geven aan familierelaties 

(Hoofdstuk 4). 

Theorie 

Het theoretisch kader van deze dissertatie wordt gevormd door een cross-cultureel 

model van familierelaties: the Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996). Dit 

model omschrijft hoe de specifiek culturele en sociaaleconomische context van 

Westerse en niet-Westerse samenlevingen andere familiesystemen teweegbrengt, 

rekening houdend met een onderscheid tussen de praktische en emotionele dimensie 

van familierelaties. Zo wordt het welzijn van burgers in de meer welvarende, 

Westerse verzorgingsstaten deels beschouwd als een overheidsverantwoordelijkheid, 

terwijl culturele normen juist individuele autonomie en zelfredzaamheid aanmoedigen. 

Hierdoor zouden zich “onafhankelijke” ouder-kind relaties ontwikkelen. In niet-

Westerse, rurale samenlevingen, daarentegen, dragen de daar heersende 

collectivistische normen en beperkte economische welvaart bij aan het ontstaan van 

een “volledig-wederzijds afhankelijk’ familiesysteem”: relaties waarin ouders en 

kinderen elkaar wederzijds ondersteunen in zowel praktische en emotionele zin. Ten 

derde legt het MFC uit hoe niet-Westerse familierelaties veranderen als de 

levensomstandigheden zich verbeteren: terwijl de noodzaak voor praktische hulp 

vermindert, blijft emotionele gehechtheid van grote betekenis. Het idee is dat er zo 

“emotioneel-wederzijds afhankelijke” relaties ontstaan.  

Met name doordat het MFC rekening houdt met hoe veranderende 

omstandigheden familierelaties beïnvloeden is deze theorie bij uitstek geschikt om 

migrantenfamilies te begrijpen. Hoewel het model regelmatig is gebruikt om cross-

culturele verschillen te verklaren (Baykara-Krumme 2010; De Valk & Schans 2008; 

Keller et al. 2003; Nauck 2010; Phalet & Güngör 2009), is dit proefschrift het eerste 

dat de empirische waarde van het multidimensionale karakter van het MFC 

onderzoekt voor werkelijk gedrag (in plaats van normatieve overtuigingen). 

Daarnaast verbreed ik de theorie op ten minste vier manieren: door te onderzoeken 

hoe individuele kenmerken samenhangen met het soort ouder-kind relatie die 

migranten onderhouden, door de theorie toe te passen op transnationale families, door 

te kijken naar de betekenisgeving van ouder-kind relaties en, ten slotte, door aandacht 

te besteden aan de discontinuering van familiebanden in de zin van partners die uit 
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elkaar gaan.  

Onderzoekaanpak 

Om niet alleen een breed inzicht te verwerven, maar ook de diepte in te gaan, maak ik 

gebruik van verschillende typen data en analytische methoden. In de eerste twee 

studies (Hoofdstuk 2-3) analyseer ik de relaties tussen moeders en volwassen kinderen 

op basis van survey materiaal van de Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS; Dykstra 

et al. 2004). Het NKPS is een grootschalig onderzoek naar familiebanden in 

Nederland dat naast een representatieve steekproef van de Nederlandse bevolking ook 

een aanvullende steekproef van respondenten met een Turkse, Marokkaanse, 

Surinaamse en Antilliaanse achtergrond omvat. In Hoofdstuk 2 gebruik ik de 

gegevens over het geven en/of ontvangen van praktische en emotionele steun om een 

empirische typologie van moeder-kind relaties te construeren in Latent Class 

Analyses. Vervolgens kijk ik hoe vaak deze relatietypen voorkomen per 

herkomstgroep, levensfase en geslacht van de kinderen. In Hoofstuk 3 voer ik 

opnieuw Latent Class Analyses uit, ditmaal om te onderzoeken welke typen relaties 

migrantenkinderen met hun moeder in het buitenland onderhouden. Daarnaast geven 

Multinomiale Logistische regressies inzicht in hoeverre moeder-kind relaties worden 

beïnvloed door de mate waarin migrantenkinderen georiënteerd zijn op Nederland (in 

zowel uni-nationale als transnationale families).  

Het daaropvolgende Hoofdstuk 4 is gebaseerd op één van de kwalitatieve studies 

die verricht zijn om het NKPS aan te vullen met meer gedetailleerde informatie over 

familierelaties: Lonely but not alone: measuring loneliness in migrant samples (Eenzaam 

maar niet alleen: het meten van eenzaamheid in migrantensteekproeven, De Valk 2012). Voor 

deze studie werden er uiteindelijk 21 migranten van boven de 40 jaar en met een 

verblijf van minimaal 10 jaar in Nederland geïnterviewd over hun sociale netwerk en 

de steun die zij gaven, ontvingen of hen ontbrak. In Hoofdstuk 4 presenteer ik de 

resultaten van een beschrijvende en discours analytische methode, waarmee ik 

onderzocht welke betekenissen moeders en kinderen aan intergenerationele 

solidariteit gaven en hoe moeders omgingen met situaties waarin hun verwachtingen 

conflicteerden met de werkelijkheid.  

In het laatste empirische hoofdstuk (Hoofdstuk 5) maak ik gebruik van 

bevolkingsregisterdata uit het Stelsel van Sociaal-statistische Bestanden (SSB; Bakker, 
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Van Rooijen & Van Toor 2014). Het SSB is een systeem dat meerdere registers op 

elkaar afstemt en gegevens van verschillende units zoals individuen, huishoudens en 

gebouwen aan elkaar koppelt. Aangezien ook informatie van verschillende jaren 

gecombineerd wordt is het mogelijk om personen over tijd te volgen. Hierdoor kon ik 

met het SSB het uit elkaar gaan van samenwonende stellen onderzoeken, alsmede ook 

het verhuisgedrag van de vrouwen na een scheiding. Beide onderwerpen analyseer ik 

met Logistische Regressies, om de rol van herkomst en sociaal-demografische 

achtergrondkenmerken te achterhalen.  

Bevindingen 

Solidariteitspatronen tussen moeders en kinderen  

In Hoofdstuk 2 vond ik vijf typen moeder-kind relaties die onder zowel allochtoon als 

autochtoon Nederlandse families voorkwamen. Deze typologie weerspiegelde de 

familiesystemen van het MFC, inclusief drie variaties van volledig-wederzijds 

afhankelijkheid (variërend met de wederkerige, opwaartse of respectievelijk 

neerwaartse richting waarin praktische hulp gegeven werd, gezien vanuit het 

perspectief van het kind), een emotioneel-wederzijds afhankelijke relatie en een type 

dat gekarakteriseerd werd door weinig contact en geen onderlinge hulp. De 

zeldzaamheid van dit laatste type wees er echter op dat het een problematische 

afstandelijkheid reflecteerde, in plaats van een (normatief gewenste) onafhankelijkheid 

tussen moeder en kind. Vergeleken met Nederlandse families kwamen volledig-

wederkerige moeder-kind relaties vaker voor bij migranten, wat past bij het gegeven 

dat zij uit sterk familiegeoriënteerde samenlevingen komen. Tegelijk kwamen ook 

afstandelijke moeder-kind relaties bij hen vaker voor, wat te maken kan hebben met 

moeilijkheden rondom het migratieproces. Onder autochtone Nederlanders waren 

juist de minder “traditionele” vormen meer voorkomend: kinderen die praktische 

steun kregen terwijl ze deze niet gaven, of een relatie waarin emotionele steun 

prioriteit had boven praktische hulp. Naast herkomst, lijkt de rol van praktische hulp 

ook samen te hangen met specifieke zorgbehoeftes in bepaalde levensfases: terwijl 

vooral jongvolwassen kinderen (18-30 jaar) praktische steun kregen, waren ouder-

volwassen kinderen (>45 jaar) eerder hulpgevers. Tot slot vond ik dat zonen vaker 

praktische hulp verleenden aan hun moeder, terwijl dochters deze vaker ontvingen.  

In Hoofdstuk 3 paste ik de typologie toe op kinderen wiens moeder in het 
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buitenland woonde. Deze transnationale moeder-kind relaties namen twee vormen 

aan: emotioneel-wederzijds afhankelijk en afstandelijk. Het eerste type kwam echter 

verreweg het meeste voor. Ondanks dat er geen sprake was van regelmatige 

praktische of financiële steun, viel de geografische afstand dus voor slechts een klein 

aantal moeders en kinderen samen met een emotionele afstand. Verder gaf dit 

hoofdstuk inzicht in de uiteenlopende gevolgen van acculturatie op familierelaties. 

Onder migrantengezinnen die in Nederland woonden, bijvoorbeeld, onderhielden 

kinderen die positiever tegenover het (hypothetische) idee stonden dat hun kind met 

een Nederlander zou trouwen vaker een afstandelijke relatie met hun moeder. 

Acculturatie gemeten in gedrag had het tegenovergestelde effect: kinderen die 

Sinterklaas vierden hadden eerder een volledig-wederkerige relatie met hun moeder 

dan degenen die niet meededen aan dit Nederlands nationale feest. In plaats van 

bewijs te leveren dat een sterke oriëntatie op het vestigingsland tot meer typische 

“Westerse” familiebanden zou leiden, wijzen deze bevindingen op twee alternatieven: 

dat de (wellicht uiteenlopende) normen van migrantenouders en kinderen hun relatie 

kan bemoeilijken én dat het behouden van meer “traditioneel” familiegedrag heel goed 

kan samengaan met het aannemen van (complementaire) familiepraktijken van het 

aankomstland. Voor transnationale moeder-kind relaties waren de effecten statistisch 

gezien insignificant. Niettemin is het interessant dat de richting van de effecten erop 

wees dat hoe meer kinderen georiënteerd zijn op het vestigingsland, hoe groter de 

kans is dat zij een afstandelijke relatie onderhouden met hun moeder in het 

buitenland. 

Het kwalitatieve onderzoek van Hoofdstuk 4 gaf belangrijke aanvullende 

informatie over moeder-kind relaties door te laten zien dat de rol van praktische hulp 

ook binnen migrantenfamilies verschilt. De mate waarin kinderen praktische hulp 

gaven aan hun moeder veranderde bijvoorbeeld over tijd. Daarnaast waren 

verantwoordelijkheden over broers en zussen verdeeld en nam meestal één kind het 

voortouw. Ook maakte het uit of moeders en kinderen samenwoonden: co-residentie 

faciliteerde vaak een (tijdelijk) intensief contact en versterkte uitwisseling van 

praktische hulp. Hoewel samenwonende ouders en volwassen kinderen door veel 

kwantitatieve studies van onderzoek worden uitgesloten, vond ik dat 

migrantenfamilies (intergenerationele) co-residentie bespraken als iets normaals, ook 

wanneer dit voor langere tijd of herhaaldelijk was. Wat betreft affectieve solidariteit 

bevestigden de resultaten de conclusie van de vorige hoofdstukken dat een emotionele 
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moeder-kind band belangrijk is voor bijna alle families, ongeacht de aanwezigheid van 

praktische hulp. In de interviews gaven de respondenten betekenis aan zo’n 

emotionele band door deze te kwantificeren, in de zin van de hoeveelheid tijd die 

samen werd doorgebracht. Omgekeerd bespraken moeders afstandelijkheid in termen 

van weinig contact. Kinderen legden afstandelijkheid echter uit door te verwijzen naar 

concrete problemen in de relatie die ze bewust probeerden te vermijden, bijvoorbeeld 

de last van voornaamste hulpgever te zijn.  

Ondanks de kritischere blik van moeders naar de hoeveelheid intergenerationeel 

contact, waren er bijna geen expliciete verwijten naar kinderen te vinden in de 

interviews. De complexe evaluaties die moeders gaven van de relatie onthulde echter 

hun moeite om het gedrag van kinderen te verzoenen met verwachtingen of 

normatieve ideeën over familieverplichtingen. Zulk soort interne spanningen werden 

opgelost door intergenerationele relaties te bespreken in termen van mogelijkheden 

en behoeften. De beperkte mogelijkheden van hun kinderen werden “geobjectiveerd” 

door deze uit te leggen als het onvermijdelijke resultaat van feitelijk tijdsgebrek, een 

situatie die bovendien typisch “Nederlands” werd genoemd. De behoeften van ouders, 

daarentegen, werden gepresenteerd als “subjectief” en een weerspiegeling van hun 

persoonlijke karakter als dankbaar, gemakkelijk en onafhankelijk. Migrantenmoeders 

maakten op deze manier familieverplichtingen afhankelijk van de individuele 

voorkeuren en mogelijkheden die zowel zijzelf als hun kinderen hadden. Zodoende 

integreerden ze in hun verklaringen typische “Westerse” en “niet-Westerse” familie-

idealen.  

Verbreking van partnerrelaties 

In Hoofstuk 5 verschoof de focus van inter-generationele naar (de verbreking van) 

intra-generationele relaties tussen partners. Eén van mijn doelen was het meenemen 

van achtergrondkenmerken bij het vergelijken van scheidingscijfers onder vrouwen 

van verschillende herkomst. Het belang hiervan was met name zichtbaar onder 

Turkse en Marokkaanse vrouwen, waarbij het corrigeren voor leeftijd, burgerlijke 

staat, het hebben van een partner met dezelfde of andere herkomst, het 

gezinsinkomen, aantal kinderen thuis, het wonen in een huur of koophuis en binnen of 

buiten de vier grootste gemeentes, tot een duidelijke verkleining leidde in de initiële 

verschillen met Nederlandse vrouwen. Vergeleken met de gewoontes in de 
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herkomstregio’s van Turkse en Marokkaanse migranten, waar trouwen erg gangbaar 

is en scheiden zeer zeldzaam (Morocco: DHS 2005; Turkey: DHS 2009), duidt dit op 

relatief hoge scheidingsaantallen. Bovendien kwam uit elkaar gaan vaker voor onder 

tweedegeneratie dan eerst-generatie Turkse en Marokkaanse vrouwen. Voor 

Surinaamse en Antilliaanse vrouwen bracht het corrigeren voor 

achtergrondkenmerken geen substantiële verandering. Nog steeds bleven zij meer 

kans hebben op de verbreking van een relatie dan vrouwen uit de overige 

herkomstgroepen. Daarnaast vond ik geen significant verschil tussen eerste en 

tweedegeneratie Surinaamse en Antilliaanse vrouwen. Samengenomen wijzen deze 

uitkomsten erop dat de familiepatronen in Caribische samenlevingen, waar relatief 

veel stellen ongehuwd zijn en vaker uit elkaar gaan (Emery & Golson 2013; Staker 

1992), ook te vinden zijn onder migrantenvrouwen in Nederland.  

Naast het uit elkaar gaan van samenwonende stellen, onderzocht ik ook 

verschillen in residentiele mobiliteit na een scheiding. Alle migrantenvrouwen bleken 

vaker in het gezamenlijke huis te blijven dan Nederlandse vrouwen. Deze relatieve 

immobiliteit van migrantenvrouwen hield aan of werd zelfs nog uitgesprokener over 

generaties. Aangezien sociaal-demografische kenmerken geen verklaring boden lijkt 

het erop dat er bij migrantenstellen andere factoren een rol spelen in de 

besluitvorming over wie van de partners verhuisd na een scheiding, dan bij 

autochtoon Nederlandse koppels. Het zou kunnen dat er andere normatieve 

verwachtingen zijn of dat migrantenvrouwen een specifiek belang hebben om te 

blijven, bijvoorbeeld vanwege hun sociale netwerk in de buurt.  

Wetenschappelijke relevantie  

Het Model of Family Change en verder 

De hoofdstukken over moeder-kind relaties demonstreerden de empirische waarde 

van het theoretische Model of Family Change (MFC; Kagitçibasi 1996), door twee 

basisaannames te bevestigen: dat wederzijdse praktische hulp een centralere rol speelt 

in niet-Westerse allochtone dan Westerse autochtone gezinnen, maar dat migratie 

niettemin het belang van praktische steun in families vermindert terwijl emotionele 

banden aanwezig blijven. Daarnaast vullen mijn deelstudies de theorie op 

verschillende manieren aan. Ten eerste bood het kwalitatieve onderzoek (Hoofdstuk 4) 

verdiepend inzicht in de manier waarop praktische hulp minder belangrijk kan 
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worden in migrantenfamilies. De ongelijke verdeling van verantwoordelijkheden 

tussen broers en zussen duidt bijvoorbeeld op een centralisatie van taken rondom één 

kind. Daarnaast kan de hoeveelheid steun die migrantenouders van kinderen 

ontvangen over tijd veranderen, door ingrijpende gebeurtenissen als ziekte of 

emigratie, de keus van kinderen om zich terug te trekken of door afwisselende 

periodes van co-residentie. Ten tweede vond ik een type moeder-kind relatie die voor 

de MFC van toegevoegde waarde kan zijn. In tegenstelling tot de aanname dat 

affectieve banden intact blijven, wijst deze “afstandelijke” relatie erop dat 

familiebanden ook kunnen bekoelen. Eerdere studies in de migratieliteratuur die de 

nadruk hebben gelegd op problematische gevolgen van het migratieproces (Birman & 

Poff 2011; Foner & Dreby 2011; Phinney & Vedder 2006) kunnen wellicht bruikbaar 

zijn om meer inzicht in dit afstandelijke relatietype te verwerven. Ten derde heb ik het 

MFC toegepast op transnationale families. Hoewel een toenemend aantal studies laat 

zien dat migranten vaak geëngageerd blijven met het land van herkomst (Bryceson & 

Vuorela 2002; Levitt & Schiller 2004), zijn transnationale relaties tussen ouders en 

volwassen kinderen nog nauwelijks onderzocht. Mijn studie wees uit dat, evenals bij 

migrantenfamilies die samen in Nederland wonen, een affectieve moeder-kind band 

voor de meeste transnationale gezinnen van belang blijft. 

Samengenomen duiden de resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2-4 erop dat migratie een 

verschillende impact heeft op de praktische en emotionele dimensie van moeder-kind 

relaties. De rol van praktische hulp lijkt sterk verbonden te zijn met de condities 

waarin men opgroeit en leeft. Deze dimensie is daardoor vatbaar voor (plotselinge) 

veranderingen in de levensomgeving van gezinnen. Een emotionele moeder-kind band 

lijkt daarentegen een algemene deler van families te zijn, ongeacht herkomst en 

omstandigheden. Dat gezegd hebbende, voegt Hoofdstuk 4 een nuance toe door te 

laten zien dat hechte banden nog niet betekenen dat er geen enkele spanning in de 

relatie is. De gecompliceerde gevoelens van met name moeders gaven een complexer 

en reëler beeld van affectieve relaties en de ambivalentie die deze kunnen bevatten. 

Tegelijk wordt het beeld van problematische migrantenfamilies genuanceerd door 

erop te wijzen dat spanningen lang niet altijd gelijk staan aan een breuk in relaties.     

Normen versus gedrag 

Voorgaand migratieonderzoek heeft zich met name gericht op familiewaarden en 
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geconcludeerd dat migranten en hun nakomelingen de normen van het herkomstland 

blijven onderschrijven (Carnein & Baykara-Krumme 2013; Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 

1999; Schans & De Valk, 2011). Mijn studies geven echter aan dat het daadwerkelijke 

gedrag van migranten en autochtone families niet zoveel verschilt. Het idee dat niet-

Westerse migranten bepaalde overtuigingen behouden en tegelijk hun gedrag 

aanpassen is niet makkelijk verenigbaar met de gewoonlijke aanname dat normatieve 

verandering vooraf gaat aan gedragsverandering (e.g. Fishbein & Azjen, 1975). 

Niettemin zijn er minstens drie alternatieve verklaringen voor deze bevinding. Ten 

eerste worden handelingen niet enkel beïnvloed door attitudes, maar ook door concrete 

omstandigheden, zoals het MFC theoretiseert en de interviews in Hoofdstuk 4 

bevestigen. Bovendien liet ik zien dat praktisch gemotiveerde gedragsveranderingen 

uiteindelijk zelfs kunnen leiden tot een aanpassing van overtuigingen. Ten tweede 

suggereren de bevindingen van Hoofdstuk 3 dat (misschien onverwachte) compatibele 

elementen van het herkomst en aankomstland eraan kunnen bijdragen dat migranten 

makkelijker nieuwe gedragsvormen overnemen. Zowel in de wetenschap als in het 

publieke debat is er een neiging om over culturen te denken in tegenstellingen. Deze 

gedachte laat het dynamische karakter van cultuur en de veranderingen die 

voortkomen uit het contact met andere denkbeelden of handelswijzen echter 

onderbelicht. In dezelfde lijn kan, ten derde, de combinatie van een continuering van 

normen en verandering in gedrag beter worden begrepen als we acculturatie niet 

langer zien als een ééndimensionaal proces. Mijn studie (Hoofdstuk 4) gaf aan dat 

familiewaarden die als typisch Westers en niet-Westers worden beschouwd niet per 

se twee uitersten van dezelfde schaal vormen. Moeders onderschreven zowel 

onvoorwaardelijke familieverplichtingen als de onafhankelijkheid van hun kinderen. 

Dit deden zij bovendien binnen een overkoepelend normatief kader waarin deze ideeën 

consistent en verenigbaar waren.  

Migratie en partnerrelaties 

Voorgaande studies hebben met name de (in)stabiliteit van stellen met een gemengde 

herkomst onderzocht (Kalmijn, de Graaf & Janssen 2005; Milewski & Kulu 2014; 

Smith, Maas & van Tubergen 2012) en, wat betreft migratie, gekeken naar de directe 

gevolgen van verhuizing (e.g. Boyle et al. 2008). Mijn studie illustreert het belang van 

het kijken naar partners met eenzelfde migratieachtergrond en rekening te houden 
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met de mogelijke impact van lange-termijn processen rondom migratie en vestiging. 

Deze effecten kunnen bovendien verschillen per herkomstgroep. Om deze juist te 

kunnen interpreteren is het ten eerste zaak om oog te hebben voor de mogelijke 

variatie tussen niet-Westerse regio’s. Waar het onderscheid tussen Westerse en niet-

Westerse samenlevingen gepast is voor het begrijpen van ouder-kind relaties, zoals 

empirisch onderzoek bewijst (e.g. Kagitçibasi, Ataca & Diri 2005; Phalet & Güngör 

2009; Trommsdorff & Nauck 2005), is dit niet het geval voor partnerrelaties. 

Daarnaast is het relevant om te kijken wat de combinatie van de context van het 

herkomst en aankomstland betekent. Voor Turkse en Marokkaanse vrouwen, 

bijvoorbeeld, biedt het relatief liberalere Nederland meer mogelijkheden om een 

scheiding te bewerkstelligen. Surinaamse en Antilliaanse vrouwen, daarentegen, 

komen uit een samenleving waar scheiding vaker voorkomt en in Nederland zijn er 

geen sociale of institutionele obstakels die dit gedrag ontmoedigen. Een ander 

mogelijk vestigingseffect wat verschillend kan uitwerken bij migrantenstellen met een 

Caribische en Mediterrane achtergrond, heeft te maken met de acculturatie van beide 

partners. Met name bij stellen die herkomstig zijn uit gebieden waarvan normen 

rondom partnerrelaties (en de daaraan sterk gekoppelde gendernormen) sterker 

conflicteren met de gewoontes in Nederland, zou het spanning kunnen geven als één 

van de partners meer georiënteerd is op het aankomstland.   

Maatschappelijke relevantie 

In de media en het publieke debat worden autochtone en met name niet-Westerse 

allochtone Nederlanders dikwijls tegenover elkaar gezet. Een vaak genoemde zorg is 

dat migranten andere waarden zouden nastreven. Mijn thesis werpt hier een nieuwe 

blik op door te laten zien dat, in ieder geval wat betreft typische “Westerse” en “niet-

Westerse” familienormen, de één de ander niet uitsluit. Migrantenouderen in mijn 

onderzoek onderschreven het belang van zowel familieverplichtingen als de 

onafhankelijkheid van henzelf en hun kinderen. Deze gecombineerde idealen zijn in 

grote lijnen gelijk aan de huidige doelen van het familiebeleid in Nederland, gericht op 

het bevorderen van de zelfredzaamheid van ouderen en het vergroten van de rol van 

informele zorg (ten opzichte van overheidshulp). Zorgbeleid zou zich daarom moeten 

richten op het opheffen van de obstakels die deze families ondervinden om zo 

familiezorg te stimuleren.  
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Tegelijk laat mijn thesis zien dat het onderschrijven van andere normen nog niet 

wil zeggen dat men zich ook anders gedraagt. De overeenkomsten die ik vond tussen 

Marokkaanse, Turkse, Surinaamse, Antilliaanse en autochtone Nederlanders waren 

prominenter aanwezig dan de verschillen. Daarnaast bleek er veel variatie binnen en 

tussen migrantenfamilies te zijn: individuele, sociaal-demografische en 

levensloopkenmerken, evenals uiteenlopende manieren van omgaan met het 

migratieproces, hadden allemaal effect op familiegedrag. Deze bevindingen komen 

overeen met onderzoek uit de Verenigde Staten dat laat zien dat structurele 

verschillen een belangrijk aandeel hebben in het verklaren van raciale verschillen, 

bijvoorbeeld wat betreft scheidingsaantallen (Phillips & Sweeney 2006). 

Wetenschappelijk gezien rijst hiermee de vraag wat eigenlijk de juiste 

vergelijkingsgroepen zijn om familierelaties in de huidige, cultureel diverse, Westerse 

samenlevingen te begrijpen. Voor beleidsmakers wil het meer concreet zeggen dat er 

in eerste instantie aandacht moet worden geschonken aan de levensomstandigheden 

van gezinnen, of zij nu autochtoon of allochtoon zijn.  

Niettemin blijft het van belang om extra oog te hebben voor migrantengezinnen, 

aangezien zij vaker een kwetsbare, veelal achtergestelde positie in de samenleving 

innemen. Het aandeel ouderen met een niet-Westerse achtergrond groeit snel. De 

prognose is dat meer dan 30 procent van de Turkse, Marokkaanse, Surinaamse en 

Antilliaanse migrantengroepen in Nederland 65 jaar of ouder zal zijn in 2060 

(Garssen 2011). Migrantenouderen hebben vaak een slechtere gezondheid en 

daarnaast lopen mantelzorgers in migrantenfamilies extra risico op overbelasting 

(Van Wieringen 2014). Mijn bevinding dat een affectieve moeder-kind band over het 

algemeen aanwezig is, duidt erop dat professionals die informele zorgverleners 

ondersteunen kunnen aansluiten bij deze reeds bestaande emotionele betrokkenheid 

om de kwaliteit en daarmee duurzaamheid van mantelzorg te verbeteren. Ook wat 

betreft scheiding is het belangrijk om de precaire positie van allochtonen in 

oogschouw te nemen. Naast economische gevolgen, zouden vrouwen te maken 

kunnen krijgen met sociale stigmatisatie en uitsluiting. Bovendien wordt de volledige 

impact van een familietransitie zoals scheiding pas duidelijk als we onze blik 

verbreden naar de koppeling tussen verschillende levensloopgebeurtenissen. De 

relatieve immobiliteit van gescheiden allochtone vrouwen kan er bijvoorbeeld voor 

zorgen dat ongelijkheden in de kwaliteit van buurt- en woningomstandigheden 

bestendigd worden. In andere woorden, als het uiteindelijke doel is om meer 
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gelijkheid te creëren in termen van gelijke kansen om een gezond leven te leiden in al 

haar facetten, inclusief familierelaties, hebben we meer aandacht nodig voor 

verschillen in de kwetsbaarheid van bepaalde sociale groepen.  
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geheel als de details. Daarmee hielp je mij vaak met slechts een paar woorden verder 

op precies de plekken waar ik vastliep. Eva, jij was een geweldige aanvulling met de 
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terwijl ik zwetend in het zweetkamertje zal zitten, zoals eerder omgekeerd (geniet 

ervan), dank voor je aanwezigheid! Je luchtigheid, sarcasme en soms andere kijk op 

zaken werkten voor mij verfrissend en verruimend. Zo ook de Dirkjan strips die ik op 
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gepraat..) Fijn om herkenning te vinden en die te delen! Verder wil ik ook de rest van 

het team “Migration & Migrants” bedanken, voor de stimulerende en gezellige 

bijeenkomsten. En niet te vergeten de collega’s met wie ik graag het beroemde rondje 

langs de Hofvijver liep (famous voor de NIDI lunchwandelingen bedoel ik dan 

uiteraard) om vervolgens in diep gesprek op een bankje te stranden. 

Buiten werk om ben ik gezegend met ontzettend lieve en trouwe vrienden. Jullie 

aandacht, waardering en liefde helpen mij nog steeds om anders naar mezelf te leren 

kijken en te realiseren dat werk, hoewel belangrijk, niet het enige in het leven is. Al 

noem ik niet iedereens naam, ik hoop dat ik in het dagelijks leven vaak genoeg laat 

merken hoe blij ik met je ben, zodat er nu geen twijfel over bestaat dat ik ook jou 

bedoel. Juul, super dat jij mijn paranimf wil zijn! Ik heb er het volste vertrouwen in 

dat je met alle vragen kan helpen als ik die niet weet (je hebt je goed voorbereid, 

toch?!), en ach, anders win je alsnog iedereen voor je met je charme. Wat betreft de 

omslag van mijn proefschrift gaat de eer naar Heleen Brulot, de moeder van mijn 

vroegere buurmeisje (nog steeds een goede vriendin) bij wie ik kind aan huis was. 

Deze fantastische kinderboekenillustrator heeft me overtuigd dat we samen een mooie 

voorkant konden bedenken en maken. En dat is gelukt!  

Tot mijn verdriet moet ik ook de aanwezigheid van een heel bijzondere persoon 

missen. Lieve Daniëlle, ik weet dat je trots op me zou zijn (een vriendin met een 

doctorstitel!!) en dat je er toch ergens bij bent vandaag.  

Tot slot richt ik mijn dankwoord tot degenen die er het langst voor me zijn 

geweest: mijn ouders, broer Marc en zusje Pauline (al hoor jij eigenlijk ook bij het 

vriendenverhaal hierboven). Mam en pap, in mijn onderzoek naar ouder-kind relaties 

heb ik me uiteraard regelmatig afgevraagd hoe die van ons eruit ziet. Eén ding is 

zeker, aan downward-support is er geen gebrek, praktisch noch emotioneel. Wat een 

onuitputtelijke energie en toewijding geven jullie! Ik neem het dankbaar in ontvangst 

en hoop maar dat jullie enige wederkerigheid ervaren. En vooruit, als allerlaatste dan, 

wil ik nog mijn “tante in Texel” bedanken, wat inmiddels een begrip is geworden voor 

de mensen om mij heen. Sas en Kees, heerlijk dat dit “nichtje van de overkant” af en 

toe naar jullie mag migreren om op te laden. Het is dit proefschrift ten goede 

gekomen. 
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