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THE WELL-BEING OF STAY
BEHIND FAMILY MEMBERS
IN MIGRANT HOUSEHOLDS

Karlijn Haagsman and Valentina Mazzucato

Introduction

Until the turn of the century, most work on migration focused on migrants and the effects
migration has on the host society. But for every migrant that leaves his or her origin coun-
try, there are also family members and loved ones that he/she ‘leaves behind’. This geo-
graphic separation has well-being consequences on both sides and involves complex
transnational caring arrangements when it concerns dependent children or elderly (Toyota
et al. 2007). Bryceson and Vuorela (2002) highlighted the existence of these so-called trans-
national families in 2002 and started a sub-field of transnational migration scholarship that
turned to studying how families continue to function over great distances.

The effects of migration on origin countries was researched before the sub-field of trans-
national family scholarship evolved. Starting with the Manchester school in 1947, anthro-
pologists studied how migration to the Copper Belt in southern Africa affected communities
of origin (Epstein 1992; Mayer 1962; Schapera 1947). Yet, most of this literature, and the
subsequent field of migration and development studies focused on the realm of develop-
ment, mostly at the macro-level and on economic gains. It looked at households as an
entire unit not distinguishing the effects on individual members (Mazzucato 2015). In short,
until the turn of the century there was little scholarly attention on the experiences of indi-
vidual members ‘left behind’ by migrants. Only around 3.4 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion is classified as an international migrant at any one time (UNDESA 2017), but those
affected by migration, or those ‘left behind’, are considerably more numerous. The relative
lack of studies that address the experience of the ‘left behind’ is noteworthy, particularly
because studying the ‘left behind’ can give important insights into the lives of migrants as
well (Mazzucato 2011).

Starting in the 2000s, the literature on transnational families brought the ‘left behind’
into scholarly view. Transnational families are those in which one or more members of
a family live in another country or region for extended periods of time. When members
migrate, they remain connected to their home communities and family members and
engage in family practices and maintain relationships despite geographical separation (Bryce-
son and Vuorela 2002; Glick Schiller et al. 1992). This was a break from most literature in
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family studies which focused on families living together or separated through divorce, crisis,
or death (Mazzucato and Schans 2011; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2002). Despite the emphasis of
transnational family studies on the importance of considering the whole family, even those
who are separated by great distances, most of the early work still focused on the migrants in
these families and how they coped with the separation. Since the 2010s, however, this lit-
erature has started to focus on the effects of migration on the ‘left behind’. This chapter will
provide an overview of this recent literature.

The term ‘left behind’ is quite broad. Most studies focus on nuclear family members, but
others include extended family and friends, while others even go as far as to include the
communities migrants leave behind (Nguyen et al. 2006). The term ‘left behind’ is also
ambiguous because it has a negative condition: that of abandonment or neglect and impli-
citly depicts the ‘left behind’ as passive victims who are forced to stay in the country of
origin and do not have any say (Archambault 2010; Nguyen et al. 2006). As we will see in
this chapter, this is far from true. Therefore, increasingly, researchers are moving away from
the term and use, for example, ‘stayers’, to refer to the ‘left behind’. We will use the term
stayers but when the literature itself uses the term ‘left behind’ we employ it in our review
yet denote it in quotation marks to remind the reader that this is a term with implicit mean-
ings with which we do not necessarily agree.

This review focuses on the two groups that are most often considered in the literature: chil-
dren and elderly parents. Although spouses and partners are also an important group of stayers,
we do not discuss them here as they are discussed in Chapter 9 on gender and migration. When
discussing each group, we review both qualitative anthropological and sociological in-depth
studies focusing on a small number of cases, as well as quantitative sociological, demographic,
and psychological literature based on large samples. We structure the review around the main
topic that these studies investigate: the effect on stayers’ well-being, broadly defined and includ-
ing mental and physical health, education, social behaviour, household labour, and economic
security, and look into important mediating and explanatory factors.

Children

Several million children are estimated to stay at origin while one or both of their parents
migrate overseas. Although exact numbers are unknown, estimates illustrate the extent of
this phenomenon for some developing countries. It has been estimated that up to 1 million
Sri Lankan children have a migrant mother abroad (Save the Children 2006); 9 million Fili-
pino minors (27 per cent of all Filipino children) have at least one parent working abroad
(Kakammpi in Parreñas 2005); and 21 per cent of Dominican children and one in six chil-
dren under 18 in El Salvador, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Nicaragua live apart from
a migrant parent (Dewaard et al. 2018). This has not gone unnoticed by NGOs and govern-
ments who are afraid that parent–child separation can lead to adverse outcomes for children,
especially if they are separated from their mothers. Moreover, next to transnational family
scholars, family sociologists and child psychologists have shown increasing concern and have
investigated the well-being of these children. Most studies refer to children as being under
the age of 18.

Most studies find that parental migration has negative impacts on children’s overall well-
being. Several anthropological studies found that transnational parent–child separation can
lead to conflict and resentment (Coe 2008; Dreby 2007; Schmalzbauer 2004), depressive
symptoms, loneliness, and feelings of abandonment (Dreby 2010; Levitt 2001; Parreñas 2005;
Pribilsky 2001), and behavioural problems (Moran-Taylor 2008; Schmalzbauer 2004; Smith
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2006), which can also affect the migrant parents’ well-being. For example, an anthropological
study on Mexican children reports that some felt abandoned and developed strategies to
‘punish’ their parents for leaving them behind such as refusing to speak to them on the phone
or refusing to accept their parent’s parental authority (Dreby 2007). Furthermore, some studies
indicated that educational aspirations and performance of stayer children could also be affected
(Dreby 2010; Moran-Taylor 2008).

More recently, child psychology and family sociology studies have looked into the effects
of parental migration on children’s well-being using survey data. Generally, these quantita-
tive studies have corroborated the findings in the qualitative literature that separation can
affect the child negatively. They find that parental migration can affect children’s emotional
health (Jordan and Graham 2012; Mazzucato et al. 2015; Wen and Lin 2012), physical
health, and health behaviour (Salah 2008; Wen and Lin 2012), and social behaviour (Fan
et al. 2010). Likewise, parental migration can affect school behaviour, educational outcomes,
and aspirations negatively (Battistella and Conaco 1998; Mckenzie and Rapoport 2007;
Robles and Oropesa 2011; Wen and Lin 2012). However, conversely through remittances
children can be sent to better schools which can lead to the better educational performance
of these children (Kandel and Kao 2001; Lu 2012).

Although much of the literature concludes that the overall well-being of ‘left behind’
children might be negatively affected by parental migration, some studies find no effect or
even a positive effect of migration on children’s emotional well-being (Asis 2006; Cebotari
et al. 2017; Wen and Lin 2012), physical health and nutrition (Asis 2006; Carling and
Tønnessen 2013; Cebotari et al. 2017), and education (Antman 2012; Cebotari and Mazzu-
cato 2016; Kandel and Kao 2001). More importantly, recent literature points to the import-
ance of specific characteristics of the transnational child-raising arrangement and points to
factors that mediate this relation and/or explain it. As such these studies nuance the findings
of the poor well-being of stayer children and show the importance of taking micro- and
meso-level characteristics into account. In general, three conditions are found to be of
importance: 1) communication; 2) the environment; and 3) the structure of the transnational
child-raising arrangement.

First, communication between parent and child is very important for the well-being of
both (Dreby 2010; Madianou and Miller 2011; Parreñas 2005; Zentgraf and Chinchilla
2012), as irregular or little contact can be seen by the child as disinterest or abandonment
(Suarez-Orozco et al. 2002; Zentgraf and Chinchilla 2012). And, as remittances are ‘the cur-
rency of contact across borders’ (Dreby and Adkins 2010, 680), not being able to send these
because of low socio-economic well-being or undocumented status can affect relationships
between migrant parents, caregivers, and children (Dreby 2006; Haagsman 2015; Pribilsky
2004), and hence affect the well-being of the ‘left behind’ child.

Second, the physical and social environment in which the child grows up plays a major
role. Quantitative studies find that socio-economic status, care arrangements, child’s psy-
chological traits, parent’s and caregiver’s education, and teacher involvement are important
mediators in the relation between child well-being and parental migration (Fan et al.
2010; Wen and Lin 2012). Potential negative effects on children’s well-being can be
exacerbated when children are left in inadequate care, get little parental guidance, and
have gained more responsibilities in the household because of the absence of one or both
parents (Vanore 2015).

Last, but not least, how the transnational child-raising arrangement is set up is of great
significance: who takes care of the child and who has migrated? Although results are not
conclusive (Graham and Jordan 2011; He et al. 2012; Mazzucato et al. 2015; Vanore et al.
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2015), most of these studies concur that children are worse off when mothers migrate
(Dreby 2010; Gao et al. 2010; Jia and Tian 2010; Liu et al. 2009; Parreñas 2005; Wen and
Lin 2012). Different reasons are given. Some authors argue that it is because of the special
bond children have with their mothers (Parreñas 2008) and/or because of gender norms in
place that create different expectations from mothers and fathers. While fathers are expected
to provide mostly financial care, mothers are expected to provide emotional care, which is
more difficult to provide across borders (Dreby 2006, 2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila
1997; Parreñas 2005). Therefore, children can feel more abandoned when their mothers
migrate. Others argue that these differences arise because mother-away and father-away fam-
ilies are differently structured and face different structural constraints making migrant
mothers more vulnerable (Caarls et al. 2018; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila 1997; Parreñas
2001). For instance, Mazzucato et al. (2015) found that migrant mothers, possibly through
their structural constraints, ‘leave’ their children in less stable care arrangements than migrant
fathers, which leads to the next important factor in the transnational child-raising arrange-
ment: the caregiver of the child.

Caregivers are essential in helping children cope with the separation and alleviating emo-
tional hardships and are important mediators in the relation between migrant parent and
child (Hoang and Yeoh 2012; Schmalzbauer 2008; Suarez-Orozco et al. 2002), making the
relationship between migrant parent and caregiver essential. If the relationship between care-
giver and parent is strained because they are divorced or separated this harmfully affects the
migrant parent–child relationship (Dreby 2006; Haagsman and Mazzucato 2014; Nobles
2011). Additionally, the specific characteristics of the caregiver are also important for the
well-being of the child, such as the caregiver’s mental health (Jordan and Graham 2012),
human capital (Fan et al. 2010; Vanore et al. 2015), gender, and position in the family. For
example, children might reproach their parents if they perceive the care provided as bad
(Poeze and Mazzucato 2013), which can happen especially if the caregiver is not one of the
parents. Moreover, children in the care of their grandparents do less well than children
whose caregiver is one of the parents (Jia and Tian 2010) Although uncommon, non-
relatives can be caregivers (Dankyi 2015), although Fan et al. (2010) find that children in
such care are more prone to emotional and behavioural problems.

Elderly

Migration can also affect elderly stayers. This is an important category as the elderly com-
pose a vulnerable group in the Global South, of which a relatively large share is living in
poverty. Emigration can lead to more elderly persons living alone (Du et al. 2004; Kanaiau-
puni 2000), challenging the traditional role of the family in elderly care (Guo et al. 2009).
As with children, ageing parents often need care which requires physical presence and close
geographic proximity (King and Vullnetari 2006). Indeed, it has even been found that care
of elderly or sick parents is often a reason for return migration (King et al. 1983). And, as
with children, good relationships, and caregiving practices can be established across borders.
Despite not living geographically close, migrant children are often actively involved in the
caring process and often try to provide for their elderly parents through regular visits, remit-
tances, gifts, and calls to their parents and their caretakers (Baldock 2000; Zechner 2008;
Zimmer and Knodel 2013).

Adult children who migrate overseas or to urban areas often provide an important source
of income for elderly parents (Guo et al. 2009; Knodel et al. 2010; Knodel and Saeng-
tienchai 2007). Most studies find that the economic well-being of the elderly substantially
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increases with migration (Du et al. 2004; Guo et al. 2009; Knodel and Saengtienchai 2007),
although in exceptional cases, such as in rural Albania, it was found to lead to more eco-
nomic insecurity (King and Vullnetari 2006). Yet, migrant children have difficulties provid-
ing other support that the elderly may need such as food, help with household chores, and
assistance in the businesses of their elderly parents (Du et al. 2004; Knodel et al. 2010).
Moreover, daily care for the elderly, especially if they are ill or disabled, requires regular
physical presence which migrants cannot provide. Therefore, the elderly who are in need of
physical care can be especially vulnerable when their children migrate (Guo et al. 2009).

Mental and physical health effects can also arise. Various studies have found that the stay-
behind elderly experience a greater risk of psychosocial and emotional distress, loneliness,
and depression (Adhikari et al. 2011; De Soto et al. 2002; King and Vullnetari 2006). In
addition, the physical health of the stay-behind elderly can also be affected. Antman (2010)
found that in Mexico, elderly persons who had a child abroad were more likely to suffer
from a heart attack or stroke. Through the migration of their children, elderly people lose
their social support, as migrant children cannot assist their elderly parents directly in times of
crisis, such as illness or moments of weak mental health. Studies report even worse effects
for elderly in rural areas where the remote and often rough location makes them already
more prone to isolation and out-migration is often high (King et al. 2003; King and Vullne-
tari 2006). However, again results are inconclusive with some studies finding no effects or
even positive effects on health (Adhikari et al. 2011; Guo et al. 2009; Kuhn et al. 2011).
For example, Abas et al. (2009) found no relation between children’s out-migration and
levels of depression amongst elderly parents in rural Thailand. Even more so, when taking
parental characteristics, social support, health, and wealth into account, the elderly with
migrant children were less often depressed than their counterparts who had non-migrant
children.

On the other hand, while migrant children cannot provide direct care, it does not mean
they are not involved in their parent’s health care. The elderly with migrant children can
make better use of health services (Adhikari et al. 2011) because their migrant children may
have better access to information, set up specific savings schemes that allow parents to receive
financing for their health needs and can send remittances when parents are in need of treat-
ment (Knodel et al. 2010; Mazzucato 2008). Moreover, if elderly parents are really ill, migrant
children often decide to visit and provide the care they need or return if their situation allows
it (King et al. 1983; Knodel et al. 2010). Again, communication is key to the well-being of
stayer parents. But how often and how long children call is also dependent on the economic
and legal status of the migrant child and, if children cannot visit, they sometimes ask other
migrants to visit and bring remittances and gifts (King and Vullnetari 2006).

While remittances can improve elderly people’s material and emotional well-being (Guo
et al. 2009; Silverstein et al. 2006), they are also an unstable source of income. King and
Vullnetari (2006) found that remittances tend to slow down, first, when migrant children
have their own children and, second, the longer migrant children are away. Mazzucato
(2008) found that elderly people in Ghana actively seek to care for their migrant children’s
children, as a way to gain access to material care, such as household chores, and to ensure
a steady flow of remittances, knowing that their adult child will be more likely to send
remittances for their own child.

How care for elderly parents is organised depends on how far the migrant is located
from the elderly parent, the resources, such as remittances and housing, the migrant has
available for caregiving, cultural filial norms, and resulting feelings of obligation, and the
(care) provisions of the origin country (Baldassar 2007; Zechner 2008). In addition, the
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well-being of parents also depends on whether, besides the migrant child, they have other
non-migrant children who can provide daily care, which is often the case (Knodel et al.
2010).

The elderly are not only care receivers, they can also be essential care providers in the
post-migration household, which can increase their workload (Gassmann et al. 2013). For
example, they can be asked to take care of property or administrative issues while their
migrant child is away (Mazzucato 2008). Moreover, elderly are sometimes asked by their
migrant children to take care of their grandchildren while they are abroad. This could be
for a short period until the migrant is settled and reunifies with his/her child abroad, but
this could also be for an extended period of time. Chang et al. (2011) found that elderly
people in Chinese migrant households dedicated significantly more time to domestic work
and subsistence labour than elderly people in non-migrant households. For some of the eld-
erly, the childcare burden is difficult to manage because of limited resources, their old age,
their worries over the child’s well-being, and their heightened responsibility, which can lead
to decreased well-being (Dankyi et al. 2017; Salah 2008; Yarris 2014).

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that migration impacts people in origin countries in ways other
than the economic even if the latter has been the main focus of studies on the impact of
migration on origin countries. Yet family members who remain in the country of origin
can be impacted in various other domains that relate to their general well-being, includ-
ing health, psychological well-being, education, aspirations, social behaviour, and house-
hold labour. The various studies reviewed here, showed that the effect of migration on
overall well-being is not clear cut. As gender and family norms are different across the
world and conditions of migration vary, so do the effects of migration on stayers. There-
fore, it is indispensable to take contextual factors into account in the study of stayers.
This includes norms, structural factors such as the socio-economic status of the family
and who migrates.

Moreover, although cross-country analyses have been scarce, they have shown that the
macro-level, too, is of importance for the well-being of stayers. For example, the few cross-
country comparisons that exist find that the destination country of migrants matters for the
well-being of stayers (Graham et al. 2015; Mazzucato et al. 2015). Migration policies in
countries of destination are important because transnational separations can be the result of
strict policies that make it difficult for families to reunify. This in turn affects the well-being
of both migrants and stayers (Coe 2014; Dreby 2010; King and Vullnetari 2006). Other
kinds of policies matter as well, such as those affecting which sectors of the economy
migrants can work in and whether they are able to gain stable employment (Dito et al.
2017). Finally, the conditions at home also matter, such as whether a country is recovering
from civil strife (Mazzucato et al. 2015).

Importantly, this chapter has shown that migration does not necessarily impact stayers
negatively, and at times can even have positive effects. Some NGOs, policymakers, and aca-
demics, stress negative effects. Yet while negative effects exist, they do not depict the full
story and only portraying the negative side can stigmatise stayers and migrants. It is import-
ant for research to further investigate the circumstances under which migration leads to
negative consequences for stayers. It is through answering this question that research can
guide policymakers to address the well-being of stayers.
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