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Synonyms

Astronaut families; Left-behind children; Para-
chute children

Definition

Transnational families are families in which one
or more members live in another country or
region. The term “family members” usually
refers to a nuclear family comprising parents
and their children. Sometimes, elderly grandpar-
ents are also included. A broader array of family
members is included in studies that take into
account extended family systems prevalent in
developing countries.

Transnational families have members who
live for an extended period of time in different
countries. For example, the research discussed
here studies families living with members spread
between the USA and Mexico, the Philippines
and Italy, or Congo and Mali. An increasing
body of literature studies internal Chinese
» migration. This migratory flow spans large
geographic distances and involves administrative

hurdles that make it comparable to other cases
of transnational families and is therefore included
here.

» Child well-being is loosely defined in qual-
itative anthropological or sociological studies in
terms of children’s » emotions and responses to
living in a transnational family. Quantitative
family sociology and child psychology studies
define child well-being more narrowly in terms
of emotional, behavioral, and » health outcomes.
Educational and economic outcomes for children
are sometimes included. These latter two
outcomes will be considered in this overview to
the extent that they are included in findings on
emotional, behavioral, or health outcomes.

Description

Introduction

Increasingly, migration has given rise to transna-
tional families whose members live in different
nation-states and face the challenges of organiz-
ing the care of family members across borders.
Through this process, the roles and relationships
between spouses, parents, children, and elderly
relatives can change. An emerging concern in
both the academic and policy arenas is in the
effects of separation on migrant parents and
their children. In most instances, one or both
parents migrate, leaving one or more children in
the country of origin to be raised by a local care-
giver. In other cases, children migrate as unac-
companied minors, either clandestinely such as
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through the Mexico-US border or officially in
pursuit of educational opportunities as in the
case of Chinese children of migrant workers in
Australia or the USA (Waters, 2005). Families
and children in the latter circumstances are
referred to as “astronaut families” or “parachute
children.” Most of the studies that focus on the
well-being of children center on the more preva-
lent phenomenon of “left-behind” children,
which is the focus of this essay.

Defining a New Field of Research

Transnational family studies have emerged since
the turn of the twenty-first century and have
focused on the consequences of living in transna-
tional families for the relationship between
children and their parents (Bryceson & Vuorela,
2002; Dreby, 2007; Parrenias, 2005;
Schmalzbauer, 2004). These studies have
focused on Latin America and Asia and are
predominantly qualitative in nature. They have
addressed questions of how long-distance
separations affect the daily life of different-
members of transnational families, the types of
relationships they produce, and the ways in which
gender and intergenerational relationships
change as a result of the separation. Some studies
focus specifically on the children’s relationships
with relevant others, such as the migrant parent,
the caregiver at home who takes care of their
daily needs, and others involved in the care
network, such as aunts, uncles, and grandparents.
While the initial focus of the studies was on
eliciting information from parents, especially
mothers, and their experiences with being sepa-
rated from their children, later studies have
focused on the children’s own accounts (Dreby,
2007; Schmalzbauer, 2004). Most studies
indicate that there are some negative conse-
quences for children and parents, such as con-
flicts and depressive symptoms (Dreby, 2007;
Fog-Olwig, 1999; Levitt, 2001; Parrefias, 2005)
and behavioral problems such as joining gangs
(Smith, 2006), loneliness, and feelings of aban-
donment (Dreby, 2007; Parrefias, 2005). Younger
children are found to have more emotional diffi-
culties dealing with separation from their biolog-
ical parents than older ones, while the older
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children tend to show behavioral problems, such
as drinking and rebellious behavior. These stud-
ies emphasize that how a child feels about living
far from one or both biological parents depends
on the quality of the relationship with the parent
overseas; whether and how often they communi-
cate; the quality of the relationship with the local
caregiver, which includes how cared for a child
feels; the support the child receives from the
wider community or care network; and
whether it is the mother or father who migrated.
Virtually, all studies agree that children are worse
off in terms of their » emotional well-being when
mothers migrate; however, mothers are found to
remit more than fathers. Despite these nuances,
this literature tends to emphasize negative
outcomes for children when their parents migrate
(Yeoh & Lam, 2007).

While identifying some general dynamics,
these studies focus solely on the phenomenon of
transnational families without including control
groups (Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). The ques-
tion therefore remains: to what extent are the
observed dynamics particular to transnational
families or to what extent are they part of broader
dynamics that pertain to other family types?
Furthermore, the focus on the migratory status
of children’s parents in qualitative studies does
not address the extent to which other factors
might explain the observed effects on children.
Are there characteristics common to transna-
tional families other than parental migration that
might explain the observed effects on children?

More recently, and largely independently of
the above qualitative studies, scholars from
family sociology and child psychology have
turned their attention to the phenomenon of
left-behind children. Before these studies, trans-
national family situations had been largely
ignored in these disciplines. Much of the previous
literature addressing parent—child separation is
based primarily on clinical data and derives
from studies that focus on parental » divorce,
death, or a problematic separation, such as aban-
donment. Family sociology and child psychology
studies focus less on migrants’ children, and
when they did, they focused mainly on those
children living with one or both of their parents
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in the migrant receiving country. The gaps in
these disciplines were due to the guiding concept
of the family, which emphasizes proximity as
a prerequisite for meaningful interaction and
exchange within families (Mazzucato & Schans,
2011). As a result, transnational family practices
were ignored or assumed unfeasible (Baldassar &
Baldock, 1999). Recently, however, there
has been a shift in attention to transnational fam-
ilies, with many studies focusing on China and
Latin America.

Important Analytical Categories
The recent shift in attention by quantitative
researchers has led to a narrower definition of
child well-being and has focused predominantly
on emotional, behavioral, and health outcomes as
well as educational and economic outcomes.
These studies draw primarily from theories in
family studies and child psychology, such as
attachment theory or social cognitive theory,
and they seek to test whether transnational fami-
lies result in particular child well-being outcomes
as compared to non-transnational families. Such
studies are also designed to assess whether
factors other than parents’ migratory status
might explain these outcomes. These studies
have different and sometimes conflicting find-
ings, depending on what outcome is focused
upon, which region of the world is studied, and
what variables are included. Here, we present
some of the most important findings.

Who Migrates

Whether the father or mother migrates makes
a difference for a child’s well-being. In general,
studies find that children are worse off when
mothers migrate. Battistella and Conaco (1996)
find that children in the Philippines with migrant
mothers have more educational difficulties,
decreased emotional well-being, and health prob-
lems. This is corroborated by Parrenas’ (2005)
qualitative study in the Philippines where this
effect is found to be stronger for girls than for
boys. Dreby and Stutz (2012) argue that educa-
tional » aspirations are also affected, depending
on which parent migrates. They find that when
single mothers migrate, children’s educational

aspirations are higher because they see their
mother’s migration as a sacrifice and want to
reward her through their good educational
achievement. The opposite is true when both
parents or only fathers migrate. Some of the
mechanisms at work are explained by Kandel
and Massey (2002), who find that Mexican
children aim to join their migrant parents in the
USA and perceive their Mexican education as
irrelevant in this process, thus lowering their
motivation.

While much of the literature focuses on

mother-child relationships, Nobels (2011)
expressly makes a distinction between absence
due to migration and absence due to divorce.
Mexican migrant fathers are more present in
left-behind children’s lives via communication
technologies than divorced fathers. She finds
that the frequency of interaction is correlated
with better schooling outcomes, which attests
not only to the significance of paternal migration
but also to the importance of communication
between the parent and child during the migration
process.

Some of the most recent and interesting stud-
ies come from China. In their study of Chinese
left-behind children, Wen and Lin (2012) make
a distinction between migrating parents. Similar
to the Mexican case, they find that children left
behind by migrant mothers show worse health
behavior and less engagement with school than
those whose fathers migrated. Overall, in these
respects, both types of children are worse off
relative to non-left-behind children.

Few studies define the role of migrant parents
in ways other than their biological relationship to
the child (i.e., mother/father). However, given the
findings from qualitative transnational family lit-
erature that identify the importance of the quality
of the relationship between migrant parents and
their left-behind children, this is an important
area to investigate. Heymann et al. (2009),
for example, look at whether the migrant family
member formerly occupied a primary caregiver
role before migrating, and they find that there
are no negative well-being consequences for
left-behind children if the migrant family mem-
ber was not a primary caregiver. The primary
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caregiver could be a sibling or an aunt or one of
the biological parents. However, if the migrant
family member was a primary caregiver, then
children were more frequently and chronically
ill and had more emotional and behavioral
problems.

The Characteristics of the Caregiver

The relationship between a child and a migrant
parent is important as well as the relationship
between a child and a caregiver. This relationship
has been the subject of family and child psychol-
ogy studies, but only as it relates to separated
families living in the West. In the case of trans-
national families, this has recently been explored
and represents a new direction for well-being
studies of left-behind children. Jia and Tian
(2010) find that Chinese children left by their
parents are at higher risk of being lonely and
therefore are at risk for low » mental health
when their caregiver is a grandparent, among
other factors. Fan, Su, Gill, and Birmaher
(2010) compare Chinese left-behind children
and find that there are differences between
children who are cared for by a relative,
a nonrelative, and those who live with their
biological parents after a period of separation.
Children whose caregivers are nonrelatives are
at the greatest risk of showing emotional and
behavioral problems. Qualitative transnational
family studies point to the importance of care-
givers in helping children to experience parental
absence in a positive way. This area of study,
in which distinctions are made in caregiver
types, is a potentially productive area for future
quantitative research.

Nonmigratory Characteristics
Some of the most recent studies investigate other
potential factors that could contribute to observed
outcomes on child well-being in transnational
families. Wen and Lin (2012) base their study in
social cognitive theory and find that a child’s
psychosocial environment, defined by the
family’s socioeconomic status, peer and school
support, and the child’s psychological traits
and socializing skills, is more important in
explaining their findings of decreased health
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behavior and school engagement among
left-behind children than the parents’ migratory
status. Furthermore, they find no evidence of
decreased  emotional ~ well-being  among
left-behind children. Fan et al. (2010) note that
left-behind children show more psychopatholog-
ical and less pro-social behavior than their
counterparts who live with their biological
parents. Yet, these differences disappear after
controlling for age, » education levels, and the
socioeconomic status of parents and caregivers
and teacher involvement. The authors show that
left-behind children tend to come from poorer
families with older and less-educated caregivers,
and it is these factors, more than the parental
separation, per se, that influence the negative
emotional  well-being among left-behind
children.

These findings help to provide nuance for
the discussion of left-behind children, which
tends to be negatively framed in ways such that
left-behind children are portrayed as always
being at a disadvantage (Yeoh & Lam, 2007).
These findings show that other factors can be at
least as important, if not more so, than parental
migratory status in influencing the well-being of
left-behind children. In some cases, these other
factors explain the variations in well-being that
have been associated with living in
a transnational family.

The Importance of Time
For transnational families, time is an important
dimension in various respects. First, the length of
separation between children and their parents and
the age of the child at separation are important in
determining the effects of migration on children.
Studies find more psychopathology and greater
anxiety and depression levels among children
who experience a longer separation (Fan et al.,
2010) and who were separated from their parents
at a younger age (Fan et al., 2010; Liu and Ge
2009). Second, mediating factors are affected by
the length of separation between children and
parents. Attachment theory posits that the
psychological well-being of a child is determined
by the level of parent—child bonding; the less
bonding, the worse the psychological well-being
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of children. Smith, Lanlonde, and Johnson (2004)
find that migration can disrupt » parent—child
bonding, and this disruption leads to negative
psychological outcomes for children.

A third way in which time is important for
transnational  families is that children’s
well-being in the present may be dependent on
things that happened before or during the migra-
tion of their parents. Indeed, once children are
reunited with their parents, such effects can
continue to operate or change. Both Smith et al.
(2004) and Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie
(2002) find that the time after reunion does not
necessarily repair parent—child relationships.
In fact, Dreby (2007) shows how reunion itself
can increase conflicts and tensions between
parents and children when children feel torn
away from the caregivers with whom they had
bonded or are suddenly faced with an authority
figure they no longer recognize.

The stage of the parent’s migration trajectory
can also be of relevance. Donato, Kanaiaupuni,
and Stainback (2003) find that Mexican girls’
health outcomes become more equal to those of
boys when one or both parents are currently on
migration. However, when the parent returns to
Mexico from the USA, they no longer find this
health benefit for girls, suggesting that upon
return, girls’ health outcomes worsen. This find-
ing is corroborated by Antman (2011) who looks
at the division of household resources between
girls and boys while their fathers are away on
migration. She finds that girls receive a larger
share of household resources while fathers are
away, but when fathers return, the household
resources revert to the boys. Girls’ health
outcomes became more equal to those of boys
when one or both parents are away on migration;
however, they do not find this outcome for
children whose parents have returned

Cross-Country Comparisons: Policy and

Cultural Contexts

There are very few studies that compare child
well-being across countries. Graham and Jordan
(2011) are the only ones to our knowledge who
have compared different migrant-sending coun-
tries. They compare well-being outcomes for

children in four countries in Southeast Asia and
find that children of migrant fathers are more
likely to have poor psychological well-being in
Indonesia and Thailand but not in the Philippines
or Vietnam. Possible explanations for these
differences are because parental migration in
Vietnam is a relatively recent phenomenon,
while the issue of left-behind children in the
Philippines has been in place long enough to
have received attention from government and
nongovernmental agencies, resulting in specific
programs that address their needs. In some cases,
especially as recorded in African contexts,
cultural » norms around family and child rearing
may lead parents to prefer to leave or send their
children back to their countries of origin (Bledsoe
& Sow, 2011; Whitehouse, 2009). These expla-
nations attest to the importance of policy and
cultural contextual factors and the importance of
including them in models of the effects of paren-
tal migration on child well-being (Mazzucato &
Schans, 2011). In countries where migration is
more established and the condition of children
living without one or both parents due to migra-
tion is more common, there may be no social
stigma associated with being a left-behind child
and more programs that aim to help caregivers or
schools to better address their needs.

Discussion and Conclusion

Important developments have been made in
the study of transnational families and child
well-being since the inception of transnational
family studies at the turn of the twenty-first
century. Qualitative studies have drawn the atten-
tion of scholars to the increasing phenomenon of
families operating across nation-state or regional
borders, raising the question what impact this has
for different family members. Qualitative
accounts of different family members indicate
that children tend to suffer from separation from
their parents, yet various factors affect the sever-
ity of these outcomes, such as the quality of the
relationship between children and parent both
before and during migration, the quality of the
relationship between children and the left-behind
caregiver, and the frequency of communication
between children and parents. More recently,
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scholars from family and child psychology stud-
ies have pursued the question of the effects of
migration-induced separation on children using
quantitative approaches. Important elements of
these studies show that the migrant’s relationship
to the child (mother vs. father, primary caregiver
vs. non-caregiver) and the characteristics of
the caregiver (grandparent, nonrelative) are
important in determining the effects on child
well-being.

Another important development is the inclu-
sion of » control groups of children who live with
both of their parents. Such control groups allow
for the exploration of the degree to which the
negative findings on child well-being in transna-
tional families are due to migration or to other
characteristics. Factors, such as socioeconomic
status and the educational background of parents
and caregivers, are found to be as important if not
more important in explaining child well-being
outcomes. This is an important recent contribu-
tion to the literature as it points to the need to
focus the discussions around left-behind children,
which, until recently, have tended to be framed in
negative terms due to the lack of specific analysis
controlling for various factors. Furthermore, the
findings indicate the need to search for policy
solutions not only directed at migration but also
at helping parents to find optimal caregivers and
to provide adequate support services for those
who stay behind to care for their children.

The findings that time is an important dimen-
sion that influences child well-being outcomes
underscore the need for » longitudinal studies.
Currently, all studies on transnational families
and child well-being are cross-sectional. Those
that include time dimensions do so by including
variables such as length of separation and age at
separation or they rely on historical recall.
Longitudinal studies are needed to identify the
conditions of the family before migration to accu-
rately account for possible selection effects and
to obtain measurements over time of child
well-being outcome variables to establish
whether migration does impact child well-being
and what it means for future child development.

Child Well-Being and Transnational Families
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