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ABSTRACT

This study is one of the first large-scale analyses
on child psychological well-being in the context
of parental migration when children remain in
an African country. As such, it contributes to the
literature by investigating some of the insights
gained from in-depth transnational family
studies, and it also provides evidence from
Africa where normative contexts around family
life differ from Latin America, Southeast Asia,
and East Asia where most studies have been
conducted to date. A survey was conducted in
2010/2011 with 2,760 secondary school children
and youths in high out-migration areas of
Ghana. Using multiple regression analysis, we
find that being in a transnational family is
associated with lower levels of psychological
well-being, yet only in families where parents
are divorced or separated. Furthermore, when
parents are in a relationship, specific
characteristics of transnational family
arrangements are associated with lower levels
of child psychological well-being, while others
are not. In particular, whether a parent migrates
internally or internationally, who the caregiver
is, and having a good relationship with the
migrant parent are not associated with poorer
well-being outcomes. Instead, if a father
migrates, if the child changes caregivers more
than once, and if the child has a bad
relationship with his or her migrant father are
associated with lower levels of well-being. This
study adds nuance to a field of research that has
emphasised negative outcomes and helps
identify policy areas to improve the well-being
of children in transnational families. Copyright
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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ation of transnational families in which one

member migrates to another country while
other members remain in the country of origin.
Especially in migration from the Global South to
the North, such transnational family situations
emerge as a consequence of strict migration poli-
cies in destination countries that make it difficult
to migrate as a family. In other instances, these
situations are the preferred choice of family mem-
bers. This leaves families to organise one of the basic
functions of the family, that is, care, transnationally.
How families do so and the effects this has on the
individual family members have been the focus of
transnational family studies since the turn of the
century (Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). More recently,
literature on transnational social protection focuses
on the formal and informal strategies that families
adopt to secure the welfare of all their members,
both at home and abroad, giving rise to new forms
of inequalities within families (Dankyi et al., 2016;
Faist et al., 2015). Studies have focused primarily
on migrant parents and their children (Dreby,
2007; Parrefias, 2005; Schmalzbauer, 2004), spousal
relationships (Pribilsky, 2004), and to a lesser extent
on migrant adult children and their elderly parents
(King et al., 2014). Through in-depth cases, these
studies have shown that families continue to oper-
ate even across great distances and over long pe-
riods of time, and they highlight the challenges
that migrants and their family members back home
face in maintaining active and healthy relation-
ships. Yet, there are some gaps in knowledge that
need addressing. While negative emotional conse-
quences have been found to prevail among children
and parents in transnational families, it is not yet
known if such emotional consequences affect

I nternational migration often involves the cre-
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people’s overall well-being outcomes. Furthermore,
because studies are generally small in scale, it is
difficult to discern whether there are other charac-
teristics about transnational families that may be
driving the negative results, rather than the separa-
tion of family members, as is currently posited.

This study aims to contribute to transnational
family studies by analysing on a large scale the
effects of parental migration on the psychological
well-being of children and youths who remain in
Ghana. As such, we compare children in transna-
tional families with those who live with both of
their parents in Ghana in order to understand
how transnational family dynamics may differ
from those of non-transnational families, some-
thing that has not yet been carried out in the in-
depth cases of transnational family studies. We
analyse primary data collected in 2010/2011 from
a sample of Ghanaian school children and youths
between the ages of 11 and 21 years. This study
refers to the target population as children to em-
phasise the type of relationship they have with
the migrant parent abroad.

We draw upon child psychology and family
sociology studies, which have recently consid-
ered the well-being of children in transnational
families using large-scale datasets. Generally, these
studies confirm qualitative transnational family
studies showing that these children experience
more psychological challenges than those without
migrant parents (Jordan & Graham, 2012; Wen &
Lin, 2012). However, these studies also find con-
founding factors such as individual attributes,
family environments, and community contexts
(Fan et al., 2010; Glick, 2010) that also influence
children’s overall levels of well-being. This there-
fore begs the question whether it is separation
per se that drives negative outcomes or whether
there are other factors that can help explain poor
well-being outcomes.

Transnational families are diverse, yet only
few of the child psychology and family sociol-
ogy studies take into consideration the multi-
plicity of characteristics of transnational families
(Mazzucato, 2015). We address the gap identified
by Wall and Bolzman (2014) of needing to take
the diversity of transnational families into ac-
count, by systematically investigating characteris-
tics that have been identified in the qualitative
transnational family literature and new character-
istics that we draw from child psychology and
family sociology studies but that have not yet
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been analysed in the context of transnational fam-
ilies. By analysing these characteristics on the
same sample, we can observe which aspects of
transnational care arrangements are associated
with poorer child psychological well-being, adding
precision to the analysis of transnational families.

This study is one of the first large-scale analy-
ses of the effects of parental migration on children
in an African context (Mazzucato et al., 2015).
Subsequently, we discuss this context and why
it may significantly contribute to the study of
the effects of migration on child well-being.

BACKGROUND

Ghanaian Migration and Transnational
Families

Split families as the result of migration are not a
new phenomenon in Ghana, which has a long
history of people travelling throughout the
country, the West African region, and beyond
for commerce and other economic activities.
Large-scale migration to the Global North began
in the early 1980s when economic stagnation in
Ghana coupled with large numbers of Ghanaians
being expulsed from Nigeria resulted in many
Ghanaians migrating to Europe and beyond in
search of a living (Peil, 1995). Since then, Ghana
has been the origin country of some of the largest
populations of Africans living in the West, in-
cluding the US, the UK, Germany, Italy, and the
Netherlands.

In Ghana, family systems are characterised by
norms of social parenthood in which more than
just the biological parents are involved in the rais-
ing of a child, and the practice of child fostering,
in which a child is entrusted to another family
member to be raised, irrespective of parental mi-
gration (Goody, 1982). This is a different cultural
context than the Philippines and Latin America
where most transnational family studies have
been conducted, where the ideology of the nuclear
family is strong (Coe, 2011; Fog Olwig, 2014). In
Ghana, it is estimated that approximately 18% of
children up to 14years old, excluding orphans,
were fostered in 2008 (GDHS, 2008). While these
numbers do not only pertain to children with
migrant parents, they indicate the existence of a
normative context of being raised by people other
than one’s biological parents, which may influence
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the way children will experience their parents’
migration.

Transnational Families and the Well-being of
Children

Transnational migration studies were the first to
focus specifically on families living across bor-
ders. In these studies, the problem of children ‘left
behind” became a scholarly focus. Children can
feel abandoned and react by detaching them-
selves emotionally from their parent (Dreby,
2007) or expressing severe anger, feelings of being
unloved, or worry (Parrefias, 2005). Such feelings
can lead to unwanted behaviour, such as dropping
out of school or gang involvement (Smith, 2006).
Recently, a growing number of family and child
psychology studies have picked up on this theme
and have investigated the effects of parent—child
separation on children who are left in the home
country or region. These studies indicate that chil-
dren experience a decline in mental health and
exhibit more psychopathology, and less pro-social
behaviour (Fan et al., 2010), in addition to poorer
health behaviour and engagement in school
(Wen & Lin, 2012). These studies also stress that
migration can disrupt parent-child bonding
(Smith et al., 2004) and that reunification does not
necessarily restore the relationship (Suarez-Orozco
et al., 2002).

Transnational family studies focus predomi-
nantly on mother—child separation and empha-
sise the emotional distress that mothers experience
as the result of separation from their children and
the psychological and behavioural consequences
for the children (Dreby, 2007; Schmalzbauer, 2004).
Furthermore, studies argue that separation from a
mother tends to have greater negative psychologi-
cal consequences than separation from a father
(Parrefias, 2005). Migration of a mother has been
shown to negatively affect the level of happiness
and overall psychological status of children in Asia
(Jordan & Graham, 2012; Wen & Lin, 2012). Yet,
there is still too little evidence from large-scale stud-
ies to be able to conclude that maternal migration is
always associated with worse psychological out-
comes for children, as this has only started to be
investigated.

Parental marital status has hardly been investi-
gated in large-scale transnational family studies.
Yet, we know from studies on divorce that do
not focus on migrant families that divorce and
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separation negatively affect child well-being
(Bzostek & Beck, 2011; Amato & Cheadle, 2005).
Despite this evidence, most large-scale transna-
tional family studies restrict their samples to
families in which couples are in a relationship in
order to isolate the effects of migration on child
well-being. In one of the few studies that looks
explicitly at marital relationships and migration,
Nobles (2011) finds that parental migration and
parental divorce are substantially distinct experi-
ences and that separation due to divorce has a
worse impact on children than separation due to
migration. Parents who separate may not have
the necessary resources to invest in children, es-
pecially if they have formed new families abroad
(Dreby, 2010).

Migration has been also found to strain spou-
sal relationships (Pribilsky, 2004), which could
be one of the pathways in which migration may
negatively impact children’s well-being. In other
instances, migration may be a way to escape a
problematic spousal relationship (Constable, 2003).
While these two dynamics are difficult to extricate
from each other methodologically, these studies
point to the need to analyse the effects of couple
separation on children in transnational families.

Most of the child development studies on
transnational families have been conducted in
China and therefore deal with internal migration,
albeit over very large distances. The qualitative
transnational family studies, instead, for the most
part, pertain to migration between the Americas
or from Southeast Asia and thus relate to interna-
tional migration. Yet, no study to our knowledge
compares the effects of parental migration be-
tween internal and international migrations.
There are reasons to believe that these two types
of migrations will have different effects. Attach-
ment theory (Bowlby, 1973) used in child psychol-
ogy literature explains that for a good relationship
to develop between a child and a caregiver, close
proximity needs to be ensured. Thus, large geo-
graphical distances entailing bureaucratic and
administrative boundaries and higher financial
costs will impede parents from seeing their chil-
dren as often as parents who have migrated inter-
nally and thus are anticipated to lead to poorer
well-being for children. Furthermore, there are
different expectations regarding the two types of
migrations regarding reunification (Graham &
Jordan, 2011: 766) and material benefits (Mazzucato,
2011), with international migration associated with



greater expectations. The difficult situations that
many migrant parents face overseas can easily lead
to unmet expectations (Poeze & Mazzucato, 2014)
and can result in worse well-being for children.

The caregiver’s role in the well-being of chil-
dren is conceptually important but largely
understudied (Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). When
adapting to new care arrangements, children must
form new attachments (Schmalzbauer, 2004) and
accept new authority figures (Smith et al., 2004).
Caregivers can influence how children perceive
their parents’ migration by speaking frequently
to the children about their parents (Dreby, 2007).
Additionally, as shown earlier, in Ghana, as in
many parts of Africa, child fostering is commonly
practiced, setting a normative context for being
cared for by others than biological parents. Con-
temporary forms of fostering are primarily prac-
ticed with close kin (grandparents, aunts, and
uncles).

No study on transnational families to our
knowledge has investigated the frequency with
which children change caregivers, or what we
call the stability of the caregiving arrangement.
Family and child psychology literatures focusing
on family process not specifically related to
migration have highlighted the importance of a
stable caregiver for children. Changes in care-
givers are found to lead to poorer well-being for
children (Amato & Cheadle, 2005) as is family
instability because of divorce (Bzostek & Beck,
2011). Boynton-Jarrett et al. (2013) find that family
structure disruptions are associated with greater
exposure to violence and more risky health be-
haviours and greater mental health problems
among adolescents. These findings warrant an in-
vestigation of the effects of caregiver stability in
the case of transnational families.

The quality of the relationship migrant par-
ents are able to maintain with their children is
also important for the well-being of the child.
Children who feel cared for and who have regu-
lar contact with their migrant parents through
telephone calls and other information and com-
munication technologies have greater under-
standing for their parents’ migration and see
them as sacrificing themselves for their good
(Dreby, 2007). These children express having a
good relationship with their parents and as a
consequence do not harbour resentment towards
them nor feelings of abandonment (Poeze &
Mazzucato, 2014). We therefore investigate the
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quality of the relationship children report having
with their migrant parent.

Based on the aforementioned findings, we
investigate five transnational family characteris-
tics to take into account the diversity in transna-
tional families. These five characteristics are as
follows: which parent has migrated; the location
of the migrant parent; the relationship type of
the caregiver; the stability of the child-raising ar-
rangement; and the quality of the relationships
between the child and migrant parent.

DATA AND METHOD

Data and Sample

This analysis is based on a survey conducted in
2010/2011 among secondary school children
in Ghana (N=2,760) in areas with high out-
migration rates: the greater Accra region,
Kumasi, Sunyani, and Cape Coast. The sample
is composed of children living with both biolog-
ical parents and those who have at least one
parent who has migrated internally or interna-
tionally. The data contain over 190 indicators
pertaining to children’s socio-economic, transna-
tional family, and school characteristics, in addi-
tion to educational, health, and psychological
well-being outcomes. The questionnaire was ad-
ministered as a self-reporting tool, completed
by students under the guidance and supervision
of the surveying team.

A stratified sampling procedure was used to
select children from low-quality and high-quality
and public and private schools in each surveyed
area. Twenty-two schools were randomly se-
lected within these categories across junior and
secondary schools. The Department of Education
in Ghana divides public and private schools into
different quality categories based on exam scores
and student enrolment. Key informants were
asked to conduct a similar categorisation of pri-
vate international schools. Permission was asked
from schools, all of which accepted to be sur-
veyed, except for one, which was replaced by an-
other randomly selected school. In each selected
school, a class was randomly selected from each
of the three grades in addition to another ran-
domly selected classroom. In addition, purposive
sampling was used to select a sufficient number
of children in transnational families. All students
were informed of the project and the voluntary
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nature of their involvement. The average student
response rate in our sample was 85%. This sam-
pling resulted in a total of 2,760 students ranging
between the ages of 11 and 21 years.

The analytical sample of our study is com-
posed of children with at least one parent away
internationally and children living with both bio-
logical parents. Only one indicator comparing the
internal and international location of the absent
parent (see succeeding text) additionally includes
children with one or both parents who migrated
internally. Children with at least one parent de-
ceased (N =183) and those who could not indicate
the location of their parents (N=50) were ex-
cluded from the analytical sample.

Variables

Child psychological well-being is measured with
the 20-item total difficulties score (TDS) of the
Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ),
a validated behavioural screening tool covering
children’s behaviour, emotions, and peer rela-
tions (Goodman, 1997). The SDQ has been trans-
lated into more than 60 languages and used in
different contexts worldwide, with acceptable
reliability and validity scores (Palmieri & Smith,
2007). The SDQ comprises 25 questions that are
grouped into five indexed factors: emotional
symptoms (e.g. I have many fears); conduct
problems (e.g. I get very angry and lose my tem-
per); hyperactivity (e.g. I am restless; I cannot sit
still); peer issues (e.g. other children my age like
me); and a pro-social scale (e.g. I usually share
with others). All indexed factors except for the
pro-social scale are added to generate the TDS
(0-40) that is employed in this study (Goodman
et al., 2000). For the current analysis, the internal
consistency of the TDS scale (Cronbach’s
0=0.72) and its four subscales (Cronbach’s
a=0.70-0.73) was tested and found to be good.
The TDS is measured as an indexed linear scale
to capture the dispersed variation of indicators
explaining the latent factors as revealed by a
principal component factor analysis.

We measure transnational families in different
ways to consider the variety in transnational
families. The most basic is whether a child has
at least one parent who has migrated internation-
ally. Additionally, in this measure, we consider
the relationship between the parents by further
distinguishing between children in transnational
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families with divorced/separated parents and
children in transnational families with parents in
a relationship.

We also distinguish families by which parent
migrates: children who have a migrant father
abroad and are cared for by the mother, those
who have a migrant mother abroad and are cared
for by the father, and those whose both parents
are migrants and are cared for by a non-biological
parent. These three groups are compared with
children who live with both of their parents in
Ghana.

The location of parental migration is com-
posed of three categories of children: those who
live with both parents; those with no internation-
ally migrated parent but with at least one inter-
nally migrated parent; and those with at least
one internationally migrated parent. This is the
only indicator in which we also include children
who have at least one internally migrated parent
(and no international migrant parent).

The relationship type of the child’s caregiver
may also vary in transnational families. In this
measure, we distinguish by who the caregiver
is: both parents, the ‘stay behind” parent, an uncle
or aunt, a grandparent, and others. This last cat-
egory regroups children who are cared for by
categories of caregivers who were too few to ana-
lyse separately such as other kin, non-kin, or
themselves.

The stability of the child-raising arrangement
is measured through four categories indicating
the number of times children changed caregivers:
live with both parents and never changed care-
giver; live with both parents and changed care-
giver one or more times; live in a transnational
family and never changed caregiver; and live in
a transnational family and changed caregiver
one or more times.

The quality of the relationship between chil-
dren and their migrant parents is measured simi-
larly to the Child Health and Migrant Parents in
Southeast Asia study (Graham & Jordan, 2011).
We asked children: "When something is bothering
or troubling me, I can turn to my mother/father
for help’. Children could answer on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’. A
binary variable was created with the first three
answers representing a ‘bad’ relationship and
the last two representing a ‘good’ relationship.
We categorised answers for mothers and fathers
separately and included three categories: those



who live with both of their parents and said to
have a good relationship with their mother/father
as the reference category; those who have a good
relationship with their migrant mother/father;
and those who have a bad relationship with their
migrant mother/father.

A group of controls used relates to child de-
mographics. We categorised children into three
age groups: younger children (11-14years),
adolescents (15-17 years), and older children
(18-21years). We include a gender variable as
girls tend to report lower psychological well-
being than boys. Because of the high ethnic di-
versity of Ghanaian society, ethnicity was also
included as a control variable with the majority
Akan being the reference category. A second
group of indicators relates to parental and fa-
milial characteristics. One indicator measures
the highest level of education achieved by either
of the parents. Educational status was coded
some/ finished primary education, some/finished sec-
ondary education, some/ finished vocational education,
and some/finished tertiary education. The analysis
also includes an indicator of parents’ age: <39,
4049, and >50years. Each age category records
the age of the oldest parent. The presence of the
total number of siblings living with the child is also
considered in the analysis.

A third group of indicators describes the gen-
eral living conditions of the child. Children were
asked to assess their living conditions: ‘Com-
pared to other children, would you say that your
living conditions are better, the same, or less good’.
A second indicator is employed to measure hous-
ing conditions by dividing the total number of
people living in the home by the total number
of rooms available in the home.

A fourth group of indicators includes school-
ing conditions. These conditions are defined by
school ranking: low or high and public or private.
In Ghana, there are large differences in the qual-
ity of education and resources available for
students according to the mixture of rank and
public/private characteristics of schools, with
highly ranked public schools offering some of
the best education and resources to students.
School types have not featured prominently in re-
search on children’s psychological well-being and
parental migration. However, Wen and Lin (2012)
find that support received from the school and
teachers has positive effects on children’s well-
being outcomes.
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Analytical Strategy

The analysis is conducted in two stages. The first
stage compares descriptive statistics of the de-
pendent variable according to different transna-
tional family characteristics (Table 1). We conduct
analysis of variance tests to assess if there are
statistically significant differences between the
sub-categories of each transnational family char-
acteristic. Next, we examine if there is a rela-
tionship between being in a transnational family
and children’s psychological well-being in Ghana,
by taking the most basic measure of a transna-
tional family, whether a child has at least one
parent who has migrated internationally, and
take into consideration whether the parents are
married /together or divorced/separated. We use
a multiple regression technique to examine the
association (Table 2), in which we successively
control for child demographics (Model 2), family
characteristics (Model 3), living conditions (Model
4), and school type indicators (Model 5).

In a second stage, we explore whether the
effects of international parental migration found
in the full model (Model 5 in Table 2) of the pre-
vious analysis holds true if different characteris-
tics of transnational families are considered.
Because we want to separate the effects of
migration from those of marital dissolution, this
stage of analysis excludes those children whose
parents are separated and their parents have
migrated internally (N=392) or internationally
(N=175). Table 3 presents results for the five
transnational child-raising characteristics explored
in subsequent models (Models 6-10b) while
controlling for the same set of indicators as in
Table 2. Each model was explored by adding
controls in a step-wise fashion, but for space
reasons, we only present the results of the full
models.

The analysis employs ordinary least squares
regressions with robust standard errors using
the Hubert-White sandwich estimators. All
models control for missing data by including a
category for ‘missing” for the age and education
of parents (not reported in the tables) as docu-
mented by Case et al. (2005). The independent in-
dicators were tested for multicollinearity, and
none was found. A multilevel modelling ap-
proach was initially considered, but the low
intraclass correlation estimates showed limited
variance (below 0.10) at the child level when
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Table 1. Means (standard deviations) of different transnational characteristics by psychological well-being (TDS).

Psychological well-being (TDS)?

Types of transnational care N

International parental migration F(2,1374) =7.75%**
Live with both parents 953 11.3 (5.4)
Parents away internationally: in a relationship 275 11.5 (5.8)
Parents away internationally: separated/divorced 149 13.2 (5.5)
Total N 1,377

Who is the migrant parent F(3, 1161)=0.71
Live with both parents 1,125 1.1 (5.3)
Father away and mother caregiver 221 11.6 (5.9)
Mother away and father caregiver 47 12.1 (5.9)
Both parents away and other caregiver 116 11.4 (54)
Total N 1,509

Location migrant parent(s) F(2,1898)=0.20
Live with both parents 1,232 11.3 (5.4)
Parent(s) away nationally 331 11.5 (5.5)
Parent(s) away internationally 364 11.5 (5.7)
Total N 1,927

Caregiver F(4,1143)=0.41
Live with both parents 1,141 11.2 5.4)
Caregiver: one parent 246 11.5 (5.8)
Caregiver: uncle/aunt 39 11.6 (5.2)
Caregiver: grandparent 28 10.0 (54)
Caregiver: other 36 11.6 (5.5)
Total N 1,490

Stability of the care arrangement F(3, 1092) = 3.83***
Live with both parents: changed never 823 11.0 (5.3)
Live with both parents: changed caregiver>1 244 12.5 (5.6)
Transnational: never changed caregiver 177 11.3 (6.2)
Transnational: changed caregiver>1 155 11.9 5.4)
Total N 1,399

Quality of the child-mother relationship F(2, 696)=0.83
Live with both parents: good 778 10.5 (6.1)
Migrant mother: good 56 10.7 (5.1)
Migrant mother: bad 51 11.6 (5.1)
Total N 885

Quality of the child-father relationship F(2, 650)=2.56
Live with both parents: good 579 10.5 (5.3)
Migrant father: good 133 10.6 (5.6)
Migrant father: bad 115 11.9 (5.1)
Total N 827

Analysis of variance was used for all comparisons. The numbers are the reported mean values; standard deviations are in parentheses.

TDS, total difficulties score.

“The TDS has values between 0 and 40, with higher numbers denoting more psychological distress.

*p < 0.05.
#p < 0,01,
#+p < 0.001.

schools or cities were considered at the second RESULTS

level. However, indicators for the quality and

type of schools were included to account for the For brevity, we only discuss descriptive results
unobserved characteristics that may arise at the pertaining to the dependent variable, psychologi-
school level. cal well-being. Children with migrant parents
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have slightly more psychological distress than
children living with both parents, particularly
when parents are separated /divorced, the mother
migrates, the child frequently changes caregivers,
or the child has a bad relationship with his or her
parents (Table 1). Children who are being cared
for by their grandparents and those having a good
relationship with their migrant parents show less
psychological distress.

Table 2 shows that being in a transnational
family where parents are in a relationship does
not significantly impact the psychological well-
being of children. Conversely, children with
parents abroad and separated /divorced show a sig-
nificant increase in their psychological distress
when compared with children living with both
parents. When adding children’s demographics,
family characteristics, living conditions, and the
quality of school (Models 2-5), the significant
effects of being in a transnational family with
separated/divorced parents continue to be
strong, and the value of coefficients increases.
Tests for equality of coefficients were performed
to compare the effects of parental migration
when parents are together or separated /divorced.
The test results were significant (F=10.2"") and
indicate that there is a greater negative impact on
children’s psychological well-being when parents
migrate and are separated/divorced than when
parents migrate and are in a relationship.

The subsequent analysis presents six models,
each including the complete set of control vari-
ables as defined in Model 5 in Table 2. Each
model examines a particular characteristic of a
transnational care arrangement. We discuss only
results pertaining to the variable of interest, trans-
national family characteristics, because of space
limitations.

Children whose father (#=1.02) migrated
overseas and who are living with their mother
are more likely to experience lower levels of psy-
chological well-being than children living with
both parents (Model 6). Notably, no significant ef-
fects on well-being were observed when mother
or both parents had migrated.

The results in Model 7 show that children with
one or both parents away internally or interna-
tionally did not show poorer psychological out-
comes than children in non-migrant families.
Tests for equality of coefficients were conducted
to compare the effects of internal and interna-
tional migration on children’s psychological
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well-being. The results were not significant
(F=1.1), which imply that international parental
migration has no differing impact on children’s
psychological well-being than internal parental
migration, going against what we expected based
on the literature.

Confirming our expectations for the Ghanaian
context, Model 8 shows no significant difference
in the psychological well-being of children cared
for by a kin relative and children living with both
parents. However, the low number of cases we
had in the category of caregivers other than par-
ents warrant some caution in interpreting these
results.

A significant link exists between the frequency
of change in the caregiver and more psychological
difficulties among children (Model 9). Children of
both transnational (f =1.17) and non-transnational
(=1.15) families who changed their caregiver
once or more had a greater likelihood of psycho-
logical distress compared with children who never
changed their caregiver and were living with both
parents. Interestingly, children in transnational
families who had never changed caregiver did
not show any difference in well-being than chil-
dren who lived with both parents and never
changed caregiver.

There is no difference in well-being between
children living in transnational families and
children living with both parents in Ghana when
the relationships with migrant mothers or fathers
are good (Models 10a and 10b). Conversely, a bad
relationship with a migrant father (5=1.82) sig-
nificantly affects the psychological well-being of
the child compared with children living with
both parents in good relationships. Notably,
though, children with a bad quality relationship
with migrant mothers do not show a differing
impact on their psychological well-being than
children living with both parents, thus only par-
tially confirming our expectations.

DISCUSSION

Before discussing our findings, some limitations
of this study should be noted. Sampling children
in schools does not capture the possible effects of
parental migration on children dropping out of
school. It is nearly impossible to sample drop-
out children randomly because they are difficult
to locate within the larger population. At the
same time, sampling in schools facilitated the
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collection of children’s perspectives, whereas
most research on children relies on adult assess-
ments. The survey was conducted in urban areas
with high out-migration rates, and the results
may not be applicable to those areas with lower
migration rates. Another limitation is that we
were unable to collect data on the length of sepa-
ration between the child and the migrant parent.
Children, and especially the younger ones, had
difficulties remembering dates with accuracy re-
lated to their parent’s departure. Finally, because
of the cross-sectional nature of the data, impor-
tant characteristics such as children’s fostering
histories, parental migration spells, or the
changes in the psychological outcomes over
time could not be accounted for. This field of
study will therefore benefit from future research
that collects longitudinal data to capture family
life during the different stages of the life cycle
(Wall & Bolzman, 2014).

Despite these limitations, this study adds to
current knowledge on the effects of transnational
family life on the psychological well-being of chil-
dren in three ways. First, overall, there are negli-
gible differences in the well-being of children
that live in transnational families compared with
those that live with both of their parents in
Ghana. This is different from the prevalently neg-
ative emotional outcomes documented in qualita-
tive studies from the Philippines and South
America. Second, contrary to what is argued by
both qualitative and some quantitative studies,
we find that mother migration is not associated
with worse child psychological outcomes. Third,
transnational families are diverse. This is one of
the few quantitative studies to take different char-
acteristics into account. These three contributions
are discussed subsequently.

Why are there negligible differences between
children living in transnational families and
those living with both their parents? When we
separate children who are in transnational fam-
ilies and have divorced/separated parents from
those in transnational families whose parents
are together and compare them with children
in non-transnational families, we find no nega-
tive effect for children in transnational families
whose parents are together. This indicates that
negative results are driven by those families
that are transnational and where parents are
divorced/separated. These findings align closely
with research conducted by Nobles (2011) in
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Mexico, demonstrating that parental migration in
divorced and non-divorced families are substan-
tially distinct experiences and that children in
transnational families whose parents are divorced
/separated are doing significantly worse in terms
of their psychological well-being.

A further reason for the lack of significant dif-
ferences between children in transnational fami-
lies and non-transnational families relates to the
normative context of social parenthood and child
fostering in Ghana, which differs from Asian and
South American contexts where transnational
family studies have been conducted and where
the nuclear family model is strong (Coe, 2011;
Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). In our sample, 16%
of pupils had at least one parent who migrated
internationally, and 32% had at least one parent
who migrated internally within Ghana. These
high percentages of school children not living
with at least one parent due to migration high-
light that in the urban research locations of our
study, this phenomenon is common. This helps
to explain why having a migrant parent is not
stigmatised among Ghanaian children (Poeze &
Mazzucato, 2014). Furthermore, the high rates
of child fosterage in Ghana, irrespective of migra-
tion, means that for some children, parental mi-
gration may not entail a change in caregiver, if
they were already fostered prior to a parent’s
migration.

Another significant finding that runs counter
to the literature is the lack of negative effects
associated with the migration of mothers, when
parents are in a relationship. Both quantitative
and qualitative literatures argue that migration
of mothers is associated with negative psycholog-
ical outcomes for children (Liu et al., 2009;
Parrenas, 2005; Wen & Lin, 2012). Yet, our find-
ings show, similar to Graham and Jordan (2011),
no significant association between these two
aspects when considering only cases of transna-
tional families in which the parents are in a
relationship. A small but significant negative
association results when fathers migrate. We dis-
cuss three possible explanations for our findings:
two methodological and one empirical. First,
studies that emphasise the negative effects of
maternal migration are primarily conducted with
mothers (Bernhard et al., 2009; Parrefias, 2001),
leaving children’s perspectives relatively under-
researched. Even when children are said to be
the focus of research, the results primarily come
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from assessments of adults, be they caregivers
or parents (Dreby, 2007; Pribilsky, 2001). Yet, chil-
dren’s assessments can differ significantly from
those of adults (Jordan & Graham, 2012). A sec-
ond methodological point is that interviews cap-
ture how people experience and feel about being
in a transnational family. When mothers cry,
recounting how they miss their children or their
frustrations and guilt about not seeing them grow
up, they are expressing feelings about being in a
transnational family. In surveys using psychologi-
cal indicators, such as the one used in this study,
questions are not embedded in a discussion about
transnational families but are rather of a more gen-
eral nature (e.g. do you feel angry and do you have
friends). These two methods, equally justified, cap-
ture different components of transnational family
living (Mazzucato, 2015). In our case, the absence
of significant negative psychological effects on chil-
dren in transnational families does not mean that
children do not miss their mothers or fathers, but
rather that these emotions that they may have do
not interfere with their psychological development.

A third reason that our findings may differ
from the literature is empirical: divorce or prob-
lematic marriages may be more likely in trans-
national families where women migrate. As we
have found that divorce leads to worse outcomes
for children in transnational families, studies
arguing that mothers” migration is worse for
children may be conflating the two issues of
divorce/separation and mother migration. In an
investigation of prevalence of divorce among
Ghanaian migrants in the Netherlands and the
UK, Caarls and Mazzucato (2015) find that di-
vorce is not more prevalent among couples who
migrate except when women migrate alone.
These results taken together with our findings in-
dicate that poorer child well-being in mother-
away families may actually be a reflection of the
fact that mothers’ migration more often takes
place under conditions of spousal separation as
compared with fathers” migration. Furthermore,
the result in our study that even when couples
are together, a father’s migration is associated
with slightly poorer child psychological well-
being may indicate that there are troubled part-
nerships when women stay behind, but the latter
are less able to divorce/separate because of their
dependent position. They remain married to the
migrant husband in the hope of receiving some
help, even when the relationship is fraught with



tensions and distrust, as found in Ghana (Manubh,
1999; Coe, 2011). This, again, attests to the impor-
tance of marital tension or separation in a trans-
national family and not the migration of a
mother per se as detrimental to the child’s well-
being. More attention should be given in future
research, in both large-scale and in-depth studies,
to the conditions of transnational care arrange-
ments when women migrate.

Our study looked at other characteristics of
transnational families in order to take the diver-
sity of transnational families into account. We
find that children with a good relationship with
their migrant mothers and fathers did not show
significant differences in psychological well-
being compared with those living with both par-
ents in Ghana. This highlights the importance of
maintaining a good parent—child relationship
over long distances. Studies in the Philippines
and China have shown how migrants maintain
an active parenting role through information
and communication technologies and that this
has positive consequences for the emotional
well-being of children (Madianou & Miller, 2011;
Wen & Lin, 2012). Furthermore, frequent contact
between migrant parents and children was found
to be significantly associated with African mi-
grant parents’ positive evaluations of their rela-
tionships with their children in the home country
(Haagsman & Mazzucato, 2014). Our data show
that children with a good relationship with their
parents are more likely to be in contact with their
parents at least once a week and to see them phys-
ically, compared with children with bad relation-
ships. One important area for policy makers and
practitioners striving to improve the situation of
the children of migrants is to facilitate communi-
cation and visits between migrant parents and
their children to foster positive relationships.

The type of caregiver does not make a differ-
ence in psychological well-being. Yet, stability in
the caregiving arrangement matters. Children
who change from caregiver to caregiver show
poorer psychological well-being than children
who stay with the same caregiver. Initiatives that
cater to transnational families would be well
served to work with parents before they migrate,
to ensure that the person with whom they leave
their child will be able to care for him or her for
the medium to long term. These could be initia-
tives in the form of information to parents on
what they need to think about before migrating
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as well as state-level child care subsidies or grants
for caregivers who stay in the origin country.

International migration is not associated with
poorer psychological outcomes compared with
internal migration. Children with international
migrant parents communicated more frequently
with their parents via cellular phone than inter-
nal migrants. The latter however had more fre-
quent face-to-face contact with their parents.
The use of communication technologies by in-
ternational migrants may help maintain the
parent—child relationship and compensate, to a
certain extent, for the physical absence of parents
over time as has been argued by studies in the
Philippines on parent—child communications
(Madianou & Miller, 2011). The availability of
communication technologies calls into question
theories that presume geographical proximity
as a prerequisite for meaningful family relation-
ships such as attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973)
that continues to be used in much work on child
psychology (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002).

In summary, our study is one of the first large-
scale studies to take into account the variety of
forms that transnational families take, and it is
the first to do so in the African transnational
context. By combining insights from small-scale
transnational family studies, with insights from
child psychology and family sociology, this study
is able to show how different characteristics of
transnational family life are of relevance for chil-
dren’s psychological well-being. These findings
are of use to programmes interested in designing
interventions to assist migrant parents and their
families back home to ensure that the well-being
of children is maintained across large distances.
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