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Abstract 

European migrants are confronted to maintain relations with their families across 

borders and to meet the expectations of intergenerational care. This can be a challenge 

due to the geographical distance to their families as has been documented for non-

western migrants across Europe. In this paper, we focus on European citizens living in 

Belgium. The focus on European migrants is especially interesting given the large and 

increasing share of them in European migrant populations, and the specific policy 

context of the European Union. We make use of the Belgian Generations and Gender 

Survey to examine the contact frequencies with the biological mother of different groups 

of first generation European migrants in Belgium and compare these to Belgian natives 

and non-European migrants. Additionally, we study face-to-face and telephone contact 

in a similar comparative way. Results indicate two important factors influencing contact 

frequency. First of all, geographical proximity is of importance for maintaining contact 

and especially for European migrants it determines the face-to-face contact frequency 

with their mothers in another European country. Secondly, the European mobility policy, 

characterized by the free movement of persons, strongly influences the differences in 

contact between EU and non-EU migrants. 
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5.1.! Introduction 

Intergenerational relations are, apart from partner relationships, one of the most 

important aspects of family life, and thereby they form an important potential support 

system (Smith, 1998). These family relations are ideally maintained in a real 

geographical co-presence (Baldassar, 2008). For many migrants, however, this is not 

possible. Migration is believed to strongly influence the way family life, and its 

intergenerational relations, is organized (e.g. Falicov, 2005; Rooyackers et al., 2014; 

Silver, 2011) and thereby poses a challenge for long-distance intergenerational contact 

and care exchange. Additionally, the psychological and emotional challenges linked to 

migration might even increase the need for having strong family links and having family 

close by. The social vulnerability of migrants due to the migration has shown to be an 

important risk factor for their well-being (Prilleltensky, 2008).  

Several studies have looked at this challenging effect of long distances in transnational 

care and contact relations between migrants from outside the EU and their relatives in 

the countries of origin. However much less is known on migrants who are mobile within 

Europe. Research by Warnes, Friedrich, Kellaher et al. (2004: 320) suggests that distance 

is important in all families irrespective of migration and that ‘the evidence is not strong 

that those who live 150 kilometers apart are any more capable of providing emotional, 

social and practical support than those who are 1,500 kilometers away’. This is 

supported by a number of studies on internal migrants in both North America and 

Europe (Greenwell and Bengtson, 1997; Grundy and Shelton, 2001). Despite the 

numerical importance of European migrants both in Belgium as well as in several other 

European countries (Van Mol and de Valk, 2015) hardly anything is known on the effect 

of migration for intergenerational contact and relations among this group. Transnational 

relations among European migrants have so far not been studied using large scale 

quantitative data due to the limited availability of suitable datasets. 

In this study, we expand on the existing literature and study intergenerational contact 

for European migrants residing in Belgium. We use the Belgian Generations and Gender 
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survey, a unique dataset that includes sufficient numbers of European migrants to allow 

for a meaningful cross-group comparison on different dimensions of contact (GGS; De 

Winter et al. 2011). We take a multi-comparative approach covering two types of 

intergenerational contact, namely face-to-face and telephone contact, among four 

groups: EU-migrants from neighboring countries, other EU-migrants, non-EU-migrants 

and non-migrants. Previous literature has extensively documented women as typical 

primary care giver and main kin keeper within the family (e.g. Bordone, 2009; Dykstra, 

1990; Fokkema et al., 2008). Our analyses therefore focus on intergenerational contact 

between the individual adult child and his/her mother irrespective of the location of the 

mother (which can be in Belgium or abroad) as reported by the child. Furthermore, we 

explain differences and similarities in contact by covering life course stage, socio-

economic position and migrant specific characteristics. The analyses provide a first 

exploration of intergenerational relations of European migrants, a so far understudied 

but important and increasing group across Europe.  

5.2.! Belgium and European migration 

Belgium is the ideal case for studying European migrants. 68% of all people with a 

foreign nationality in the country originate from another EU member state (Koelet et al., 

2011). They often come from neighboring countries such as France and the Netherlands 

with recently a strong increase of citizens from new EU member states (CGKR, 2012). 

Also in other northwestern European countries, the majority of newly arriving migrants 

are often of European descent in recent decades (de Valk and Van Mol, 2015). Their 

share in society is even expected to become more pronounced in the coming years 

(Federaal Planbureau, 2013).  

Intra-European mobility differs fundamentally from migration from outside Europe. This 

is mainly due to a very different legal context and migration policy. The Schengen 

Agreement allows European citizens to move freely between European countries 

(European Commission, 2009). Intra-European mobility is furthermore encouraged by 
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EU policy and mobility projects, whereas policy measures aimed at migration from 

outside the European Union are rather restrictive. Differences in economic necessity of 

migration and opportunities for mobility can make the lived experience of separation 

very different for both groups. Many European migrants leave their home countries in 

search of education, not available near home, or for occupations located in geographic-

specific labor markets. The EU principle of free movement also allows for a wider variety 

of reasons for migration, such as love, adventure and self-development (cf. De Keyser 

et al., 2012; Greenwell and Bengtson, 1997).  

5.3.! Theoretical background 

5.3.1.! Contact and intergenerational care 

Intergenerational contact is an often-used indicator for the strength of intergenerational 

care and the potential support for older people (Tomassini et al., 2004), even though 

high contact frequencies do not necessarily reflect a high relationship quality or high 

levels of intimacy (e.g. Fokkema et al., 2008; Walker and Thompson, 1983). 

Nevertheless, frequent contact enables people to give and receive support, but more 

importantly, also allows for identifying the need for support (De Vries and Kalmijn, 2008; 

Fokkema et al., 2008).  

Many authors consider contact as an essential element of the care relation (e.g. 

Bengtson and Roberts, 1991). The latter encompasses aspects of both ‘caring for’ and 

‘caring about’ (Ackers and Stalford, 2004; Reynolds and Zontini, 2006). ‘Caring for’ refers 

to the hands-on caregiving on a personal level. Geographical proximity and face-to-face 

contact are often a precondition allowing for practical and emotional support (Glaser 

and Tomassini, 2000). Family members (can) also ‘care about’ each other, a notion 

closely related to ‘kin work’ (di Leonardo, 1992). ‘Caring about’ can more easily be 

exercised from a distance and is also found to be dominant in transnational families 

(Zechner, 2008). It encompasses emotional support and refers to emotional functions 

connected with sociability, advice, comfort and self-validation (Reynolds and Zontini, 
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2006). Many family models and theories on intergenerational relations have developed 

over time to explain how intergenerational contact and support exchange are related to 

geographical proximity (see Smith, 1998 for an overview). Most of these theories agree 

on the fact that the way family relations adapt to the geographical distance strongly 

depends on social class. Social class is believed to influence mobility and settlement 

choice, and thereby affects the distance to the parents. The distance between adult 

children and their parents depends both on the life course of the adult children (cf. Lin-

Rogerson model) and the parents (cf. the Litwak-Longino model), as described in Smith 

(1998), given that the life course stage influences the need for support and the resource 

to support. Despite most empirical studies show that on average the distance between 

adult children and their parents is relatively small, not exceeding ‘commutable distance’ 

(Smith, 1998) and the distance is closely related to changes in private life (e.g. household 

composition) and labour market (Wagner and Mulder, 2015). However, none of these 

theories explicitly refer to the effects of international, long-distance migration.  

Irrespective of distance, most people perceive strong family duties, and parent-child 

relations are often intense (Bordone & de Valk, 2016; Bucx et al., 2008; De Vries and 

Kalmijn, 2008; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2010; Fokkema et al., 2008; Treas and 

Gubernskaya, 2012). Across Europe, face-to-face parent-child contact is high (Hank, 

2013; Reher, 1998; Tomassini et al., 2004). Nevertheless, some studies report a 

decrease in face to face contact frequency (e.g. de Vries and Kalmijn, 2008; Smith, 1998) 

which has been related to a shift in types of contact, especially among the highly 

educated. De Vries & Kalmijn (2008) and Treas & Gubernskaya (2012) find a shift from 

close distance face-to-face contact to more mediated ways of communication, such as 

by telephone. This trend was found across Europe, regardless of the family system 

(from more individualistic to familialistic orientation as was previously described by e.g. 

Kalmijn and Saraceno, 2008). These recent trends clearly call for studying contact in its 

different dimensions. 
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5.3.2.! Intergenerational contact in migrant families 

Maintaining contact with parents transnationally is a challenge for those who migrate: 

regular visits are not always possible due to time limitations and financial restrictions. 

In the case of international migration travel expenses can be considerable. The 

geographical distance to parents inhibits frequent face-to-face contact and thereby also 

decreases the possibilities to provide practical support. Research has also shown 

differences in family solidarity between migrant groups with generally stronger familial 

obligations among migrants from certain non-western countries in comparison with the 

native born in western countries (Kalmijn, 2006; Rosenthal, 1986). Baldassar (2008) 

found in an Italian study that the emotions and physical experiences of longing and 

missing, nonetheless motivate family members to keep contact between kin, even when 

the context or the available resources are limited. Earlier studies also found that 

irrespective of origin, most migrants (and also the children of immigrants) feel strong 

obligations to take care of relatives in the origin country (Baldassar, 2008; Gierveld et al., 

2012; Rooyackers et al., 2013; Spitzer et al., 2003) and they indeed contribute to the 

caring process (Baldock, 2000; Goulbourne and Chamberlain, 2001; Zechner, 2008). 

These intergenerational transnational relationships include family duties in both 

directions: from child to parent if (elder) parents would need care, or parental duties from 

parents to their children. Rooyackers et al. (2014) confirmed that emotional support, 

regardless whether practical support is provided, remained important in mother-child 

relations across life and among immigrants of diverse origin, even when the conditions 

are sometimes very challenging (e.g. Hondagneu-Sotela & Avila, 1997; Peng & Wong, 

2013). While frequent visits home remain the most important way in which transnational 

kin connections are kept, the easiest and most frequent way in which ‘caring about’ is 

articulated is through letters and telephone calls (Baldock, 2000; Reynolds and Zontini, 

2006; Wilding, 2006). Baldassar (2008) points out that there is a preference for 

telephone contact over written contact (letters, e-mails) because of the stronger 

emotional value of hearing each other’s voice. Internet-supported communication can 

provide a solution for the high costs related to long distance calls. While the digital divide 
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might still restrict access to, use of or knowledge on information and communication 

technologies for specific groups (e.g. Mahler, 2001), modern telecommunication tools 

nowadays are more widespread and low of cost and allow people to re-negotiate the 

constraints of geographical distance (Licoppe and Smoreda, 2005; Wilding, 2006). This 

results in the establishment of what Falicov (2005) calls ‘richly interconnected systems’, 

characterized by several forms of co-presence (Baldassar, 2008) in which long-distance 

care strategies develop (Kilkey and Merla, 2014).  

5.3.3.! Individual variation in intergenerational contact  

The intensity of contact and support exchange in family relations varies between 

individuals and depends on individual characteristics, resources and life course phase. 

In this paper, we will exclusively focus on characteristics of the respondents in the 

survey, so the migrants living in Belgium. Women are found to be the typical kin keepers 

in the family, resulting in more intergenerational contact compared to men (Fokkema et 

al., 2008). This is the case not only for face-to-face contact, but also for other forms of 

contact (De Vries and Kalmijn, 2008). However, a higher educational level is linked to 

less geographical proximity and as a result less face-to-face contact (De Vries and 

Kalmijn, 2008). Several studies have found that these lower levels of face-to-face 

contact can be compensated by other means of communication (Bordone, 2009; 

Fokkema et al., 2003; Kalmijn, 2006). Economic resources (indicated by income) is on 

the one hand reported to influence intergenerational contact since especially face-to-

face contact requires sufficient financial resources. On the other hand, Fokkema et al. 

(2003) do not find a restrictive effect of low income on keeping social contact in general. 

Given that the balance of giving and receiving intergenerational support can vary 

strongly over the life course, it is also important to take age of the individual (and 

therewith indirectly of the parent into account). 

Furthermore, the position of the individual in the family can be relevant for 

intergenerational contact. The more siblings the person has, the more care tasks can be 

divided and the less contact per sibling is needed (Bordone, 2009; De Vries and Kalmijn, 
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2008; Fokkema et al., 2003; Fokkema et al., 2008; Kalmijn and Saraceno, 2008). Having 

children also tends to increase contact frequency with the own parents linked to child-

care provision by the grandparents (Bucx et al., 2008). The effects of having a partner 

on intergenerational contact are inconclusive: Bucx et al. (2008) found that those who 

are cohabiting or married tend to have lower contact frequencies, especially when there 

is often contact with the parents of the partner, whereas De Vries and Kalmijn (2008) 

did not find any effect across different European countries. Despite our focus on contact 

with the mother, we conducted similar analyses for the father in order to see whether 

the same determinants are of importance for contact with mother and father (tables not 

included). Most trend we found were very similar to the results for the mother. 

Research on intergenerational contact frequencies has until now mainly focused on the 

general population, without taking into account the origin of the individual. In this 

explorative paper, we explicitly look at the situation of European migrants compared to 

those living in Belgium who were not mobile (non-migrants). Based on the existing 

literature on intergenerational contact, we formulate two main hypotheses. Given the 

centrality of intergenerational contact and care we expect all respondents to aim for 

frequent contact. However, we assume that there is diversity in the type of contact. First 

of all, we expect that the origin of the respondent, operationalized as the country of birth, 

will influence the contact frequency: the larger the distance, the less face-to-face contact 

there will be (H1). We expect this to be a gradient in contact frequency which will be 

highest for migrants from closeby EU countries, and decrease for European countries 

further away followed by those from non-EU countries. For telephone contact we expect 

that there is no difference between non-migrants and migrants from within the EU (H2a). 

At the same time, we expect lower phone contact frequency for non-EU migrants 

compared to EU migrants due to the higher costs involved (H2b). Regarding life course 

stage, gender, education, income, siblings and partner we expect that results from 

previous studies on the majority group (as outlined in the previous section) will equally 

apply for migrants. Since these are control variables in our model we do not translate 
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this into specific hypothesis. We nevertheless expect that H1 and H2 (a and b) hold even 

when controlled for these individual background characteristics. 

5.4.! Data 

For the empirical analyses, we use the Belgian wave 1 (2010) Generations and Gender 

Survey data (GGS)2. The GGS is a large-scale socio-demographic survey conducted 

within the framework of the international Generations and Gender Programme (Vikat et 

al., 2007). The data for Belgium were collected between 2008 and 2010, using face-to-

face CAPI interviews. The sample is representative for the Belgian non-institutionalized 

population and includes a total of 7,163 respondents (De Winter et al., 2011), with a 

response rate of 41%. The data cover information on both type and frequency of contact 

between individuals and their biological parents and include a wide range of individual 

and family background characteristics. 

Migrants are well represented in the Belgian GGS dataset: 809 respondents were born 

abroad and can, in line with the commonly used statistical standards, be labeled as ‘first 

generation migrants’. Our study sample was not selected on age of migration to 

Belgium. Additional analyses showed that there was no effect of age at migration and 

therefore we included the maximum sample size in the effects that are reported here. 

Since we are interested in the effect of migration on intergenerational contact across 

borders we did not include children of immigrants in our analyses (n=881).  

Among our study sample of migrants, we distinguish three different regions of origin: 

those from Belgium’s neighboring EU countries (the Netherlands, France, Germany, 

Luxemburg; n=193), European migrants from another EU 27 member state (n=172) and 

migrants born outside the EU27 (n=444). For comparison, we also include a group of 

native Belgians in our analyses based on a rather restrictive definition: we selected only 

those who themselves and both parents were born in Belgium. We randomly selected a 

subsample of 906 respondents of Belgian origin out of the total of 5,473 Belgian natives 
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to optimize the comparability of accuracy of estimations in our analyses. This results in 

an initial sample of 1,715 individuals as a starting point for our analyses.  

Since we are interested in intergenerational contact with the mother, only those whose 

biological mother was alive at the time of the interview are included. Furthermore, co-

resident child-parent dyads were excluded from the analysis as intergenerational 

contact may have a very different meaning when living in the same household. These 

selections result in a final sample of 922 respondents covering 110 respondents from 

EU neighboring countries, 85 from other EU countries, 273 from non-EU countries, and 

454 Belgians. All analyses were furthermore conducted for contact with the biological 

father (tables not included). Overall, the findings for fathers are very similar to those 

found for the mother. 

5.4.1.! Dependent variable 

The dependent variables in this study are measurements of contact frequency between 

the respondent and his or her biological mother. The data allow us to differentiate 

between face-to-face contact and telephone contact. This is a main advantage of our 

data in comparison to other surveys, such as SHARE (e.g. Hank, 2007). The two 

indicators for intergenerational contact are based on the questions: ‘How often do you 

see your mother?’ and ‘How often do you phone your mother?’. For both questions, 

respondents could fill in a number of contacts and specify whether this frequency was 

expressed in weeks, months or years. We converted the frequency variables to number 

of contacts per week and then categorized them first in 5 categories. On theoretical 

grounds, we reduced the categories to those who have contact from those who have 

not. Based on the distribution of respondents’ answers, we further distinguish between 

two clear separate groups: those who have contact maximum once a week and those 

who have contact more than once a week (cf. Bordone, 2009). By finally comparing the 

two ‘extremes’ of the three categories of contact, ‘Never/less than once a year’ (0), and 

‘More than once a week’ (2) with ‘Less than once a week’ (1), we avoid passing judgment 

on the value of specific contact frequencies. We additionally created a combined 
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variable expressing contact, without differentiating between face-to-face contact and 

telephone contact. In this combined variable, we take for each respondent the maximum 

value of face-to-face and telephone contact. 

5.4.2.! Key explanatory variables 

In our multinomial logistic regression models, we control for socio-demographic 

characteristics of the respondent that are known to be determinants of intergenerational 

contact (overview in table 5-1). These variables can also account for potential 

compositional differences between the different origin groups. We include sex (1=male/ 

0=female ref.) and a continuous as well as polytomous specification of age of the 

respondent. Two measures of socio-economic status of the migrant are also included: 

educational level (1=tertiary education/ 0=secondary education or less ref.) and 

‘financial resources to go on holiday annually’. To construct the SES measure we rely on 

the question whether the respondent had enough financial resources to go on holiday 

at least once a year (1=yes/ 0=no ref.). Life course and household characteristics of the 

respondent are moreover taken into account. We control for the presence of children 

(1=yes/ 0=no ref.) and a partner in the household (1=yes/ 0=no ref.), as well as the 

number of siblings of the respondent. Finally, a variable measuring intergenerational 

support obligations is included. The sum scale is based on 9 items measuring 

intergenerational care duties such as 'Parents ought to provide financial help for their 

adult children when the children are having financial difficulties', 'Children should have 

their parents to live with them when parents can no longer look after themselves' and 

'Children should adjust their working lives to the needs of their parents' (5 point Likert-

scales). The result is a scale from 0 to 5 where higher scores refer to stronger familial 

obligations. Overall reliability of the scale is good: Cronbach’s alpha is .81, ranging from 

.74 for neighbouring EU countries to .86 for other EU countries.  
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Table 5-1: Independent control variables 

 Neighbouring 

EU country 

(n=110) 

Other EU 

country 

(n=85) 

Non EU 

country 

(n=273) 

Native Belgian 

(n=454) 

 % % % % 

Educational level: tertiary 50.0 31.8 34.6 45.0 

Male 41.8 37.6 45.4 44.7 

Financial resources for 

annual holiday (no=ref.) 

78.2 70.6 61.4 83.8 

Children in the 

household 

50.0 57.6 70.7 68.9 

Has a partner 90.0 82.4 81.0 89.9 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Age 42.57 (11.20) 42.74 (12.13) 39.37 (10.41) 41.97 (10.54) 

Number of siblings 2.35 (2.42) 2.95 (2.29) 4.38 (2.69) 1.94 (1.83) 

Intergenerational 

attitudes 

2.68 (0.52) 3.02 (0.71) 3.23 (0.63) 2.58 (0.53) 

Source: GGS Belgium, Wave 1, Authors own calculations 

5.5.! Results 

We start with a bivariate analysis of the face-to-face contact (table 5-2). For all migrant 

groups in this study the percentage of those that don’t see their mothers annually or 

even never is significantly higher (p<.001) in comparison with the 4.6% of the Belgian 

natives that don’t see their mothers annually or even never.  This share of those born in 

neighboring EU countries is 5.5% and only slightly (but significantly) higher than the 

percentage of the native Belgians. Percentages however rise to 9.4% for migrants from 

other EU member states and are highest for non-EU migrants of whom more than a 

quarter do not see their mothers at least once a year (26.7%). For Belgian natives the 

proportion seeing their mothers several times a week are highest (43.9%), and 

significantly higher (p<.001) than the three migrant groups. 14.5% of the respondents 

born in neighbouring EU countries have ‘more than once a week face-to-face contact’ 
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with their mother, compared to 18.8% of the other EU migrants and 14.7 of the 

respondents born outside the European Union.  

The percentages of seeing the mother on a weekly base for the migrant groups were 

lower than the percentage of the native Belgians, but still considerable. Additional 

analyses (not included), show that this is mainly due to first generation migrants who 

migrated at a young age and who are more likely to have migrated with their parents to 

Belgium. When selecting only first generation migrants who migrated after their 

sixteenth birthday, percentages are clearly lower although not negligible; 10.5%, 8.6% 

and 6.6% of migrants from neighbouring EU countries, other EU member states, and non 

EU migrants respectively see their mother more than weekly. We however included them 

for optimizing the sample size. This descriptive analysis confirms hypotheses H1 on the 

gradient by geographical distance: the larger the distance for EU migrants, the lower the 

face-to-face contact frequency. For those from outside the EU we indeed find the lowest 

face-to-face contact frequencies. 

Table 5-2: Face-to-face contact with mother by origin of respondent (percentages) 

 Less than once a 

year/ never 

Once a week 

or less 

More than once a 

week 

Belgian native (n=453) 4.6 51.4 43.9 

Neighbouring EU country 

(n=110) 

5.5 80.0 14.5 

Other EU country (n=85) 9.4 71.8 18.8 

Non EU country (n=273) 26.7 58.6 14.7 

Total (n=921) 11.7 58.8 29.4 

Pearson chi-square = 155.143, df = 6, p<.001 
Source: GGS Belgium, Wave 1, Authors own calculations 

In the second step, we analyse telephone contact between respondents and their 

mothers by origin (Table 5-3 5-3). Of all groups, it is most often the case that Belgian 

natives have no telephone contact with their mothers throughout the year (13.9%). This 

group is followed by migrants from neighboring EU countries (10%), and only then by 
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migrants from other EU countries (5.9%) or non-EU countries (7%). The pattern is less 

clear for very frequent phone contact. 44.8% of Belgian natives talk to their mothers on 

the phone at least several times a week. This share is remarkably higher among 

migrants from other countries in the EU (49,4%). Migrants from the Belgian neighboring 

countries have less frequent contact (39.1% at least several times a week) while the 

lowest share is found among the non-EU migrant group (34.1%). Additional analyses 

controlling for age of migration do not change these patterns. The descriptive results 

only partially support H2a. Although we find lower percentages of never telephone 

contact in Belgium, decreasing depending on the distance to the country of origin (H1). 

For frequent contact, however, the pattern is less clear and the lower percentage of 

frequent contact for neighboring EU country versus Belgian natives is remarkable. 

Table 5-3: Telephone contact with mother by origin of respondent (Percentages) 

 Less than once a 

year / never 

Once a week 

or less 

More than once a 

week 

Belgian native (n=453) 13.9 41.3 44.8 

Neighbouring EU country 

(n=110) 

10.0 50.9 39.1 

Other EU country (n=85) 5.9 44.7 49.4 

Non EU country (n=270) 7.4 58.5 34.1 

Total (n=918) 10.8 47.8 41.4 

Pearson chi-square = 43.443, df = 6, p<.001 
Source: GGS Belgium, Wave 1, Authors own calculations 

In order to analyse the extent to which intergenerational contact is related to the origin 

of the person or the result of composition effects of the groups we examine contact 

between migrants and their mothers in multinomial logistic regression models, 

controlling for a number of socio-demographic indicators. Table 5-4 shows the results 

of the multinomial logistic regressions with face-to-face contact frequency as the 

dependent variable in which ‘weekly contact or less’ is the reference category and 

compared to ‘never’ and ‘more than once a week’ contact.  
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With respect to never face-to-face contact, EU migrants do not seem to differ 

significantly from the Belgian natives. The direction of the effects however is in line with 

what we found in the descriptive analysis. Only non-EU migrants differ significantly from 

Belgian natives: they have 3.04 times higher odds of not annually meeting their mother 

as compared to having weekly contact or less. The decreasing effect sizes of the netto 

effects compared to the bruto effects indicate compositional effects. The effects of the 

control variables mostly confirm what could be expected based on previous studies. 

Respondents with no tertiary degree and with many siblings have higher odds to have 

no face-to-face contact at all with their mothers, respectively 1.74 and 1.11. On the other 

hand, having a partner and having sufficient financial resources to travel at least once a 

year significantly reduce the odds never meeting the mother. Other socio-demographic 

life course indicators (age and children in the household) and intergenerational family 

attitudes have no effect. These results do not confirm hypothesis H1: for low contact 

frequencies, there is no difference depending on distance, also for high frequency (‘more 

than once a week’) we only see that more than weekly face-to-face contact is lower for 

EU migrants in comparison to Belgians, but again there is no difference by distance. 

However, non-EU migrants have significantly more often no face-to-face contact or less 

than annually contact. 
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Table 5-4: Multinomial regression parameters - dependent variable: Face-to-Face contact frequency with 
mother; reference category: once a week or less 

 Less than once a year / never 

contact 
More than once a week contact 

OR 

95% CI (OR) 

OR 

95% CI (OR) 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Origin group (Belgian 

native=ref.) 

      

Neighbouring EU country 0.67 0.25 1.77 0.22*** 0.12 0.39 

Other EU country 1.03 0. 42 2.55 0.23*** 0.13 0.43 

Non EU country 3.04** 1.61 5.74 0.24*** 0.15 0.39 

Non-tertiary education 

(tertiary=ref.) 

1.74* 1.04 2.92 1.93*** 1.38 2.70 

Men (Women=ref.) 1.38 0.87 2.19 0.73~ 0.53 1.01 

Age 1.03 0.88 1.22 0.91 0.81 1.02 

Age2 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00~ 1.00 1.00 

Number of siblings 1.11* 1.020 1.22 0.95 0.88 1.03 

Intergenerational attitudes 0.94 0.64 1.37 1.32~ 0.99 1.76 

Financial resources for 

annual holiday (no=ref.) 

0.46** 0.28 0.75 1.08 0.72 1.62 

Children in household  

(no children=ref.) 

0.94 0.54 1.63 1.21 0.81 1.79 

Has a partner  

(no partner = ref.) 

0.57~ 0.31 1.04 0.60* 0.37 0.98 

Pseudo R2 Nagelkerke 0.25  

p<.10=~; p<.05=*; p<.01=**; p<.001*** 
n=899 
Source: GGS Belgium, Wave 1, Authors own calculations 

With respect to very frequent contact, defined as contact ‘more than once per week’, we 

find that migrants living in Belgium, regardless of origin, have much lower odds to have 

frequent face-to-face contact as compared to having weekly contact or less than native 

Belgians. This seems to be an overall effect of migration since the different origin groups 

do not significantly differ from each other (extra analyses not shown). With respect to 
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frequent face-to-face contact, having no tertiary education almost doubles the odds to 

have very frequent contact (1.93). This is remarkable as those without tertiary education 

also have the highest odds for no face-to-face contact. This suggests a dichotomy in 

this educational group that reinforces these two extreme types of contact. Also, having 

stronger attitudes towards intergenerational duties significantly increase the odds of 

having very frequent contact (1.32). Men and respondents with a partner have lower 

odds ratios for very frequent intergenerational contact (0.73 and 0.60 respectively), 

while at the same time having a partners also lowers the odds for never having contact. 

This again suggests that for some having a partner on the one hand can reinforce while 

for others on the other hand it hinders contact with the mother.  

Interaction effects were tested between origin group and the control variables in 

additional analyses (not included in tables but available upon request from the first 

author). None of these models revealed major differences in the effects found for the 

control variables, except for some minor effects for non-European migrants: the odds 

of very frequent face-to-face contact are higher for non-European men than for other 

migrant men in comparison to Belgian men; and the effect of having more siblings is 

also stronger for non-European migrants than for other migrants in comparison to 

Belgians. Table 5-5 shows the results of the multinomial logistic regression models for 

telephone contact. Like in the previous analyses we compare those who have ‘never’ 

and ‘more than once a week’ contact with their mother with those who have contact 

‘once a week or less’ (reference category). For the odds of ‘never’ compared to ‘once a 

week or less’ we find a significant effect of migrant origin: migrants from other (non-

neighboring) EU-countries or from non-EU countries have significant lower odds of not 

having had any contact with their mothers over the phone (respectively 0.36 and 0.50). 

This result does not exactly follow the hypothesized effect (H2a). Education and 

financial resources have a similar effect as in the previous analyses. Those with no 

tertiary education have almost twice the odds of not annually talking to their mothers 

compared to those with a tertiary degree (1.86). Also, having sufficient financial 

resources to travel at least once a year decreases the probability to have no annual 
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contact (0.49). The younger the individual is, the more likely to have no annual telephone 

contact (.84). This age effect is not linear, indicated by the significant squared age 

indicator, even if the quadratic term has only a minor effect (1.004, rounded off to an 

odds ratio of 1 in the table). The odds to have no telephone contact further decrease 

when the respondent has more supportive attitudes towards family duties (0.58). None 

of the other control variables (number of siblings, having children in the household, or 

having a partner) seems to be related to the odds of having no contact compared to 

those who have regular contact. 

Comparing those with more than weekly contact to those who have less regular contact, 

we find no significant differences between Belgians and European migrants, regardless 

of whether they were born in a neighbouring or in another EU country, confirming 

hypothesis 2a. Only for the non-European migrants we observe a lower probability of 

having weekly contact compared to the Belgian natives, confirming hypothesis 2b. Few 

sociodemographic life course indicators seem to be relevant for more intense contact. 

We found only an effect of gender and number of siblings. Men have significant less 

intense (more than weekly) contact with their mothers (0.39), and the odds to have more 

than weekly contact decreases with a higher number of siblings (0.91). Additional 

analyses were performed to test interactions between origin group and the control 

variables. Again, no major differences in the reported effects of the control variables 

were found. 
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Table 5-5: Multinomial regression parameters - dependent variable: Telephone contact frequency with 
mother; reference category: once a week or less 

 Less than once a year / never 

contact 
More than once a week contact 

OR 

95% CI (OR) 

OR 

95% CI (OR) 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Origin group (Belgian 

native=ref.) 

      

Neighbouring EU country 0.66 0. 31 1.38 0.72 0.45 1.15 

Other EU country 0.36~ 0.13 1.01 1.01 0.60 1.70 

Non EU country 0.50* 0.25 0.98 0.63* 0.42 0.94 

Non-tertiary education 

(tertiary=ref.) 

1.86* 1.11 3.10 0.91 0.67 1.24 

Men (Women=ref.) 1.004 0.63 1.60 0.39*** 0.29 0.53 

Age 0.84* 0.72 0.99 0.93 0.84 1.04 

Age2 1.002* 1.000 1.004 1.001 0.999 1.002 

Number of siblings 0.92 0.83 1.03 0.91** 0.84 0.98 

Intergenerational 

attitudes 

0.58* 0.38 0.89 1.09 0.84 1.41 

Financial resource to 

travel (no=ref.) 

0.49** 0.29 0.84 1.02 0.71 1.48 

Children in household  

(no children=ref.) 

1.58 0.88 2.83 1.01 0.71 1.45 

Has a partner  

(no partner = ref.) 

0.87 0.42 1.77 1.10 0.70 1.74 

Pseudo R2 Nagelkerke 0.15 

p<.10=~; p<.05=*; p<.01=**; p<.001*** 
n=896 
Source: GGS Belgium, Wave 1, Authors own calculations 

Additionally, to the separate analyses for face-to-face and telephone contact, we also 

looked at contact as a combination of face-to-face contact and telephone contact by 

taking the maximum score of both contact variables. By and large the results described 

above for the two separate indicators are also reflected (with a few minor exceptions) 

in the pooled analyses.  
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5.6.! Conclusion and discussion 

Literature on intergenerational care and solidarity is ample but so far studies have 

largely neglected European migrants and their specific position when it comes to 

intergenerational contact. Especially in a context of an ageing population and a mobility-

oriented supranational policy, it is key to get a better understanding of the levels of 

contact, and its determinants. Intra-European migrants are confronted with the 

challenge to keep contact with the family and fulfilling intergenerational care, despite 

the migration process and the resulting geographical distance. This study aimed to give 

insight into the frequency of intergenerational contact, as an important precondition for 

any other kind of intergenerational support, among European first-generation migrants, 

in comparison to native Belgians and non-European migrants. We implicitly tested the 

effect of geographical distance by differentiating between migrants from neighboring 

countries and other EU countries. Furthermore, we examined different dimensions of 

contact (face-to-face and telephone contact). 

In general, we can conclude that intergenerational contact is frequent among all origin 

groups, as we can see for both the separate analyses for face-to-face contact and 

telephone contact, as well as for the combined contacts measure (cf. appendix). This 

holds in particular for telephone contact where 41% of all respondents have at least one 

contact moment per week (29% have at least weekly face-to-face contact). Even though 

not everybody has weekly contact the share of respondents with no contact at all in the 

past year is very low among all origins (overall less than 10%). This is in line with 

international comparative research on intergenerational support exchange (Bordone 

and de Valk, 2016). 

Despite these general patterns that are very similar across groups we also find 

differences for the frequency of face-to-face contact and telephone contact between 

the migrant groups in our study. We see a clear pattern for face-to-face contact. When 

looking at very frequent contact, defined as face-to-face contact more than once a week, 

we find that native Belgians have the highest odds. This seems to imply that 
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geographical distance indeed inhibits very frequent contact given that the distance for 

non-Belgians to their parents is simply too large to pay frequent visits. Although the 

actual distance differs strongly between the defined migrant groups, they apparently all 

live ‘too far’ which confirms earlier research (Warnes et al., 2004).  

However, for those with ‘no face-to-face contact at all’, our findings suggest that it is not 

so much distance but rather the opportunity to travel and be mobile within the Schengen 

zone that matters. Our analyses show that whereas European migrants do not differ 

from Belgians it is especially the non-EU migrants who have a three times higher odds 

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

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

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

countries and further away) and non-EU migrants, suggests that, easy travel with 

barriers within the EU as promoted with the EU mobility policy is decisive here. These 

findings confirm our first hypothesis. 

When looking at very frequent telephone contact, defined as talking on the phone more 

than once a week, we find that only non-EU migrants have significantly lower odds 

compared to native Belgians, confirming hypotheses H2a and H2b. This could be 

explained by the higher telephone cost for international calls outside Europe. At the 

same time, the odds for no annual telephone contact are significantly lower for this 

group, as well as for migrants from other (not-neighboring) EU countries. This might be 

linked to these groups lower odds for face-to-face contact, indicating a compensation 

effect that we are unfortunately unable to test with our data. 

This study also has limitations that give way to suggestions for further research. First, 

the dataset used in his study allows examining first generation migrants originating 

from within and outside the EU. Group sizes are too small to differentiate further in terms 

of specific countries or regions. Even if the intergenerational attitudes included in the 

study might function as a sort of proxy for cultural differences, future research on the 

specific situation of migrants coming from different countries or regions outside and 
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within the EU is recommended, given that these migrants experience different migration 

context, might migrate for different reasons, and regulations are different. After all, even 

within the EU, mobility policies do differ (e.g. the fact that not all EU countries are part 

of the Schengen area while some countries outside the EU are). Second, our data allow 

differentiating between face-to-face and telephone contact separately. This is an 

advantage compared to other surveys with more limited measures. The data 

unfortunately do not include the increasingly important new ways of communication via 

the internet such as chat services, social networks, or voice over IP services (VoIP, e.g. 

Skype) (e.g. Bacigalupe, 2012). Although we did look briefly at a combined measure of 

contacts, it would be interesting to further elaborate possible compensation effects 

between different types of contacts. Third, we do not have exact information on the 

place of residence of the mother. Since we are focusing on first generation migrants, we 

assume most of the migrants’ mothers live in their country of origin. This might not 

always be the case. And given that individuals typically live relatively close to their 

parents and family members (Mulder & Kalmijn, 2006), knowing the exact location of 

residence of the mother would increase the level of precision in the claims we make. For 

instance, migrants who have migrated at young age mainly did so with their parents. 

Fourth, although in literature the importance of the bond with the mother is often 

stressed, this relation is only one of the many possible important family and social 

contacts an individual may have. For future work, it would be interesting to involve 

contact with other family members and the broader social network as well. Also and 

fifth, the care needs or health situation of the mother could be included in the analysis. 

We have explored the effect of the variable ‘the mother is limited in her daily tasks’ and 

did not find strong influences in the models, except for some control variables. Our data 

do not include additional health indicators but this would be an important aspect for 

future studies in light of ageing populations combined with increased mobility across 

Europe. In this paper, we also focused on contact frequency and modality as such. It 

could be interesting to further elaborate the role of contact within the broader context 

of transnational relations and care exchange, as this is rapidly changing in a globalized 
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world (e.g. Erel, 2012; Benitez, 2011), and the value and perceptions of this 

intergenerational contact in different cultures. Finally, it should be noted that this study 

looks at intergenerational contact from the perspective of the respondent, the ‘child’, and 

not the mother. This does not necessarily imply that this contact is always and only 

initiated by the child. 

Overall our study shows that the vast majority of people keeps in touch with their mother 

via face-to-face contacts or telephone contacts, despite different origins, migration 

histories, family cultures, and care provision systems in origin countries. The differences 

between migrant groups however suggest that the European mobility policy, the 

financial resources, the individual characteristics, and the geographical distance with 

the mother contribute to organization of the care relations in transnational family 

relations. 
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