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Elisabeth K. Kraus, Lenore Sauer & Laura Wenzel 

Together or apart? Spousal migration and 
reunification practices of recent refugees to 
Germany  

Abstract: 
This study examines migration and reunification processes among recent male and female refugees from 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria in Germany. Specifically, we analyse different types of spousal migration 
practices (joint arrival versus arriving alone) and the probability of reunification with the left-behind 
partner after one year of geographic separation, and to what extent this is shaped by socio-economic 
conditions, children, family networks, and the legal situation of married men and women. Using data 
from the first and second wave of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees, collected in 2016 and 2017 
in Germany, and applying logistic regression models, we disentangle the heterogeneity of refugees’ mi-
gration processes. The results show that couples with minor children are more likely to migrate together 
compared to childless couples or those with adult children only, and that men and women’s solo migra-
tion is associated with the presence of other family members at the destination country. The probability 
of reunifying with the left-behind partner after one year of separation mainly depends, again, on family 
networks, with differential effects for men and women. Furthermore, male first-movers’ legal status in 
Germany is important for a quick reunification with their wives. Our research shows that forced migra-
tion in the here studied geographic context is a gendered process and that several characteristics of male 
migration do not apply to women. Furthermore, conventional explanations for economically motivated 
migration decisions and patterns must be adapted to the case of forced migration. 

Key words: family reunification, couple migration, forced migration, refugees, Germany 

1. Introduction

The number of forcibly displaced people worldwide reached its peak in 2018 with approx. 
70.8 million persons, 29.4 million of whom are either international refugees or asylum 
seekers (UNHCR 2019). The great majority flees to neighbouring countries. Nonetheless, 
the on-going conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and other countries have also contribut-
ed to sharply rising numbers of people arriving in high-income countries elsewhere to 
claim asylum. Germany is one of the major destination countries with more than 740,000 
men and women submitting their initial asylum application in 2016 (BAMF 2018). Per-
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mits for family reasons have increased sharply worldwide (UNHCR 2019), but also in 
Germany (BMI/BAMF 2019).  

Quantitative studies on refugee1 populations in European destination countries are 
scarce, even more so when it comes to their family arrangements, family reunification pro-
cesses, and differences between sexes. So far, studies examining refugees and their family 
structures focus on the life satisfaction of refugees in Germany (Gambaro et al. 2018), on 
the labour market and educational integration into the host society (Bürmann et al. 2018; 
Bähr et al. 2019; Brücker et al. 2019; OECD 2017) or on transnational activities with fami-
ly members in origin or transit countries (Bakker et al. 2014). Further research deals with 
ICT communications and channels of contact of recently arrived refugees in Germany 
(Baldassar 2016; Witteborn 2015). Finally, the mental well-being, post-traumatic stress 
and psychological problems of refugees have been studied extensively (Schouler-Ocak/ 
Kurmeyer 2017).2 

Research on partnership arrangements and gendered migration processes mainly focus-
es on economically motivated migration. Most of these quantitative studies deal with Mexi-
can male and female migrants to the United States of America (Kanaiaupuni 2000; Cerrut-
ti/Massey 2001; Curran/Rivero‐Fuentes 2003; Cerrutti/Gaudio 2010), as one of the largest 
and best-established migratory systems, with the Mexican Migration Project providing val-
uable data on gendered migration practices. Focussing on Sub-Saharan African migration to 
Europe, several studies analyse family migration dynamics. Many of these publications are 
based on data collected within the framework of the Migrations Between Africa and Europe 
project (Beauchemin et al. 2015; Caarls/Mazzucato 2015, 2016; Caarls/Valk 2017; Caarls et 
al. 2018; Toma/Vause 2013; Kraus 2019). There are also some noteworthy qualitative stud-
ies examining female migration from Sub-Saharan Africa (Vives/Vazquez Silva 2017), 
gendered family migration processes in Southeast Asia (Fresnoza-Flot 2018; Parreñas 
2005), as well as family migration in the regional context of Mexico and Central America 
(Dreby 2010; Schmalzbauer 2010; Baldassar/Merla 2014). Moreover, several studies exam-
ine partnership-related migration dynamics for the case of the 1950s–1970s Gastarbeiter 
(‘guest workers’) from Southern Europe and Turkey and subsequent generations, mostly in 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium (González-Ferrer 2007; Guveli et al. 2016). Yet it 
remains unclear if and to what extent labour migrants’ family arrangements and spousal mi-
gration practices show similar patterns compared to those of refugees. 

This study brings the literature on refugees into conversation with the literature on fami-
ly and spousal migration processes by addressing the following three research questions: 
What are the characteristics of international refugees’ spousal migration practices regarding 
type, pace, and eventual reunification at destination? How are socio-economic status, chil-
dren, family networks, and legal aspects related to these differential arrangements? And fi-
nally, what are the differences in the migration processes of male and female refugees? An-

                                                        
1 Throughout the article we use the terms ‘asylum seeker’, ‘refugee’ and ‘(forced) migrant’ inter-

changeably, all three referring to persons who arrived at a specific country of destination, and filed 
an asylum application. Thus, we do not account for the outcome of their asylum procedure, nor their 
current legal status. 

2 For an overview of the state of the art of research on family life in the context of forced migration 
see Sauer et al. 2018. 
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swering these questions enables us to compare refugees to previous findings on other types 
of migrants and to disentangle potential diverging patterns between these groups.  

Previous research has discussed whether different forms or categories of migration 
should be considered at all (Long 2013; Richmond 1993; Zetter 2007, 2015). On the one 
hand, motives and causes for different forms of migration overlap. Therefore, the dichot-
omisation between external coercion and internal voluntariness as well as a clear distinc-
tion between political and economic motives for migration is difficult (Castles 2007; Col-
lyer/Haas 2012; Crawley/Skleparis 2018; Koser/Martin 2011). On the other hand, refugee 
families show important differences to other migrant families. For most refugees, the pos-
sibility of migrating to a third country involves forced separation from the family and lim-
ited control over the events of the flight, so that their migration experiences differ signifi-
cantly from migrant families who have consciously opted for separation (Robertson et al. 
2016). Furthermore, different types of migrants are granted different rights to move across 
national borders and reside in other countries. The right of residence is also accompanied 
by rights such as access to the labour market or possibilities of family reunification (Mor-
ris 2002; Söhn 2013). Against the background of these two opposing views, one of the 
aims of our contribution is to examine refugees’ migration dynamics, and to compare this 
specific group to existing literature, which focuses mainly on labour migrants.  

The empirical analysis builds on the first two waves of a recent and hitherto unique 
dataset, the refugee sample of the German Socio-Economic Panel (IAB-BAMF-SOEP 
Survey of Refugees, carried out in 2016 and 2017). Containing questions not only on the 
current family situation and the whereabouts of both partners, but also on aspects of the 
person’s migration history and the legal situation, it allows for quantitative analyses of 
family arrangements and spousal migration practices of refugee families. Our focus is on 
married men and women originating from Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, currently the three 
major countries of origin of refugees in Germany.  

The contributions of this study are twofold; first, we complement and enhance the exist-
ing literature on family migration and reunification by examining hypotheses about gen-
dered family migration processes in other contexts and applying them to the case of forced 
migration. Second, our results show specific migratory and demographic patterns for refu-
gees and their families in Germany. These results may help in opening up the black box of 
refugees’ family reunion processes, providing valuable insights for other European destina-
tion countries with large refugee communities, such as France, Italy or Sweden. 

2. Forced migration from Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria and the situation 
of refugees in Germany 

Between 1990 and 2018, 4.8 million people applied for asylum in Germany (initial and 
subsequent applications). A preliminary peak with about 438,000 persons was reached in 
1992 (BAMF 2019b). After that year, the number of applications began to decline, partly 
due to more restrictive asylum policies and procedures, as well as the end of the civil war 
in former Yugoslavia, reaching its lowest level with approx. 20,000 applications annually 
between 2006 and 2008. Since then, the numbers of asylum seekers in Germany steadily 
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increased once again (as illustrated in Figure 1): In 2014, slightly more than 202,000 peo-
ple lodged an initial asylum application, in 2015 the number more than doubled to nearly 
442,000, further rising to 722,000 in 2016 (BAMF 2019b). Due to rising institutional bar-
riers in transit countries, as well as the closure of the ‘Balkan route’ and the EU-Turkey 
agreement in March 2016, the number of new asylum seekers arriving in Germany has 
since fallen sharply. In 2017 and 2018, less than 200,000 asylum applications were filed 
(BMI/BAMF 2019; BAMF 2019b).  
 
Figure 1: First-time asylum applications in Germany by sex and country of origin, 

2010-2018 

 
Data: BAMF (different years): Das Bundesamt in Zahlen. Nürnberg: BAMF. 
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Most of these refugees fled from the crisis regions of Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq (BAMF 
2019b). Excepting 2013, between 2010 and 2018 more than one-third of first-time asylum 
applications were filed by people from these three countries (see Figure 1). The propor-
tion of people holding these three citizenships as a share of total applications has rapidly 
increased, accounting for 50 per cent in 2015, 68 per cent in 2016, and 44 per cent in 
2017 and in 2018 (BAMF 2019a). Whereas the number of rejections of asylum applica-
tions was very low for Syrians (2018: less than 1 per cent), it was much higher for Af-
ghans and Iraqis (2018: 50 and 54 per cent, respectively; BAMF 2019b). The official data 
on asylum seekers in Germany reflect a male-dominated sex ratio for Afghan and Syrian 
asylum seekers (about two-thirds were male), whereas it is relatively balanced for Iraqis 
(50 to 60 per cent male). While this proportion is rather robust for Afghanistan, it slightly 
changes for Syria. From 2010 to 2013, about 60 per cent of the first asylum applications 
by Syrians were lodged by men, in 2014 and 2015 the proportion increased to 71 and 
74 per cent, respectively, and dropped in 2016 (64%), 2017 and 2018 (52%).  

By focusing on asylum seekers from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq, this article concen-
trates on refugees from three countries which have suffered from civil war, instability, se-
vere insecurity, and violent conflicts. Broadly speaking, Syrians fled mainly from civil 
war and its direct and indirect effects, Afghans mostly fled from Taliban rule, and Iraqis 
escaped from the ISIS and the ‘War on Terror’ (Hessels/Wassie 2003). The main differ-
ence between the three countries may be the temporal dimension of the flight movements: 
Contrary to Syrian flight migration in a few short years peaking in 2015, migration has 
been a fundamental coping and survival strategy throughout the history of Afghanistan 
and increasingly over the past four decades (van Houte 2016), and has a longer history for 
Iraq as well. Furthermore, flight patterns and routes as well as the duration of time be-
tween departure from the country of origin and arrival in Europe and Germany vary 
across the three countries (Brücker et al. 2016; Crawley et al. 2016). 

The context of reception shaped by destination governments has a major impact on le-
gal family reunification processes, providing different options for specific groups of asylum 
seekers: For Germany, this context is shaped mainly by the constitutional right to asylum, 
refugee protection pursuant to the Geneva Convention on Refugees, subsidiary protection, 
and a tolerated status called ‘temporary suspension of deportation’ (BMI/ BAMF 2019). 
Each protection status is associated with different legal rights, including family reunifica-
tion. Only persons who have received asylum in accordance with the German constitution 
or the Geneva Convention have an unrestricted legal right to family reunification. The right 
to family reunification applies to the nuclear family, i.e. for adult applicants, this refers to 
their spouse or registered partner as well as unmarried children aged under 18 years. In the 
case of minor applicants, this refers mostly to their parents (Grote 2017). In March 2016, for 
refugees with subsidiary protection status, family reunion was halted, but partially resumed 
in August 2018. For persons with a temporary suspension of deportation, family reunifica-
tion is not possible.  
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3. Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

Family and couple migration decisions, trajectories, and outcomes may take a variety of 
diverse forms and patterns, involving different actors at the household or family level 
making a typology of these arrangements challenging. For economically motivated migra-
tion from Mexico to the United  States of America, Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) developed a 
typology distinguishing between three main forms of migration: 1) independent, which cap-
tures single men or women who migrate alone; 2) family unit, corresponding to families 
who migrate together; and 3) family stage, which captures families in which one spouse – 
typically the husband – migrates first and the other spouse and children may follow in a 
subsequent stage. 

Traditionally, in family stage migration processes women are considered as “second-
ary” or “associational” migrants (Kanaiaupuni 2000; Cerrutti/Massey 2001) who do not ac-
tively take part in household decision making, but who are rather left behind at the place of 
origin (Cerrutti/Massey 2001: 188). In some cases, they may follow their husband for mat-
ters of family reunification rather than for being economically active themselves (Kanaiau-
puni 2000). Female independent migration is still rather scarce from many countries of 
origin (Toma/Vause 2013). However, migration flows in other geographic contexts are, in 
fact, highly feminised as it was the case for Latin American migration to Spain in the early 
2000s (Bueno García/Vono de Vilhena 2009), or the circular migrations of female workers 
in the service sector from Eastern to Western and Central Europe (Lutz 2004). 

In the context of forced migration, however, it may be more likely that refugees at-
tempt to enter the destination country with the entire family (Kofman 2004), because 
leaving the partner and children behind in a dangerous area of conflict may not be regard-
ed as an option. Yet family stage migration processes of refugees often occur involuntari-
ly or as a temporary strategy (Jastram/Newland 2003; Sample 2007). In that case, mem-
bers of an extended family may pool their resources to send their most capable members 
away, in order to find a place from where to send money home to support the others. An-
other approach may be to send the most vulnerable, often children, away (e.g. in the case 
of forced recruitment). But, in most cases, family reunification is the first priority for ref-
ugees upon receiving status (for an overview see UNHCR 2013). Furthermore, refugees 
in high-income countries are more likely to be male, and as a consequence a large number 
of women-headed households may be found in refugee camps in lower-income countries 
(Martin 2009). Another explanation for the unequal distribution of male and female refu-
gees across countries may be based on the difficulties of entering destination countries 
through legal channels, and men are expected to endure suffering and hardships during 
the journey and the illegal situation at destination more easily than women are. 

In the remainder of this section, we discuss different theoretical approaches that deal 
with the major drivers of family migration and reunification processes in the context of 
international migration, and whether they are relevant to understanding refugee couples’ 
migration dynamics. With this in mind, we derive our hypotheses. Besides financial re-
sources also the existence and number of children, family networks and family support, as 
well as legal conditions at destination are factors that have been identified to be related to 
spousal migration and reunification practices.  
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Financial resources 

Socio-economic status has been found to be crucial for family migration and reunification 
processes in the context of economically motivated migration. The economic situation of a 
couple is likely to influence the decision of whether to migrate together, or to have one part-
ner migrate first and “once he or she settled in the host country and enough economic re-
turns have been made to pay for the arrival of other family members” (Haagsman 2015: 27). 
In the context of forced migration, van Hear (2014: 100) argues that “the form of migra-tion and ultimately its outcomes are shaped by the resources that would-be migrants can muster and that in turn the capacity to mobilize such resources is largely deter-mined by socio-economic background or class”. It can be assumed that refugees applying 
for asylum in Germany were financially better-off before leaving their country of origin 
than those who are still at origin or in neighbouring countries, since reaching more distant 
countries usually implies higher costs (Jastram/Newland 2003; González-Ferrer et al. 2014). 
Also, for couples who are financially better off, it might be easier to travel directly to the 
planned country of destination with the entire family (e.g. by plane), compared to economi-
cally poorer families, who might leave the country of origin together, but due to scarce fi-
nancial resources may be forced to leave one partner behind in a transit country 
(Jastram/Newland 2003), reducing the chances of arriving together at destination. In most 
contexts, it is the husband who leaves his wife and children in the country of origin or of 
first asylum to make the journey alone (Jastram/Newland 2003). In our first working hy-
pothesis we anticipate: 

H1a: Couples with higher financial resources in their country of origin are more likely to 
migrate and arrive at destination jointly than couples who are economically worse off. 

The financial status of a couple should also be important for the reunification at destina-
tion. In most cases, family reunification with their left-behind family members is the first 
priority for refugees upon their arrival at destination. Although reunification via the legal 
channel is not linked to economic prerequisites, financial resources should help reunifica-
tion through other channels. Our hypothesis is:    

H1b: For couples with high financial resources, reunification with the partner at des-
tination should occur faster than for couples who are economically worse off. 

Existence and number of children 

Previous research on labour migrants found a positive relationship between the number of 
children and the probability of male out-migration (Massey/Espinosa 1997), while moth-
ers of young children in particular have relatively low propensities of migrating or joining 
their partner in travelling to destination (Kanaiaupuni 2000). Furthermore, children are an 
important factor influencing the decision of joint versus independent migration and the 
pace of the reunification processes (Caarls 2015). It is likely that refugee couples with 
minor children intend to migrate jointly, because leaving the partner with dependent mi-
nors back at origin or in a transit country may imply major risks for the family. Literature 
on labour migrants has found a negative relationship between joint couple migration and 
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the number of non-adult children in the household (González-Ferrer 2007). This is also 
expected to be true for forced migrants, since moving with a larger number of persons is 
more challenging in terms of financial and organizational resources. Moreover, for labour 
migrants, the age of minor children is crucial. Literature distinguishes between school-age 
and younger children. Once at destination, children aged six and above can attend school 
and hence do not represent an obstacle for parents’ work and saving capacities (González-
Ferrer 2007). However, the integration into the destination labour market of refugees is 
very slow, especially for women, as has been shown in recent studies (Brücker et al. 
2019). Hence, the age of minor children may not matter as much for refugees, but their 
number should be important. We hypothesise the following: 

H2a: Joint couple migration is more likely among couples with minor children, compared 
to childless couples or those with adult children only. The number of minor children, 
however, should be negatively related to joint couple migration.   

For labour migration, Caarls (2015) found that having children reduced the likelihood of re-
unification at destination and González-Ferrer (2007) showed that the number of children a 
couple has did not impact the pace of reunification with the left-behind wife. We hypothe-
size that this might be different for forced migrants. Following the same rationale as in the 
previous paragraph, reunification with the left-behind partner should be quicker if couples 
have minor children; however, having a higher number of them should delay the reunifica-
tion process (Di Barbiano Belgiojoso/Terzera 2018). We anticipate the following:   

H2b: For couples that did not arrive jointly at destination, reunification should occur 
faster if they have minor children, compared to childless couples or couples with adult 
children only. The number of minor children, however, should be negatively related to the 
pace of reunification.     

Family networks and family support 

Migrant networks have been found to be one of the most important predictors for the initial 
decision to migrate as well as migration propensities (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1987; 
Palloni et al. 2001; Winters et al. 2001). They can provide practical, emotional and informa-
tional support (Ryan et al. 2009). Particularly, the presence of the extended family, especial-
ly parents, is important (Staver 2008). Forced migration is fraught with uncertainties and the 
existence of migration networks at the potential country of destination may reduce these un-
certainties (Koser/Pinkerton 2002; Barthel/Neumayer 2015). First, relatives that have ar-
rived earlier at destination may have set positive examples showing that migration is feasi-
ble. Second, previously arrived refugees may provide social capital and destination-specific 
knowledge, e.g. on visas processes or travel routes (Neumayer 2005). Family networks not 
only have the function of providing information but they can also provide financial support. 
Studies on marriage migrants and labour migrants show that family reunification can take 
place despite the couple’s difficult economic situation with the support of social and family 
networks (Di Barbiano Belgiojoso/Terzera 2018; Fresnoza-Flot 2018).   

Until the late 1990s, it was assumed that migrant networks facilitate migration in the 
same way for both sexes. However, more recent research shows that networks have dif-



Journal of Family Research, Volume 31, Issue 3/2019, pp. 303-332 311 
 

 

ferent effects on female and male migration (Pessar 1999). Generally, female migration is 
seen as “more risky” than male migration (Heering et al. 2004). As a consequence, wom-
en benefit more than men from the presence of network members other than partners at 
destination as it is especially important to diminish these risks and uncertainties (To-
ma/Vause 2013; Winters et al. 2001). Women’s networks often consist of close family 
members who can be trusted to protect and look after women and “provide reliable infor-
mation and the necessary support” (Toma/Vause 2014: 976). Hence, as the risks involved 
in forced migration processes are considerably higher, we assume that family networks 
are even more important for refugees and in particular for women. Thus, with regard to 
family networks, we formulate the following:  

H3a: The availability of family networks at destination is crucial for the solo migration of 
one partner compared to joint couple migration. The presence of extended family mem-
bers at destination should be particularly relevant for female-initiated compared to male-
initiated spousal migration processes. 

Furthermore, the time until reunification at destination of separated couples should be 
linked to the presence of other family members at destination. Family members at destina-
tion may provide necessary resources and destination-specific knowledge, which can fa-
cilitate and accelerate processes of family reunification (Barthel/Neumayer 2015). We 
hypothesize:  

H3b: The availability of family networks at destination should facilitate a faster reunifica-
tion with the left-behind partner. 

Legal status  

For economic migrants, the pioneer spouse applies for legal family reunification as soon as 
they are legally allowed to do so, following the legal family reunification programmes of 
destination countries (Fresnoza-Flot 2018). In the context of forced migration, individuals 
who have to leave behind their family, once they reach safety, the reunification with their 
spouse and children is in most cases the key priority (Wilmsen 2011). In general, the legal 
framework of the destination country influences not only which immigration possibilities 
family members have, but also which normative family model is promoted and who is in-
cluded in the family concept (Geisen 2014). There is an increasing gap between the plurali-
sation of normative family models of Western societies and the prevailing migration policy, 
which structurally follows the norm of the nuclear family and does not recognize other cul-
ture-specific family relationships (Staver 2008; Kofman et al. 2011). Furthermore, strict pol-
icies and legal conditions may slow down or even prevent family reunification (Glick 
2010). We anticipate that:  

H4: A secure legal status of the first-mover, which allows legal family reunification, 
should enable a faster reunification with the partner at destination.  
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4. Data and methods 

Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 

The empirical analyses draw on data collected as part of the German Socio-Economic Pan-
el, addressing people who seek asylum in Germany.3 The first wave of the IAB-BAMF-
SOEP Survey of Refugees was carried out in Germany in 2016, the second wave in 2017. 
The sample was drawn from the German Central Register of Foreigners (Ausländerzen-
tralregister), which covers all non-German nationals who have settled in Germany for long-
er than three months. The sampling was based on a stratified multi-stage clustered sampling 
design (Kroh et al. 2018). In the first stage, 170 sample regions across Germany were se-
lected. In the second stage, a random sample was drawn from the addresses provided by the 
immigration offices within each sample region. Different sampling probabilities according 
to an individual’s country of origin, current legal status, age, as well as sex were assigned. 
The sampling frame covered all adult individuals (aged 18 or older) who arrived in Germa-
ny between 2013 and 2016 and who have filed an asylum application at the Federal Office 
for Migration and Refugees (BAMF) or were hosted as part of specific programmes of the 
federal government or of a federal state (Bundesland), regardless of the outcome of their 
asylum procedure and their current legal status. The dataset contains representative data on 
persons who applied for asylum in Germany between 2013 and 2016, including individuals 
whose asylum procedure was still on-going at time of the data collection, were granted asy-
lum, or with a ban on deportation.  

Since the survey was implemented as a household survey, the sampled persons – the 
so-called ‘anchor respondents’ – as well as all other adult individuals cohabiting in the 
same household were interviewed. The questionnaire was available in seven languages 
(German, English, Arabic, Farsi, Kurmanji, Pashto, Urdu). The overall response rate was 
about 50 per cent (Kroh et al. 2018). In total, 7,430 face-to-face individual interviews – 
thus persons who participated in at least one of the two waves – in 4,994 households were 
conducted. 26 per cent of the respondents participated in both waves (Brenzel et al. 2019). 
Design weighting procedures allow for representative analysis on both the household and 
the individual level.4 

Analytical sample 

The initial sample of interviewed refugees comprises men and women from various coun-
tries of origin (Afghanistan, Albania, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Kosovo, Pakistan, Serbia, Somalia 
and Syria, among others). We restrict our analyses to individuals who were born in Afghan-
                                                        
3 The IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees is a joint project of the Institute for Employment Research 

(IAB), the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) at the German Institute for Economic Research, and the Re-
search Centre on Migration, Integration, and Asylum of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 
(BAMF-FZ). It is designed as an annually repeated panel study of refugee households that will pro-
spectively be implemented into the German Socio-Economic Panel.  

4 For more detailed information on the IAB-BAMF-SOEP dataset refer to Jacobsen et al. 2017; Kroh 
et al. 2016; Kroh et al. 2018; Brenzel et al. 2019. 
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istan, Iraq or Syria. Refugees from other origins were excluded, since their sample sizes 
were relatively small and no valid conclusions regarding the effect of the country of origin 
could be drawn. Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria are the largest groups in the IAB-BAMF-SOEP 
data. They also represent the most common countries of origin of refugees arriving in Ger-
many in recent years (see Figure 1). In total, the survey includes data on 5,647 adult indi-
viduals born in Afghanistan, Iraq or Syria, and holding the citizenship of the respective 
country, drawn from the sampled anchor respondents and their spouses (in case they were 
also interviewed). Hence, other respondents living within the same household, such as adult 
children, parents, or siblings were dropped from the sample. Anchors that were single (in-
cluding divorced and widowed) at the time they were first interviewed or had an unmarried 
partnership were also excluded, as well as those with unknown marital status. We also had 
to drop observations of anchors and/or partners with missing data regarding the spouse’s 
place of residence. Somewhat more than two-thirds of the cohabiting partners participated 
in an interview; for cohabiting spouses that were not interviewed and those residing else-
where in Germany, we do not know their exact date of arrival in Germany and thus cannot 
compute whether they arrived together or prior/after the anchor person. However, respond-
ents who were interviewed in both waves were asked who – the respondent themselves or 
their partner – arrived in Germany first. For the sake of increasing the size of our sample, 
we used this information to derive their date of arrival. Finally, persons who arrived in 
Germany before 2013, before age 17 or after age 50, or with missing information on age or 
sex were also deleted. The remaining sample covers 2,107 opposite-sex couples. As we are 
interested in information upon arrival, a cross-sectional dataset was constructed with one 
observation per respondent, although for some of the respondents we have two measure-
ment points (corresponding to waves 1 and 2).  

Dependent variables and method 

The empirical part of this analysis consists of two steps; in the first step, we analyse 
whether spouses arrived together in Germany or whether one of them arrived first and the 
other stayed behind. Hence, our dependent variable is binary with two possible outcomes: 
1 if the spouses arrive in Germany together and 0 if one of them arrives earlier, leaving 
the other behind5. As the outcome variable is dichotomous, logistic regression models are 
estimated. Based on current research, we expect different dynamics underlying male- and 
female-initiated migration processes. Therefore, the statistical analyses are carried out in 
separate models for men and women, examining how the covariates have different effects 
for married women who arrived together with their husband compared to married women 
who migrated alone, and vice versa for men. The models for women include 836 individ-
uals who migrated together with their husband and 146 who arrived first (N=982). The 
models for men contain 894 observations of joint and 436 of male-initiated migration 
(N=1,330).  
                                                        
5 If the difference between both partners’ arrival in Germany was one month, they were considered as 

‘joint migrants’. The analyses were also performed classifying couples with 2 or 3 months of differ-
ence between their arrivals at destination as ‘joint migrants’ with no substantial differences in the 
obtained results.  
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In the second step, we examine only those couples who did not arrive at destination to-
gether. Therefore, all couples who arrived in Germany together were dropped from the 
analysis sample. Moreover, couples for whom we do not know the exact date of arrival for 
at least one of the partners – and thus cannot compute the duration of stay at destination –, 
or the duration of stay was less than 12 months at survey were dropped. Again, a binary de-
pendent variable was constructed, taking the value of 1 if the couple has reunified in Ger-
many after having been separated for 12 months or less, and 0 if the couple was still sepa-
rated at the time of the interview or the duration of separation took more than 12 months. 
The sample sizes for this second step are 32 women whose husband already had arrived at 
destination versus 77 who were still separated or whose partner arrived after more than one 
year (N=109). For males, 122 were reunified with their partner versus 219 who were still 
separated after 12 months (N=341). Again, logistic regression is used. 

Independent variables 

Due to the rather small sample sizes, especially for women in the second step, only a lim-
ited number of explanatory variables could be included in the multivariate analyses. Some 
variables are used for both steps of the analyses, others only in the first or the second, de-
pending on the hypotheses being tested. We present the descriptive statistics for the first 
step only, as displayed in Table 1 (Table A1 in the appendix shows the descriptive statis-
tics for step 2). All variables are measured at the level of the first-mover or the corre-
sponding sex in case they migrated together. 

Our hypotheses focus on the financial situation, family networks and family support, as 
well as the existence and number of children as explanations for spousal migration practic-
es. The financial situation is operationalized by 1) relative subjective net income before 
flight and 2) direct or indirect migration to Germany. The respondents were asked to re-
member the time before the war, crisis or conflict in their respective country of origin and to 
compare their net income at that time with the income of other people in their home coun-
try. This variable has four categories: “above average”, “average”, “below average”, and 
“not/never worked”. The latter category includes men and especially women who did not 
work at the time (or never did), and therefore did not obtain any income. Not surprisingly, 
this variable shows important differences by sex: about 68 per cent of women and only 
4 per cent of men indicated that they did not work6. Among women, 12 per cent had an av-
erage or below average net income, respectively, while 6 per cent had an income above the 
average, whereas among men 27 per cent had a net income below average, 42 per cent aver-
age, and 22 per cent above average. To proxy the financial situation in the country of origin, 
we added a dummy variable measuring whether Germany was the first country they moved 
to (“directly to Germany”) or whether they lived in another country for at least three months 
(“indirectly via another country”). We assume that those who could afford a direct journey 
to Germany were financially better off. Approximately two thirds of the women and men 
indicated that they took a direct travel route to Germany7. 
                                                        
6 All percentages are weighted. 
7 It is possible that the respondents did not answer truthful to this question, as they might fear that a 

transit stay in any other EU country before arriving in Germany might have negative consequences 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of independent variables by sex; joint arrival versus 
arriving alone (step 1) 

    Women Men 
Joint Wife first Total Joint Husb. first Total 

    N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Age at arrival (mean years) 29.2 35.9 30.2 34.2 32.6 33.5 

Country of origin Syria 526 57.1 100 61.5 626 57.8 560 58.5 338 67.8 898 62.9 
Iraq 155 17.2 23 15.0 178 16.9 163 17.3 56 11.1 219 22.7 
Afghanistan 155 25.7 23 23.5 178 25.3 171 24.2 42 21.1 213 14.4 

Arrival period before 2015 199 12.4 35 11.9 234 12.3 207 11.0 101 13.4 308 12.1 
2015 and after 637 87.7 111 88.1 748 87.7 687 89.0 335 86.6 1,022 87.9 

Schooling (years) 0 - 6 268 32.8 44 27.1 312 32.0 254 31.7 98 19.9 352 26.3 
7-11 248 28.2 36 24.6 284 27.6 296 31.5 122 28.8 418 30.3 
12+ 280 34.29 54 34.0 334 34.3 280 29.7 186 43.9 466 36.3 
missing 40 4.7 12 14.3 52 6.2 64 7.1 30 7.4 94 7.2 

Migration reasons only flight reasons 373 45.4 66 44.8 439 45.3 425 47.5 189 47.2 614 47.4 
also other reasons 458 54.2 79 55.0 537 54.3 464 52.2 245 51.6 709 51.9 
missing 5 0.4 1 0.2 6 0.3 5 0.3 2 1.2 7 0.7 

Net income before flight not/never worked 592 70.3 85 55.2 677 68.0 16 2.8 17 5.8 33 4.2 
below average 91 11.1 20 18.4 111 12.2 223 25.8 117 28.4 340 27.0 
average  100 10.9 27 16.3 127 11.7 369 43.5 172 41.2 541 42.4 
above average 36 5.2 11 8.9 47 5.8 245 24.7 107 18.6 352 21.9 
missing 17 2.6 3 1.2 20 2.3 41 3.2 23 6.0 64 4.5 

Flight route indirectly via other country 296 30.9 48 25.0 344 30.0 342 33.5 141 33.3 483 33.4 
directly to Germany 540 69.1 98 75.0 638 70.0 552 66.5 295 66.7 847 66.6 

Children no minor child 129 19.5 30 19.1 159 19.4 124 17.8 121 35.5 245 26.0 
1-2 children < 18 308 41.8 51 45.8 359 42.4 331 41.6 149 34.7 480 38.4 
3+ children < 18 393 38.4 65 35.1 458 37.9 436 40.2 162 28.8 598 34.9 
missing 6 0.3 0 0.0 6 0.3 3 0.4 4 1.0 7 0.6 

Received family support no 696 86.8 112 81.6 808 86.0 755 88.5 383 87.0 1,138 87.8 
yes 132 12.1 33 18.4 165 13.0 135 11.1 51 12.4 186 11.7 
missing 8 1.1 1 0.0 9 1.0 4 0.4 2 0.6 6 0.5 

Family members in same  no 731 87.0 108 75.9 839 85.3 770 88.0 345 85.4 1,115 86.8 
locality yes 105 13.0 38 24.1 143 14.7 124 12.0 91 14.7 215 13.2 
  Total 836 84.7 146 15.3 982 100.0   894 53.5 436 46.5 1,330 100.0 

Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, wave 1 & 2, 2016-2017 (unweighted N, weighted percentages); due to round-
ing percentages may not total 100%. 
 
To test our hypotheses on the effect of existence and number children on the type and 
pace of spouses’ migration, a categorical variable distinguishing between “no minor 
child”, which includes childless couples as well as couples with children aged 18 and old-
er only, “1–2” and “3+” children, was used. Children born in Germany after arrival of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
for their on-going asylum application due to the EU Dublin Regulation. However, these potential 
inaccuracies are not expected to be different for individuals arriving with their partner compared to 
those arriving alone, and thus should not make a major difference regarding the results. 
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first-mover were excluded. Nearly one in five women and one in four men is childless or 
has adult children only.  

Family networks were operationalized by 1) family support and 2) the presence of 
other family members in the same locality/region in Germany. The respondents were 
asked whether any relatives already residing in Germany supported them at the time they 
arrived. We constructed this variable as a dummy, distinguishing between individuals 
who received support from their family and those who did not. The large majority did not 
receive this kind of support (86 per cent of women, 88 per cent of men). Furthermore, the 
dataset contains a number of questions concerning the place of residence of different fam-
ily members (spouse, children, siblings, parents, and other close relatives). We use a 
dummy variable indicating whether the respondent had at least one of these family mem-
bers in the same locality in Germany or in the same household versus not having any fam-
ily members nearby. Only about 15 and 13 per cent of the women and men, respectively, 
had family members living either in the same household or in the same locality. Unfortu-
nately, it remains unclear since when these other family members resided in Germany and 
whether they arrived together with, before or after the respondent. Cross-tabulating this 
variable with the variable on received family support shows that individuals with family 
members present in the same locality are the ones who receive less family support and 
vice versa. This might indicate that many of the family members living nearby actually 
did arrive together with the respondent, while those who give support are the ones already 
residing in Germany.  

Furthermore, several independent variables controlling for basic demographic and 
migration-related aspects were included in the models (see Table 1). Age at arrival is a 
continuous variable ranging from 17 to 50 with a mean age of 30 for women and 33 years 
for men. For the period of arrival, we used two categories (“before 2015” and “2015 and 
after”). The variable country of origin distinguishes between Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Furthermore, a measure for years of schooling – collapsed into the categories “0–6” “7–
11” and “12+ years” – was included. 32 per cent of women and 26 per cent of men at-
tended school for only six years or less (including not at all), while 34 per cent of the 
women and 36 per cent of the men attended school for 12 years and more. This means 
that more than one-third completed secondary education, which confirms the educational 
selectivity of refugees from these three origins arriving in Germany, especially for highly 
educated women. The respondents were also asked for the main reasons for leaving their 
country of origin by selecting several responses. Based on this, we constructed a dummy 
variable aiming at capturing different motives for leaving the country of origin and distin-
guishing between respondents who imply fled (“only flight reasons”), and those who also 
gave other reasons (“reasons beyond flight”).8 Somewhat more than half of the male and 
female respondents also indicated reasons beyond flight as motives for leaving their coun-
try of origin. Finally, as the survey consists of three different survey samples (called M3, 
M4, M5), a control variable distinguishing between them was added.  
                                                        
8 “Flight reasons”: fear of violent conflict or war, fear of forced conscription into military or armed 

organizations, persecution, ethnic/religious/etc. discrimination; “reasons beyond flight”: poor per-
sonal living conditions, country’s general economic situation, move to where my family members 
were, my family sent me, because family members had left this country, because friends/acquaint-
ances had left country, other reasons. 
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In the second step, a reduced number of covariates was included, since not all 
measures are associated with the reunification of the left-behind partner and, technically 
speaking, sample sizes in this second step are even smaller (see Table A1 in the appen-
dix). Of the key independent variables, only the measures for net income, children, and 
the presence of family members were incorporated into the models. The control variables 
were the same, save for the measure for country of origin, as very few women from Af-
ghanistan and Iraq remained in the reduced sample.  Furthermore, we assume that reunifi-
cation with the partner is associated with the current legal status of the first-mover. There-
fore, we aggregated the information on the residence title into two categories. The first 
one represents all permits that allow a more or less secure residence and the legal reunifi-
cation with the spouse (and children) and covers the following status groups: entitlement 
to asylum according to the German constitution, refugee protection pursuant to the Gene-
va Convention on Refugees, or subsidiary protection9. About 64 per cent of women and 
59 per cent of men hold one of these titles. The second category comprises all other – ra-
ther insecure – residence titles. 

5. Results 

Figure 2 shows that flight from the three origins to Germany is male-dominated: Slightly 
more than half of all couples arrived together, for more than 40 per cent of all couples the 
man arrived first, and for only 8 per cent the woman was the first-mover. The graph also 
shows that within 12 months after arrival, 18 per cent of the husbands and almost 27 per 
cent of the wives were reunified with their left-behind partners at destination. This indi-
cates that also in the context of forced migration it is rather uncommon that married 
women arrive at the destination country before their spouses, and if they do so, their part-
ner follows them relatively quickly.10 

                                                        
9 The majority of respondents arrived before the suspension of legal family reunification in March 

2016. 
10 The Kaplan-Meier survival estimates in Figure A1 in the appendix show a similar picture of couples 

in which the wife migrates first, which experience a faster reunification with their husband than 
couples for whom the man arrives first. 
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Figure 2: Order of spousal migration and share of reunified couples 

 
Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, waves 1 & 2, 2016-2017 (weighted percentages). 

Joint arrival versus arriving alone 

In this first step, we analyse the determinants for joint couple migration compared to arriv-
ing alone, i.e. leaving behind the spouse (hypotheses 1a, 2a and 3a). Table 2 displays the re-
sults as odds ratios; covariates are included in a stepwise fashion. Models W1 to W2 present 
the odds ratios for women, while models M1 to M2 show those for men. In the models for 
women we compare married women who arrived together with their husband to married 
women who migrated alone, and vice versa for the models for men. Models W1 and M1 in-
clude the demographic and migration-related control variables, as well as the measures for 
financial status. The age of the respondent is significantly related to the type of spousal mi-
gration, but the effect goes in opposite directions for both sexes: while younger women are 
more likely to arrive together with their husband, among men the older ones are more likely 
to arrive together. Yet for men the significance disappears once adding the children’s varia-
ble. The finding for women is opposite to the results of González-Ferrer (2007), who found 
a positive effect of the woman’s age on joint migration for Turkish couples in Germany. 
However, she did find a negative relationship between years elapsed since marriage and 
joint migration, arguing that newly married couples are less prone to separate compared to 
couples who have been married for longer. Potentially, the negative age effect for female 
first movers in our models captures the negative effect of union duration, information that 
our data do not provide. Refugee men from Afghanistan and Iraq are more likely to arrive 
together with their wives compared to their counterparts from Syria, which could be related 
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to the fact that crisis-driven migration from Iraq and, in particular, Afghanistan to Germany 
is older (i.e. well-established networks and communities exist), making joint migration rela-
tively easier. Regarding educational attainment, the effects point into the same direction for 
both sexes, but only reach statistical significance for men: highly educated men with 12+ 
years of education are more likely to migrate alone, leaving their wives behind. Apparently, 
the positive link between education and spousal migration that has been found for labour 
migrants in other contexts (Gupta 2003; Toma/Vause 2013) does not hold true for refugees, 
for which the underlying mechanisms might be different. The other control variables do not 
show any significant effects. 
 

Table 2:  Logistic regression models predicting joint arrival (versus arriving alone) by 
sex (step 1); odds ratios 

Women Men 
W1 W2 M1 M2 

Age at arrival ***0.91*** ***0.90*** **1.02** 1.00 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Country of origin Iraq 1.36 1.34 ***1.94*** ***1.85*** 
(Ref. Syria) (0.38) (0.38) (0.35) (0.34) 

Afghanistan 1.11 0.97 ***2.45*** ***2.23*** 
(0.31) (0.28) (0.50) (0.46) 

Arrival period 2015 and after 1.14 0.95 1.09 1.10 
(Ref. before 2015) (0.28) (0.24) (0.17) (0.18) 

Schooling (years)  7-11 1.19 1.30 1.17 1.22 
(Ref. 0-6) (0.32) (0.36) (0.20) (0.21) 

12+ 0.97 1.09 **0.71** *0.75* 
(0.26) (0.31) (0.12) (0.13) 

Migration reasons other reasons 1.05 1.09 1.00 0.99 
(Ref. only flight reasons) (0.20) (0.22) (0.13) (0.13) 

Net income bf. flight not/never worked 1.41 1.48 0.60 0.66 
(Ref. average) (0.40) (0.42) (0.24) (0.27) 

below-average 1.16 1.37 0.88 0.90 
(0.41) (0.49) (0.14) (0.14) 

above average 0.97 0.97 1.09 1.12 
(0.42) (0.43) (0.17) (0.18) 

Travel route directly to Germany 0.89 0.95 ***0.69*** ***0.69*** 
(Ref. Indirectly) (0.18) (0.20) (0.09) (0.09) 

Children 1-2 children < 18 1.48 ***1.81*** 
(Ref. no minor child) (0.41) (0.31) 

3+ children < 18 **1.75** ***1.85*** 
   (0.48)   (0.34) 

Received family support yes 0.94 1.30 
(Ref. no) (0.23) (0.25) 

Family members in same locality yes ***0.32*** **0.67** 
(Ref. no) (0.08) (0.11) 

N 982 982 1,330 1,330 
  Pseudo R2 0.10 0.13 0.08 0.10 

Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, waves 1 & 2, 2016-2017 (unweighted); standard errors in parentheses; con-
trols for survey waves M3–M5; missing values in independent variables included as separate category, 
but odds ratios not displayed. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 
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Regarding the financial status, we hypothesized that higher financial resources at origin 
should be related to migrating and arriving together at destination (H1a). Looking at the 
results for women, it appears that those with lower financial resources (not/never worked 
and below-average income) are more likely to migrate together with their husband. Alt-
hough statistically not significant, it might be an indication that these women are more 
dependent on their husband and his economic resources and thus these couples travel to-
gether. For men, the odds ratios correspond to the anticipated direction: while those who 
did not work or who had below-average income are less likely to migrate together, above-
average income is associated with joint arrival in Germany. However, these results also 
do not reach statistical significance. Furthermore, women and men who undertook a ra-
ther direct travel route to Germany are more likely to having arrived alone compared to 
those who had a prior stay in at least one other country of three months or longer, though 
significance is only reached in the models for men. Possibly, direct migration is a proxy 
not for higher financial resources, but rather an indication of a couple’s migration strate-
gy. The first-mover might take a direct route to Germany, which might be associated with 
higher costs, and thus wives and children stay behind. In sum, both measures for the fi-
nancial situation of the first-mover fail to confirm adequately hypothesis H1a.  

Models W2 and M2 added the variables for children and for family support and fami-
ly members at destination. We hypothesised that joint migration is related to having minor 
children and their number (H2a). The results show that couples with minor children are 
more likely to arrive together compared to couples without minor children. The magni-
tude of the effect increases with the number of children. However, the difference between 
having 1 or 2 versus 3+ minor children is statistically not significant. Thus, hypothesis 2a 
can be partially supported: while the existence of minor children favours a joint migration 
of couples, the number of them does not matter.11  

Finally, with regard to family support and family members at destination, we anticipat-
ed that family networks are crucial for the solo migration of one partner compared to joint 
migration, in particular for women (H3a). Beginning with the availability of family mem-
bers at destination, the odds ratios show that men and women with other family members 
in their household or locality are more likely to migrate alone, partly confirming our hy-
pothesis. Family networks thus seem to be an important predictor for family stage migra-
tion processes in the context of forced migration. We assumed that the presence of ex-
tended family members at destination should be particularly relevant for female-initiated 
compared to male-initiated spousal migration processes. Apparently, in the context of 
forced migration, men also rely on family networks when they arrive at destination alone. 
It also has to be considered that possibly these other family members, in fact, arrived at 
destination together with or even after the respondent. Thus, no causal interpretation can 
be made, but the results may give us an indication that the role of the extended family is 
crucial for different migration strategies of couples. If the flight of the couple occurs with-
in a broader context of family migration dynamics, solo migration of one of the partners 
seems to be a valid option. This is confirmed by additional analyses, in which we substi-

                                                        
11 Complementary analyses showed that mother-child separations are rather uncommon among the refu-

gee women in our sample, meaning that minor children in particular mostly stay and move together 
with their mothers. (Temporary) father-child separations, however, are slightly more frequent.  
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tuted this variable with a broader measure, which covers family members residing any-
where in Germany (not only in the same locality). This other variable also shows a nega-
tive effect on joint couple migration; however, it does not reach statistical significance. 
This might be a further hint that the relatives residing in the same locality actually did ar-
rive at destination together with the respondent. Interestingly, our second variable for 
family networks – having received support from relatives already living in Germany – 
shows opposite effects for men and women, but is statistically not significant.  

Reunification at destination versus not (yet) reunified 

Table 3:  Logistic regression models predicting reunification at destination within one 
year of arrival (versus not reunified) by sex (step 2); odds ratios 

Women Men 
W3 W4 W5 M3 M4 M5 

Age at arrival 0.97 *0.94* *0.94* 1.01 1.01 1.00 
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Arrival period 2015 and after 0.60 0.51 0.56 0.85 0.86 0.80 
(Ref. before 2015) (0.36) (0.33) (0.36) (0.25) (0.26) (0.24) 

Schooling (years)  7-11 2.56 *3.43* 2.93 *0.50* **0.48** **0.46** 
(Ref. 0-6) (1.57) (2.32) (2.09) (0.18) (0.17) (0.17) 

12+ 1.97 *3.21* 3.00 0.72 0.74 0.67 
(1.23) (2.19) (2.06) (0.22) (0.23) (0.22) 

Migration reasons other reasons 0.89 0.82 0.84 1.45 1.44 1.30 
(Ref. only flight reasons) (0.42) (0.41) (0.42) (0.36) (0.36) (0.34) 

Net income bf. flight not/never worked *2.63* **3.21** *3.06* 0.72 0.78 0.61 
(Ref. Men: average) (1.41) (1.91) (1.83) (0.46) (0.51) (0.45) 
(Ref. Women: ever worked) below-average 0.79 0.72 0.70 

(0.23) (0.22) (0.22) 
above average 1.33 1.23 1.26 

(0.39) (0.37) (0.38) 

Children 1-2 children < 18 0.65 0.68 1.08 1.09 
(Ref. no minor child) (0.55) (0.57) (0.34) (0.36) 

3+ children < 18 2.18 2.26 1.57 1.61 
(1.74) (1.86) (0.56) (0.60) 

Family members in same locality yes 0.35 0.35 **1.86** *1.74* 
(Ref. no) (0.23) (0.23) (0.55) (0.52) 

Legal status secure status 1.28 ***3.07*** 
(Ref. other status) (0.72) (1.02) 

N 109 109 109 341 341 341 
  Pseudo R2 0.08 0.16 0.15 0.04 0.05 0.08 

Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, waves 1 & 2, 2016-2017 (unweighted); standard errors in parentheses; con-
trols for survey waves M3–M5; missing values in independent variables included as separate category, 
but odds ratios not displayed. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 
 
In the second step, we analyse the factors that determine whether or not couples reunified 
with their partner at destination within the first year after the first-mover’s arrival (hy-
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potheses 1b, 2b, 3b and 4). Table 3 presents the odds ratios for the logistic regression 
models predicting whether a reunification took place, accounting for nearly the same co-
variates as in the first step, which again are included in a stepwise manner (models W3 to 
W5 for women, models M3 to M5 for men).  

Models W3 and M3 include demographic and migration-related characteristics, and 
the measures for financial status. For female first-movers, their age at arrival shows a sig-
nificant and negative effect, indicating that older women, compared to their younger 
counterparts, are less likely to have reunified with their left-behind partners within one 
year. For women, we also find a strong effect of having 6+ years of schooling, compared 
to having a lower level of education, while this is negative for men.  

With regard to the financial situation at origin, we hypothesized that higher financial re-
sources are associated with a faster reunification (H1b). For men, the odds ratios show the 
expected directions. Male first-movers reunified later if they did not work, or had a below-
average net income in their country of origin. Men with an above-average income had high-
er odds of being together with their wives at destination within one year of arrival. Howev-
er, none of these effects reaches statistical significance. Yet there is a slightly significant 
(p<0.12) effect of having had an above-average versus average income. For women, very 
small sample sizes within the different categories of the net income variable obliged us to 
use a slightly different measure, which only distinguishes between having never worked 
versus having worked already. There is a strong positive effect for women who have never 
worked. It is likely that these wives rely more heavily on their husbands’ financial re-
sources, and thus reunification occurs faster, which is in line with the findings that for wom-
en with less economic resources, joint migration with their husband is more probable.    

In models W4 and M4 the measures for children and for the presence of other extend-
ed family members at destination are added. Hypothesis 2b predicted a higher likelihood 
of reunification of couples with minor children. However, none of the effects is statistical-
ly significant. For women, when distinguishing between the number of children, there is a 
positive and significant effect (p<0.05) of having 3+ children versus having only 1–2 of 
them. Thus, hypothesis 2b could be confirmed only in part; men join their wives faster at 
destination when the couple has a larger number of children. 

Hypothesis 3b predicted that family networks should accelerate the reunification with 
the left-behind partner. Surprisingly, the effect goes in opposite directions for men and 
women. While women who can count on other family members nearby reunify later with 
their partner (p<0.11), men with a local family network have a higher likelihood that their 
spouse will join them within one year of arrival. Accordingly, hypothesis 3b can be con-
firmed for men only.  

Finally, the last column (models W5 and M5) accounts for the legal status of the first-
mover to test hypothesis 4. The results should be viewed as exploratory and cautious inter-
pretation is required, as there are several limitations in the way the variable for legal status 
was measured. There is a positive effect of having a secure status on the likelihood of reuni-
fication with the left-behind spouse, although it only reaches statistical significance for men. 
Though not surprising, it is remarkable that men with a secure legal status in Germany have 
a 3.07 times higher probability of reunification with their wives compared to those in a ra-
ther insecure situation. Thus, hypothesis 4 can be confirmed for men. One can assume that 
left-behind women join their husband via the legal channel of family reunification (‘de ju-
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re’), while left-behind male partners rather try to come to Germany independently on the le-
gal status of their wives, pursuing a ‘de facto’ reunification strategy.  

6. Discussion and conclusion 

Worldwide increasing numbers of residence permits for family reasons show that family 
migration processes are an increasingly important phenomenon, not only in the context of 
forced migration after wars and civil unrest, but also in other settings in which leaving 
behind close family members might not be a valid option (e.g. climate-driven migration). 
A shift from seeing migration as a purely economic strategy for income maximisation of 
the household or the family, usually based on circular migrations of only one family 
member, towards resettlement of entire family units can be observed globally. However, 
the extent and the determinants of bringing family members to the destination country, as 
well as the factors influencing the pace of spousal migration processes in the context of 
forced migration, remain largely unexplored so far. This is surprising, given the issue’s 
salience and the large numbers of refugee families in European societies. Moreover, the 
family represents a “key source[s] of social and instrumental support for new migrants” 
(Glick 2010: 498) and the process of migration may change, reinforce or provoke con-
flicts in family ties (Glick 2010; Massey et al. 2006), and can affect refugees’ well-being 
at the destination (Gambaro et al. 2018). 

This paper has explored spousal migration processes of refugees in Germany, a coun-
try which has in recent years been characterised by relatively large inflows of asylum 
seekers from different countries of origin. The most common countries of origin were 
covered by this study – Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. In addition to providing descriptive 
findings, we have examined different types of spousal migration trajectories, the propen-
sity of reunification of geographically separated couples within one year, and to what ex-
tent this is shaped by socio-economic conditions, the existence and number of minor chil-
dren, family networks, as well as asylum status-related aspects for married men and 
women. The analyses point to several main conclusions: First, the great majority of cou-
ples from forced migration contexts arrive together at the destination country, or the hus-
band arrives first with his wife staying behind in an origin or transit country. Only a small 
share of married women arrives without their partner at the destination country. The dom-
inance of male pioneer migrants is in line with migration flows consisting of other groups 
of migrants (mainly labour migrants) and in other geographic settings. Second, the exist-
ence of minor children is crucial for a couple’s joint arrival at destination. Parents of 
young children may feel additional pressure to keep the family unit together and jointly 
bring their offspring into safety. Third, our analyses did not arrive at statistically signifi-
cant results regarding our expectations that economically better-off couples are more like-
ly to come together to Germany and that – in case they migrate alone – reunification at 
destination occurs faster. Putting this into a broader context, it might be important to keep 
in mind that individuals from the three examined countries of origin, who actually make it 
to Germany represent a selected group of the respective origin populations, not only in 
terms of their sex and age distribution, but also in terms of their socio-economic profiles 
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(which diverge from the national averages). Although research is scarce (for an exception 
see Stoewe 2018), it can be assumed that individuals who manage to undertake the long 
and oftentimes dangerous trip from Afghanistan, Iraq, or Syria to Germany or other parts 
of Western and Central Europe are positively selected in terms of their socio-economic 
status compared to those who stay at origin or who remain in Middle Eastern countries 
such as Jordan or Turkey. Overcoming long geographic distances implies a relatively high 
amount of financial resources (González-Ferrer et al. 2014) as well as knowledge about 
migration routes, means of transportation, smugglers, and more. Therefore, less well-off 
refugees are less likely to arrive in Germany, unlike those with a certain level of educa-
tion and financial means. This might explain why our data does not show significant ef-
fects for the financial resources of couples on their migration strategy, as couples with at 
least one partner in Germany are relatively homogenous regarding their economic condi-
tions. Fourth, the existence of family members at destination, and particularly those resid-
ing in the same household or locality, is crucial for the solo migration of one partner, 
which holds true for both women and men. Although the data did not allow for a detailed 
examination of the exact timing and sequencing of the migration events of couples in rela-
tion to those of their extended family – thus no ‘classic’ network effects could be traced – 
the results showed that spouses’ migration practices are linked to the migration dynamics 
of other relatives. Fifth, our study shows that male first-movers have a higher probability 
of reunifying with their wives within the first year after their arrival if they have a ‘se-
cure’ residence permit, assuming that they tend to use legal family reunification channels. 
In contrast, female first-movers are followed relatively quickly by their partners, appar-
ently not necessarily relying on procedural family reunification channels.  

Although this study provides valuable insights into the partnership arrangements and 
practices of recently arrived refugees, several limitations must be acknowledged. Despite 
the unique information on family migration patterns covered by the IAB-BAMF-SOEP 
survey, most of the limitations are data-related. First, only few questions on past events 
were asked and several aspects on the timing of some measures are missing. For example, 
we do not know since when other family members have been living in Germany and 
whether they arrived together with or before/after the respondent. Furthermore, the data 
do not provide information on when the respondent obtained their current legal status, nor 
can people with subsidiary protection status be identified clearly. Moreover, details on the 
exact order of events over a couple’s family and flight trajectory could be used for event-
history analyses, which would allow for a more detailed examination of the exact timing 
and pace of reunification of both partners. Second, the analysis would improve if we 
could include information on both partners or at the household level into the same model. 
However, the dataset only provides individual information (such as age, education, in-
come) for the respondent and their cohabiting spouse when they were also interviewed. 
Yet for partners residing elsewhere in Germany or abroad this information is missing. 
Third, although we control for the country of origin in the first step of the analyses, we 
could not perform more detailed analyses for each of these countries due to small case 
numbers, especially for female respondents. Furthermore, the sample sizes for the other 
countries of origin contained in the dataset were too small to include them into the anal-
yses. For instance, although migration flows from Eritrea to Germany are also dominated 
by asylum seekers, diverging patterns regarding their spousal migration practices may ap-
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pear, since the predominant reasons for flight and the prevailing migration regime are dif-
ferent from those of refugees from Afghanistan, Iraq, or Syria.  

Notwithstanding these limitations, the current study provides new perspectives and 
innovative theoretical and empirical insights to existing research on family migration pro-
cesses of refugees. This is especially important as our findings show that previous re-
search and hypotheses for mainly economically driven migration are not necessarily 
transferable to the context of forced migration. Moreover, our research demonstrates that 
migration is a highly gendered process, and that this also holds true for the family migra-
tion processes of refugees. Future research could apply the hypotheses presented in this 
study to other destinations of forced migrants in order to deepen our understanding of 
family migration processes of refugees. Investigating the effect that receiving contexts 
with different legal conditions and diverging struggles and possibilities for the successful 
integration of refugees may have on families’ migration process is a relevant issue for fur-
ther research.  
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Appendix 

Table A1:  Descriptive statistics of independent variables by sex; reunified versus not re-
unified within one year of arrival of first-mover (step 2) 

Women Men 

  Reunified Not  
Reunified Total  Reunified Not 

Reunified Total 

N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Age at arrival  
(mean years) 32.9 36.6 35.7 34.2 32.5 32.8 

Arrival period before 2015 10 16.8 15 9.3 25 11.1 31 23.3 50 15.2 81 16.4 
2015 and after 22 83.2 62 90.7 84 88.9 91 76.7 169 84.8 260 83.6 

Schooling (years) 0 - 6 8 35.0 25 26.1 33 28.2 29 27.5 41 16.8 70 18.4 
7-11 11 36.2 16 18.9 27 23.0 24 16.5 65 30.8 89 28.7 
12+ 11 24.2 30 35.2 41 32.6 60 46.7 100 46.7 160 46.7 
missing 2 4.7 6 19.8 8 16.2 9 9.3 13 5.7 22 6.2 

Migration reasons only flight reasons 16 58.2 36 43.6 52 47.1 74 44.1 98 47.1 146 46.7 
also other reasons 16 41.8 41 56.4 57 53.0 48 55.9 119 51.1 193 51.8 
missing 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 1.8 2 1.6 

Net income before flight ever worked 10 20.5 34 49.0 44 42.2 
not/never worked 22 79.5 37 43.5 59 52.0 4 2.4 11 6.3 15 5.8 
below average 29 22.8 63 29.9 92 28.8 
average 49 47.3 84 39.8 133 41.0 
above average 37 26.2 49 16.9 86 18.3 
missing 0 0.0 6 7.6 6 5.8 3 1.3 12 7.1 15 6.2 

Children no children < 18 3 5.4 14 16.5 17 13.9 29 24.7 64 36.3 93 34.5 
1-2 children < 18 8 45.3 33 49.0 41 48.1 40 45.0 78 33.9 118 35.5 
3+ children < 18 21 49.4 30 34.5 52 38.0 53 30.3 74 28.5 127 28.8 
missing 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 3 1.3 3 1.1 

Family members in  no 25 82.4 52 71.5 77 74.1 90 76.3 179 87.8 269 86.1 
same locality yes 7 17.6 25 28.5 32 25.9 32 23.8 40 12.2 72 13.9 

missing 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Legal status secure status 21 39.0 49 30.9 38 32.9 104 85.5 147 41.6 87 37.4 
other status 10 59.8 28 69.1 70 66.9 15 13.5 72 58.4 251 62.5 
missing 1 1.2 0 0.0 1 0.3 3 1.0 0 0.0 3 0.2 

  Total 32 23.8 77 76.2 109 100.0   122 15.2 219 84.8 341 100.0 

Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, waves 1 & 2, 2016–2017 (unweighted N, weighted percentages); due to 
rounding percentages may not total 100%. 
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Figure A1: Kaplan-Meier survival estimates of reunification with left-behind partner by 
sex of first-mover 

 
Data: IAB-BAMF-SOEP, waves 1 & 2, 2016-2017 (weighted). 
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