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background
Parents’ labour migration generates new types of families 
– transnational family, where one parent or both parents 
migrate and leave their children behind. Separation with 
parents could influence the child’s psychosocial function-
ing. The aim of this study was to analyse the situation of 
adolescents who experience separation from their parent/
parents caused by labour migration, especially how tem-
porary absence of the parent is associated with the adoles-
cents’ personal identity. 

participants and procedure
Participants were 99 high school youth from transnational 
families and 76 from non-transnational families who were 
asked to fill out the following measures: Identity Development 
Scale (U-GIDS) (Meeus, 1996; Rostowski, 1997), the in terview 

questionnaire to collect information about parents’ migra-
tion. 

results
The migration factor differentiates: occurrence of personal 
identity statuses – in the area of interpersonal relation-
ships (with parents and peers) and school.

conclusions
Separation from a parent caused by labour migration is 
linked to occurrence of personal identity statuses. 
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Background

Emigration (seasonal, temporary) has become a typ-
ical phenomenon in Poland, especially after the ac-
cession to the European Union in 2004 (Kępińska, 
2006). Family plays an important role in the decision 
about migration. The new migration economy the-
ory emphasizes that migration should be treated as 
a family strategy. According to that theory, migra-
tion is something else than looking for economic 
profits (Haug, 2008). Family changes when the whole 
family migrates, but also when one family member 
migrates. Labour migration generates new types of 
families and leads to ‘temporary abandoned’ chil-
dren and other family members (Bryceson & Vuore-
la, 2002). Recent research has discovered that these 
families are distinguished by specific patterns of 
communication or emotional climate and that par-
ent-child separation influences the child’s emotional 
and psychosocial functioning, especially at a young 
age, though few studies concern the situation of ad-
olescents (Lialiugene & Rupshene, 2008; Olwig, 1999; 
Parreñas, 2008).

Parenting from a distance has emotional ramifi-
cations both for parents who leave and children who 
are left behind. The pain of family separation creates 
various feelings, including helplessness, regret, and 
guilt, but on the other hand it offers great opportuni-
ties for a better financial living standard (Danilewicz, 
2006). Previous research has focused on transnation-
al families from classic societies of immigration (e.g. 
USA). In Europe, research on parents’ labour migra-
tion started about two decades ago (Bryceson & Vuo-
rela, 2002; Olwig, 1999). 

According to recent studies, the following factors 
can influence the children’s experiences of parental 
separation: how family was functioning before and 
after migration. Moreover, it is important who mi-
grates as the most emotional difficulties are caused 
by mother’s migration both for children and the 
mother (or both parents’ migration, but it is a less 
common situation). Relationships between family 
members and type of attachment are also mentioned 
as factors that influence child’s experience of par-
ent’s migration. Children’s reactions also depend on 
their individual characteristics like age, gender, per-
sonality and temperament traits or cognitive skills. 
Some studies indicated that social support network 
could prevent or minimize emotional damage caused 
by parent’s migration (Gizicka, Gorbaniuk & Szysz-
ka, 2010; Kozak, 2010; Tomşa, 2010). 

Previous studies have focused mostly on young 
children, only few studies have concerned the ado-
lescents (Walczak, 2009). From a psychological point 
of view, adolescence is essential for personal identity 
development. According to Erikson’s theory (1968), at 
this stage of the life-cycle, a young person needs to 
find answers to the following questions: who am I?  

or who can I be? Factors influencing the personal 
identity development include developmental pat-
terns of change; demographic characteristics (age, 
gender, location, etc.); cognitive development as well 
as personality traits; and environmental, especially 
family context. The importance of the family in the 
formation of personal identity has already appeared 
in Erikson’s theory and other studies (Steinberg & 
Silk, 2002; Koepke & Denissen, 2012). 

The psychological crisis of late adolescence was 
postulated to be identity versus identity diffusion 
(Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). Faced with the immi-
nence of adult tasks (getting a job, becoming a citi-
zen, and planning marriage), the late adolescent must 
relinquish the child’s position of being given to and 
prepare to be the giver. The most commonly used 
conceptualization of Erikson’s identity theory is Mar-
cia’s identity status paradigm (1980). Based on Erik-
son’s ideas, two criteria for the presence of identity 
formation were proposed by Marcia: exploration and 
commitment (continued also by Meeus, 1996). Explo-
ration referred to some period of re-thinking, sorting 
through, and trying out various roles and life plans. 
While commitment referred to the degree of personal 
investment in the individual expressed in a course of 
action or belief. Based on the combination of these 
identity processes it is possible to distinguish specif-
ic identity statuses. The least complex and mature of 
the four identity statuses is identity diffusion. Identi-
ty diffusions have a weak or non-existent exploratory 
period and an inability to make definite commitments 
or have not yet made (nor is attempting/willing to 
make) a commitment. The second status is identity 
foreclosure, in which the adolescent seems willing to 
commit to some relevant roles, values, or goals for 
the future. Adolescents in this stage have not experi-
enced an identity crisis. They tend to conform to the 
expectations of others regarding their future. Identity 
moratorium is the status in which the adolescent is 
currently in a crisis, exploring various commitments 
and is ready to make choices, but has not made a 
commitment to these choices yet. The fourth and 
most mature identity status is identity achievement, 
in which the adolescent has gone through an iden-
tity crisis and has made a commitment to a sense of 
identity (i.e. certain role or value) that he or she has 
chosen (Meeus, 1996; Marcia, 1980). 

The objective of this study was to analyze the situ-
ation of adolescents who experience separation from 
a parent or both parents caused by labour migration 
(taking into account the adolescents’ gender), espe-
cially how the change in the family system (tempo-
rary absence of the parent or both parents) is asso-
ciated with the adolescents’ personal identity in the 
domains of relationships with parents, relationships 
with peers, ideology, school (taking into account 
variables such as adolescents’ gender, migrating par-
ent’s gender and family structure).
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The following research hypotheses were exam-
ined:

1. Transnational family type (with a migrating 
mother, father or both parents) and adolescents’ gen-
der differentiate occurrence of identity statuses (in 
the four domains).

2. Family type (transnational vs non-transnation-
al) and adolescents’ gender differentiate occurrence 
of identity statuses (in the four domains).

ParticiPants and Procedure

ParticiPants

Participants were 99 high school youth in late ad-
olescence (M = 18.12 years, SD = 0.85) from trans-
national families, where a mother, father or both 
parents migrate abroad to work. In this group,  
82 adolescents come from families where the father 
migrates (76 from a nuclear family; 2 – reconstruct-
ed; 5 – divorced), 10 adolescents from a family where 
the mother migrates (2 from nuclear families; 5 – di-
vorced; 2 – single parent, because of death of a par-
ent); 7 where both (all of them were nuclear). Most 
parents migrated to Germany, the Netherlands, then 
to Scandinavia, France, Great Britain, only approxi-
mately 6% migrated outside Europe. They had been 
working abroad an average of 7 years. According to 
recent studies, there could be different consequenc-
es for each type of transnational families, sample of 
adolescents from families where the mother or both 
parents migrated was not enough to perform a quan-
titative analysis (data were used in a qualitative anal-
ysis). To perform quantitative analyses, 76 students 
(46 females and 30 males) were selected who satisfied 
the conditions: only one parent (the father) migrates 
and they come from nuclear families. The analyses 
also included a match-pair comparison group con-
sisting of 76 participants (46 females and 30 males) 
from nuclear non-transnational families. 

Procedure 

Prior to initiating the study, permission from the 
school principals to administer the questionnaires 
was obtained. Necessary consent was obtained from 
participants or their parents (for underage students). 
The parents were provided with written information 
about the research and asked for their consent. Af-
ter receiving parental permission, the students were 
informed about the study and asked whether they 
wished to participate. Approximately 200 students out 
of 3,700 came from transnational families, where one 
or both parents were working abroad for more than  
1 year. Only 99 students participated in the study, 
mostly parents of the other students did not give con-

sent. Interviewers then visited the schools and asked 
adolescents to fill out the questionnaire packet. 

Measures 

Identity statuses. Personal identity was assessed with 
the Identity Development Scale (U-GIDS) by Meeus 
(Polish adaptation – Rostowski, 1997). With this in-
strument, 5-point Likert-scale items, with a response 
format ranging from 1 (completely untrue) to 5 (com-
pletely true), are used to assess two identity dimen-
sions: commitment and exploration. Based on the 
combination of these identity processes it is possible 
to distinguish specific identity statuses (diffusion, 
foreclosure, moratorium, achievement) in four differ-
ent domains: relationship with parents, relationship 
with peers, school and ideology. Cronbach’s alpha in 
the current study ranged from 0.70 to 0.93.
Parents’ migration. The interview questionnaire pre-
pared by authors was used to collect demographic 
data and information about parent’s migration such 
as who and where migrates, how long the parent 
works abroad, etc.

results

The first aim of this study was to compare adoles-
cents’ personal identity from different types of trans-
national families with the migration of the mother, 
father or both parents. Due to the insufficient sam-
ple size of families with the migrating mother and 
both parents, Table 1 presents only the distribution 
of identity statuses among adolescent from transna-
tional families. 

The distribution of identity statuses indicated 
that in the domain of relationship with parents there 
were no daughters in the separation from the mother 
and both parents who reached identity achievement, 
whereas in the situation of separation from the father, 
most of girls mostly reached the mature identity. For 
sons it was a different pattern – when the father mi-
grated, sons were more likely described by identity 
diffusion, but when the mother or both parents mi-
grated, sons more often reached identity achievement. 

In the domain of relationship with peers, girls in 
separation from the father reached more often identi-
ty achievement, whereas any girls in separation from 
the mother or both parents reached the most mature 
identity (they were more often described by diffusion 
or foreclosure). Boys without daily contact with the 
father rather reached identity diffusion (60%), but 
also identity achievement (22%). However, in the sit-
uation of the mother or both parents’ migration there 
were no sons with mature identity.

In school’s domain, generally girls reached higher 
statuses – moratorium and achievement (in the fam-
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Table 1

Personal identity statuses distribution in four domains for females and males from different types of transnatio-
nal families

Domains of identity 
development

Gender Identity 
Status

Mother Father Both 
parents

N % N % N %

Rel. with parents

Females

D 1 25.0 9 18.0 2 40.0

F 2 50.0 7 14.0 1 20.0

M 1 25.0 9 18.0 2 40.0

A 0 0 25 50.0 0 0

Males

D 1 16.7 19 59.4 0 0

F 0 0 3 9.4 0 0

M 0 0 3 9.4 0 0

A 5 83.3 7 21.9 2 100.0

Rel. with peers

Females

D 1 25.0 13 26.0 2 40.0

F 2 50.0 2 4.0 3 60.0

M 1 25.0 7 14.0 0 0

A 0 0 28 56.0 0 0

Males

D 2 33.3 21 65.6 0 0

F 3 50.0 3 9.4 2 100.0

M 1 16.7 2 6.3 0 0

A 0 0 6 18.8 0 0

School

Females

D 0 0 6 12.0 1 20.0

F 0 0 4 8.0 2 40.0

M 2 50.0 12 24.0 1 20.0

A 2 50.0 28 56.0 1 20.0

Males

D 2 33.3 12 37.5 2 100.0

F 1 16.7 9 28.1 0 0

M 1 16.7 4 12.5 0 0

A 2 33.3 7 21.9 0 0

Ideology

Females

D 0 0 15 30.0 1 20.0

F 0 0 12 24.0 2 40.0

M 1 25.0 9 18.0 1 20.0

A 3 75.0 14 28.0 1 20.0

Males

D 2 33.3 17 53.1 0 0

F 3 50.0 4 12.5 1 50.0

M 0 0 4 12.5 0 0

A 1 16.7 7 21.9 1 50.0
Note. D – diffusion; F – foreclosure; M – moratorium; A – achievement.
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ily where the mother or father migrated), whereas in 
the group of boys there was no such specific pattern, 
only in the situation with both parents’ migration 
– sons reached identity diffusion. In the domain of 
ideology there was no specific pattern either, how-
ever girls with the migrating mother did not reach 
diffusion or foreclosure, but rather moratorium and 
achievement. 

Evaluation of the second hypothesis Family type 
(transnational vs non-transnational) and adolescents’ 
gender differentiate occurrence of identity statuses (in 
the four domains) because of the sample size was pos-
sible in the group of adolescents in separation from 
the father. Identity statuses were treated as a categor-
ical dependent variable – the adolescent has specific 
identity statuses or not. Binary codes established also 
were gender (coded 1 if female and 0 if male), and 
family type (coded to represent 1 if transnational and 
0 – comparison). A log-linear model was used to test 
factors and their interaction in the crosstabulation 
(Figure 1 presents identity status distribution accord-
ing to adolescent’s gender and family type), separate-
ly for identity in four domains. The log-linear models 
indicated the distribution of identity statuses in the 
domains: relationship with parents, relationship with 

peers and school, which was described by two-way 
interactions: type of family x identity and gender x 
identity [identity in the relationship with parents: 
χ2(4) = 5.645, p = 0.227; identity in the domain of rela-
tionships with peers: χ2(4) = 0.885, p = 0.931; identity 
in the school: χ2(4) = 5.681, p = 0.224] (Table 2).

Analysis of marginal tables indicated that in 
the relationship with parents, adolescents from 
non-transnational families 1.5 times more were char-
acterized by foreclosure and 1.7 times by diffusion 
compared with youth from transnational families. 
Identity achievement 2 times more likely described 
adolescents from transnational families. Moreover, 
girls reached foreclosure 2 times more often, mora-
torium 2 times more often and achievement 4 times 
more often than boys.

Analysis of marginal tables indicated that in the re-
lationship with peers, adolescents from transnation-
al families four times more often were characterized 
by identity achievement compared with youth from 
non-transnational families. Moreover, this status oc-
curred 4 times more frequently among girls than boys. 
Four times more often females reached moratorium 
than males. Foreclosure 7 times more often and mora-
torium 2 times more often described adolescents from 

Figure 1. Distribution of personal identity statuses in four domains for females and males from two types of 
family (transnational – with the migrating father, and non-transnational).
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the comparison group. Diffusion identity 1.5 times 
more often occurred among boys than girls. 

In the next domain – school, identity diffusion 
2.5 times more often occurred among youth from 
the comparison group, whereas moratorium 2 times 
more often among students from transnational fami-
lies. Adolescents in separation from the father caused 
by migration 3 times more likely reached identity 
achievement. Taking into account adolescents’ gen-
der, girls reached 3 times more likely moratorium and 
4 times more likely identity achievement than boys. 

Identity statuses in the domain of ideology were 
not explained by interactions between factors such 
as gender and family type. 

In addition, because of the fact that third-way in-
teraction effects were not significant (gender x fam-
ily type x identity), it is not possible to draw conclu-
sions about differences in the occurrence of identity 
statuses between girls and boys from transnational 
families (the lack of significance may be a result of  
a too small sample), however the distribution of iden-
tity statuses showed some pattern – girls from fam-
ilies with the migrating father more often reached 

mature statuses of personal identity, whereas boys 
from such families more often were characterized by 
diffusion identity (mainly in the two domains: rela-
tionships with parents and peers). 

discussion

In general, results suggest among adolescents in sep-
aration from one parent or both parents caused by 
migration there are differences in the occurrence of 
individual identity statuses, where both adolescent’s 
and parent’s gender are important factors. Howev-
er, because of the limitation of the present research, 
which is a small sample of adolescents with the mi-
grating mother or both parents, statistical analysis 
could be performed for a group of adolescents whose 
fathers migrated and who came from nuclear fam-
ilies. The findings showed that in the domains of 
relationships with parents and peer and school, oc-
currence of identity statuses was related to the ad-
olescents’ gender and the particular type of family. 
In the domain of ideology there was no significant 

Table 2

Personal identity statuses in four domains according to the family type (transnational vs. non-transnational) 
and adolescent’s gender (log-linear model)

Domains of identity 
development

Effect df Partial χ2 p Marginal χ2 p

Rel. with parents

Family type X Identity 3 10.184 0.017 9.889 0.019

Gender X Identity 3 15.459 0.001 15.164 0.002

Model parameters: χ2 = 5.645; df = 4; p = 0.227

Rel. with peers

Family type X Identity 3 30.207 < 0.001 29.996 < 0.001

Gender X Identity 3 20.965 < 0.001 20.754 < 0.001

Model parameters: χ2 = 0.855; df = 4; p = 0.931

School 

Family type X Identity 3 25.316 < 0.001 23.043 < 0.001

Gender X Identity 3 17.962 < 0.001 15.689 0.001

Model parameters: χ2 = 5.681; df = 4; p = 0.224

Ideology

Gender 1 6.443 0.011 6.443 0.011

Identity 1 22.535 < 0.001 22.535 < 0.001

Model parameters: χ2 = 10.649; df = 11; p = 0.473

Note. N = 152.
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association between these variables. Probably the 
development of identity in the domain of ideology 
is linked to different factors, unrelated to the family 
(Head, 1997). 

Especially for boys it is a difficult situation to 
grow up without a daily contact with the father. Girls 
stayed with their mothers, so they have their female 
model, as well as probably have more possibilities to 
become more responsible. Boys growing up without 
a male model showed difficulties in identity devel-
opment, especially in the domains of interpersonal 
relationships (Benson, Harris & Rogers, 1992; Mullis, 
Mullis, Schwartz, Pease & Shriner, 2007). On the oth-
er hand, domains of interpersonal relationships seem 
to be more important for girls (Meeus, 1996). 

In another domain of identity development – 
school, girls mostly from transnational families gen-
erally were more likely to reach a mature identity. In 
contrast, the status of diffusion more often character-
ized young people from non-transnational families. 
Perhaps in transnational families values associated 
with work and material goods are more likely to be 
promoted and greater emphasis is put on issues re-
lated to the choice of school or further careers, both 
among boys and girls (Danilewicz, 2006). 

The results of this research support the view that 
the family structure is important for identity devel-
opment, where so far this variable has not been suffi-
ciently analyzed. The further exploration could relate 
to the development of identity in the case of absence 
of their parents caused by other reasons, like the par-
ents’ divorce or death of a parent [some reports indi-
cate that among girls’ parents divorce and living only 
with the mother accelerates maturation (Mullis et al., 
2007), which is consistent with the results obtained 
in the current study].

conclusions

In conclusion, these findings show the importance of 
the family context in adolescent’s personal identity 
development, and also the separation from parents 
caused by migration. However the most important 
limitation was an insufficient sample size of different 
types of transnational families. Direction for future 
research should include exploring the situation of  
a family with a migrating mother as well as both par-
ents. Further studies with different family’s structure 
(e.g. divorced, reconstructed, etc.) also would help 
understand the adolescents’ identity development in 
the family context on a broader scale. 
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