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6.1 Background 

Immigrants and their descendants constitute a large and growing share of the young 

adult population in Europe (Castles et al., 2014), yet previous research on demographic 

family behavior of young adults in Europe has been largely confined to the native 

populations. As such, relatively little is known about the family behavior of immigrants and 

in particular, that of their descendants. The main objective of this study was to examine 

family patterns in the transition to adulthood among young adults with an immigrant 

background in the Netherlands. The dissertation had a comparative character, involving 

comparisons between children of immigrants and the native population, between various 

ethnic minority groups, and within ethnic groups. Along these lines, this study sought 

answers to the following two research questions: (1) What patterns in the transition to 

adulthood, particularly those in the family domain, prevail among immigrants, children of 

immigrants, and the native population? (2) To what extent can differences between and 

within ethnic groups be explained by the role of family, peers, and the migration process? 

These questions were addressed through four empirical chapters. The first three chapters 

focused on the children of the traditional immigrant groups in the Netherlands, viz. Turks, 

Moroccans, Surinamese, and Antilleans, as well as a native Dutch comparison group. 

The last empirical chapter was based on a relatively recent first-generation immigrant 

population in the Netherlands, viz. Polish immigrants. 

The analyses were primarily based on Dutch population register data retrieved from 

the System of Social Statistical Datasets (SSD), compiled by Statistics Netherlands (Bakker 

et al., 2014). The SSD is highly suitable for this dissertation for two main reasons. First, 

whereas research on ethnic minorities is often hindered by small and non-representative 

samples, the SSD provides demographic and socioeconomic information on the entire 

registered population in the Netherlands. Hence, the data allowed us to address family 

patterns of relatively understudied immigrant populations and to use more fine-grained 

measures of ethnic origin. Secondly, this study took a life-course approach, which requires 

longitudinal individual-level data. Also in this regard, the SSD has several advantages over 

survey data, as administrative data avoid important methodological problems, such as 

panel attrition, left censoring, and recall bias. However, a disadvantage of administrative 

data is that they provide information on a relatively limited number of variables. Therefore, 

one of the empirical chapters in this dissertation was based on survey data from the 

TIES project (The Integration of the European Second Generation). These data provide 
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retrospective information regarding educational, work, and family experiences, as well as 

the young adult’s peer network and the frequency of conflicts with his/her parents. The 

TIES data are therefore particularly useful for studying the bicultural position of second-

generation young adults in Dutch society.

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. The following section (6.2), 

summarizes the main findings of the empirical chapters. In section 6.3, these findings are 

reflected upon in the light of their theoretical implications. Finally, in section 6.4, societal 

implications and new research opportunities are discussed.

6.2 Summary of findings

6.2.1 Family trajectories among descendants of immigrants 

In the first empirical chapter of this dissertation (Chapter 2), we examined women’s family 

trajectories among the second generation of the four main ethnic minority groups in 

the Netherlands and the native Dutch. The main research questions were: (1) To what 

extent are there ethnic differences in family trajectories between the second generation 

of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, and Antillean origin and native Dutch young adults? (2) 

How and to what extent do young adults with two foreign-born parents differ from young 

adults of mixed parentage in terms of family behavior? We addressed these research 

questions using Dutch population register data. Individuals were followed from age 16 in 

1999 up until age 30 in 2013.

First, we examined levels of diversity in life-course trajectories between individuals. 

Results showed that there was more between-person diversity among the Turkish, 

Moroccan, Surinamese, and Antillean second generation than among the native Dutch. 

Age-specific measures of diversity suggested that this mainly resulted from the fact 

that native Dutch women remained a relatively homogeneous group up until their mid-

twenties, whereas there appeared to be no strong consensus on ‘appropriate’ family 

behavior among second-generation women in the early-twenties. During the late-

twenties, however, between-person diversity was found to be lower among the Turkish 

and Moroccan second generation than among the native Dutch.

Furthermore, we applied cluster analysis and identified ten types of family trajectories. 

As expected, the most dominant trajectory type among Turkish and Moroccan women 

was the ‘standard biography’: direct marriage from the parental home, followed by the 
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birth of the first child. Almost equally prevalent was the cluster we labeled ‘premarital 

singles’, which mainly included trajectories composed of leaving home to live alone, 

followed by marriage, and thereafter the transition to first birth. Surinamese and Antillean 

second-generation women mainly lived alone (with a child) or with an unmarried partner 

throughout young adulthood. Unmarried cohabitation was also found to be common 

among native Dutch women. Another common trajectory type among the native Dutch, 

labelled as ‘premarital cohabiters’, comprised leaving home to live with an unmarried 

partner, followed by marriage, and then the birth of the first child. Finally, we examined 

differences between second-generation women with two foreign-born parents and those 

with one foreign-born parent. In line with our expectations, analyses showed that those of 

mixed parentage were much more similar to the native Dutch than the second generation 

with two foreign-born parents. 

6.2.2 Leaving the parental home among descendants of immigrants

Chapter 3 focused on ethnic differences in leaving the parental home. The research 

question was: To what extent do relations with parents and peers influence the process of 

leaving home among Turkish and Moroccan second generation and native Dutch young 

adults? Data came from the Dutch part of the TIES survey. We distinguished between 

leaving home to (a) start living with a partner, (b) gain independence, or (c) enter the labor 

market or higher education.

Our descriptive findings indicated that the Turkish and Moroccan second generation 

more often postponed leaving home than the native Dutch. Furthermore, we found 

large differences in reasons for leaving home across origin groups. One of the most 

striking differences between the origin groups was the type of union they move to: 

whereas direct marriage from the parental home was very rare among the native Dutch, 

leaving home for union formation usually went hand in hand with marriage among the 

Turkish and Moroccan second generation. The multivariate findings showed, however, 

that differences regarding leaving home for union formation in general (including both 

marriage and cohabitation) were relatively small. As expected, Turkish women were more 

likely than native Dutch women to leave home with a partner. However, we found no 

significant differences between Moroccan and Dutch women and neither between Turkish 

and Dutch men. Moroccan men were even less likely to leave home for union formation 

than Dutch men. Our findings further indicated that among young adults of the Turkish 

and Moroccan second generation, men and women were less likely to leave home for 
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school or work than the native Dutch. A similar pattern was found with regard to leaving 

home to gain independence, although differences were small. While conflict with parents 

was found to increase the likelihood to leave home to gain independence, ethnic group 

differences did not change after taking frequency of family conflict into account.

Finally, we examined the influence of peer relations for the home-leaving behavior of 

the Turkish and Moroccan second generation. Results showed that Turkish and Moroccan 

second-generation young adults who had more friends outside their own ethnic group 

in the period they attended secondary school were less likely to leave home for union 

formation. Furthermore, the ethnic composition of the secondary school was found to be 

important. We found that young adults who attended a secondary school where children 

of immigrants and children of native-born parents were about evenly distributed, were 

least likely to leave home for school or work-related reasons.

6.2.3 Returning to the parental home among descendants of immigrants

In chapter 4, we examined ethnic differences with regards to returning to the parental 

home, rather than to leaving it. The research questions were: (1) To what extent are there 

ethnic differences in the likelihood of returning to the parental home between Turkish, 

Moroccan, Surinamese, and Antillean second generation and native Dutch young adults? 

(2) To what extent do ethnic differences in the timing and occurrence of other key events 

in the life course account for the relationship between ethnicity and returning home? (3) 

To what extent does the relationship between partnership dynamics and returning home 

differ by ethnic origin group? To address these research questions, we used data from 

the Dutch population registers, focusing on young adults who had left the parental home 

between the ages of 16 and 28 in the period 1999-2011. We specified discrete-time 

event history models for men and women separately.

Analyses showed that, particularly among men, all second-generation groups were 

more likely to return to the parental home than native Dutch young adults. Turkish 

second-generation young adults were on average most likely to move back home, closely 

followed by the Surinamese second generation. Our key interest was whether ethnic 

group differences in returning home could be explained by three sets of previous or 

concurrent life-course transitions: age when leaving home, partnership transitions, and 

changes in economic activity status. Results indicated that on average, younger ages 

when leaving home among the second generation partially explained their higher rates 

of ‘boomeranging’ relative to the native Dutch. Ethnic group differences also became 
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smaller after taking the young adults’ partnership status into account. More specifically, 

Dutch young adults were more often living with a partner than the second generation did, 

making them less likely to return home. In contrast to our expectations, however, ethnic 

group differences in returning home could not be explained by changes in economic 

activity status. Overall, although age at leaving home and partnership status were found 

to reduce ethnic group differences, Dutch young adults remained significantly less 

likely to return home after taking these mediators into account. Finally, in line with our 

expectations, we found that the impact of both separation among cohabiting couples 

and marital divorce on the likelihood of returning home was less strong for the Turkish and 

Moroccan second generation than for native Dutch young adults.

6.2.4 Family trajectories among immigrants

The last empirical chapter (Chapter 5) focused on recent Polish immigrants in the Nether-

lands by examining the following three research questions: (1) What types of family-life 

trajectories can be distinguished among young adult Polish migrants in the Netherlands? 

(2) How do different trajectories relate to return/circular migration? (3) To what extent are 

the various life-course subtypes related to individual background characteristics? In order 

to answer these questions, data from the Dutch population registers were used, focusing 

on all Polish immigrants aged 20-30 at migration who arrived in the Netherlands between 

May 2004 and January 2007. We studied complete family trajectories over a period of five 

years by means of sequence analysis.

Based on optimal matching analysis followed by cluster analysis, we identified six 

clusters of “ideal-type” sequences. The most dominant trajectory type (return trajec-

tories), comprising about one third of the total research population, included Polish 

migrants who stayed temporarily in the Netherlands. Relatively few immigrants in this 

cluster were living with a partner and even fewer had coresidential children. The second 

largest cluster (solo trajectories) was characterized by living alone for a substantial period. 

Almost a fifth experienced this trajectory type. Furthermore, two clusters, both of which 

accounted for 15% of the total sample, included those living with a partner, but without 

children. One was characterized by unmarried cohabitation ‘cohabiting trajectories’ the 

other, by marriage: ‘marriage trajectories’. Finally, we identified two clusters that included 

individuals living with a partner and children. ‘Marital birth trajectories’ were found to be 

more common than ‘non-marital birth trajectories’, with respectively 11 and 7 percent of 

the total sample.
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Polish men were more likely to live alone independently and to leave the Netherlands 

at some point, whereas women were found to cohabit more frequently. Polish men and 

women with a Polish partner were less likely to cohabit and more likely to be married than 

those with a Dutch partner. Polish women with a Dutch partner were less likely to leave 

the Netherlands, whereas no such effect was found for men. Unemployment increased 

the likelihood of return migration. Finally, women who had migrated at higher ages had 

to a lower likelihood of return migration and a higher likelihood of having children in the 

Netherlands. Apart from the finding that older men were more often living with a married 

partner and children, no significant age-related patterns were found among males.

6.3 Discussion of findings

6.3.1 The role of family

Three empirical chapters of this dissertation were concerned with the family behavior 

among children of immigrants and how this relates to that of native Dutch young adults. 

In these chapters, we focused on the impact of the parental family to explain differences 

across ethnic groups. Our findings showed that the parental family influences demographic 

family behavior of young adults in two different ways. First, family structural factors were 

found to be important. After taking parental socioeconomic status, parental union status, 

and number of siblings into account, ethnic group differences in family behavior diminished. 

These findings highlight that intergenerational transmission operates at least partially 

through social status inheritance. Second, although part of ethnic group differences could 

be explained by family structural factors, in general significant differences remained even 

after accounting for social status inheritance. This suggests that cultural factors (and other 

unobserved factors) also play a central role in young people’s transitions to adulthood. 

More specifically, our results suggest that immigrant parents raise their children within 

the cultural norms from their country of origin, lending support to theories of cultural 

value transmission and/or social learning. This is, for example, reflected in the choice 

of marriage over cohabitation as a first-union type among the Turkish and Moroccan 

second generation, which is in clear contrast with the union formation practices of native 

Dutch young adults. The family behavior of Surinamese and Antillean second-generation 

women reflected cultural persistence as well, in terms of a relatively high incidence of 

single motherhood. 
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It is important to note that transmission of family behavior from parents to children 

did not take place to the same extent for all ethnic groups. Despite the fact that the 

Turkish and Moroccan populations originate from countries that are relatively similar in 

terms of migration history, socioeconomic structure, religion, and family organization, our 

analyses highlighted important differences between the two groups. Young adults of the 

Turkish second generation were found to be more traditional in their family behavior than 

those of the Moroccan second generation. The difference may be due to lower levels 

of family loyalty, group cohesion, and parental involvement in partner choice within the 

Moroccan community (Güngör et al., 2011; van Zantvliet et al., 2014). Moreover, we found 

that Turkish and Moroccan second-generation women opted more often for marriage as 

a first union than their male counterparts. This supports the idea that especially women 

face strong normative prescriptions regarding family behavior among these origin groups 

(e.g., de Valk & Liefbroer, 2007b, Merz et al., 2009; van Zantvliet et al., 2014). Levels 

of agency in life-course decision-making thus vary strongly across ethnic groups and 

gender, resulting in different degrees of adaption to the host society. Yet, although the 

need to perform gender-specific analyses has been acknowledged, grouping migrants 

into a few broad cultural or racial groups is still rather common practice in the existing 

migration literature. This is particularly the case in studies wherein pan-ethnic measures 

of ethnicity are used (e.g., Asians, Hispanics, Blacks, and Whites in the case of the U.S.). 

We conclude that lumping various immigrant groups together in a single racial category 

can be misleading, considering the influence of the parental family differs across groups 

that are otherwise similar in many respects.

Furthermore, we found that second-generation young adults with one foreign-born 

parent occupy an intermediate position between the native Dutch population and the 

second generation with both parents born abroad. Intergenerational transmission of 

family patterns is thus different in mixed-couple families. This may obviously be related 

to the presence of a native Dutch parent, but also to the fact that immigrants with a 

native Dutch partner are more likely to be oriented towards Dutch society. In line with 

this, we found that first-generation Polish immigrants with a native Dutch partner were 

more likely to cohabit and less likely to be married than those with a Polish partner. 

The extent to which romantic partners actually influence family behavior remains unclear, 

however: either the young adult’s romantic partner functions as a socializing agent that 

influences norms and values, or the young adult’s norms and values regarding family 

life influence partner selection. Irrespective of the direction of the effect, it means that 
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children of mixed-couple families are more exposed to norms and values of Dutch society 

than young adults with two parents born abroad. Although this seems straightforward, 

further analysis indicated that value transmission from parents to children in mixed-couple 

families is actually rather complex. We found important differences between children with 

an immigrant father and native-born mother vis-à-vis those with an immigrant mother 

and native-born father. This suggests that processes of value transmission from mother to 

daughter and father to daughter may operate in different ways and to varying degrees. 

While much research focuses on differential socialization of boys and girls, most studies 

do not or cannot examine the effects of the parent’s gender. Our work, however, highlights 

the need to evaluate the role of the father and the mother for sons and daughters 

separately, particularly in the specific case of mixed-couple families.

The attachment to cultural values was also found to differ according to the type 

of family transition. Whereas cultural persistence appeared to be relatively strong with 

regard to patterns of family and partnership formation, our results concerning inter-

gene ra tional coresidence provided a more ambiguous picture. In general terms, Turkey, 

Morocco, Surinam, and the Antilles are characterized as societies in which a more collec-

tivistic orientation prevails and where it is common for parents to live with their adult 

children (Kagitçibasi, 1996). The Netherlands, by contrast, has often been depicted as 

a more individualistically oriented society, where (residential) independence is valued 

(Oppenheimer, 2004). However, our analyses based on population register data showed 

that second-generation Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese, and Antilleans leave the parental 

home at younger ages and more often to live alone independently than the native Dutch. 

This suggests that intergenerational transmission of cultural values may be weaker with 

regard to patterns of leaving home than to those regarding marriage and childbearing 

(cf. de Valk & Liefbroer, 2007a). Although cultural norms are important for the timing of 

life course transitions, the timing of leaving the parental home in particular is also strongly 

related to practical and contextual factors, such as economic constraints, geographical 

proximity of educational institutions, housing opportunities, and labor market conditions. 

Aassve and colleagues (2013), for instance, suggest that differences across Europe in the 

age at leaving home are related to differences in unemployment rates across countries. 

Hence, patterns of leaving home among second-generation youth are likely to differ from 

those of their parents’ origin countries due to the specific socio-economic situation in 

the country they are living in. The fact that Dutch young adults leave home at later ages 

may be related to their in general slower pace of making the transition to adulthood. 
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However, second-generation young adults were found to be more likely to return to the 

parental home than the native Dutch, even after holding other relevant factors constant. 

This suggests that second-generation young adults perceive the transition to residential 

independence as more easily reversible than the native Dutch, which could potentially 

also explain why they leave home earlier. Previous research indicates that children of 

immigrants experienced more residential moves during childhood than the native Dutch 

population (de Valk et al., 2009). Hence, second-generation youth may place less weight 

on residential changes and are used to more mobility from a young age onwards than 

the Dutch.

Alternative explanations for ethnic differences in leaving and returning home are 

related to family conflict (Lou et al., 2011; Zorlu & Mulder, 2011). It has been argued that 

the specific position of the second generation between two cultures increases both the 

extent and frequency of parent-child conflict due to a clash in cultures (Giguère et al., 

2010; Lou et al., 2011). If such a process occurs, second-generation young adults will 

likely leave the parental home earlier than the native Dutch. Moreover, the decision to 

leave home because of family conflict may be impulsive rather than carefully planned, 

which may lead to problems of retaining residential independence in the long term 

(Davanzo & Goldscheider, 1990; Jones, 1995). In other words, leaving home due to family 

conflict may also increase the likelihood of returning home. However, this dissertation 

challenges this line of reasoning in three ways. First, ethnic differences in leaving home 

remained virtually unchanged after taking family conflict into account (Chapter 3). 

Second, following family trajectories through young adulthood showed that many Turkish 

and Moroccan women who left home to live alone independently still conformed to the 

cultural expectations of their parents by marriage (without previous cohabitation) followed 

by childbearing at relatively young ages a few years later (Chapter 2). Although this does 

not preclude the possibility that these women have left the parental home because of 

family conflict, it makes it less likely: Previous research shows that a high level of conflict 

with parents results in an increased preference for unmarried cohabitation among Turkish 

and Moroccan adolescents (de Valk & Liefbroer, 2007b). Finally, it has been argued that 

family conflict or low ‘intergenerational closeness’ discourages returning to the parental 

home (Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1998). Therefore, the higher likelihood of returning 

home among second-generation youth arguably also challenges the idea that they more 

often leave the parental home because of family conflict (Chapter 4). In view of these 

findings, we conclude that, even though previous research suggests that the bicultural 
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position of immigrant children increases the likelihood of parent-child conflicts, this is not 

clearly reflected in their family demographic choices.

6.3.2 The role of peers

The study further showed that, apart from the importance of the (parental) family, peer 

relations also play a crucial role in the immigrant children’s transition to adulthood. The 

home-leaving behavior of the Turkish and Moroccan second generation was found to 

be associated with the ethnic composition of their peer group. More precisely, Turkish 

and Moroccan second-generation young adults who had more close friends outside their 

own ethnic group were found to be less likely to leave home for union formation. The 

close friendship network appeared, however, to be unrelated to leaving home to gain 

independence or to enter higher education. These findings correspond with the results of 

Huschek and colleagues (2010, 2011), who showed that close friends are most important 

for the timing of union formation and partner choice. This suggests that close friends, just 

like parents, more strongly influence patterns of union formation than decisions regarding 

leaving the parental home itself. In any case, our findings highlight that processes of 

socialization are not solely restricted to the parental home. We therefore conclude that 

it is crucial to look beyond the influence of parents and also study the role of peers to 

fully understand family patterns in the transition to adulthood, especially with regard to 

children of immigrants.

The wider peer network – measured through the ethnic composition of the secondary 

school – was found to be important for patterns of leaving the parental home as well, 

though only with regard to leaving home to attend higher education. The fact that we 

found no impact of the school context on leaving home to live with a partner suggests that 

the school context is more important for decisions made in the public domain, rather than 

the private/family domain. The finding is in line with previous research showing that ‘weak 

ties’ are less important for decisions regarding partnership formation than close friends, 

i.e. ‘strong ties’ (Huschek et al., 2010, 2011). At the same time, however, our findings 

contrast those of Huschek and colleagues. We found that Turkish and Moroccan second-

generation young adults who attended a school where neither children of immigrants nor 

children of native-born parents constituted the majority of students, were less likely to 

leave home to attend further education. Huschek and colleagues, by contrast, suggest 

that adaptation to partnership formation of the majority population was strongest in 

mixed school contexts. A possible explanation for this discrepancy is that leaving home 
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to attend further education may reflect aspirations rather than cultural norms. Indeed, 

van Houtte and Stevens (2010) showed that immigrant students in schools with equal 

numbers of ethnic minority and native students have the lowest aspirations to finish high 

school and move on to higher education. 

It is important to note that, just as was the case among partner socializing effects, 

the causality of the relationship between the young adults’ friendship networks and home-

leaving behavior could not be addressed. Although we look at the ethnic composition of 

the young adults’ friendship network prior to leaving home, it remains unclear whether 

young adults with specific norms and values were more likely to form friendships with 

members outside their own ethnic group, or whether non-coethnic friendships changed 

the young adult’s norms, values, and subsequent behavior. However, whereas the young 

adult’s norms and values are likely to influence the selection of close friends, it seems less 

likely that these influenced the choice of the secondary school as well. Survey data from 

the TIES project suggests that the choice for secondary school in the Netherlands is largely 

related to the proximity to home, rather than cultural preferences. This leads us to believe 

that both types of peer influence have significant impact on life-course decision-making 

of young adults. Theoretical enquiry on the factors influencing the transition to adulthood 

should, therefore, cover both family and peer relations. In addition, future data collections 

should be designed so that peer relationships can be followed over the life course, allowing 

researchers to make more direct inferences regarding the causal ordering of effects.

6.3.3 The role of the migration process

Finally, this dissertation focused on how and to what extent the migration process 

influences family patterns and vice versa. Experiencing a migration event in the transition 

to adulthood may strongly influence family behavior. An important finding in this regard 

relates to the incidence of unmarried cohabitation among Polish immigrants in the 

Netherlands. As compared to previous research on Polish nonmigrants in the country of 

origin (Matysiak, 2009), we found that Polish immigrants in the Netherlands were much 

more likely to live with an unmarried partner. This could be related to the migration 

process itself. Previous research shows that immigration potentially disrupts family ties and 

increases union instability (e.g., Frank & Wildsmith, 2005). Such a disruption may make 

couples reluctant to marry, resulting in prolonged cohabitation and delayed marriage. 

Moreover, marriage following a migration move may be postponed due to financial and 

practical issues related to the migration process (González-Ferrer et al., 2014).
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The relatively high incidence of unmarried cohabitation among Polish immigrants may, 

however, also be related to other processes. An alternative explanation is that processes 

of assimilation occurred within a relatively short period of time. Prior research has shown 

a rather rapid adjustment of immigrants’ fertility behavior to that of the destination 

country (Milewski, 2007; Parrado, 2011). In these studies, the authors do not distinguish 

whether this convergence results from adaptation (adjustment due to economic factors) 

or assimilation (adjustment due to cultural factors). Changes in fertility behavior are likely 

to result from both adaptation and assimilation, making it very difficult, if not impossible, 

to distinguish the two as separate processes (Lindstrom & Giorguli Saucedo, 2002). The 

choice of unmarried cohabitation over marriage, by contrast, is arguably mainly related 

to assimilation processes. There is no reason to think that the choice of cohabitation 

over marriage in the Netherlands is related to different socioeconomic macro-contextual 

determinants as compared to Poland. On the contrary, previous research indicates 

that cohabiters in Eastern Europe more often reported financial reasons to refrain from 

marriage than those in Western Europe (Hiekel & Castro-Martín, 2014). We therefore 

argue that Polish immigrants may be more likely to cohabit than nonmigrants because 

migrants take over cultural values of the native Dutch population. We should, however, 

keep in mind that migration is a highly selective process, meaning that immigrants are 

a select group in terms of demographic and social characteristics. Individuals who are 

less inclined to marry are perhaps also more likely to migrate. Although our analyses 

do not provide a definitive answer as to which explanation is correct (i.e. disruption, 

assimilation, or selection), they highlight that immigrants do not automatically reflect the 

family patterns dominant in the country of origin and that various factors related to the 

migration process should be taken into account.

Family patterns are thus influenced by the migration experience, but family patterns, 

in turn, also have an important impact on decisions regarding (return) migration. Our 

results suggested that Polish immigrants who were living with a partner were less likely to 

return to Poland, especially when their partner was born in the Netherlands. The presence 

of coresidential children appeared to be an even stronger barrier to return. Few Polish 

immigrants who arrived in the Netherlands had children living in the household and those 

with children mainly stayed in the Netherlands. We could not observe whether immigrants 

had an unmarried partner and/or children in the country of origin, but we could observe 

whether the migrant was married. Since marriage is the dominant relationship form in 

Poland and marriage and fertility are closely connected, we can reasonably assume that 
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most of the Polish immigrants whom we classified as ‘single’ did not have a partner in the 

country of origin and were even less likely to have children. In this regard, our study shows 

that migration is a selective process, where people with partners and children, especially 

in combination, tend to be the least mobile (cf. White et al., 1995). A large share of 

the migration literature has been focused on the behavior of labor migrants and return 

migration has frequently been solely associated with economic factors (e.g., Borjas, 1999). 

This study highlights that viewing return migration as simply a cost-benefit decision is not 

sufficient, as the decision to migrate is also influenced by non-economic (family) factors. 

Researchers should thus also consider family patterns when studying migration patterns 

and motives. This is arguably even more important for intra-EU migration, as there are no 

legal or institutional barriers to migration between the various EU member states.

Second-generation young adults themselves have not migrated, but intergenerational 

transmission of cultural values may be affected by the migration experience. In other 

words, children of immigrants are also influenced by migration, albeit in an indirect way 

and to a lesser extent. Two competing views have been put forward in this regard. On the 

one hand, it has been argued that value transmission is stronger in immigrant families, as 

family ties are strengthened as a result of the migration experience (Bryceson & Vuorela, 

2002; Pyke, 2003). On the other hand, cultural transmission from parents to children is 

assumed to be weaker in immigrant families, due to the disruptive effect of migration on 

family relationships (Giguère et al., 2010; Lou et al., 2011; Phalet & Schönpflug, 2001). The 

finding that between-person diversity in family behavior was higher among the Turkish, 

Moroccan, Surinamese, and Antillean second generation than among the native Dutch 

may suggest that parental influence is weaker in immigrant families than in nonmigrant 

families (cf. de Valk & Liefbroer, 2007a, 2007b). Alternatively, it may suggest that there 

is less consensus on ‘appropriate’ family behavior among immigrant parents, as some 

adhere strongly to the cultural norms of the country of origin, whereas others take over 

the cultural norms of the destination country. 

Finally, it has been argued that life-course decision-making in Western Europe has 

become largely autonomous, with little intervention from parents, which results in a wide 

variety of family patterns (e.g., Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007; Widmer & Ritschard, 2009). The 

comparatively low between-person diversity in family trajectories among native Dutch 

women seems at odds with this idea. Our age-specific measures of diversity revealed, 

however, that whereas diversity was higher among Turkish and Moroccan second-

generation women than among the native Dutch in their early and mid-twenties, this 
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pattern was the opposite during their late twenties. There appeared to be convergence 

in family behavior among Turkish and Moroccan women and divergence among native 

Dutch women towards age 30. Specifically, the majority of Turkish and Moroccan women 

in their late twenties were married and had children, whereas there was great diversity 

among native Dutch women around these ages. The higher levels of between-person 

diversity among the Turkish and Moroccan second generation over the entire trajectory 

are thus also a result of the fact that native Dutch young adults transit into adulthood at 

a slower pace. This provides food for thought on how we should define the transition to 

adulthood in terms of age boundaries. For instance, should we consider an unmarried 

person without children at age 35 as someone who has yet to complete the transition to 

adulthood, or does young adulthood not necessarily need to end with marriage and/or 

childbearing?

6.4 Societal implications and outlook for the future

The current study examined transitions into adulthood among various ethnic minority 

groups and the native Dutch population, primarily focusing on transitions in the family 

domain. We found substantial differences both between and within ethnic groups. This 

final paragraph will reflect upon the societal implications of the study and put forward 

suggestions for future research. 

First, societal implications are perhaps most obvious in the strong associations be-

tween the young adults’ patterns of family formation and transitions in other life domains, 

such as the educational and labor market career. Public policies are often solely geared 

towards structural assimilation or integration of ethnic minority groups. In other words, 

many policies strive for equal opportunities and outcomes in education, employment, 

and the housing market among the different ethnic origin groups in society. However, 

integration policies should not be targeted at the immigrants’ structural immigration 

alone, as many structural aspects of integration are closely related to sociocultural aspects, 

especially family life behavior. For instance, comparatively young ages of childbearing 

among ethnic minorities may, particularly among women, lead to a higher risk of school 

dropout and postponement of entering the workforce in order to care for children. This 

prevents these women from acquiring the educational credentials and work experience 

necessary to position themselves as viable job candidates and to compete favorably with 



163Summary and discussion

6

native Dutch women (who tend to postpone family formation). Furthermore, younger 

ages at marriage are often associated with higher risks of marital dissolution. Divorce, 

in turn, has many negative consequences for both spouses (e.g., alimony, division of 

property, health problems) and their offspring (e.g., academic performance). Clearly, the 

young adults’ family decisions may have a strong and lasting impact on their lives and 

the lives of their children. While this dissertation was restricted to the period marked by 

the transition to adulthood, it is also important to explore how the different choices made 

during young adulthood can explain ethnic disparities in later life, as well as for future 

generations. More observation time, however, is needed before such analyses become 

possible. We therefore suggest this as a potential area for future research.

Second, even though often no distinction is made between second-generation children 

with one foreign-born parent and those with two foreign-born parents, this study showed 

essential differences between the two groups. Distinguishing the two groups will become 

even more important for future generations, considering how much higher the share of the 

second generation with one foreign-born parent already is at this point among younger 

age groups. For example, currently, 8 percent of the Turkish and 7 percent of the Moroccan 

second generation aged 20-30 has one foreign-born parent, compared to respectively 47 

and 32 percent in the 0-10 age group (Statistics Netherlands, 2015a). Moreover, mixed-

couple families are becoming increasingly complex: Whereas traditionally mixed-couples 

were mainly the result of first-generation immigrants who partnered with a native man or 

woman in the destination country, we currently see that especially young adults of the 

Turkish and Moroccan second generation frequently marry a partner from the country of 

origin of their parents (Huschek et al., 2012). In this view, we may question whether the 

current definitions of immigrant generations are adequate measures of ethnic diversity 

in the not too distant future. In addition, our results suggested that within mixed-couple 

families, it is important to distinguish between whether the mother or the father is born 

abroad. Unfortunately, the number of observations was not large enough to draw sharp 

conclusions in this regard. The upcoming availability of register data for social science 

research, however, opens opportunities for future studies to more elaborately examine 

the differential effect of the origin of the father and the mother. 

Third, throughout this dissertation, ethnic origin was defined on the basis of the 

country of birth of the individual and his/her parents, which is arguably one of the most 

objective indicators. At the same time, this measure is rather blind to many other aspects 

of ethnic origin, e.g. skin color, language, or cultural heritage. To illustrate this with an 
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example, the ethnic composition of Surinam is rather heterogeneous, consisting of three 

main ethnic groups: Hindustani, Javanese, and Creoles. This diversity cannot be addressed  

by having country of birth be a measure of ethnicity. Future research may there fore 

investigate inconsistencies between ethnic self-identification and country of birth (cf. 

Parameshwaran & Engzell, 2014). As many societies are becoming increasingly ethnically 

diverse and multicultural, it is important that we remain aware of and responsive to ethnic 

diversity in society.

Fourth, the empirical analyses of this study were based on data derived from the Dutch 

population register and survey data. Both data sources have advantages and disadvantages. 

An interesting avenue for future research is to link the two data sources, combining some of 

the strengths of both. In survey research it is difficult to gather good-quality and complete 

data on an individual’s life history, due to problems of recall or panel attrition. As mentioned 

before, in population register data these methodological problems are not present, but 

they at the same time lack data on many important covariates, such as peer relations, 

religiosity, language proficiency, and so on. Related to the above, survey data may also 

enrich population register data with self-reported measures of ethnic origin. In addition, 

specific to this dissertation, it would be interesting to compare the main reason for leaving 

the parental home in the TIES survey to the actual living arrangement after leaving home 

in the population registers. For example, those who live with a partner after leaving home 

may have indicated that their main reason for leaving was to gain independence. Linking 

survey and register data may thus provide new insights into why young adults make certain 

decisions and how we should interpret their behavior.

Fifth and lastly, this dissertation focused on several of the most prominent ethnic 

minority groups in the Netherlands, i.e. second-generation Turks, Moroccans, Surinamese, 

and Antilleans, as well as the relatively recent group of Polish immigrants. Although 

these ethnic groups constitute a large share of the population in the Netherlands with 

an immigrant background, future research may also want to take other migration flows 

into consideration, such as recent refugees, new immigrants from the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, 

India, and China) countries, and other migrants both from outside of and from within 

the European Union. Furthermore, future research does not need to be restricted to 

comparing different ethnic groups in one destination country; cross-country comparisons 

are important as well. The European context offers a unique opportunity to study the 

same ethnic minority group in multiple destination countries with different socioeconomic 

and cultural conditions. Such comparative work provides, for example, important insights 
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into how influential welfare state contexts are for the social, structural, and cultural inte-

gration of ethnic minorities in society. While previous research has made great progress 

in this regard (Huschek et al., 2010, 2012; Milewski, 2011), many questions remain to be 

explored. In light of the increasing intra-European migration, for instance, it would be 

interesting to investigate family and migration behavior of EU-migrants in different EU 

member states. Finally, to fully unravel the relationship between immigration and family 

behavior, a nonmigrant comparison group in the country of origin is needed. Currently, 

however, only a few quantitative data sources allow these kind of analyses, such as the 

“Migration between Africa and Europe” survey. Future data collection on immigrant 

populations should, whenever possible, follow this approach and also include other 

ethnic minority groups, e.g. those of European origin.

To conclude, this dissertation has focused on demographic family patterns among 

young adults from migrant and native Dutch families. The empirical studies showed impor-

tant differences between and within ethnic origin groups in making various life course 

transitions, such as the transition to residential independence, partnership formation 

(through cohabitation or marriage), and the transition to parenthood. We showed that 

family choices are strongly interlinked with transitions in other aspects of life, such as edu-

cational and labor market prospects and migration decisions. This is particularly salient as 

integration of immigrants and their descendants continues to be one of the most critical 

policy challenges for Europe. Our findings highlight the need to target all spectrums of 

the individual life course, especially in the turbulent period of young adulthood in which 

the structure of an adult life is built and new generations are born.






