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In the United States today., one-fifth
of the nation’s children are growing up
in rmmigrant hones. In the process of
migration. families undergo profound
transjormalions that arve often complicated
by extended periods of separation beticeen
loved anes ol only from extended jamily
members. bul also from ihe nuclear family.
Though many families are involved in
these transnational formadations, there has
herelofore been little sense of the prevaleince
of these forms of family separalions, nor of
the effects on family relations, Further,
such researceh has generally been conducted
wilh clinical populations using Western
theoretical frameworks and perspectives
of families, limiting s applicability to
immigrant families. The dala presented

inthis article are devived from a bicoastal,
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interdisciplinary study of 385 carly
adolescents originating from China, Cenirval
America the Dominican Republic, Haiti and
Mexico. Findings from this study indicate
that Jully 8570 of the participants had been
separated from one or bolh purents for
extended periods. While family separations
are common to all country-of-origin groups,
there are clear differences between groups in
lengths of separations as well as people from
whom the youth are separated. Descriptive
stalisiics of countryv-of-origin prevalence,
patlerns, and oulcomes are presented.

Results of analyvses of cariance indicate
that children who were separated from their
parents were more likely to report depressive
symptoms than children who had not been
separated. Further. qualitative data from
vouth, parent, and teacher perspectives of the
experience of separation and reunification
provide cvidence that the circumstances and
contexts of the separations lead to « variety of
outcomes. We conclude with a discussion of
altenuating and complicating factors family
therapists
and treatment of immigrant familics.

hould consider in the assessment
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lobalization is transforming the shape
of the family (Glick-Schiller. 1992).
With over one hundred and thirty million
immigrants and refugees worldwide. the
proportion of families involved in migrations
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1sconsiderable. In the United States today,
one-fifth of our nation’s children arve growing
up in immigrant homes. In the process of
migration, familics undergo profound
transformations that are often complicated
by extended periods of separation between
loved ones
member

not only from extended family
but also from the nuclear family.

[Famitic

who migrate olten do so in
a Ustepwise” fashion (Hondagneu-Sotelo.
1992). Historically. the pattern was of the
father going ahead. establishing himself
while sending remittances home. and then
sending for the wife and children as soon
as it was financially possible. Today. the
first world's demand for serviee workers
draws mothers from a variety of developing
countries often to care for "other people’s
children™ (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992). In
cases where mothers initiate migrations,
they Teave the children in the care of
extended family such as grandparents or
aunts along with the father if he is still
part of the familv. Tn many other cases,
both parents go ahead. leaving the children
in the care of extended family, When it is
time for the children to arvive, they may be
brought to the new Land all together or in
other instances, the children are hrought
m one at a time. Often the reunification
of the entire familv can take many years.
especially when complicated by financial
hurdles as well as immigration laws (Arnold,
1991: Simpao, 1999). These migration
separations usually result n two =ets of
disraptions in attachments—first from
the parent. and then from the caretaker to
whom the child has become attached during
the parent/ehild separation,

Immigrant Family Separations Research
Very littde has been written about family
separations arising out of the immigrant
cxperience. Several chinieal veports of
Caribbean famihies in Canada and Great
Britain note substantial negative family
ramifications upon reunification (Bagley,
1972 Burke, 1980: Gordon. 1961 Sewell-
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Coker. Hamilton-Collins. & Fein. 1985).
Some of the literature points to negative
sequelae for children both in the phase
when the child is left with relatives ax
well as once reunification oceurs. While
apart from the parent. children may feel
abandoned and may respond by detaching
from the parent that left her (Glasgow
& Ghouse-Shees. 1995). Once reuntfied,
childven often miss those who have cared
for them in their parent’s absence as well
as extended family members and friends
(Arnold. 1991; Sciarra. 1999y, Particularh
when separations have been protracted.
children and parents frequently report they
feel like strangers (Forman. 1993).
Complications in family relations ave
also reported as a frequent outeome,
Over the course ol time, the family may
have evolved in such a way that exeludes
the parent that has been away making
rejoining the family system difficult
(Partida. 1996). Parents tend to expect
their children to be grateful for their
sacrifices but instead often find that their
children are ambivalent about joining
their parents in the migratory process
(Arnold. 1991: Boti & Bautista. 1999
Chestham, 19720 Sciarra. 1999). Parents
often report difficultios in reasserting
control over their children (Arnold. 1991
Boti & Bautista, 1999: Sewell-Coker et
al.. T985). Reestablishing this authority

may be complicated by parental guilt.
which may result in inconsistencies and
overindulgence (Arnold, 1991: Burke.
1980). A “continual pattern of rejection
and counter-rejection” may emerge leading
families to secek treatment (Glasgow &
Gouse-Shees, 1995).

Some have argued that the widespread
cultural practice of “child fostering™ or “ehild
shifting” may normalize the process of the
separation. Throughout the Caribbean
cither because of family hardship or in
order to provide the child with a better
cducational opportunity. children are often
sent to live with extended family members
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(Baglev, 1972 Burke. 1980: Gordon.
1964; Sewell-Coker et al. 1985; Soto.
1987, Waters, 1999). This widely accepted
cultural practice occurs during the course
of migrations abroad as well as within the

native land and is not viewed as deviant.
In communities where child fostering is
widely practiced. no stigma is attached to
its occurrence (Burke, 1980: Sewell-Coker
et al, 1985 Soto. 1987 Waters. 1999).
Some have gone so tar as to argue that child

fostering can be an enriching experience
and can help to provide all those involved
with a wider network of supportive social
relations than would be available prior to
the event (Soto. 1987).

At the individual level, attachment
difficulties have been noted (Wilkes, 1992)
because children often withdraw from
the parents with whom they are reunited
(Burke, 1980). Depressive responses have
also been reported inehildren (Rutter, 1971)
as well as mothers (Hohno 1996). Clinical
reports indicate that some vouth may
respond by acting out o varviety of wayvs
(Burke, 1920: Wilkes, 1992). Tt should be
noted. however, that the chinical literature
reporting on immigrant family separations
and reunifications might not accurately
represent the responses in families that
do seck treatment. This elinieal iterature
is hkely o overestimate the pathological
responses to separations, because ull[\'
faomihies experiencing difficulties are likely
to present themselves for treatment.

For example. two dissertation studies
not drawn from clinical populations found
no clear Tink between separations and
A study of

outeomes SUPess responses

among Jamaican immigrant amilics found
that while many mothers were depressed.,
the ehildren who were separated rom their
mothers did not demonstrate higher levels ol
stress responses than children who had not
been separated (Hohn, 1996). Likewise, ina
study of college-age students that compared
mimigrants who had been separated from
thenr parents during early development to
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immigrants who had not been separated. no
relation was found between the separation
and cither object relations or motivation
for intimacy (Simpao. 1999). While these
studies may be limited by their use of
standardized instruments, which had not
been normed on the populations under
consideration, they raise the possibility that
the link between separations and negative
outcomes may not be direct.

Theoretical Frameworks

Several bodies of Hterature provide a
potential framework for understanding
aspects of the processes involved in family
separations. Objecet relations theorists
would prediet that ruptures in parental
relationships would lead to significant
Winnicott
arvgued that children develop into secure
adults within the context of stable parental
relationships (Winnicott, 1958). Object
relations theorists generally maintain

developmental challenges.

that carly relationships are the foundation
of the sense of self and the capacity for
relationship with others (Greenberg &
Mitchell, 1983). Though many object
relations theorists place much emphasison
infancy and pre-school attachments. others

have argued that the capacity to develop
object velations is not firmly established in
pre-school years but continues to develop
into adolescence (Western, 1989, Any
disruptions in primary object relations are
thought to create significant pathologies.
This framework
have limited applicability to immigrant
Families, however. Object relations theory
places emphasis on the mother-child dyvad
privileging a Western understanding of the
nuclear familv. Many immigrant families
come from cultures that include a wide

theoretical may

supportive net of extended family members
In extended fami

ies, the “emotional eges
may be more widely dispersed among
several “emotional baskets.” When there are
multiple significant relationships. others
besides parents can ceffectively attend to
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the emotional needs of developing children
Henee, when o pavent leaves, while he or
she may be missed. the temporary foss may
not be traumatic.

Attachment
that disruptions m “affectional bonds™ with

theorists also maintain

parental figures have profound psvehological
and developmental implications (Amsworth.
1959 Bowlby, 1973: Lyvons-Ruth, 1996).

An attachment figure is never
whollvinterchanecable or veplaceable
by another even though there may be
others to whom one is also attached,
In attachments.there is o need (o
maintain proximity. distress upon
mexphicable separation. pleasure or
Joy upon reunion. and griel at Joss
CAinsworth, 1989, p. 709).

Iavly attachment theorists would
cencerallv predict that the attachment
with the mother or primary caretaker
15 of parvticular significance. Ngain, this
Western model mav be overemphasizing
the pathogenie potential ol ruptures in
the parent-child dyvad. Ainsworth has
recognized that parvent =urrogates. sihhings.
and peers also may be extremely =ignificant
as attachment figures (Ninsworth, 1989).
Henceodisruptions in these extended family

relationships can also lead 1o feelings of

sadness and Joss.

The literature on the experience of loss
provides another frame for hroadening our
understanding ol the possible consequences
of ruptures i family relationships (Boss.
1999 Dok, 1989 I'eshbach & Feshbach,
2001 Hepworth, Ryder. & Drever. 1981
Neimeyver. 2001: Pavne, Horn, & Relf, 1999:
Shapiro. 1990, Loss ~which can result from
death as well as a variety ol other "exits™ -
15 a transition that requires adaptation and
may trigger a variety of physical, emotional.
and behavioral responses. Some argue that
it is the lossof the individual (or individuals)
that triggers such responses. while others

claim that it is the secondary Josses (loss of

routines, emotional or financial security.,
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and so forthy that accompany the initial
loss that ultimately cause negative sequelac
(Goldstein, Wampler. & Wise, 1997: Pavne et
al. 1999, In immigrant family separations.
these secondary losses arve likely to play a
stgntficant role 1 adaptation.

The response to what Boss (1999) hax
termed Tambiguous foss™ s particularly
relevant to parent-child separations
during the migratory process, Ambiguous
when a cither
physicallv present but psyvehologieally

losses loved one s
unavailable, or when they are physically
absent but psyehologically present man
lead to complications in the resolution of
oricl. Sinee the parent are not dead but
simply gone for what is often expected to
be ashort time, “permission” to grieve may
not be granted. The childs Toss may thus go
unrecognized and lead to disenfranchised
ariel. whereby silence surrounds the loss
(Doka. 1989). Under such circumstances.
the expected emotions of grieving- sadness.
cuilt. anger. and hopelessness- may bhe
prolonged because there is no public arena
in which to express these emotions, In
mimmigrant family separations. because
there is no clear-cut finality in the
relationship. responses may take the form
of Tow-grade chronic symptomatology vather
than intense, acute responses.

theoretical
framework helps us to predict how losses
and separations might affect famihies
and children. It is critical to understand
the way in which the adults in the ehld's
circle as well as the wider culture react
to the loss (Shapiro, 1991; Silverman.

A broader  systemic

20000, Griel triggers a crisis in family
development that affects all members
as theyv attempt to accommodate to
the absence of a “vital member of an
interdependent family™ (Shapiro. 199,
Both the subjective individual experience.
as well as the ™
grief reactions in the family. community.

“svstemice interweaving of

and culture.” are influential in family and
mmdividual development (Shapiro, 1994).
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If the remaining caretaker is overcome
with his or her own losses, he or she may
not be available to help the child contain
its emotions. Critical to wellbeing is the
child’s ability to keep the missing parent
or carctaker psyvehologically present
(Silverman. 20000, This process may be
best when children are able to
identifv with a part of the loved one. thus

=erved

maintaining an ongoing relationship even
in her abzence. I the ehild has continuity of
('{H‘l‘;ln(l \‘U”](’HH“\V})U})I'U\i\{l‘!\('(JHI“’K'\I“H.
rescarch suggests that the ehild will be
able to make meaning of the loss and
accommodate to it in the Pimgetian sense
of the word (Stlverman. 2000).

Recent =cholarship in the field of

loss and trauma suggests that people
are involved in oo process of meaning
reconstruction after facing disruptive life
cevents in which they lose the connection
with someone they love (Neimever, 20071
Payne et al.. 1999).

and meaning-finding approaches 1o loss

Meaning-making

do not de-emphasize the =uffering that
accompanics such events. Rather. they
place the losses i amore complex web that
also meludes possibilities of finding value
and new meaning with what remains after
the loss. Thev also situate Toss in a social
and relational context. rather than viewing
1as a private experience. As such. they
cmphasize the cross-cultural differences not
only of the practices of grieving. but also in
the meaning= and meaning reconstruction
of Toss (Neimever),

Attachment and object relations theory
along with the clinieal literature on parent-
child separations and loss would generally
prediet that separations resulting from
immigration as well as. concomitant
reunifications are hikely to be quite
problematic. There is. however. no clear
empirical indication of what proportion
of migratory journcys involve separations.
and whether or not comphications are
as widespread as the literature would
predict.
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Prevalence

Though many familiesseem tobe involved
in these transnational formulations, there s
Little sense of the prevalence of these forms
of family separations. novr of the effeets on
family relations (Falicov, 2002). There are
also no available data providing evidence
ol cross-cultural patterns of immigrant
[amily separations. What we know tends
to be ancedotal and largely derived from
chinieal veports (Falicov, 1998: Glasgow &
Gousc-Shees: 1995 Prince, 1968 Seiavra.
1999). While these reports are important

in delineating the svndrome and its elinieal
ramifications. they do not shed light on the
prevalence of family separations caused by
migrations. These studies, hecause they are
devived from elinical populations. only focus
on fomilies and vouth that arve in treatment

Thus. such findings may overly pathologize
the outcome of separations. In this article.
using data from a nonclinical population. we
will report on the prevalence and nature off
these separations. Using quantitative and
qualitative data we will discuss how children
experience immigrant separations. We will
also reflect on the effect of separations. the
possible negative consequences as well
as the families” resilience. and delineate
factors that may complicate or attenuate
the separation.

METHOD

Data presented here are devived from
part of the Longitudinal ITmmigrant
Student  Adaptation  Study  (LISA)
conducted at Harvard University. This
interdisciplinary and comparative study
was designed to document the adaptations
of recently arvived immigrant youth coming
from a varicty of sending countries. We
will report and discuss the findings that
cmerged from parent and child interviews
designed to elicit background information
about the participants, as well as findings
from a follow-up child interview in which
we asked a series of questions about the
separation and reunification.
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Cross-cultural research with immigrant
vouth 1s inherently challenging. There i
a growing consensus in the field that
mixced-method designs. linking emic and
etic perspectives, triangulating data.
and cmbedding emerging findings into
an ccological framework are essential
to this kind of endeavor (Branch, 1999;
Bronfenbrenner, 1988: Doucette-Gates.,
Brooks-Gunn, & Chase-Lansdale, 1998;
Hughes, Scidman, & Bdwards, 1993: Sue
& Sue, 1987; Szapocenik & Krurtines, 1993).
An important theme of the methodological
debates surrounding the philosophical
assumptions of qualitative and quantitative
methods is whether they arve compatible
given radically different epistemological
grounds (Guba & Lincoln. 1991, While
these debates continue. there is a growing
body of work proposing that reseavch that
builds upon the strengths of both types
ol approaches is necessary to achieve an
understanding of complex phenomena
(Ponterotto & Greiger. 1999: Tashakkort &
Teddlic, 1998 Tolman & Szalacha: 1999).

The LISA study uses rescarch anthro-
pology strategies to gain perspective on
immigrant cultural models and social prac-
tices relevant to adaptation i the new set
ting. Youth arcobserved and interviewed in
their <chools, thenr communitios, and their
homes. Research psyehology strategios are
carefully deploved i order to establish a
data bascline on immigration histories,
social and family relations. and academie
attitudes and behaviors, Anomterdiseiplin-
arv. multicudtural team of bilingual and
bicultwral rescarchers enables us to gain
entry nto immigrant communities, estab-
lish rapport and trust with our participants,
develop calturally sensitive instruments.
and provide an interpretive community for
data iterpretation and the contextualiza-
tion of findings.

Participants

The 385 vouth participants are recent
trmigrants from Central America, China.
the Domimican Republic. Haiti, and Mexico.
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The vouth. whom we are following longitu-
dinally. were between the ages of 9 and 14
at the beginning of the study. The partici-
pants, stratified by gender and country of
origin. were recruited from 51 schools in 7
school districts in the Boston and San Fran-
cisco greater metropolitan arcas.

We negotiated entrance into specifice
with high
immigrant students. With the help of school
authorities, vouth who potentially met the
inclusion criteria were identified—recently

school sites densitics of

arvived immigrants whose parents were
both from the country of origin. Rescarch
assistants requested potential participants’
involvement, assured them of confiden-
tiality, and obtained parental informed
consent. This is a sample of convenience.
Random sampling would have beenideal. but
it is not possible with a study that requires
specific inclusion criteria coupled with
signed permission from school personnel
and parents, as well as a commitment to 5
vears of participation. This limits to some
degree our ability to generalize from our
sample. In comparing the rvesults of our
desceriptive statisties (parental education,
parcental employment, houschold size, ete.)
to census and other available information
on the U.S. immigrant population. we are
confident that this sample is representative
of a nonelinical population of recently
arrived tmmigrants currently entering
public school systems.

Procedures
Student-  and
mterviews were developed to gather data
systematically onavariety of relevant top-
ies ineluding: nugration and demographic
history

parcent-structured

schooling in the country of origin,

initial impressions of U.S, <octety in general
and U.S. schools in particular. aspirations.
attitudes toward schooling. patterns of
cognitive and behavioral academic engage-
ment. kinship, family life. and networks
of social velations. The student interviews
cmploy a variety of question formats—some
open-ended, others forced-choice. and still
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others naveative, The interviews are trans
lated into Spanish. Haitian Kreyvol, Man-
darin. and Cantonese. Participants can
choose the Tanguage in which they wish to
be interviewed. Interviews conducted with
all informants ave piloted to establish age.
cultural, and linguistic appropriatencss.
then taped. translated into Knglish., and
coded.

Pattern of Separation Analyses

A major function of the =tructured
mterviews wis to colleet the data for the
quantitative analyses. A\ coding svstem was
devised for the questions appearing on the
student- and parent-structured interview.
The mitial coding svstem was devised using
a priori categories. As we hegan to review
these data. additional categories emerging
from the data were added. The coding
syvstem was reworked until we were able to
establish achigh overall intervater veliability
(.90 Coben’s kappa). Once the data w

re
coded. deseriptive statisties were caleulated
to determine group differences in patterns
and lengths of separations,

Psychological Outcome Data

As part of the payvchozocial measures
ncluded in our study. our eross-cultural
rescarch team developed o psyehologiceal
symptom =cale, informed by the DSM-IV
(American Psyehiatrie Association. 199
and the SCL-90 questionnaive (Derogatis,
1977) that included questions determined
by our interdiseiplinaey research team to
be developmentally appropriate and cross-
culturally velevant. The questions were
piloted on the
developmental level as our participants,
representing each of the countrv-of-origin
groups under consideration. This 26-item
scale consisted of 5 subscales: depie

H]1‘(H'nlill11.\‘ at same

s1on,
inter-

anxicty, cognitive functioning,
personal sensitivity. and hostility.
Qualitative Data

The qualitative analysis was conducted
with data gathered from several sources.
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These included open-ended questions
from the structured interviews conducted
with the whole sample of the 385 children
participating in the LISA study and
separately with their parents. We have
also developed in-depth case studies with
80 children in the LISA study, which
include detailed longitudinal ethnographic
observations in which the experience
of separation was one of the important
dimensions. In addition.
structured. in-depth interviews focused
specifically on the experience of gepration

twelve zemi-

were conducted with vouth who had
undergone lengthy separations. The
data were organized and analvzed using
FolioViews and
ATLAS/t. These programs facilitated the

two soltware programs

inductive and deductive development and
application of codes across data sources, as
well as the creation of conceptual models
from our results. )

RESULTS
Prevalence and Patterns of Separations

Strikingly. fully 85% of the youth in our
gh ) A
sample were separated from one or both

s of migration
(Table 1)." There arve significant differences
between the ethnie groups participating in
the LISA study. Families from the Chinese

parents’ during the procc

group. most requently, tend to migrate as a
unit. while the circumstances of migration
for the Haitian and Central American
croups impose a family disruption during
migration in nearly all cases (96" for both
aroups).

From

whom these children

separated? As we can sce in Table Tonearly

were

hall of our sample were separated from both
parents. Note that this ineludes separation
as adirect result of immigration. as well as
separation for multiple factors. including
immigration combined with divorce. or
the death of a parent. and so forth, Again.
there are significant group differences.
Separation from both parents was most
likely to occur among the Central American
families (in 80% of the cases). This incidence
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Table 1.

Chinese Dominican

N R nos YR e

Family cames all

together i 1

Family separated

during imnmiaration “s Y
Moather nniyv 15 3
father ondy iv 25
Both parent - Y 61

['rom Whom Was Child Separated?

Central Huitian Mexicnn Totul
Ame Sample
n=57 n="71 n =8l
1 1 15 1
96 ue6 Ay N
) 10 2 O
16 27 32 A0
=0 i 1 14

is also high among Dominican and Haitian
familics. When the child is sepavated from
only one parent_ it s most likely to be from
the father. occurring in 30" of our cases.
This was the tvpical pattern for Chinese
and Mextean ehildren. Separation from only
the mother vecurs much less frequently
within the whole sample.

Immigrant children todayv, just a= they
were historicallve ave most likely to be
separated from their fathers 79" of our
sample were separated from fathers at
some point in the migratory process (Table
2). This occarved in 96 ol the Central
American families, and in over 80 of the
Dominican, Haitian, and Mexican families.

It was least likely to occur among the
Chineseo but still oceurved in nearly half
the cases. [tis important to note that even
though scparation only from the mother
(without separation from the (ather) is
relatively uncommon, the total incidence
of children separated from their mother
during the course of the immigration is
very high. Fiftv-five percent of the children
are separated from their mothers sometime
during the course of migration. There are
dramatic differences here between groups.
The Chinese children ave least likely to be
separated from their mothers, while the
majority of Central American, Dominican.
and Haitian children lived apart from their

mothers for a time. Nearly half the Mexican
children are separated from their mothers
al some time during the migration.
Additionallvo it is important to note
that 28% of the childeren have been
separated from their siblings asx a divect
result of migration. The stepwise pattern
of bringing the children to the U.S.
more common among the Dominiean and

1=

Central American groups, occurring in
approximately one-third of the families
I'mally. we must not forget that in most
cases In which the child has been left in
the country of origin. whether with one
parent or alone, a significant bond of
attachment is likely to have been formed
with another primary caregiver, such asan
aunt. uncle, grandparent, ete. The impact
of the separation is quite apparvent in the
qualitative data we will present below.

Length of Separations

[Families often expect that the process
of establishing a home in the host country
will not take long. and that the family will
be reunited within a short period of time.
This may not accur for a variety of reasons,
including financial obstacles, difficulties
with legalizing immigration status. as
well as for personal reasons, such as divoree
and separvation of parents.propelled by the
tensions of the migration process. Thus.
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Table 2.
From Whom Was Child Separated-—Mother or Father?

Chinese

Mother at =ome thne

durine the nnerstion 2B 61

Father at some time

during the micration 1S

Dominican

Toral
Sample

Central Haitian Mexican

American

=il n =81
S0 HY 12 Ty
96 R6 N2 79

the Jength of =epavation from parents can
turn ot to be unexpectedly long, with
mdividual cases in our =ample reporting
being <eparated from one or both parents
for nearly their entire childhood

The diffevence between the groups
i length of time for which the children
have been separated from their mothers
15 striking (Table D). The majority of the
Mexican vouth were separated from their
mothers for less than 2 vears. Chinese
childeen rarely separate from their mothers
to begin with. but when theyv doo it 1s usually
from 2 to 1 vears. For the Central American
childrencon the other hand. the =eparation
1= protracted. lasting over 5 vears in 19"
of the cases.

When separvation from the father oceurs
during migration. it is often a verv lengthy
or permanent one (Pable D, For those
familics who were separated. 51% had

separations from fathers that lasted over 5
vears. This was the case for over halfof the
Dominican and Central American families
and in nearly three-quarters of the Haitian
families.

Sequelae

We conducted one-way analyvses of
variance. ANOVAL using the different
family separation and family constellation
patterns as predictors and the psyvehologieal
symptom scales as outcomes. Analyvses of
family constellations vevealed that ehildren
currently living in intact families noted
significantly fewer depressive symptoms
than those in the other tvpes of family
arrangements: £ (1, 392) = 7.72, p < 0.01.
There were no differences in the other
psvchological subscales for the various

familv constellations.

We also conducted analyses of variance

Table 3.

Chinese Dominican
0= 17 no=1t
Uip o 2 venrs h 36
2oLV 55 39
S e G 25
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Length of Child Separation From Mother Due to Migration

Amne

Total

Centreal Haitinn Mexican
ca Sample
n =26 N=170
vy Yo i Y
20 13 7 (2]
3 o 25 i
19 e 0 28
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Tubte 1.

Length of Child Sepavation From Father Due to Migration

Dominican

Central
\merican

Haitian Mexacan Total

Sample
B

1w ha ol noal n ol s Nouen
a1 [ i 20 h 25
1 B 31 10 53 21
S ovenss h S oy il an ol
to determine if psychological syvmptoms  parents, and teachers. that these

differed across different family separation
patterns. Children who were separated
from their parents were more likely to
report depressive svmptoms than children
who were not separated from their parents
during migration: [7(1.388) = 154 p <
0.05. Children who were separated from

both parents had a higher level of reported
symploms compared (o children who were
not separated: F3L 372 =2.84. p <0.05. Girls
who were separated from their pavents were
particularly likely to veport depressive
symptoms: [(1, 333) = 6.22. p <0.05.
aain however, there were no significant

differences between the separated and non-
separated groups for cither the composite
p=ychological svmptom seale or for the other
psvehologieal symptom subsceales.

1t should also be noted that the level
of reported total psyehological svmptoms
and specifically depressive symptoms for
those children that have heen separated
from their parents during migration is
significantly different between ethnie
oroups. The Chinese children report the
fewoest. while the Haittan childrven report the
highest psvehological svmptoms as a whole:
[ 317) = 120 p<0.01. SUNEN
particular: Fil 330y = G150 p<0.001,

Qualitative Data

It was clear in our many interviews and
conversations during the ethnographic
process with immigrant vouth, their

separations were experienced as painful
and complex by many of those affected.
Below we briefly present the perspectives
of children. parent, and teacher.

Children often spoke emotionally
about separating {rom thewr loved ones.
The  children are asked: What was the
hardest thing about coming to the U.S.7
In the first- vear interview, frequently
the response reflected the pantul nature
of leaving behind a loved one. As one 1-
vear-old Dominican girl said:

The day I left my mother [ {elt
like my heart was staving behind.
Because she was the only person |
trusted-—she was my hife. 1 felt asiff
a light had extinguished. 1 still have
not been able to get used to living
without her.!

I'or most children, the departure is
a time ol mixed feelings. There is an
excitement about the prospecet of reunit-
ing with loved ones and a lile.
On the other hand. migrating entails

new

leaving behind caretakers, who may have
functioned as  attachment figures for
the child. for many vears. Many spoke
emotionally of the bittersweet nature
an 11- vear-old Central
American boy tells us:

of leaving.

Once ITwas in the plane they told
me to be calm. not to be nervous,
not to cry. I was erving because |
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was leaving my grandfather. | had
conflicting feelings. On the one side
I wanted to see my mother. but on
the other I did not want to leave my
grandfather.

While reunification is usually described
with relief and joy, 1t 1s often interlaced

with contradictory emotions. Feelings of

disorientation are prevalently expressed. At
times, the children report not recognizing
the parent and poignantly describe feeling
hike they are meeting a stranger. As a 13-
vear-old Haitian givl said:

“Ididn't know who I was going to
live with or how my life was going to
beo T knew of my facher but 1 did not
know him.”

In several cases, the children express
fear of the parent who they have not seen in
many vears. When the family has evolved in
the child's absence toanclude new parental
figures and siblings, the reunification

process is further complicated. A 10-vear-

old Chinese givl recalls:
The first time T saw my father.
I thought he was my uncle. T was
readly afvaid when T=aw my father's
strict |
unhappy. My father was o stranger

face. He looked very wis

to me. I didn’t expeet to live with a
stepmothor.

Henceo reuntlication is often an

ambivalent experience. The theme of

forging a new relationship with a stranger
s prevalent. This complicates the future
development of the relationship, with
the sense of distance and unfamiliarity
persisting for different lengths of time,
Parents also spoke poignantly of the
sadness ol separating from their children. In
many cases this happened when the children
were mfants and toddlers. Leaving the
children can result from difficult cconomie
conditions or dangerous circumstances in
the country. As the mother of a 13-year-old
Central American boy explained:
{amily Process, Vol 41, No
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[ wasasingle mother and there we
were at war. | talked it over with my
mother and she told me that maybe
{things would be better] on “the other
side.” It was very hard above all to
leave the children when they were so
small. I would go into the bathroom of
the gas station and milk my breasts
that overflowed, erving for my babices
Every time | think of it. 1t makes
me sad.

Parents and children maintain contact
by phone, letters, and gifts though long-
distance communication can be difficult.
especially in long-term separations, as the
children grow up and the parent becomes
an abstraction. The mother of a 12-vear-old
Central American boy explained:

They lived with my mother in
Il Salvador (1 Teft when they were
babics). T spoke to the eldest onee
a month by phone. As the httle one
erew, | spoke to him, too. But since he
didn’t know me, our communication
was quite short. T really had to pull
the words out of him.

[1 is verv important for the parent that
the child understands the veasons they left
s0 that they can appreciate the sacrifice.
This, of course, 1s not always the case. s
the father of a 13-vear-old Mexican boy
confided:

My son and my daughter are not
warm toward me. They are still mad
that 1 left them and was separated
from them for years. Even when |
explain to them that I came here
for them, they don't hear, they don't
understand. My daughter acted
strangely when she first got here.
She got jealous when T hugged my
wife. She just wanted my attention
for herself. Now. that’s changed and
things are getting back to normal.

When the caretaker in the country of
origin supports the relationship in the
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-ation
15 reported. The mother of a 13-vear-old
Mexican givl told us:

absence of the parent. casicr reunifi

In spite of evervthing, we have a
good relationship because my mother
always spoke well of me. She always
told her where I was and that some
day T would come for her. So there's
acertain respect.

Other parents point to the difficulties
faced upon reunification and the building
of the new relationship. As can be expected,
such experiences are mostly evident for
familics i which the children have been
separated from parents at a very yvoung
age. and for lengthy periods of time. The
mother of & 13-vear-old Central American
el admitted:

Our relationship has not been
that good. We were apart for eleven
vears and communicated by Tetters,
We now that
separation. 1t been difficult for
her and for me. 1Cs different for

have to deal with

my son because T've been with him
sinee he was born, T scold him he
understands where 'm coming [rom.
He does not get angry or hurt because
I discipline him. butif T discipline [my
daughter] she takes a completely
different attitude than heo T think
this is aonormal way to feel based on
the circumstance,

Parents. like children, veport that
reunifications can be complicated for
children that have to adapt to a new family
constellation. Jealousy of new siblings or a
new partner was frequently noted, These
characteristios of the separation can lead
to increased tension between the siblings
and differential relationships of the parent
toward the different children. The mother
of o 13-vear-old Central American boy
disclosed: "We're getting used to cach
others We are both beginning a different

life together o o [The kids are jealous of

FAMILY PROCESS

cach other and my husband is jealous of
them.”

Parents also acknowledge the difficultios
that children suffer when separated from
ather relatives that remain in the country of
origin, The mother of a 9-year-old Mexican
¢irl summed up the situation: Before she
came, she missed us. Now she misses her
erandparents.”

Teachers echo the parents and children’s
perspectives. Ininterviews we conduceted
with feachers asking about their views of
the challenges immigrant students face.
several spontancously offered observations
about immigrant family separations.
For example. a high school counsclor
mformed us:

Did vou know we have kids who
are here whose parents are not here?
They live with relatives or friends
like neighbors. old neighbors ot the
parents, and they work to support the
parents back home. So some of the
kids are coming to school and working
as welll [In other cases| the fanly
has been separated for many years., ..
so when they arve reunited sometimes
iUs a mess in the literal sense of the
word. The mother doesn’'t know the
child; she left him and he grew up
with grandmother...The mother
wasn't there and when he comes here
the mother doesn’t have the time to
really build the velationship or mayvbe
doesn’t have the skills, Because she
knows she's been working. sending
money. caring for the child and
ceverything
part. But now it is the child's turm.
vou know, to show understanding.
to show appreciation... Sometimes

she's been doing her

vou have the mother come first and
the kids stay back home and maybe
father left home and has a new
relationship, and the mother is in a
new relationship. So that kids may
be coming to a new family with other
siblings and a step-parent.
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A divector of an International center at
a high school shaved the following:

[ ool like Ineed to give [students]
agreat deal of personal and emotional
support in the transition they are
making. Talk with them. use our
advising group to constantly talk
about the problems of adjustment.
adaptation. how are vou feeling.
what issucs are coming up...Almost
universally they sav things hke "I'm
happy thig vear beeause I'm with my
mother for the first time in D vears
but T miss my grandmother who still
lives in K5I Sadvador.” Ov =T don't see

my dad anvmore.” You know. the
whole issue of family separations,
There ave a lot of emotional issues
which come into this.

YO, Many
students come here hecause one
parent has brought them and all of
asudden they e confronted with a
parent they don't know very well,
Mavbe they have a whole other
familyv they don’t know...We have
people here from China from Brazil,
from Haiti from Central Amerieaand
what 15 mteresting is that they all
[talk about] the same ssues, T don't
know how to live with my parvent.”

DISCUSSION

Clinical Implications

Here we have presented substantial
cvidence that separations between family
members occur frequently durving the
Journey of immigration. The vast majority
of the immigrant children in our sample,
arviving from five different countries of
origin and recruited on two coasts, have
been separated from one or both parents.”
Given that 20 of children in the United
States are growing up in immigrant homes.
a substantial number of children are clearly
alfected by this phenomenon. The faet that
such i large number of families arve affected
by separation has clear implications for

Fonvldy Process, Vol 11 No. 4, 2002 < I'PLL Inc.

clinicians treating immigrant families. In

hiztory taking. clinicians should always ask

whether family separations occurred. The
evaluation should include inquiries about
patterns of migration. length of separation.
and family members involvement. In cases
of family disruptions. the family should not
be viewed as deviant, as separations are
normative to the migratory process.

Using a Western frame of attachment
and object relations theory along with
a nuclear family framework would lead
chimicians to predict that such separations
would result in some degree of the
psyehologieal sequelae. Reports emerging
from clinical contexts have corroborated
aconcern that family separations arising
from the migratory experience lead to
family friction and negative psyehological
outcomes (Arnold. 1991: Brosse. 1930;
Burke. 1980: CDI, 1999). Our finding
that children who arrived to the U.S. as a
family unit involving no separations from
their immediate family were less hikely to
report depressive svmptoms than children
whose families had separated during the
migratory process partially substantiate
this prediction.

Predictions based on the literature.
however, would also lead us to expect
that longer lengths ol separation would be
related to reporting greater psychological
svimptoms (Bowlby, 1973; CDI1999: Freud.
Goldstein & Solnit, 1973). Our findings did
not substantiate a relationship between
length of separations and psvehological
The fact that the total
psychological symptom scale as well as the
anxicty. cognitive functioning. interpersonal
functioning, and hostilitv scales were not
sienificantly different for separated and
nonseparated children lead us to conclude
that the predicted outcomes may be less
acute than might have been anticipated.
These findings are in keeping with
research on children undergoing the severe
stress of war, which has demonstrated that
behavioral disturbances often appear to be

svmptoms.
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“less intense than anticipated” (Jensen &
Shaw, 1993).

While our data illustrate a
relationship between separation and
mereased levels of reported depressive
symptoms, the statistical analyses do not

does

allow us to make interpretations of direct
causality. Other contributing factors may
play a role in the report of these symptoms.
For example, the level of reported depressive
symptoms for thosce children who have
been separated {rom their parents during
fferent between
cthnie groups. The Chinese children

Our findings may also be partially

migration is significantly di

attributed to the ambiguous naturve of
the loss. Rather than viewing the loss as
permanent. ideally the child views the loss
as temporary, allowing her to keep the
loved one psyehologically present. Fuvther.
the extended nature of the immigrant
family constellations may help to dissipate
the loss.

Although the reporting of svmptoms
is generally less than we might have
anticipated.  our  qualitative data.
nonetheless, Mustrate the poignaney of the
separations {from children’s. parents’, and
teachers” points of view. These findings
are in keeping with rescarch on children
separated from their caretakers under
circumstances other than migration. which
confirms that even in cases in which children
do not manifest measurable psyehologieal
svmptloms. moxt report missing their
parents and caretakers (Charnley. 2000:
Totterman. 1989). Separations from loved
ones—extended family members azs well as
parents-- scem (o lead to at least transient
feelings of loss and sadness in both adults
and children.

Separations may also lead to temporary
disruptions in family homeostasis when
family are later
reunited it is to he expected that families
would be temporavily

members leave and
destabilized. In
most cases, the family will return to
normal over time. In others, difficulties
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of c¢linical proportions may continue
long after reunification. Future studies
should systematically assess patterns
and responses to family separations and
reunifications. With better understanding
of response patterns, clinicians would be
able to distinguish between normal and
temporary responses. and more pathogenie
individual-level and family-level responses
requiring clinical intervention.

We would emphasize that symptoms are
not necessarily long-term and will undoubt-
edly be affected by the social contexts both
in country of origin. as well as in the receiv-
ing site. To understand immigrant children’s
responses to family separations. we must
consider the complexity of the separation
experience and the cirecumstances accom-
panying the separation. There is a wide
range of variability in migratory patterns
and circumstances. Further, it s quite
likcly that the psvehological sequelae will
not be manifested similarly across country
of origin. groups or developmental levels
(Minuchin. Colapinto. & Minuchin, 199%).

Complicating and Attenuating Factors

We postulate that a number of factors
complicate the separation experience.
Trauma arising from cither a family
tragedy. such as the death of a loved one. or
from pohitical, ethnic. religious prosceution.
or warfarce, will dramatically alter the
magnitude of the response. The sequelae
may be more negative if the pavent who
goes away is the primary carctaker rather
than the parent with whom the attachment
is weaker. Associated losses ma

compound
responses. Coming to terms with a parent
leaving is move difficult i a child loxes
other critical supportive relationships
concurrently. When predictable voutines.
s0 cherished by most childeen, ave
dramatically altered at the same time
the parent leaves, the experience will be
more disruptive (Boothby, 1992). It may
not be the separation alone but rather
the accompanving “derailing events
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before, during. or after dislocation that
lead to psyehological distress of c¢linical
proportions” (Perez-Foster, 2001).

The concurrent demise of the marital
relationship may occur in tandem with the
migration (Boti & Bautista, 1999: Simpao,
1999). The anticipation of the immigration
may cause relationships to rupture prior to
mmmigration and. in other cases. a break in
the marital relationship may precipitate a
parent journey abroad in search of a stable
income (Simpao. 1999). At times, following
protracted separations. once the family
reunites, the links in the marital dyad ©
may he =0 weakened that the relationship
comes apart in the new context: women may
become significantly more independent.
affaies may have occurved. or the more
recently arrived partner mayv find the
adjustment difticult (Boti & Bautista, 1999).
Heneeo it is a challenge to sort through
which are the problems that arize out of
the immigration-related separation and
those that develop beeause of the marital
separation,

The quality of several relationships
will plava significant role in the nature of
adjustment meluding the child-pavent(s)
relationship bond prior to the migration
(Arnold. 199 1 as wellas the rapport between
the cavetaker(s) and child. Of critical
importance is the relationship between
the care-taking triangle—caretaker.
child. and parent (Minuchin et al. 1998).
Problems may emerge il the parent feels
threatened by the caretaker (Falicov, 2002)
or if the carctaker is disparaging of the
parent. When the parent and caretakers
arc able to work effectively as co-parents,
dizruptions are likely to be much Tess than
when there is an ambivalent (or openly
hostile) relationship. To illustrate:

Mei is a twin born to a middle-class
urban Chinese family. She and her sister
were Largely raised by their paternal
erandparents. who were openly hostile to
their mother who is often away for her
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work. The family migrated when the sisters
were 10, While the mother quickly found
a job as a rescarcher, her father found the
adjustment difficult. He returned to China
with Mei. leaving her twin with the mother
in the U.S. After 2 vears in China. they
returned to the U.S. There was tremendous
marital discord. The mother and Mei's sister
are openty hostile and disparaging of the
father as well as Mei whom they associate
with him. Met is withdrawn. depressed. and
disengaged from sehool.
Joaquin is a 15-vear-old
rural Nicaragua largely by his maternal

raised in

grandparents. An extremely contentious
relationship exists between the grand-
parents and Joaquin’s father. They had
only negative things to sayv ahout the
ather to the U.S.
Joaquin's childhood. taking the mother
with him. At one point. Joagquin’s father
“Kidnapped” (Joaquin's words) him from
the grandparents, which culminated in a
violent scene involving the brandishment
of & machete. Four years after joining his
parents in the U.S. Joaquin names only his
grandparents, as significant people in his

who went carly in

lite. He is clearly socially isolated and longs
desperately to return to Nicaragua.

On the other hand. a cooperative
caretaking triangle can enrich the child's
The following
exemplifies this:

experience. situation

Regine lived for 5 years with her mother
in Haili's capital city until her single mother
migrated to the U.S. in search of regular
income to support her daughter. Recognizing
that she could not work long hours and suit-
ably care for her daughter, she left Regine
with her sister with whom she had a close
relationship, Regine’s mother
regular contact throughout the vear with
both her daughter and the caretaking aunt
and went back every vear to visit them.
Regine also visited her mother several
times during summers. Once she joined
her mother in the U.S. at age 10 to stay
permanently, Regine stayed in regular con-

maintained
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tact with her aunt who remains an impor-
tant psychological presence in her life. Her
adjustment was smooth and she reports
feeling lucky that she has two mothers—she
refers to her biological mother as "maman”
and (o her aunt as “petite maman.”

A caretaker’s ambivalent relationship
with the parent who has left may foreclose
positive discussions about the missing
parent (Shapiro, 19910, If the carctaker is
concurrently grieving the absence of the
missing parent. the child is likely to hold
back in talking about the loss. making it
difficult to make meaning of the situation.
Further, il the caretaker is also depressed
by the separation from the parent. she will
be less available psvehologically to the
child (Clarke-Stewart, MceCartney. &
Vandell. ot al.. 2000; Falicov, 1998: Hohn,
1996: Lyons-Ruth. Wolfe, & Lyubehik, 2000:
Shapiro, 1991 Sudrez-Orozeo & Sui
Orvozeo, 2001 Weissbourd, 1996).

A variety of fTamily characteristies may

‘Y-

complicate or conversely act as a protective
factor in the adjustment to this significant
family transition. The remaining caretaker’s
ability to act asa holding environment that
projects asensce of normaley and high morale
will be mmportant (Boothby, 1992 Pever
Foster, 2001 Whether or not the family s

able to maintain asense of family coherence
(Fahcov, 2002) will he eritical. Ave they
able to expand the houndaries to include
cach point in the care-taking trisamgle? The
ability to maintain authority as a parent
15 critical. and may be compromised if the
parent feels guilty about leaving the child
(Arnold. 1991: Burke. 1980: Falicov. 2002).
Maintaining communication during the
parents’ absence 1s also linked o better
outcomes, =ince inconsistent or minimal
contact may be interpreted by the children
as abandonment or not caring (Glasgow &
Gouse-Shees, 1995). Phone calls, letters.
tapes, photographs, and gifts play critical
svmbolic roles in keeping the flame of the
relationship alive (Robertson & Robertson,
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1971). Problems at the time of reunification
may cause difficulties in the adjustment
process, Often new unions have emerged-—
children may encounter new step-parvents
and siblings. and these transitions may be
quite complhicated (Arnold. 1991).

In spite of these challenges. children
often display remarkable resilience in the
face of the adversities of family separation.
Of eritical importance to the adjustment
process is how the child makes meaning
of the situation of separation from parents
and other Toved ones. If the child 1= well
prepared for the sepavation. and il the
separation is ramed as temporary and
necessary. undertaken for the good of the
Family, the separation will be much more
managceable than if the ¢hild feels aban
doned. Additionally, as our data suggest.
separation followed by reunification. afte
an initial period of disorientation. may
lead to an increased sense of closeness and
intimacy in some families. Many of our par-
ticipants viewed the relationship between
parents and children as having inereasced
in intensity beeause of the need to "miake
up for lost time.”

[family therapists should be aware of
the phenomenon of separation in their
assessments and treatment of immigrant
familics because it creates a challenge to
family relations and development. For
many children, the process is painful.
and leads to a sense of longing for missing
parents. The “context and cireumstances”
of the separation will play a critical role
in different outcomes (Wolkind & Rutter
1985). If the separation is cooperatively
managed by parent and cavetakers. and
if the accompanying losses are minimized.
the child, though changed. may not
necessarily be damaged by the experience.
Future research will be required to further
unpack the short- and long-term etfeets of
the separation as well as ways to attenuate
the effects of separation.
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ENDNOTISS

"The subseales of the Symptom checeklist we used

included the following items: “Lately. do vou™

Depression: not have much energy, not feel like
cating. cry casilyv, feel sad, feel not intevested
in much of anything, worry too much

Interpersonal sensitivity: {eel eritical of others,
feel shy. foel others do not understand vou,
feel people do not Tike you. feel like vou are
not as good as other people.

Cognitive functioning: have trouble remembering
things. have trouble making decisions. have
trouble concentrating

Anxiety: feel nervous, feel something terrible is
going to happen, feel like vour heartis racing,
feel tense. keep remembering something
frightening

stilitv:Aeel annoved too easilv, ose femper too

casily, eot into argumoents too easily,

In addition to these items, the composite
symptom scale also included the item, “have
=tomach aches fora total of 26 items,

We detined “parents” as biological or adoptive
parents. to whom the chitd had formed an at-
tachment bond

“Note that for all tables in this aoticle, chi-square
analvses reached the significance levelof p < .01,
Also please note that the percentages may not
alwivs add up ro exactly 1007 as all numbers
were rounded.

"Alquotes have been franslated from respon-
dent’s nanive hinguage

We do not elaim that this siomple s represen-

tative of the entire immigrant population in the
United States, beeause it was= not randomly gen-
erated all acros= the countey, While we have data
on mmigrant vouth comimg from five sending

conterscimmigrant famidies comime from other

countites v have lower (or higherirates of sep
e

from public schools it would not be inelusive of

aralions. Fuarther

participant s were ree
nuddie and upper-status fanlies who =ond their
chitdren to private or parochial <chools. There

fore s mas he somewhat of sy over-cstimation o

weprevalenee of sepitcations fov alb immigrant s

octoceonomic fevels. We are condident.

Sesvever, that it is representative ol imnongrant
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vouth from these five sending regions attending
public schools in the Boston and San Franeiseo
arcas. Although we cannot determine from this
sample the exacet proportion of immigrant vouth
affeeted, this study provides a strong indication

of the magnitude of the phenomenon,

“We include commaon-law arrangements in
thrs category.
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