
Abstract: Who do you imagine when you think of family reunion? You may see Moroccan and Turkish wives 
arriving in countries with longer histories of family immigration like Austria, Belgium, France, and Germany. You 
may think family reunion is the way that most immigrants come to your EU Member State. These stereotypes are 
far from the real lives of these families who are making the EU their home. In most EU countries, the number of 
reuniting non-EU families is small compared to the many other people arriving legally every year. They are the most 
important in Sweden and new countries of immigration in Southern and Central Europe. There are more reuniting 
non-EU families in Italy, Spain, or the UK than in France or Germany and more in Czech Republic, Greece, or 
Portugal than in Austria or Belgium. These newcomer families are very diverse, coming from all over the globe. 
Rarely do the majority in a given EU country come from the same country or region. In most countries, non-EU 
family reunion involves only the nuclear family and annually affects more children than spouses or partners.  

One major assumption behind family reunion policymaking is that policy determines how many families are able to 
reunite in a country of destination. The non-EU family reunion rate is a simple new measure used in this briefing to 
compare the outcomes of family reunion policies. Spearman’s correlation analysis of MIPEX and Eurostat statistics 
identifies a very strong positive relationship between non-EU family reunion rates  and policies. Policy restrictions 
will likely function as obstacles to the right to family reunion. Policies that become more restrictive, selective, and 
discretionary will likely function as obstacles for sponsors and families who want to reunite. The effects of policy 
restrictions on family reunions cannot be denied or ignored, since family reunion is a right enshrined in EU law.  
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Is family reunion how most people are immigrating to my country? No. 

Family reunion is often presented as the reason why most people move to an EU Member State. 
Instead, the European Commission noted that family immigration has progressively decreased from half 
of all legal immigration in the early 2000s to about one third today. According to Eurostat, most 
newcomers in 2010 and 2011 were not reuniting family members. The majority of newcomers came 
with permits for work, study, international protection, and so on. People coming with a family permit do 
not make up the majority of newcomers, but they are a large – and sometimes the largest – group in the 
majority of EU Member States, as seen below in Table 1. In fact, family reunion is as significant in new 
countries of immigration like CZ, GR, IT, LU, PT and ES as it is in countries often associated with family 
immigration like AT, BE, FR, DE, NL and SE.  

However, this number of 
total family permits is 
not appropriate for 
discussion of the EU 
Family Reunion Directive 
2003/86/EC because it 
includes the family 
members of a country’s 
citizens or other EU 
resident citizens. 

 

For example, the number of family reunions seems so high in countries like AT, BE, FR, DE, LU, and NL 
because nearly every other person who obtained a family permit in 2011 belonged to the family of EU 
citizens. EU citizens’ family members also accounted for most of the families reunited in CY, IE, and MT. 

Table 2 presents the 
latest Eurostat statistics 
on how many non-EU 
citizens came to join 
their non-EU sponsor in 
2011. These are the 
people directly affected 
by Directive 
2003/86/EC. Note that 
data is missing for 
Poland for 2011.  

In most Member States, non-EU family reunion is not large compared to the many other people arriving 
every year. The countries where non-EU family reunion are most important are CZ, GR, NO, and SE. 
Since the financial crisis, non-EU family reunion has become more important in Southern European 
countries (IT, PT, ES) as the overall levels of new immigration have fallen in these previously major 
destinations for work migration. Non-EU family reunion is also important in Central European countries 
with very new and few immigrant communities. In other countries, the level drops to around one-in-five 
in AT, DE, and NL or one-in-six in BE, DK, FR, or the UK. Very few non-EU families reunite in CY, IE, or MT. 
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Is non-EU family reunion increasing in the EU? No. 

Tables 3 and 4 show the number of new non-EU family permits per 
country. The numbers are modest for most countries. The major 
destinations for non-EU families are IT, UK, and ES, with SE, FR, and 
DE far below them. Since 2010, the number of new non-EU family 
reunions fell in the EU by an estimated 13%, or 66,657 people. Italy 
was largely responsible for this drop, just as it was for the rise in 
the EU from 2009 and 2010. Numbers also decreased in AT, BE, CY, 
CZ, FR, DE, GR, ES, and UK and increased in only HU, LV, NL, and SE.  

 
The number of family permits is 
not the best international 
measure the outcome of policies.  
Table 5 presents the non-EU 
family reunion rate, a better and 
simple new measure created for 
this briefing.1 Non-EU family 
reunion seems more common 
(>3%) in countries like SE, FI, UK, 
NL, IT, PT and a few Central 
European countries. Non-EU 
family reunion is rare (<1%) in CY, 
DE, IE, LV, and MT. Rates varied 
from 2010 to 2011 (Table 6) but 
in only a few countries were the 
changes statistically significant 
(for all differences, p≤0.05, 
highlighted in red or green). Rates 
fell significantly in BE, CZ, GR, IT, 
and UK and rose slightly in LV. 
BE’s new income requirement 
and the UK’s pre-entry English 
test were both introduced in late 
2010 and likely contributed to 
these drops, athough national                                                              
evaluations are not yet available. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
1
 Naturalisation rates are created in a similar way by Eurostat. The rate presents the number of successful applicants 

(numerator) as a part of the total non-EU legal resident population (denominator). Data was not available for EE, NO, PL, & RO.  

Table 3: Permits for newly 
reunited non-EU families 

 2010 2011 

Austria 7,838 7,107 

Belgium 11,692 10,091 

Bulgaria 1,725 917 

Cyprus 741 402 

Czech Republic 13,398 9,024 

Denmark 4,582 4,177 

Finland 4,302 4,828 

France 29,898 26,149 

Germany 28,200 24,810 

Greece 13,398 9,783 

Hungary 1,349 2,487 

Ireland 300 296 

Italy 160,200 119,756 

Latvia 413 1,333 

Lithuania 691 738 

Luxembourg 340 679 

Malta 30 25 

Netherlands 11,404 12,563 

Norway 9,572 10,945 

Portugal 11,967 11,931 

Romania 910 1,103 

Slovakia 697 631 

Slovenia 2,231 2,841 

Spain 90,288 86,386 

Sweden 32,190 34,300 

United Kingdom 103,187 92,053 

EU estimate (EE 
& PL missing) 531,971 465,314 

Table 5: Non-EU family 
reunion rates, calculated 
from Eurostat data % 

 
2010 2011 

Austria 1,43 1,28 

Belgium 3,46 2,44 

Bulgaria 5,91 3,02 

Cyprus 1,69 0,64 

Czech Republic 4,66 3,21 

Denmark 2,14 1,89 

Finland 4,37 4,58 

France 1,22 1,05 

Germany 0,62 0,54 

Greece 1,69 1,22 

Hungary 1,66 3,03 

Ireland 0,40 0,43 

Italy 5,35 3,70 

Latvia 0,11 0,36 

Lithuania 2,00 2,33 

Luxembourg 1,15 2,25 

Malta 0,28 0,25 

Netherlands 3,34 3,71 

Portugal 3,30 3,46 

Slovakia 2,88 2,42 

Slovenia 2,88 3,67 

Spain 2,71 2,60 

Sweden 9,92 9,74 

United Kingdom 4,22 3,80 
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Table 4: Permits for newly reunited non-EU family members, selected EU Member States, 2008 to 2011 
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Do family reunion policies determine whether or not 

families reunite? 

One major assumption behind family reunion policymaking is that the policy 
determines how many families are able to reunite in the country. Recent 
academic and governmental evaluations in several European countries suggest 
that requirements like age limits, pre-entry tests, and high income requirements 
are more effective for reducing family reunion than they are for improving 
socio-economic participation, language learning, or fighting forced marriage.2  

This briefing analyses whether countries’ non-EU family reunion rates are linked 
to national policies. A strong positive correlation is hypothesized between the 
policy and the number of families able to reunite under the policy. In any given 
year, more families are expected to reunite in countries that facilitate the right 
to family reunion. Policy restrictions will presumably function as obstacles to 
reuniting families: the more restrictions in a country’s policy, the lower the rate.  
 
Table 7 presents the 2010 MIPEX scores for family reunion policies in the 1st 
column. This briefing also collected data on 2011 legal changes in AT, BE, DK, 
NL, SI, and UK based on the MIPEX blog. In 2010, family reunion policies scored 
as favourable for integration in PT, ES, and SE and as slightly unfavourable in IE, 
DK, and CY. No country obtained a 100%. The 2nd column presents a score for 
‘Access to family reunion.’ It is the average of the first three dimensions of the 
strand: eligibility, conditions, and security of status. It is the average of the first 
three dimensions of the strand: eligibility, conditions, and security of status. The 
fourth, rights associated, is excluded since it measures families’ rights upon  
arrival. Together, the first three all regulate their ability to reunite. They capture 
how restrictive, selective, and discretionary policies are. Indeed, policies on 
eligibility and conditions are strongly correlated. Countries with inclusive 
definitions of the family tend to add few conditions, out of respect for family 
life. Others often restrict both family definitions and the conditions required.  

 
Spearman's rank correlation coefficient is used 
to assess the relationship between policies and 
rates. Rates were calculated for 2008, 2010, and 
2011. A very strong positive correlation emerges 
between the non-EU family reunion rate and 
family reunion policies for 25 EU Member States 
in 2011 (see left). A country’s non-EU family 
reunion rate is strongly connected to its policy, 
regardless of whether the policy is measured as 
the MIPEX family reunion strand (Spearman’s 
rho 0,623, p<0.001) or ‘Access to family reunion’ 
–the average of the 1st three family reunion 
dimensions (Spearman’s rho 0,611, p<0.01). This 
strong correlation holds for policies and rates in 
2010, 2007/8, and for legal changes in 2011.  
 

                                                           
2
 See Huddleston, T. (2011), Impact of new family reunion tests and requirements on integration www.migpolgroup.com/projects_detail.php?id=63  

Table 7: MIPEX scores for non-EU 
family reunion policy in May 2010 

  

Family 
Reunion 
Strand 

Family 
Reunion 
‘Access’  

Austria 41 38 

Belgium 68 69 

Bulgaria 51 52 

Cyprus 39 38 

Czech Republic 66 66 

Denmark 37 35 

Estonia 65 64 

Finland 70 74 

France 52 44 

Germany 60 58 

Greece 49 43 

Hungary 61 64 

Ireland 34 39 

Italy 74 68 

Latvia 46 42 

Lithuania 59 59 

Luxembourg 67 69 

Malta 48 48 

Netherlands 58 52 

Portugal 91 90 

Slovakia 53 59 

Slovenia 75 75 

Spain 85 88 

Sweden 84 82 

United Kingdom 54 58 
 

http://www.migpolgroup.com/projects_detail.php?id=63


5 
 

While correlation is not the same as causation, the nature of the two variables suggests a causal link. The policy 
influences which and how many families are eligible and are accepted for family reunion. A family’s application is only 
successful when authorities take a positive decision, which must (or should) be based on the policy. Certainly, other 
factors may also influence family reunion and explain why the correlation between policies and rates is very strong, but 
not perfect. A person’s need and eligibility to reunite with a family member abroad are major factors in whether or not 
he or she applies. These societal and individual factors may include the situation in the country of origin, international 
travel costs, immigrants’ reason for migration, marital status, family size and structure, length of residence, and 
intentions to settle permanently. Policies play out differently for different types of people. Still, these results 
demonstrate that family reunion policies are a—if not the—major factor. Policy restrictions are therefore a major factor 
behind low and declining non-EU family reunion rates. 

What do immigrants themselves say about family reunion? 

The 2012 Immigrant Citizens Survey used comparable random sampling methods to interview over 7,000 non-EU-born 
adults in 15 cities. Led by King Baudouin Foundation and MPG, the survey was conducted in Belgium, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Italy, Portugal, and Spain and co-financed by the European Commission and private foundations.  
 
Non-EU-born immigrants were asked if family reunion was necessary and helpful for their family life and integration: 
1)  The majority of separated families have already reunited in most surveyed countries. 
2) Family reunion helped immigrants improve family life, sense of belonging and often other integration outcomes. 
3) The documents required and discretionary powers of authorities were cited as major problems for applicants 

• Former applicants said that authorities had too much power to ‘do whatever they wanted’ during the  
               procedure, particularly in French cities (38%), Italian cities (34%) and Portuguese cities (28%).  
• The documentation required was another important obstacle for family reunion in countries such as  
               Belgium (24%) and Germany (50%).  

4) Only limited numbers of first-generation immigrants were ever separated from a partner or children. 
5)  Most separated immigrants do not want to apply for their family, due to family choices or to policy obstacles. 
 
Reasons why ICS respondents with spouse or children abroad do not want to apply for family reunion 

Two personal reasons 
were that potential 
sponsors do not want to 
settle in the country or 
their family does not 
want to move. These 
reasons were regularly 
given in Budapest and 
cities in Italy, Portugal, 
and, to some extent, 
Belgium and Spain. 
 
Two other reasons were 
related to policy. Many 
separated immigrants 
say that they either can-
not meet the require-
ment or do not know if 
they meet them, espe-
cially in cities in Belgium, 
Italy, and Portugal.  
 

For more, see www.immigrantsurvey.org 

http://www.immigrantsurvey.org/
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Are most families coming from traditional sending countries like Morocco or Turkey? No.  

Although the public associates family reunion with specific countries of origin, the list of major countries of origin (Table 
8) shows that families come from all over the world. Table 8 presents the Eurostat data on the percentage of reuniting 
non-EU families in each country in 2011 coming from a given non-EU country of origin, as indicated by the nationality of 
the arriving family members. Highlighted in green are nationalities that make up 10% or more of the relevant EU Mem-
ber State’s annual non-EU family reunions. These percentages have changed little between 2010 and 2011. 
 
Moroccans, the largest group, make up only 11% in the 26 EU countries and Norway. That’s just one in nine reuniting 
families. For Turks, the figure is much lower, at 3% (or just one in 33). In recent years, most reunited non-EU families in 
EU countries have been coming from the world’s largest countries, Europe’s neighbours, and major countries of origin 
for immigrants settled in the EU. This list includes important countries of origin for Europe both near (Albania, Ukraine, 
and Russia) and afar (India, Pakistan, Philippines, Ecuador, and Brazil). Reuniting non-EU families are even more diverse 
than this short list. Only half of non-EU families came from the countries in this list.  
 

Table 8: Reuniting non-EU families in 2011 by major countries of origin (by citizenship) 

  Morocco India China Pakistan Albania USA Turkey Russia Ukraine Philippines Ecuador Brazil 

Austria 0% 3% 3% 1% 0% 3% 18% 3% 2% 1% 0% 1% 

Belgium 15% 5% 3% 2% 1% 3% 6% 4% 0% 0% 0% 1% 

Bulgaria 0% 1% 5% 1% 0% 3% 14% 40% 6% 0% 0% 0% 

Cyprus 0% 6% 0% 2% 0% 4% 0% 49% 8% 0% 0% 1% 

Czech Republic 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 3% 0% 3% 1% 0% 0% 0% 

Denmark 1% 20% 8% 7% 0% 6% 2% 2% 9% 2% 0% 1% 

Estonia 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 2% 0% 58% 10% 0% 0% 0% 

Finland 0% 10% 4% 2% 0% 3% 3% 26% 2% 1% 0% 0% 

France 16% 2% 4% 1% 0% 1% 7% 1% 0% 1% 0% 1% 

Germany 1% 7% 4% 1% 0% 6% 17% 4% 2% 0% 0% 2% 

Greece 0% 0% 0% 1% 75% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 

Hungary 0% 7% 30% 1% 0% 8% 2% 6% 4% 0% 0% 1% 

Ireland 0% 0% 2% 6% 2% 2% 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 2% 

Italy 12% 4% 9% 3% 12% 2% 1% 1% 4% 5% 2% 1% 

Latvia 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 66% 12% 0% 0% 0% 

Lithuania 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 36% 11% 0% 0% 1% 

Luxembourg 1% 8% 7% 0% 1% 12% 0% 4% 1% 0% 0% 4% 

Malta 0% 4% 0% 0% 0% 0% 4% 4% 4% 0% 0% 0% 

Netherlands 6% 12% 6% 1% 0% 9% 9% 2% 1% 1% 0% 2% 

Norway 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 5% 2% 4% 0% 0% 

Portugal 1% 2% 8% 1% 0% 0% 0% 1% 10% 0% 0% 35% 

Romania 0% 1% 26% 1% 0% 6% 22% 4% 1% 0% 0% 1% 

Slovakia 0% 1% 9% 0% 0% 5% 1% 15% 14% 0% 0% 1% 

Slovenia 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Spain 36% 2% 10% 6% 0% 0% 0% 1% 2% 1% 7% 1% 

Sweden 1% 4% 5% 2% 0% 3% 4% 3% 1% 2% 0% 1% 

United Kingdom 0% 25% 3% 14% 0% 6% 1% 1% 0% 2% 0% 1% 

26 EU countries 
& NO, missing PL 11% 8% 6% 5% 5% 3% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

 
 
 



7 
 

Table 9: 4 Top countries of origin for newly arrived non-EU families in 2011 

Rarely do most newcomer 
families in a given country 
(Table 9) come from the 
same non-EU country (CY, 
GR, EE, LV) or region (LT, SI), 
which is mostly the case in 
new and relatively small 
countries of destination for 
non-EU families.  

A few nationalities are 
largely limited to one EU 
country (FR, GR, PT). Others 
have spread out across new 
countries of work migration 
and countries with longer 
histories of family 
immigration (Moroccan, 
Pakistani, Chinese, Indian 
and Turkish families).  

Since refugees often cannot 
live with their family in any 
other country but their 
country of residence, many 
families are likely joining 
current or former refugees, 
based on their nationality 
(Afghanistan, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Iraq, Libya, Former 
Yugoslavia).  

Is it mostly spouses who get non-EU family reunion permits? No.  

Table 10 depicts what percentage of 
non-EU family permits in 2011 went 
to spouses or partners, children, 
and other family members in vari-
ous EU countries. This Eurostat data 
shows that the EU Family Reunion 
Directive affects children as much 
as spouses. In most countries in 
2010 and 2011, more children ar-
rived than spouses or partners. 
Spouses and partners made up the 
majority in BE, DK, IE, NO, and SE.  
 
 
Only the nuclear family is able to reunite in most countries. Few other family members benefitted from family reunion, 
mostly in new countries of migration like CZ, IE, IT, PT and ES. These trends vary from year-to-year but change little.    

  1st 2nd 3rd 4th 

Austria Serbia (19%) Turkey (18%) Bosnia (12%) Kosovo (8%) 

Belgium Morocco (15%) Turkey (6%) India (5%) Guinea (4%) 

Bulgaria Russia (40%) Turkey (14%) Ukraine (6%) FYROM (5%) 

Cyprus Russia (49%) Ukraine (8%) India (6%) USA (4%) 

Czech Republic FYROM (24%) Uzbekistan (17%) Montenegro (13%) Trinidad (11%) 

Denmark  India (20%) Ukraine (9%) China (8%) Pakistan (7%) 

Estonia Russia (58%) Ukraine (10%) Non-citizens (17%) Belarus (5%) 

Finland Russia (26%) Somalia (12%) India (10%) Iraq (5%) 

France  Algeria (18%) Morocco (16%) Tunisia (8%) Turkey (7%) 

Germany Turkey (17%) India (7%) Kosovo (7%) USA (4%) 

Greece Albania (75%) Georgia (7%) Oman (3%) Egypt (3%) 

Hungary China (30%) USA (8%) India (7%) Russia (6%) 

Ireland Somalia (13%) Sudan (13%) Afghanistan (11%) Pakistan (6%) 

Italy Albania (12%) Morocco (12%) China (9%) Moldova (6%) 

Latvia Russia (66%) Ukraine (12%) Belarus (5%) Kazakhstan (5%) 

Lithuania Russia (36%) Belarus (22%) Ukraine (11%) Afghanistan (4%) 

Luxembourg USA (12%) Montenegro (11%) Kosovo (8%) India (8%) 

Malta Libya (36%) Serbia (16%) Ethiopia (16%) Eritrea (8%) 

Netherlands India (12%) Turkey (9%) USA (9%) China (6%) 

Norway Turkmenistan (10%) Somalia (8%) Qatar (7%) Eritrea (5%) 

Portugal Brazil (35%) Cape Verde (15%) Ukraine (10%) China (8%) 

Romania China (26%) Turkey (22%) Syria (8%) South Korea (6%) 

Slovakia South Korea (29%) Russia (15%) Ukraine (14%) China (9%) 

Slovenia  Bosnia (49%) Kosovo (27%) FYROM (12%) Serbia (6%) 

Spain Morocco (36%) China (10%) Ecuador (7%) Pakistan (6%) 

Sweden Iraq (13%) Thailand (7%) China (5%) India (4%) 

United Kingdom India (25%) Pakistan (14%) USA (6%) Saudi Arabia (4%) 


