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AbstrAct
This paper analyzes the influence of immigration policy 
and the Great Recession on spousal reunification in 
Spain. After a significant immigration boom (2000-2008), 
family-related migration has contributed to the signifi-
cant flows that continued to arrive in Spain during the 
economic crisis. But this type of migration was subject 
to both the crisis and immigration policy changes, such 
as visa conditions, which may not have been specifically 
addressed to influence these flows. Using data from the 
Spanish Labor Force Survey (LFS), the research consid-
ers married primary immigrants who came to Spain from 
the four main countries of origin (Ecuador, Colombia, 
Romania and Morocco) and concludes, first, that tighter 
conditions to visit the country—particularly tourist border 
controls—discourage spousal reunification. The reason 
could be that during the immigration boom, illicit immi-
gration abounded and secondary immigrants were arriv-
ing as tourists. Secondly, reunification was slowed down 
by the Great Recession for the majority of the countries 
considered, except Ecuador. Unsurprisingly, given the 
job losses in typical male jobs, the negative influence of 
the crisis is greater for female primary immigrants. Third, 
contrary to the expectations that placed secondary im-
migrants as people with relatively low ties to the labor 
market, the research shows that because spousal reuni-
fication coincided with a deep economic and job crisis, 
female secondary immigrants increased the family labor 
supply in order to maintain consumption and/or remit-
tance in what looks like an added-worker effect.

Keywords
Family-related migration; migrant flows; migrants; mi-
gration policy; Spain; spousal reunification; survival 
analysis.

resumen
En este trabajo se analiza la influencia de las políticas de 
inmigración y de la Gran Recesión en la reunificación fa-
miliar en España. Tras el auge inmigratorio (2000-2008), 
las migraciones por motivos familiares han contribuido 
a mantener flujos de entrada significativos a lo largo de 
la crisis en España. Sin embargo, tanto la propia crisis 
como las políticas inmigratorias -como la necesidad de 
visado- afectan a este tipo de inmigración. Con datos de 
la Encuesta de Población Activa (EPA), esta investiga-
ción considera casos de inmigrantes primarios llegados 
a España de los cuatro principales países de origen 
(Ecuador, Colombia, Rumanía y Marruecos) y concluye, 
en primer lugar, que condiciones más estrictas para visi-
tar el país -en particular, la exigencia de visado- frenan 
la reunificación matrimonial. La razón puede deberse a 
que durante el auge de la inmigración muchos inmigran-
tes secundarios llegaban a España como turistas. En se-
gundo lugar, la Gran Recesión frenó la reunificación para 
todos los países considerados, excepto Ecuador, y su in-
fluencia negativa es mayor para las mujeres inmigrantes 
primarias, algo lógico pues la crisis eliminó empleos típi-
camente masculinos. En tercer lugar, y contrariamente 
a las expectativas que asignan al inmigrante secundario 
unos vínculos con el empleo comparativamente redu-
cidos, la investigación muestra que la coincidencia de 
la reunificación con una profunda crisis económica y de 
empleo ha llevado a inmigrantes secundarios femeninos 
a la actividad laboral, aumentando la oferta de trabajo fa-
miliar, con el fin de mantener el consumo y / o las reme-
sas, en lo que parece ser un “efecto trabajador añadido”.

PAlAbrAs clAve
Análisis de supervivencia; emigración familiar; España; 
flujos migratorios; inmigrantes; política migratoria; 
reunificación familiar.
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IntroductIon

After a decade of striking immigration flows into 
Spain, the crisis that hit the Spanish economy in 
2008 dramatically changed the attractiveness of this 
destination country, especially because of the sharp 
falls in employment levels, together with substantial 
wage moderation, caused by the Great Recession. 
Despite falling immigrant flows, however, about 
400,000 immigrants have continued to arrive in 
Spain each year since 2009 (Izquierdo et al. 2014). 
This paper analyzes a particular aspect of potential 
flows, specifically spouse reunification, which may 
be relatively less dependent on economic forces 
as compared with other types of immigration. Basi-
cally, the research looks into the impact of two fac-
tors: immigration policy changes and the crisis itself 
on the likelihood that a primary immigrant made it 
possible that his or her spouse arrived in Spain as a 
secondary immigrant.

Looking at migration as a social process, fam-
ily strategies are key factors that shape migratory 
processes by interacting with other elements such 
as community formation, networks, chain migra-
tion and state policies (Castles 2004). Therefore, 
the consequence of economic factors and state 
policies on family strategies are significant issues, 
not just because of their effects on flows, but also 
because of their interactions with the remaining el-
ements. During the Spanish crisis, some families 
opted for returning to the origin country, while others 
remained in Spain, even if unemployment hit them 
hard. Further, some families who remained decided 
to reunify, thus contributing to the maintenance of 
flows. The general objective of this paper is to ana-
lyze family-related immigration in Spain, particularly 
spousal reunification. The specific objectives are to 
explore the changes in family-related immigration 
that occurred as a result of the crisis and as a result 
of visa requirements imposed on some foreign na-
tionals at the border.

Another specific objective of the paper is to explore 
whether the Great Recession had different effects on 
reunification depending on gender. Following Kof-
man (2004), family migration was traditionally seen 
as a secondary type of migration in policy terms. This 
migration typically consisted of female dependents 
who followed the male primary migrants. A conse-
quence of this “gendered view” is that the effects of 
family migration on the labor market are overlooked 
(Kofman, 2004). This is relevant for the present pa-
per because the Great Recession in Spain brought 
about a high rise in male unemployment levels as a 
result of the severe crisis in the construction sector 
and other sectors where jobs were typically held by 
men.1 In this regard, given that spousal reunification 
is not necessarily aimed at a job search by the sec-
ondary migrant, an interesting analytical concept is 
that of labor market attachment (the degree of inte-

gration into the regular labor market). Thus, the pa-
per devotes some effort to looking at the extent to 
which reunified spouses are working or searching for 
a job in order to help understand the rationale behind 
reunification processes. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 
two presents a background of the literature devoted 
to study family-related migration, paying special at-
tention to the work on the Spanish case. A descrip-
tion of Spanish immigration trends originating in the 
four countries that explain the majority of recent in-
coming flows is then presented in the third section. 
The policy changes affecting immigration from these 
countries (Ecuador, Colombia, Romania and Mo-
rocco) are also explained. Research hypotheses are 
introduced in the fourth section, which is followed by 
the description of data and methods in the fifth sec-
tion. The results are presented in sections six (de-
scriptive analysis) and seven (multivariate analysis), 
while the conclusions are presented in the final part 
of the paper. 

reseArch bAcKground

From a host country perspective, the study of fam-
ily-related migration is relevant because of its poten-
tial effects on future migration flows. Moreover, the 
analysis of the determinants of family-related migra-
tion can provide information about the effectiveness 
of measures aimed at influencing the size and char-
acteristics of the immigrant population. An additional 
interest of analyzing spousal reunification comes 
from its likely influence on the size of the labor force, 
since primary migrants’ partners are relatively more 
prone to be of working age, as compared with their 
ascendants or children. 

The literature on the “new economics of labor mi-
gration” has underlined the benefits that the arrival 
of new migrants confers upon the primary migrants, 
which stem from the economic role played by “net-
work and kinship capital.” This can be thought of 
in the framework of collective migration decisions, 
where risk handling becomes a key factor influencing 
both the number of migrants from the same group 
and the timing of each individual migration (Stark and 
Bloom 1985).

Although neglected for a long time in European 
migration literature, recent studies have focused on 
family-related migration from a variety of perspec-
tives and with different aims. First, previous migration 
literature dealt with reunification migration from the 
viewpoint of the evolution of migration flows, focus-
ing on the multiplying effect of the arrival of primary 
migrants who, in the future, will grant their families 
regular access to residence. These studies usually 
adopt a legal perspective and use administrative re-
cords (Jasso and Rosenzweig 1986).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/ris.2017.75.3.15.138


IMMIGRATION POLICY AND ECONOMIC CYCLE EFFECTS ON SPOUSAL REUNIFICATION IN SPAIN . 3

RIS  [online] 2017, 75 (3), e071. REVISTA INTERNACIONAL DE SOCIOLOGÍA. ISSN-L: 0034-9712 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/ris.2017.75.3.15.138

Secondly, other articles have emphasized that, 
contrary to the previous assumption, family-related 
migrants are not always economically dependent 
on primary migrants and can participate in the labor 
market (Kofman 2004). Additionally, family-related 
migration analyses may, to some extent, disregard 
the use of admission categories designed by policy-
makers, looking rather into the family ties of the mi-
grants and their migration strategies, which combine 
economic and family motivations (Kofman 2004; 
González-Ferrer 2011a).

Third, by focusing on families, both the theoreti-
cal and empirical literature has shown the diversity 
of migratory projects. The new economics of labor 
migration has focused on family strategies that try to 
diversify risk by residing in different countries. Addi-
tionally, several articles using data from the Migra-
tion between Africa and Europe (MAFE) project for 
Sub-Saharan communities have shown that “living 
apart together across borders” is a frequent practice 
for many couples. These analyses have pointed out 
the relevance of institutional contexts in the countries 
of origin as a determinant of the spousal migration 
decision (Beauchemin et al. 2015; Toma and Vause 
2013). Transnational families often lead to reunifica-
tion processes that take part in the country of ori-
gin, which means the return of the primary migrant 
(Baizan et al. 2014). 

In Spain, worsening labor market conditions dur-
ing the Great Recession were especially relevant 
for recent immigrants (Cebolla-Boado, Mi yar-Busto 
and Muñoz-Comet 2015), and modified the risk 
structure faced by families. Regarding the potential 
effects on family reunification, risk pooling could be 
achieved both through reunifying and by maintain-
ing the separated family depending on the situa-
tion. Initially, one could expect that an economic 
slowdown would hinder immigration given that ris-
ing unemployment reduces work opportunities and 
increases the risk associated with maintaining a 
reunified family in the destination country. Howev-
er, reunification may also be driven by the commit-
ment to send remittances or, to put it more plainly, 
by the need to support the family. Two arguments 
back this possibility. On the one hand, families may 
decide that reunification is less costly than the re-
duction in remittances caused by falling income.2 
This could be especially appealing when partners 
are completely dependent on the primary migrant 
or have low labor market attachment (LMA).3 On 
the other hand, families with high LMA partners 
could reunify precisely for income reasons. Here, 
the idea is that, despite the labor market situation, 
the secondary migrant may try to find work in order 
to sustain the previous income level. This possi-
bility means an increase in the family labor sup-
ply under the “added worker” rationale (Lundberg 
1985). According to this rationale, a fall in family 

income could cause a rise in the number of family 
members in the labor market so that the loss of 
income of the breadwinner may be compensated 
for by the additional wages. Usually, it is the family 
members with a relatively lower LMA who enter the 
labor market under this effect. 

Notwithstanding the effects of economic crisis, 
family migration practices have an interest in them-
selves insofar as they can be considered part of a 
process of diffusion. In such processes, the primary 
migrant is an innovator, and the features that acceler-
ate or delay the adoption of the innovation by the rest 
of the group may be more interesting than whether 
the innovation has occurred. The reasons lie in the 
potential demonstration effects of the process and in 
the societal impact of migration, which can be regard-
ed as stage-specific (Stark and Bloom 1998:176). 

The literature on migration and reunification in 
Spain has dealt with some of these issues. Looking 
at the legal arrangements devised for family reuni-
fication before the crisis, González-Ferrer (2011a) 
stated that “it is not impossible to think that migrants 
who decided to utilise the slow and burdensome 
legal procedure for family reunification to come to 
Spain not only had a stronger aversion to break 
the law, but probably also a weaker preference for 
work.” The same author, knowledgeable of the sig-
nificant amount of irregular spouses and children 
who did not use family reunification channels during 
prosperity, argues that the crisis probably caused 
family reunification authorizations to become a 
much closer indicator of actual family-related immi-
gration flows (González-Ferrer 2014). Thus, a sort 
of self-selection could have occurred whereby im-
migrant spouses with relatively high LMA may have 
arrived in Spain outside the reunification regular 
channels. Likewise, reunification patterns after the 
crisis may be marked by the prevalence of spouses 
with little LMA. This research can contribute to this 
literature by showing to what extent spousal reuni-
fication in Spain has been affected by recent legal 
and economic developments and, in turn, by ana-
lyzing migrants’ LMA. 

descrIPtIon of ImmIgrAtIon trends And 
legAl chAnges

In the decade that preceded the current economic 
crisis, Spain experienced an immigration boom that 
took the population born abroad from slightly less 
than a million people (2% of the total population) in 
2000 to 5.7 million people (12%) in 2010. This im-
migration explosion led a nation that had traditionally 
been the origin of international migrants to become 
a destination country. Immigration flows coming pri-
marily from Africa and Latin America were formed by 
a multi-ethnic and heterogeneous population. How-
ever, four countries of origin—Ecuador, Colombia, 
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Romania and Morocco—stood out among the main 
sources of immigration, amounting to about two mil-
lion people. An explanation of the main legal issues 
and immigration policy changes that occurred in 
Spain since 2000 comes next, followed by a brief de-
scription of migrant flows from these countries.

An overview of legal changes affecting immi-
gration in Spain

Spanish immigration policy in the past decades 
has changed along with a variety of political and eco-
nomic conditions. Particularly striking are the conflict-
ing views on immigration policy held by the two main 
political parties. However, a policy pattern is the re-
petitive adoption of special regularization processes 
addressed to irregular immigrants. The recurring use 
of this option makes what is an ordinary policy a sup-
posedly extraordinary legal measure (Ballester 2006).

The narrative of policy developments occurring 
since 2000 starts with the Organic Law 4/2000 en-
acted in January of that year without the support of 
the ruling party, which aimed to improve the rights 
of foreigners living in Spain.4 Later that year, after a 
general election, the new government, which by then 
ruled under absolute majority, changed the law. A 
very restrictive act (LO 8/2000) was passed inspired 
by fears about a potential “pull effect” caused by the 
previous law. The Supreme Court amended part of 
this law, and the government decided to propose a 
new Organic Law 14/2003, which was tougher than 
the previous one.5

In a country that was historically characterized by 
outgoing migrant flows, the rapid growth of immigra-
tion beginning in 2000—much of it irregular—led to 
policy reactions. First, the so-called “voluntary re-
turn” policy was introduced. This policy stated that 
irregular immigrants who then lived in Spain should 
travel to their country of origin in order to get a work 
visa. Spain would pay for the trip in a move that 
aimed to send a message to future immigrants: they 
could come to work in Spain provided they obtained 
a work visa first. The measure failed in a few months’ 
time as a result of the overwhelming number of ap-
plicants and the government withdrew it due to the 
costs involved.

After the failure of the policy, new visa require-
ments and bilateral agreements were adopted to 
curb irregular immigration.6 However, a political 
change in the Spanish government brought about 
one of the most significant legal changes in 2005: a 
regularization process. The process aimed at regu-
larizing about 800,000 immigrants who were work-
ing at the time, but who had no regular authorization. 
The procedure required employers to regularize im-
migrant employees who had lived in Spain for over 
six months. Otherwise, immigrants could opt for the 
rooting process (a work-related option which required 

living in Spain for over two years, with more than one 
year of work experience; a general option required 
three years residence). Through this process, some 
578,375 immigrants were regularized (Finotelli and 
Arango 2011).

Extraordinary regularizations have been a recur-
rent policy development in recent immigration his-
tory. Since 1985, six extraordinary regularizations 
were adopted, each of which was supposed to be 
of an exceptional nature (Ballester 2006; Finotelli 
and Arango 2011). Therefore, a frequent immigra-
tion process in Spain has comprised an irregular en-
try of the migrant person, followed by a subsequent 
regularization (González-Enríquez 2009). In this 
respect, policy changes aimed at influencing tempo-
rary entries may have direct effects on long term im-
migration. Therefore, entry visa requirements may 
have an effect on all manners of immigration, includ-
ing family-related ones. 

Additionally, the possibility of migrating into Spain 
through work-related paths, or through irregular pro-
cesses, may have reduced the use of regular fam-
ily reunification procedures. It may have been the 
case that the former ways were easier than the latter 
ones, as has been reported in Italy (Bonizzoni 2009). 
Moreover, non-written instructions affect the day-to-
day procedures pertaining to residence authoriza-
tions in such a way that the complexity and duration 
of the process can be significantly affected. This 
lengthy procedure may have had at least two con-
sequences: first, most spouses who reunified during 
the boom years did so outside the regular procedure. 
Secondly, immigrants would be self-selected in such 
a way that people with relatively little LMA were more 
likely to come through family reunification procedures 
(González-Ferrer 2014). In fact, according to OECD 
data from 2011, Spain was the third country with the 
lowest percentage of family-related immigration, as 
compared with annual admissions (OECD 2013). 
The opposite trend has been reported elsewhere, 
such as in the US, when tighter border controls led to 
the growth of undocumented migration, a greater role 
of networks in the migratory process and lengthier 
undocumented stays (Massey et al. 2003). 

The administration dealt with applications for fam-
ily reunification in ways that revealed changes al-
ready underway in the year when the economic crisis 
had just begun. Thus, in the second half of 2008, im-
migration officers seemed to have adopted a tougher 
stance when examining applicants: case data show 
that the number of rejections of candidates of working 
age doubled (González-Ferrer 2014). In this regard, 
if an analysis was made by looking at case data, the 
potential consequences of the crisis would coincide 
with those arising from administrative harshness to-
wards family reunification. However, as will be made 
clear below, the data used in this paper ignore the 
precise legal paths used for family reunification. 
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Finally, the most recent legislative change was in-
troduced in 2009 by means of Organic Law 2/2009. 
This act was required to comply with sentences 
passed down by the Constitutional Courtand, as well 
as with several EU directives. It modified some family 
reunification procedures. such as restricting it to the 
nuclear family. Thus, while spouse reunification was 
simplified by upgrading cohabitation to make it equiv-
alent to formal marriage, the reunification of ascend-
ants was, as a general rule, restricted to those over 
65 years old.7 There is no evidence of an increase in 
family reunification permits during the recession ac-
cording to official data.8

Immigration from Ecuador, Colombia, 
Romania and Morocco: trends and issues

The analysis focuses on four countries of origin: 
Ecuador, Colombia, Romania and Morocco. Over 
37% of the population who were born outside Spain 
comes from these four countries. Concentrating the 
research on these countries is aimed at allowing an 
in-depth study of flows and their determinants.9 The 
four cases share very few features as origin coun-
tries, while there are various differences among 
them. Perhaps the main similarity was that all of them 
became the sources of important migration flows 
around the same time, often helped by situations that 
contributed to push outgoing migration. For example, 
landmark economic crises were then taking place in 
Ecuador, where full dollarization was adopted that 
very year;10 economic problems were aggravated by 
remarkable political instability and violence in Colom-
bia;11 and in Romania the fall of communism was fol-
lowed by acute economic problems that lasted well 
into the first decade of this century.12 Regarding Mo-
rocco, it had a long standing tradition as a country of 
origin of migrants, with being France their main des-
tination, and migration into Spain was a continuation 
of this tradition. 

A second similarity is found in the age composi-
tion of migrants from the four countries. On average, 
the migrants were younger than the Spanish working 
population, while a third common trait is the occupa-
tion of incoming migrants in the lowest levels of the 
occupational pyramid in Spain upon their arrival. 

Regarding the differences among origin countries, 
the gender composition of immigrant flows stands out. 
While women accounted for the majority of primary 
migrants from Ecuador and Colombia—reaching as 
high as 60% of flows in the early years—the oppo-
site happened among Moroccan migrants, who were 
predominantly male (around 60% of the population of 
Moroccan origin in Spain are men). The percentages 
of Romanian men and women were rather balanced.

A second difference was the composition of the im-
migrant population as regards marital status. Accord-
ing to data from the National Immigrants Survey (ENI 

2007),13 Romanians presented a similar proportion, 
very close to 50% of married men and women, of 
which 28% migrated with their spouses. Among Ec-
uadorians, many more men than women were mar-
ried (47% vs. 38%), but a similar proportion (17%) 
came with their partners. The composition of Moroc-
can immigrants showed significantly lower figures of 
married people and, among them, a higher propor-
tion of married women as compared to men (35% vs. 
25%) (Esteve and Cortina 2011).

Third, the prevalence of single immigrant men from 
Morocco is associated with a large presence of Moroc-
can immigrants in occupations within the agricultural 
sector, especially in Andalusia. These activities do not 
require as much knowledge of Spanish. In this respect, 
Moroccan immigrants were initially at a disadvantage, 
since fluency in Spanish plays a significant role in la-
bor market integration and wages (Mato and Gutiér-
rez 2010). Immigrants coming from both Ecuador and 
Colombia had Spanish as their mother tongue, while 
those coming from Romania were quick learners due 
to language proximity (Gutiérrez and Miyar 2010). 
Thus, the majority of immigrant workers from these 
three sources found jobs in the services sector.

Fourth, upward mobility, or economic assimilation, 
is reportedly limited in Spain for the immigrant com-
munity. However, Moroccan immigrants, as well as 
migrants from other African countries, have a rela-
tively lower probability of occupational upgrading 
than economic immigrants of European or American 
origin. Even the literature that concludes that some 
occupational mobility exists among certain groups of 
immigrants excludes those coming from Africa from 
the benefits of such assimilation (Rinken et al. 2011).

Finally, the fifth, and perhaps the most important 
difference as regards this research, has to do with le-
gal issues that may affect immigration from each of 
the four nations. Changes have affected all the coun-
tries except Morocco, for different reasons. On the 
one hand, immigrants coming from the two non-EU 
countries (Colombia and Ecuador) have been affect-
ed by various legal restrictions in the past. On the oth-
er hand, Romanian immigrants have experienced the 
process that led to full free mobility following the entry 
of Romania into the European Union. This fifth differ-
ence deserves a more detailed explanation, which 
begins by presenting similar Latin American cases.

Following the fiasco of the “voluntary return” pol-
icy, new bilateral agreements were introduced with 
the objective of curbing irregular immigration from 
Ecuador and Colombia.14 Specifically, from January 
2002 onwards, tourist visas were required for Colom-
bians coming to Spain. Visas were part of a bilateral 
agreement signed in 2001 between the Spanish and 
the Colombian governments, and the following year 
flows plummeted by more than 50%. In the Ecuado-
rian case, Spain introduced a visa requirement in the 
summer of 2003 that aimed to control irregular im-
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December 2013 mobility was again restricted. Since 
January 2014, once the moratorium had come to an 
end, Romanians are free to move and work in Spain.

Finally, regarding policy changes in Spain that may 
have affected incoming migrants from Morocco, no 
such changes have occurred during the period of 
study. Tourist visas have traditionally been required 
to enter Spain and even those people crossing from 
Morocco to France and other central European coun-
tries, insofar as they lack a work permit, are required 
to have a visa.

Family and spousal reunification: additional 
considerations 

At present, the main characteristics of Spanish 
legislation regarding family reunification of non-EU 
nationals are the following: permanent residents can 
reunify their families after they have renewed their 
initial residence authorization; the potential benefi-
ciaries of reunification are spouses, children under 
18 and disadvantaged children 19 and over; depend-
ent ascendants can be reunified only after the immi-
grant has resided in the country for a long period of 
time; spouses keep the residence visa in the event 
of a divorce, but each immigrant can reunify with a 
maximum of one spouse; and spouses who have ar-
rived through the reunification process can bring their 
own family provided they acquired a residence visa 
and work permit through a process. 

This research looks into the reunification of spous-
es only. There are two reasons for this research deci-
sion. Firstly, the database, which is presented below, 
does not allow a longitudinal measure of family mem-
bers. Therefore, the situation of children and parents 
of the initial immigrant cannot be properly taken into 
account. The second reason arises from the objec-
tive of this paper, which is to analyze the labor market 
situation of immigrants and of their spouses.

The changes introduced by Law 2/2009, where-
by cohabitation was to be accepted as a reason for 
spousal reunification, included a straight path towards 
labor market integration in Spain: reunified partners 
could work right away. In this regard, the type of data 
and the analysis carried out below considers that a 
couple has reunified with no regard for the specific 
legal procedure that may have been used. The link 
with legal and policy changes is an indirect one.17

reseArch hyPotheses

The paper looks into the observable consequenc-
es of two types of changes on spousal reunification 
immigration flows: policy or legal arrangements and 
economic changes due to the crisis.18 Additionally, the 
degree of integration of reunified spouses into the la-
bor market is analyzed for each type of change. The 
research hypotheses are described in what follows.

migration. This led to a significant fall of about 75% 
in incoming flows beginning in 2004, as well as a de-
crease in the rejection of travelers at arrival. 

The consequences of bilateral agreements for im-
migration flows were dubious, as is often the case 
(Hanson 2009; Boccagni and Lagomarsino 2011). 
However, due to policy changes and improvements 
in the Ecuadorian and Colombian economies, immi-
gration flows from Ecuador and Colombia stabilized 
in the mid-2000s with the arrival of less than 40,000 
people per year from each of these two countries (Mi-
yar 2011; Finotelli and Arango 2011). 

Echeverri (2014) reported that visa requirements 
for Colombian families had a significant negative ef-
fect on younger immigrants. Longer and spread out 
reunification processes, together with both formal 
and less formal bureaucratic barriers, led to difficult 
and painful experiences. The family reunification pro-
cess was added to the general integration process, 
increasing the chances of conflict. Particularly in-
teresting were the effects of visa requirements after 
2002, which were announced in 2001 and acceler-
ated the informal reunification of both spouses and 
children. Thus, in a matter of weeks, family members 
arrived as tourists despite their irregular situation, 
short residence period and the precarious economy 
of the reunifying family member.

In the last few years, starting in 2013, and in the 
light of the trade agreement between the EU and the 
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(CELAC), the end of the visa requirement was nego-
tiated for Colombian immigrants entering Schengen 
countries. Beginning December 2015, a visa is no 
longer required. Spain has asked its Schengen part-
ners to extend this exemption to Ecuadorians, but no 
decision has been taken yet.15

Regarding the Romanian case, in the early 2000s, 
the ongoing process that would lead to Romania’s 
integration in the European Union meant the end of 
travel visas for Romanian workers. Thus, Spain elimi-
nated the visa requirement for Romanians beginning 
January 2002 (Viruela 2008). Romanian immigrant 
workers and spouses have benefited from freedom 
of movement in the EU since 2007 and the inflows 
of migrants born in Romania have increased nota-
bly since then (Miyar and Garrido 2010). However, a 
moratorium was placed on the free mobility of work-
ers, which restricted mobility for up to seven years in 
11 European economies (Marcu 2012). During that 
period, Romanian workers were required to have a 
work permit in order to work in a Spanish firm. Two 
years later, the Spanish government lifted the mora-
torium, and Romanians could migrate to Spain for 
purposes of work after January 1st 2009. However, 
the economic crisis and high unemployment in the 
country led the Spanish government to reinstate the 
moratorium in July 2011.16 The European Commis-
sion accepted the proposal, and from August 2011 to 
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The first type consists of changes in regular ar-
rangements affecting immigrants from the four coun-
tries considered. Given the abovementioned consid-
erations on the diversity of paths that spouses use to 
migrate, the legal changes considered here include 
general policies such as visa requirements and/or 
freedom of movement. Tougher legal requirements 
were already associated with diminishing absolute 
immigration flows (Finotelli and Arango 2011). 

H1: Restrictive policy changes specifically hinder 
spousal reunification.

The second type of change is given by the Great 
Recession. In addition to the logical relationship be-
tween the crisis and the slowdown of immigration in 
general, another motivation is the extent to which 
spousal reunification has contributed to maintaining 
the unskilled labor supply in Spain during the Great 
Recession. Given that immigration flows sustained 
the low occupational tiers in the Spanish labor mar-
ket during the decade of highest immigration (Ber-
nardi et al. 2011), the maintenance of a low-level 
labor pool may have been influenced by immigra-
tion paths outside the labor market, such as family-
related migration. 

A specific hypothesis in this respect is the follow-
ing: since worsening employment perspectives are 
expected to have similar effects to those arising from 
tougher legal requirements,

H2(a): the Great Recession slows down spousal 
reunification.

Moreover, taking into account that employment 
losses were deeper in sectors that traditionally em-
ploy men rather than in female job niches, 

H2(b): the Great Recession hindered spousal re-
unification to a relatively larger extent if the potential 
secondary migrant is a man rather than a woman.

Accordingly, while spouses who arrive in good 
times are expected to have an LMA similar to primary 
migrants, spouses coming in bad times are expected 
to report less LMA.

H2(c): Observable labor market attachment of in-
coming spouses has fallen after the Great Recession.

Aside from the above, specific findings regarding 
differences between Romanian, Ecuadorian, Colom-
bian, and Moroccan immigration are expected. The 
full freedom of mobility that Romanian citizens cur-
rently enjoy would lead to a normalization of their 
family reunification patterns. This means that re-
unification would take place after a short period of 
time since the first family member migrated, and that 
often both spouses moved together. Furthermore, if 
Ecuadorian and Colombian spouses were married 
to a EU citizen, the same would apply.19 Otherwise, 
lengthier reunification periods would be expected to 
occur. Thus, 

H3: country-of-origin differences will be observed 
that are related to specific factors affecting immigra-
tion and reunification calendars.

1. dAtA And methods

This section presents the type of data used and the 
approach that allows analyzing policy effects through 
survey data.20 In order to consider the balance be-
tween economic and family-related immigration in 
Spain, this analysis takes into account a long period 
that covers both pre-crisis and post-crisis years. The 
family structure analysis has shown that the bulk of 
family reunification processes occurred before the cri-
sis. Depending on the country of origin and the type of 
family member, varying rates of potential reunifications 
reached 70%–80% by 2007 (González-Ferrer 2014). 
Moreover, previous research on immigrant women 
shows that reunification processes appear to be 
strongly associated with labor market outcomes, that 
is, immigrant women who arrived to Spain before the 
crisis were not as economically dependent as some 
may expect. Rather, reunified women had a relatively 
high employment probability (González-Ferrer 2011a). 
If this were the case after the crisis, family-migrants to-
gether with economic migrants would have shrunk and 
explanatory factors of continuing immigration should 
be found elsewhere. Whatever the case may be, in 
order to have a complete picture of family reunification 
vis-a-vis work-related immigration, the period of analy-
sis considered in this paper begins in the year 2000. 

The data used in this work come from micro data 
files of the Spanish Labor Force Survey (LFS). This 
survey has been carried out regularly since 1964 and 
provides information about labor market and sociode-
mographic characteristics for all members of the house-
hold. The sample comprises about 60,000 households, 
corresponding to approximately 180,000 people. The 
sample corresponding to the foreign-born population 
has grown notably since 2000 and in 2014 it comprised 
over 8,000 people. Since 2007 and for all residents 
who were born abroad, the LFS provides information 
on years since migration. Even if the LFS entails some 
data restriction for analyzing reunification patterns (like 
the absence of information about date of marriage), it 
has the advantage of providing information for a long 
period of time. Thus the LFS, as opposed to the Nation-
al Immigrant Survey (2007), allows analyzing the Great 
Recession. In addition, the fact that LFS uses repeated 
cross-section data implies that it does not take into ac-
count the effect of return migration. If return migrants 
have a different reunification pattern, this could involve 
a bias. There are reasons to expect a smaller reunifi-
cation probability among return migrants (Miyar-Busto 
and Muñoz-Comet 2015). If this were the case, the re-
lationship between time of residence and the probability 
of reunification may be overestimated, because poten-
tial return migrants would be overrepresented among 
migrants who arrived in the last few years.
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For the analysis proposed in this article, LFS sur-
veys corresponding to the period 2007–2014 are 
used. The work focuses on married people born in 
Colombia, Ecuador, Rumania, and Morocco. In or-
der to simplify the analysis, migrants who live with 
a spouse born in Spain or born in a third country are 
excluded. Only 18.7% of the sample of married mi-
grants is from these countries. Partners who arrived 
in the host country in the same year are also exclud-
ed (they represent 27.5% of the sample). The result-
ing sample therefore comprises married migrants 
who do not live with their spouses and married mi-
grants who live with their spouses, but who arrived to 
Spain before them. This sample setting is adequate 
for carrying out the analysis of reunification because 
it contains the total amount of married migrants who 
can undertake a spousal reunification process.21 The 
available sample for this group consisted of 36,629 
individuals. For descriptive purposes, cohorts that ar-
rived in 2000 and 2005 will be analyzed. These two 
cohorts represent the beginning of the migratory cy-
cle (2000) and a year of massive arrival (2005), three 
years before the Great Recession started. These 
cohorts allow observing the effects of economic and 
political changes for established migrants, as well as 
for those who arrived more recently.

The dependent variable is whether or not both 
members of the couple live together. Cohabitation 
is considered an indicator of reunification insofar 
as both partners were born in the same country but 
arrived in Spain at different moments. Of course, 
it could also be the case that some couples met in 
Spain after their arrival, and this would not be an ex-
ample of reunification. A tentative test of the repre-
sentativeness of reunification processes was made 
by comparing people married in Spain with a partner 
of the same country of origin (endogamic marriages) 
to the total endogamic married population residing 
in Spain, by country of birth.22 The results show that 
people of Romanian and Moroccan origin have small 
rates of 1.4 and 0.6% (i.e., only a minor percentage of 
non-singles were married in Spain between the 2000 
and 2011 census). This means that the vast majority 
of the married migrants coming from these countries 
actually got married abroad (very few may have been 
married in Spain before 2000). As a result, the reuni-
fication rates used in this paper can be considered 
representative of the social issue at hand. The same 
rates produce slightly higher values for Ecuadorians 
(6%) and for Colombians (9%). All in all, registered 
marriage data supports the validity of LFS data for 
representing reunification patterns.

An additional test was performed in order to check 
the weight of immigrants who married abroad while 
they were still living in Spain. This was carried out 
by following the percentage of married immigrants in 
each arrival cohort (2000 and 2005) as time of resi-
dence increases. No significant increase was found 

when looking at immigrants’ country of origin and sex, 
with the exception of Moroccan immigrants from the 
2005 cohort, who showed an 18 (10) percentage point 
increase in the percentage of married men (women) 
between the sixth and the eighth year of residence. 
Therefore, the results for this country of origin may be 
interpreted also as marriage importation.

Three relevant independent variables are included 
in the analysis to account for changes in the econom-
ic cycle and in the legal conditions that are expected 
to influence reunification. First, the Great Recession 
is measured through a dummy variable that takes the 
value of one from 2008 onwards when the economic 
cycle changed drastically. Second, immigration policy 
changes are measured by means of variables that in-
form whether a visa was required to visit Spain when 
reunification occurred. Thus, this variable takes the 
value of one after January 2002 for Colombians, after 
July 2003 for Ecuadorians and after January 2002 
for Romanians. Finally, a remaining variable applying 
only to Romanians considers their entrance into the 
EU from 2007 onwards.

Additionally, sociodemographic variables such as 
sex, age and educational level are considered as 
independent variables. Education is coded as Pri-
mary or less, Low secondary (low vocational train-
ing included), Upper Secondary, Upper Vocational 
Training and Tertiary Education. Two variables are 
included regarding the migration processes. Firstly, 
the arrival cohort of the person is used, which is divid-
ed into five categories: arrived before 2000, arrived 
between 2000 and 2003, 2004 and 2005, 2006 and 
2007 and from 2008 onwards. Second, and from a 
survival analysis perspective, the time elapsed since 
the arrival of the first partner is also included.

In order to model the spousal reunification process, 
survival analysis was used. The probability of living 
with a spouse, taking into account the theoretical and 
control variables previously described, was estimated 
through discrete time logistic models. In these mod-
els, the probability of reunification is considered to 
occur continuously over time, but it is observed dis-
cretely in every year since the migration of the primary 
migrant. The results of the estimation are shown in 
Tables 2 and 3, which include the associated coef-
ficients and significance levels for the total group and 
for every country separately. Moreover, each estima-
tion was calculated separately for men and women. 

Finally, to shed light on the characteristics and 
determinants of reunifying migration, logit models 
for the probability of labor force participation in the 
period right after the arrival were estimated. This pe-
riod is restricted to the first two years of residence in 
the country. Because the variable “years since mi-
gration” is only included in surveys conducted after 
2007 and the available information covers only cur-
rent labor status but not the complete labor trajec-
tory, the model includes migrants who arrived from 
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2006 onwards. For this reason, the model contains a 
dummy variable with a value of one when the migrant 
arrived in 2008 or later and zero when she arrived in 
2006 or 2007. In this model, information about the 
labor force participation of the reunifying spouse is 
included. This person can be classified as employed 
(reference category), unemployed and out of the la-
bor force. Due to sample restrictions, the models are 
estimated for women only; one for all the countries 
and one for each country separately.

2. descrIPtIve AnAlysIs

According to LFS data, by the end of 2014, 572,909 
foreign-born people lived in Spain who had arrived 
after their spouse from the same country of birth. 
This represents 20% of the total married foreign-born 
population living in Spain and almost 10% of the total 
foreign population. Almost 177,000 arrived in Spain 
from 2008 onwards.

In order to describe the basic reunifying patterns, 
Table I shows the percentage of married migrants who 
lived with their spouses after three years in Spain for 
those who did not arrive at the same time (i.e., those 
who were reunified–by country, sex and educational 
level). Data are presented for people who arrived 
in 2000 and 2005. According to these descriptive 
results, the average propensity to reunify does not 
change between the two periods (both are 53%). The 
country with the highest propensity to reunify in both 
cohorts is Romania. Differences between the origin 
countries are larger for the first cohort, with a very 
low percentage of reunifications among Moroccans 
(22.5%) and a very high percentage among Ecuado-
rians (68%). 

According to LFS data, men tend to reunify more 
than women, as opposed to that reported by Sanchez 
and Requena (2011) using data from the 2007 Na-
tional Survey of Immigrants. This gender difference 
is much higher among the second cohort members 
than among the first. The reason for this could lie in 
the acute situation of occupations typically held by 
men during the Great Recession. If this were the 
case, incentives for men to reunify their wives would 
have decreased less than incentives for women to 
reunify their husbands.

Regarding educational level, migrants with primary 
education or less seem to reunify less often than the 
rest. This could be because their economic situation 
is more precarious or unstable than that of migrants 
with higher educational levels. Furthermore, among 
the members of the 2005 cohort, those with tertiary 
education seem to reunify less than the rest, ap-
proaching the rates of migrants with primary educa-
tion.23 This phenomenon may be related to the higher 
rate of return intentions among educated migrants 
found by Barrett and Trace (1998) for the Irish case, 
which would entail a reduced intention to reunify.

Figure 1 shows that people from Romania, the 
first country to be granted a visa exemption in Spain, 
have the highest reunifying intensity. In 2010, about 
three out of four Colombians, Ecuadorians and Mo-
roccans who were married migrants and had arrived 
in 2000 were living with their spouses. The highest 
figure corresponds to Romanians: up to 85% of them 
lived together. Also, the difference in the speed of re-
unification also seems to be very relevant, with the 
reunification of Moroccans being much slower than 
the rest. While in 2003 almost one fourth of married 
Moroccans were living with their spouses, 56% of 
Colombians, 69% of Ecuadorians and 72% of Roma-
nians were in the same situation.24 For Colombians 
and Ecuadorians, the speed of reunification seems to 
slow down coinciding with the new visa requirement 
(2002 and 2003, respectively). 

For those who arrived in 2005 (Figure 2), reunifica-
tion intensity is always lower than the one previously 
described. Romanian immigrants display the high-
est reunification rates, but the remaining countries 
come close. Couples born in Morocco do not show 
a slower pattern than the rest, in contrast with the 
performance of the 2000 group. For this cohort, the 
evolution is rather similar in every country, and the 
growth of reunified migrants slows down for all coun-
tries at the same time in 2008 when the economic cy-
cle changed. Romanian immigrants, who were then 
EU citizens, are the only exception. After 2008, the 
reunification growth pattern practically stagnates for 
all countries but Morocco.

2000 Cohort 2005 Cohort 

Country of birth

Rumania 71.9 60.5

Morocco 22.5 45.8

Colombia 56.2 51.8

Ecuador 68.6 42.4

Sex

Male 53.6 61.3

Female 49.4 35.9

Educational level

Primary or less 39.1 43.5

Low Secondary 58.4 61.0

Upper secondary 63.8 58.3

Upper Vocational 72.9 56.0

Tertiary 57.7 46.6

Total 52.6 52.8

Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.

Table I.
Percentage of married primary migrants who reuni-

fied with their spouses after three years of residence 
by country of birth, sex and educational level. 

2000 and 2005 arrival cohorts
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Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.

Figure 2
Percentage of total married migrants who live with a spouse, 2005 arrival cohort

Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.

Figure 1.
Percentage of total married migrants who live with a spouse, by year, 2000 arrival cohort
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For both cohorts, the percentages of reunified cou-
ples quickly increased in the first few years of residence 
despite the fact that they faced different socioeconomic 
contexts. While reunification slowed down for the first 
arrival cohort coinciding with policy restrictions in each 
country, for the second cohort (2005) there was not a 
slowdown until the economic cycle changed.

3. multIvArIAte AnAlysIs

In order to analyze the determinants of the reunifica-
tion process, discrete time logistic models are estimat-
ed on the probability of living with the partner. Firstly, 
a model is estimated that includes in the sample mar-
ried primary migrants from the four countries under 
study who are candidates to reunify with their partners 
(Table II). The independent variables refer to primary 
migrants’ characteristics. The results of the model in-
dicate a different probability of spousal reunification 
for each country, thus confirming the results from the 
descriptive analysis. The probability of reunification is 
higher for Ecuadorian and Romanian couples—and 
notably for Romanians when the primary migrant is 
a man—than for Colombians. However, Moroccan 
men clearly have a lower probability of reunifying than 
Colombians, but Moroccan women do not exhibit this 
pattern. The beginning of the Great Recession is as-
sociated with a lower probability of reunification for 
both men and women. The model estimates confirm 
Hypothesis 2(a) according to which the change in the 
economic cycle is related to a decrease in the prob-
ability of spousal reunification. The results also show a 
somewhat stronger effect for women who reunify with 
their husbands, thus validating Hypothesis H2(b). 

At this aggregate level, the model estimates sug-
gest a positive effect of primary migrants’ education 
on the probability of reunifying with their spouses, but 
this pattern does not apply in the same way over all 
educational levels. Migrant men with tertiary educa-
tion have a higher probability of bringing their part-
ners to Spain than those with primary education or 
less, but the difference is smaller than it is for other 
educational levels. Besides, even if education plays a 
positive role for female primary migrants, there is no 
difference between women with primary education 
or less and women with tertiary education regarding 
the probability of reunifying. These results suggest 
that the migration projects of women with higher edu-
cation may be less family oriented than those of the 
rest. The general positive effect of education may be 
interpreted as a result of different economic resourc-
es and the capacity to reunify.

Differences can also be observed in the temporary 
pattern of reunification by gender. According to the 
estimation results, men tend to reunify with their wives 
either in the first year after their arrival or after four 
years. But in the case of women, the probability of re-
grouping decreases progressively after the first year. 

Moving to the country level, it was found that na-
tional perspectives contribute some important de-
tails to the analysis (Table III). First of all, the results 
suggest that the visa requirement notably reduced 
the probability of reunification for both Colombian 
and Ecuadorian immigrants, as expected according 
to Hypothesis H1, but the reduction was very small 
for Romanian male primary migrants and none for 
Romanian female primary migrants. Therefore, the 
model confirms an effect of legislation changes.

The results of the model show that the economic 
period plays a different role in determining reunifica-
tion depending on sex and country of birth. During 
the Great Recession, the probability of reunification 
among Colombian and Romanian migrants decreases 
notably. However, this effect is smaller, but relevant, 
for people born in Morocco, while it is not negative in 
the case of Ecuador. In fact, the effect is not signifi-

Men Women

Country of birth (ref. Colombia)

Ecuador 0.32 *** 0.30 ***

Romania 0.74 *** 0.44 ***

Morocco -0.34 *** 0.11 **

First spouse education 
(ref. Primary or less)

Lower secondary 0.16*** 0.20***

Upper secondary 0.30*** 0.34***

Vocational training (upper) 0.33*** 0.31***

Tertiary 0.15*** 0.08

Crisis -0.51*** -0.66***

Time since arrival of primary migrant

2 years -0.13*** -0.12**

3 years -0.02 -0.40***

4-6 years 0.25*** -0.61***

7-9 years 0.49*** -0.80***

10 and more years 0.34*** -1.64***

Primary migrant year of arrival 
(ref. 2000-03)

Before 2000 -0.64*** -0.08*

2004-05 0.27*** -0.04

2006-07 0.39*** 0.36***

2008 or after 0.34*** -0.12

Constant -1.61*** -1.92***

Pseudo R2 0.061 0.056

Time observations 119,264 38,864

Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.

Table II.
Discrete time logistic model on the probability of spou-
sal reunification, married primary migrants from Co-

lombia, Ecuador, Romania and Morocco. Coefficients
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cant for primary migrant women, and it appears to be 
positive for men, although with a low significance. One 
interpretation of this result could be that Ecuadorians 
followed a strategy of added worker to neutralize the 
effects of the crisis, according to which they reunified 
in order to obtain more resources in the host country. 

It is also worth noting that when there is a nega-
tive effect of the change in the economic period (as 
happens for Colombian, Romanian and Moroccan 
immigrants), such an effect is much larger for pri-
mary migrant women than it is for men. This seems 
a reasonable result, taking into account that the LMA 
of men is usually higher than that of women, and the 
crisis severely reduced employment opportunities. 
In fact, the participation rate differential of immigrant 
men vis-à-vis immigrant women in the Spanish la-
bor market was 17 percentage points in 2008, falling 
thereafter to 12 points. This results confirms Hypoth-
esis H2(b).

Moreover, the country-level perspective allows 
identifying divergent temporary patterns in the reuni-
fication processes, as expected in Hypothesis H3. On 

the one hand, the model shows an increasing prob-
ability of being reunified as time goes by, after the 
arrival of the first spouse. Moroccan primary migrant 
men notably represent this family strategy, but also 
Colombian men, although to a lesser extent. On the 
other hand, the probability of regrouping the spouse 
in the destination country decreases with time after 
arrival for both men and women from Ecuador and 
Romania. These countries represent a pattern of rap-
id family reunification in the host country.

In order to gain further insight into the migratory 
projects of reunified spouses, logit models were es-
timated on the probability of being in the labor force 
during the first two years of residence in Spain fol-
lowing reunification (Table IV). The results of the 
estimation suggest that the probability of working 
or searching for work is higher for reunified women 
who arrived during the crisis than those who arrived 
previously, as opposed to the prospects covered by 
Hypothesis H2(c). This result is found in all coun-
try models, except Romania. These estimations in-
clude the interaction between the labor market situ-
ation of the first partner who arrived in Spain and 

Colombia Ecuador Romania Morocco

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Primary migrant education (ref. Primary or less)

Lower secondary 0.417 *** 0.682 *** 0.162 ** 0.272 *** 0.530 *** 0.363 *** -0.029 -0.081

Upper secondary 0.466 *** 0.559 *** 0.345 *** 0.460 *** 0.542 *** 0.461 *** 0.151 *** 0.172 **

Vocational training (upper) 0.648 *** 0.444 ** 0.530 *** 0.759 *** 0.387 *** 0.454 *** 0.252 *** 0.211

Tertiary 0.409 *** 0.639 *** 0.327 *** -0.140 0.137 0.391 ** 0.104 ** -0.237 *

Visa needed -1.368 *** -1.521 *** -1.242 *** -1.784 *** -0.119 * 0.043

Belonging to EU -0.562 *** -0.570 ***

Crisis -0.244 ** -0.736 *** 0.256 * -0.106 -0.399 *** -0.966 *** -0.193 *** -0.289 ***

Time since arrival of primary migrant

2 years 0.183 ** 0.016 -0.186 *** -0.301 *** -0.122 ** -0.138 -0.138 *** 0.091

3 years 0.176 * 0.383 *** -0.358 *** -0.703 *** -0.047 -0.659 *** 0.345 *** 0.028

4-6 years 0.463 *** -0.107 -0.282 *** -0.840 *** -0.821 *** -0.776 *** 0.952 *** 0.294 ***

7-9 years 0.268 0.149 -1.098 *** -1.688 *** -1.021 *** -1.998 *** 1.215 *** 0.169 *

10 and more years -0.012 -1.706 *** -1.528 *** -2.856 *** -1.138 *** -2.802 *** 0.925 *** -0.849 ***

Primary migrant year of arrival (ref. 2000-2003)

Before 2000 -0.932 *** -0.834 *** -0.283 *** 0.126 -0.351 *** -0.115 -0.857 *** -0.516 ***

2004-2005 0.696 *** 1.003 *** 0.522 *** 0.474 ** 0.136 ** -0.055 0.471 *** -0.154

2006-2007 0.851 *** 1.378 *** 0.268 1.454 *** 0.553 *** 0.415 *** 0.432 *** 0.254 **

2008 or later 0.969 *** 1.899 *** -0.043 0.883 ** 0.290 * -0.369 0.138 -0.847 ***

Constant -0.975 *** -1.575 *** -0.726 *** -1.139 *** -0.805 *** -1.300 *** -2.257 *** -1.945 ***

Pseudo R2 0.048 0.099 0.080 0.167 0.053 0.111 0.039 0.036

Time observations 8,065 7,338 11,019 7,801 11,901 5,373 88,279 5,373

Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.

Table III.
Discrete time logistic model on the probability of spousal reunification, married primary migrants by country. 

Coefficients.
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the reunifying period. The main driver of women’s 
participation is having an unemployed partner. Mi-
grant women who arrived during the expansion pe-
riod have a higher probability of participating when 
they have an unemployed partner, as compared to 
those who arrived in the same period, whose part-
ner is employed.

Perhaps the most interesting result has to do with 
participation after the crisis begun. Migrant women 
who arrived in 2008 or later with an employed part-
ner are more likely to be in the labor market than mi-
grants with the same household situation who arrived 
during the expansion. The results show that those 
who arrived once the recession had begun and with 
an unemployed partner have a higher probability of 
participating in the labor market than women who ar-
rived during the expansion and whose partner was 
employed. Similar results are found in the model es-
timations corresponding to Ecuador, Colombia and 
Morocco, but at country level no significant differ-
ences are found between women who arrived during 
the expansion with an unemployed partner and the 
reference category for Ecuador and Colombia. Still, 
the interaction results suggest that both the effects 
of having an unemployed partner and the economic 
period are additive, but not multiplicative. 

4. conclusIons

The analysis carried out in this paper allows reach-
ing two main conclusions. The first one deals with 
the effect of immigration policy on spousal reunifica-
tion. In analyzing the effects of changes in admission 
clauses, the Spanish case seems to validate the first 
hypothesis of the paper, as tougher conditions to visit 
the country deter spousal reunification. Therefore, a 
policy devised for controlling tourist visits has a dis-
couraging influence on spouse reunification. This ap-
parent paradox regarding policy objectives and policy 
effects is not as surprising as it may seem, since dur-
ing the Spanish immigration boom illicit immigration 
abounded, and reunifying partners, like other type of 
immigrants, may have arrived as tourists. This result 
is interesting from the academic perspective that de-
votes attention to the dynamics of immigration and 
to the difficulties involved in designing a reasonable 
policy mix in this regard (Castles 2004).

The second conclusion is that spouse regrouping 
was also negatively affected by the Great Recession. 
Worsening employment perspectives after 2008 have 
slowed down the spousal reunification of immigrants 
coming from three out of the four countries consid-
ered (Ecuador being the exception). Furthermore, for 

Table IV.
Logit model on the probability of labor force participation, female secondary migrants, all and by country of 

origin. Coefficients.

All Colombia Ecuador Romania Morocco

Country of birth (ref. Colombia)

Ecuador -0.02

Romania 0.20

Morocco -1.82***

Primary migrant labor situation & reunification period (ref. employed primary migrant and reunified before 2008)

Reunified in 2008 or later and unemployed primary migrant 1.34*** 2.38*** 2.68*** 0.80 1.46***

Reunified in 2008 or later and employed primary migrant 0.46*** 0.65* 1.70*** -0.21 0.77***

Reunified before 2008 and unemployed primary migrant 0.86** 1.66 -1.71 (om.) 0.91**

Secondary migrant education (ref. Primary or less)

Low secondary 0.66*** 0.63 -1.97*** 0.96*** 0.37

Upper secondary 0.65*** -0.05 -1.61*** 1.29*** 0.90***

Vocational training (upper) 1.05*** -1.38 (om.) 1.08* 2.56***

Tertiary 0.99*** 0.55 0.43 0.47 1.19***

Secondary migrant age 0.02*** 0.05*** 0.10*** 0.02 0.01

Constant -1.04*** -1.83** -2.88** -0.64 -2.75***

Pseudo R2 0.21 0.10 0.23 0.06 0.08

Sample 5,359 900 1,431 1,026 2002

Source: Authors based on data from the LFS 2007-2014.
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Colombians, Romanians, and Moroccans, the nega-
tive effect of the crisis is relatively larger when the 
first member of the couple who arrived in Spain was a 
woman. This seems a reasonable result considering 
that job destruction in the Spanish labor market was 
especially severe in sectors and occupations typi-
cally occupied by men, like construction and industry.

Additionally, the four countries of immigrants’ ori-
gin considered in the paper reveal interesting differ-
ences. On the one hand, immigrants from Romania 
report the highest likelihood of spousal reunification 
despite the fact that full membership in the European 
Union, which occurred during the Great Recession, 
appears to have a negative influence on regrouping. 
On the other hand, Moroccan immigrants show the 
lowest and lengthiest progression in reunifying their 
partners, which may be associated to their relatively 
poor labor market positions in Spain.

Finally, a specific analysis was carried out on the 
labor market attachment of reunifying women after 
the crisis. The results show that women who joined 
their partners during the Great Recession have a 
higher probability of participating in the labor market 
when their husbands are unemployed, as compared 
to those employed or out of the labor market. These 
results are coherent with those presented by Angoitia 
and Tobes (2013), who found a reduction in the rela-
tive disadvantages of immigrant women during the 
Spanish crisis regarding unemployment likelihood. As 
the authors argued, this is due to a greater capac-

ity to adapt to hardship and to their relatively rigid la-
bor supply. Two considerations arise from this result. 
First, this could be surprising, insofar as people who 
migrate following others (via family or social ties) are 
assumed to have less LMA than early comers (Feli-
ciano 2005; Lobo 1998). In the present case, the fact 
that they arrived during the crisis could add to the ex-
pectation of a low LMA, as initially expected (H2[c]). 
Second, the reunification of women who search for 
work can be interpreted as an added-worker effect. 
The hardship of the crisis could lead immigrants to re-
unify and to increase the family labor supply in order 
to maintain consumption and/or remittances. None-
theless, the results indicate that reunification patterns 
after the crisis are not characterized by the prevalence 
of spouses with little LMA. On the contrary, reunifica-
tion may be contributing to the maintenance of a low-
level labor pool, as happened during the immigration 
boom in the first decade of the 21st century. 
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[1] For instance, the crisis led the male unemployment 
rate to rise, which equalled the female rate in 2009 for 
the first time in 33 years.

[2] Reduced wages may lead to diminished remittances and 
this could, in turn, generate a conflict that has already 
been documented between the partner and the in-laws 
as to the use of the money (de Haas and Fokkema 2010).

[3] The education, skills and labor force attachment of the 
first migrants is usually higher than that of the followers 
(Feliciano 2005). 

[4] See Organic Law 4/2000 of 1 January concerning the 
Rights and Liberties of Foreigners in Spain and their 
Social Integration. This act aimed to equate the con-
stitutional rights of foreigners with those of nationals. It 
was voted on in the Spanish Parliament by the opposi-
tion parties and passed despite the objections of the 
Popular Party, which governed under a relative major-
ity (Relaño 2004:112).

[5] See Relaño (2004) for an evaluation of the legislation 
around the immigration boom.

[6] This was the result of the GRECO Programme (Global 
Programme of Regulation and Coordination of Foreign 
Affairs and Immigration).

[7] Organic Law 2/2009 of 11 December to reform the 
abovementioned Organic Law 4/2000.

[8] A total of 164,619 family reunification permits were 
granted in December 2008. After an increase in 2009 
(to a total of 229,211), the number of permits has fallen 
every year until reaching 103,994 in December 2015.

[9] Compared to other destination countries around the 
world, the composition of incoming migration is multi-
ethnic and rather heterogeneous in Spain. This hetero-
geneity could hinder the analysis, since multiple fac-
tors pertaining to countries and/or continents of origin 
may have effects on flows that compensate each other, 
making it difficult to reach conclusions.

[10] See Kyle and Goldstein (2011) for economic crisis is-
sues in Ecuador at the turn of the century.

[11] See Garay and Medina (2007), who report how an 
acute economic crisis in coffee-producing areas con-
tributed to outmigration.

[12] Viruela (2008) covered the severe economic problems 
faced by Romanians: rising unemployment, high infla-
tion and a significant loss in purchasing power.

[13] The National Immigrants Survey (Encuesta Nacional 
de Inmigrantes, ENI) was a wide, retrospective sur-
vey carried out by the National Statistical Office of 
Spain in 2007. 

[14] By the time the Spanish government withdrew the 
“voluntary return” policy, only 3000 out of the 24,000 
applicants had travelled back to Ecuador. The govern-
ment made the granting of work visas to the remaining 
21,000 immigrants contingent upon the presentation of 
applications at the Ecuadorian consulates in Spain”.

[15] The Schengen 2015 visa exemption affected Co-
lombians and Peruvians also, but not Ecuadorians. 
See http://internacional.elpais.com/internacion-
al/2015/06/11/actualidad/1434049088_862616.html. 
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[16] Romanians residing in Spain prior to July 22nd 2011 
were excluded from the visa requirement.

[17] In other words, this paper looks at married people who 
have come to live together, but who may have entered 
Spain regularly or irregularly.

[18] It must be clarified that the independent variable is not 
the legal arrangement of each family’s reunification 
process, which is unknown. Rather, landmarks given 
by significant legal modifications and/or the recession 
are expected to be the causes of changes.

[19] Surprisingly enough, the regular reunification process for 
EU citizens is not the same for all nationals. The 2007 re-
form (RD 240/2007) introduced “inverse discrimination”, 
which treats spouses of Spanish nationals differently de-
pending on whether the reunifying person has exercised 
free mobility (Rodriguez Candela and Boza 2011). 

[20] There exists the possibility that a cohabitating partner 
arriving before 2009 may not be included in the data. 
There is also a possibility that a married partner ar-
riving through regular channels and/or through work-
related procedures is included. 

[21] Non-married couples are excluded from the analysis 
because information about the existence of this kind of 
relationship is not available if they do not live together.

[22] This was calculated by comparing registered mar-
riages of foreign-born people in the 11 years prior to 
the 2011 census with the non-single population that 
appears in this census, by country of birth. LFS propor-
tions of endogamic marriages were used to estimate 
the total endogamic married population in the census.

[23] For the purpose of this paper, it is assumed that im-
migrants had completed their education before migrat-
ing. Given the selected countries of origin, almost all 
the sample comprises economic immigrants and it is 
therefore unlikely that their educational qualifications 
were acquired in Spain. 

[24] As stated above, results for Morocco as a country of 
origin may be interpreted also as marriage importation. 
Despite the fact that Morocco is geographically much 
closer than the other three countries and is easier to 
visit while on vacation, finding a suitable partner never-
theless takes some time.
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