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Linked Lives across Borders: Economic Remittances to Ageing 
Parents in Romania

Ionuț Földes 

Abstract: Economic support is widespread among multigenerational Romanian 
family units separated by national borders and plays an important role for non-
migrating family members. From a political economy perspective, remittances are 
characteristic of such long-term kin networks, which in turn are shaped by socio-
structural contexts. This study aims to analyse transfers of remittances in cash and 
in kind from emigrant Romanian adult children to elderly parents back home. Both 
forms of upward support are investigated under the lens of family practices across 
distance. Data from a survey (Intergenerational solidarity in the context of work 
migration abroad. The situation of elderly left at home) are used to examine the 
infl uence on remittances of family commitments over time and of needs and oppor-
tunities. The sample includes 2109 parent-child dyads with data provided by elderly 
parents from all regions of Romania. Results of the logistic regression models show 
that stronger familial commitments increase the likelihood of remittances in cash 
and remittances in kind. Findings indicate the importance of fi lial support before 
migration and of various forms of intergenerational reciprocity. Our results stress 
that remittances in cash are more likely to be variable compared with remittances in 
kind. Both forms of support are part of a much broader set of family practices and 
intergenerational relationships but express different understandings of fi lial respon-
sibility. 

Keywords: Remittances · Intergenerational relationships · Transnational families · 
Family practices

1 Introduction

An easing of the restrictions for crossing national borders across Europe (VISA or 
border control elimination) along with the facilitation of work permits for foreign-
ers in western Europe has had an enormous impact on Romanians, as well as on 
citizens from other eastern European countries (Horvath/Anghel 2009). Following 
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the transition to market liberalism (neoliberalism) which has resulted in a struggling 
economy – with increasing unemployment and a high risk of poverty – a consider-
able number of Romanians are seeking fi nancial security in western societies (Ban 
2012; Horvath/Anghel 2009). Besides self-evident structural effects of international 
migration, at both the family and household level, migration might be a way to im-
prove the wellbeing of the family unit and at the same time be a negative emotional 
experience for the kin involved. Living separated by national borders, family mem-
bers need to renegotiate their active roles, responsibilities and commitments to 
each other (Bryceson and Vuorela 2002; Marcu 2018). 

Starting from the concept of the modifi ed extended family structure proposed 
by Litwak (1960), this article will address the issue of intergenerational kin connec-
tions within the transnational space, created by middle-aged Romanian migrants. 
The concept of generation is based here on Bengtson’s defi nition: “ranked-descent 
ordering of individuals within families” (Bengtson 1993: 11). According to Litwak 
(1960), kin networks are a necessity for modern societies. Moreover, the author ar-
gues that kin structures have changed in response to the mobility of members in a 
world in which technology can lessen geographic and social distance. For instance, 
increased opportunities for travelling long distances (Larsen et al. 2006) and the 
development of easier methods of telecommunication (Madianou/Miller 2012) make 
contact between family members spread across the world much easier than in the 
past. 

Among the forms of transnational care transfers often studied in research, the 
present paper dwells on money transfers and in-kind support to ageing parents 
"back home" in Romania, provided by middle-aged children living abroad. The rea-
son for focusing on adult intergenerational relationships is that they are voluntary in 
nature, as intergenerational support from elderly parents or adult children is rarely 
regulated by national law. These relationships tend to be informal in nature and con-
form to unwritten laws (Wolff/Laferrère 2006). Studies of remitting practices among 
Romanian adult emigrants have failed so far to integrate this topic into broader re-
search on intergenerational solidarity and care circulation. Early empirical evidence 
based on quantitative data addressed the variety of options for remittance trans-
mission, determinant factors for money transfers, the amount of remittances, the 
use of the remittances in the homeland or the impact of these practices on the 
household and home country economy (World Bank Group 2016).

As a form of care that does not require face-to-face contact (Kilkey/Merla 2014; 
Litwak/Kulis 1987), economic support is widespread among multigenerational fam-
ily units living in spatial separation. Since migration from Romania to western Eu-
rope is generally motivated by fi nancial reasons (Ban 2012), Romanian transnational 
families are well-known for the importance they attach to regular remittances (Hor-
vath/Anghel 2009; Toth 2009; Zimmer et al. 2013). According to the World Bank 
Group (2016), Romania was ranked third among remittance recipient countries in 
Europe and Central Asia. For example, more than half of Romanians living in Spain 
constantly send money to family members that they have left behind, mostly un-
derage children or the spouse, and sometimes parents or grandparents (Toth 2009). 
Compared with other forms of intergenerational support, material assistance from 
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Romanian children towards their parents is the most important type of support in 
transnational settings, while in the case of internal migration, intergenerational sup-
port practices are much more fl uid and diverse (Zimmer et al. 2014). 

Against this backdrop in current research for the case of Romania, this study 
seeks to analyse remittances within a theoretical framework of family-like relation-
ships (Morgan 2011).  The main contribution of the paper is to investigate remitting 
practices as a form of family commitment between generations, and across time 
and distance. Family commitments are not to be taken for granted, but are instead 
subject to the infl uence of family history, and the needs and opportunities of both 
elderly parents and middle-aged children. Firstly, the study aims to provide insights 
about how intergenerational solidarity evolves during the life course when migra-
tion is the main turning point in the life of the family. Secondly, the paper explores 
how various measures of family commitment, mutual support and needs and op-
portunities trigger remitting practices. Finally, the study seeks to identify possible 
differences in the meanings between remittances in cash and remittances in kind. 

This study is relevant for several reasons. The fi rst is the Romanian demographic 
context, involving the ageing of the population, increased international migration 
and population decline. Future projections of the country’s population also raise 
concerns about the future of the family. Secondly, when trying to understand the 
signifi cance of kin relations as sources of assistance, attention must be paid to the 
considerable importance Romanians continue to attach to family cohesion. Reports 
of the Population Policy Acceptance Study (European Commission 2006) show that 
Romanians rely heavily on help provided by the family, in both of its forms: down-
ward (from parents to children) and upward (from children to parents) (see also 
Mureșan and Hărăguș 2015). 

After outlining the Romanian demographic context, a theoretical framework will 
be briefl y presented. I then explain the data and methodology used for the empirical 
analysis. The results section includes descriptive statistics and multivariate analy-
sis, both for remittances in cash and remittances in kind. The later sections of the 
paper will discuss the fi ndings in relation to the broader context of both literatures 
and the Romanian situation. The conclusions emphasize the need to investigate 
remittances not only from a material perspective, but also as a family practice em-
bedded within the moral codes of kinship.

2 The Romanian context 

At present, people in post-industrial societies have a greater life expectancy. Chil-
dren will live longer than their parents, while elderly people today will live longer 
than in the past. In Romania, it took only 15 years (1990-2015) for the percentage 
of people aged 65+ to increase from 10.4 percent to 15.5 percent (Rotariu et al. 
2017). During the same period, the old-age dependency ratio has increased from 
15.8 percent to 25.5 percent (Rotariu et al. 2017) and this fi gure is expected to con-
tinue increasing over the next period, reaching 48.2 percent in 2050 (United Nations 
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2017). These trends are infl uenced by persistent low fertility and improving life ex-
pectancy, and also by the increased out-migration by young people.  

Romania is one of the top emigration countries. Emigration fl ows from Roma-
nia to other member states are among the most important in the EU (World Bank 
Group 2016).  Based on the number of immigrants by country of origin provided by 
each European country, the total number of Romanians in 2016 who were offi cially 
registered as residing outside Romania, but within European borders, reached al-
most three million people (Rotariu et al. 2017).  The majority of emigrants are young 
adults aged between 20 and 39 (National Institute of Statistics 2015, Table 2.28), 
while Italy, Spain, United Kingdom and Germany are the most preferred destination 
countries (National Institute of Statistics 2015, Table 2.29). Unfortunately, in terms 
of numbers, little is known about transnational households, their multigenerational 
composition and the precise national situation regarding elderly people with chil-
dren living abroad.

Ageing affects the structure of families and kinship networks. Research on kin 
availability shows that 95 percent of Romanian adults aged 20 to 39 had at least one 
living parent and almost 60 percent were in the age category 40 to 59 (Puur et al. 
2011). The increase in the number of different generations within the same family 
unit (intergenerational extension) along with the reduction in the number of same 
generation family members (intragenerational contraction) has created beanpole 
families (Mureșan 2012). 

Romania is one of the European countries where fi lial obligation is highly valued 
but has a low score for upward intergenerational support (Mureșan/Hărăguș 2015). 
Older parents expect to receive care from their children while believing that the state 
should be responsible for providing opportunities for young generations (Kulcsár/
Brădățan 2014). A quarter of Romanian adult children live in the same household 
with their parents, in a context where intergenerational support is downward, from 
the parent towards the offspring (Hărăguș 2014). Along with strong shared norms 
of family obligations and widespread co-residence between parents and adult chil-
dren, these cohesive support networks of kinship are necessary because of the un-
derdeveloped Romanian social protection system, especially for the elderly (Nadolu 
et al. 2007).

3 Theoretical perspectives

Transnational families or multi-local families are defi ned as “families that live some 
or most of the time separated from each other yet hold together and create some-
thing that can be seen as a feeling of collective welfare and unity, namely ‘family-
hood’, even across national borders” (Bryceson/Vuorela 2002: 3). This defi nition is 
captured well within the framework of "circulation of care" (Baldassar/Merla 2014). 
In this framework, mobility is seen as an integral part of family life with positive and 
negative outcomes. The framework considers both nuclear and extended family 
types, highlights that fl ows of support are multidirectional and asymmetrical, and 
also recognizes the importance of a life course approach (Baldassar/Merla 2014). 
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Care is understood as a result of "the moral codes of family and kinship ties" and less 
as a commodifi ed service, which only delivers utility (Baldassar/Merla 2014). For in-
stance, transmission of remittances towards elderly parents is part of a longer-term 
social contract (Zelizer 2005). 

Based on the political economy paradigm, Kolm (2008) identifi es two forms of 
reciprocity, namely matching reciprocity and linking reciprocity. The fi rst is associ-
ated with a moral desire to achieve a balance between the one who offers and the 
one who receives. Linking reciprocity, on the other hand, is a result of strong emo-
tional bonds and a generator of further emotionally positive relationships. Reciproc-
ity can be manifested directly when the mutual relationship is based on the same 
type of support or indirectly when the gift or service is different to the one received 
previously (Finch/Mason 1993). As a result, we expect that stronger family commit-
ments prior to emigration and the receipt of transnational support from parents will 
increase the likelihood for remittances (Hypothesis H1).

Reciprocity implies that high probabilities of upward material support are linked 
to high probabilities of emotional assistance and frequent contact between migrant 
adult children and elderly parents (Baykara-Krumme/Fokkema 2018; Karpinska/
Dykstra 2018). On the other hand, strong emotional ties do not always entail mate-
rial support. For example, Rooyackers and collaborators (2016) argue that affective 
expressions of care usually compensate for the lack of material or practical sup-
port. In addition, they found that other types of assistance are not contingent upon 
emotional support (Rooyackers et al. 2016). However, even though there may not 
be a positive causal relationship between the provision of remittances and strong 
emotional ties, we expect that regular contact between parents and adult children 
will increase the likelihood for remittances (Hypothesis H2).

Maintaining family relationships is always subject to a varying set of interde-
pendencies. Szydlik (2016) argues that family solidarity is shaped by a group of con-
ditional factors which he classifi es into four dimensions: opportunity, need, family 
and cultural-contextual structures. Baldassar et al. (2007) argue that transnational 
exchanges of care are mediated by the capacity of individuals to engage and by the 
embodiment of cultural values regarding family obligations. Capacity is translated 
here in terms of an individual’s opportunity for fulfi lling familial duties across dis-
tance and is related to structural and individual factors (Baldassar et al. 2007).

One of the most important factors determining a migrant’s capacity to remit 
is employability. Lacking job opportunities or experiencing unemployment in the 
country of destination reduces the migrant’s income and therefore the probability 
of sending remittances (De Sousa/Duval 2010). Furthermore, research shows that 
emigrants with increased fi nancial possibilities remit more to their family members 
living in the home country (Funkhouser 1995). The same author stresses that the 
likelihood that a migrant will send remittances will increase if his or her own chil-
dren and spouse are non-migrant (Funkhouser 1995). This result is meaningful for 
two reasons. Firstly, it could indicate a shortage of available funds to provide inter-
generational monetary help to elderly parents (lower opportunities). Secondly, the 
result refl ects more opportunities for elderly parents to receive remittances if they 
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take care of their non-migrant grandchildren, and the need of migrants to receive 
such support, which in turn is reciprocated by fi nancial means. 

The literature on remittances often highlights that monetary transfers from 
abroad to the country of origin (developing countries) are usually family-oriented 
and largely spent on food and basic consumption, followed by medical or health 
care expenses (Cox 2002; Sander 2003). Moreover, it is also reported that low-in-
come households tend to receive more remittances (Funkhouser 1995). In this case, 
remittances play a major role in reducing poverty and improving quality of life for 
non-migrant family members. Parental needs, for fi nancial or medical reasons, are 
an important trigger for remittances by migrant adult children. The third hypothesis 
assumes that remittances are more likely when opportunities are available for mi-
grant children and when the needs of their elderly parents living in the country of 
origin are greater (Hypothesis H3).

Transfers of remittances are compound transactions, including material, emo-
tional and relational elements (Carling 2014). Subjectivity specifi c to both sender 
and receiver is involved when remittances are transferred from the migrant to the 
non-migrant family members. This creates a structure that facilitates social interac-
tions and remittances (Carling 2014). Compensation payments, repayments, allow-
ances and other forms of help are essential for understanding the social meaning 
of remittance transactions (Carling 2014). Distinctions between individual motives 
(such as altruism, exchange, inheritance or strategic motives) and familial arrange-
ments (insurance and investment), provide important insights into the complex set 
of possible motivations to remit (Rapoport/Docquier 2006). Ethnographic studies 
also highlight the variation of meanings of fi nancial upward support. On the one 
hand, remittances for parents living in diffi cult fi nancial conditions are the only 
available solution in order to be economically secure. On the other hand, fi nancial 
transfers from adult children may be a "symbolic expression of fi lial piety" or simply 
"a matter of choice or practicality" (Baldassar et al. 2007: 86). 

In a previous study in Poland, children living abroad were responsible for helping 
their parents fi nancially. Remittances were valued as a symbol of children’s concern 
and care from a distance (Krzyżowski/Mucha 2014). In the Romanian context, family 
solidarity and limited state support for elderly persons in poverty are the reasons 
for a strong fl ow of remittances from adult children abroad. Therefore, remittances 
in cash produce a safety net for the non-migrant family members. Romania is also 
a free market economy, with a large range of imported products and high rates 
of consumption (National Institute of Statistics 2019). Previous fi ndings on smaller 
Romanian communities abroad show that the money which the migrants send back 
home is mostly spent on covering household needs (Toth 2009). We assume that 
remittances in cash are mostly a way to secure parents’ wellbeing and fi nancial se-
curity, while remittances in kind may, for their part, be deeper expressions of caring 
and are not intended to make ends meet for parents (Hypothesis H4). 
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4 Data and methodology 

To test the research hypotheses, we used recent data from the project entitled In-
tergenerational solidarity in the context of work migration abroad: The situation of 
elderly left at home. This research project included a national survey carried out 
among Romanians aged 60 and over. In international demographic studies, 60 is the 
threshold age for the older population (UN 2015). Eligible sample members had to 
have at least one adult child currently working abroad. Data collection took place 
between April and December 2016. The analytic approach adopted in this paper 
focuses on the elderly parent-emigrant adult child dyad.

Data were collected from 1,506 different households and the respondent was 
the elderly parent (if alive, either the mother, or the father). The sampling procedure 
consisted of a random selection of two administrative units within each develop-
ment region of Romania, followed by another random selection of towns and villag-
es within each stratum. Respondents were identifi ed by fi eld survey staff through 
collaboration with local people: public and private institutions that maintain con-
tacts with potential respondents (for example: city halls, social service departments, 
day-care centres for elderly people, organizations that provide care services). An-
other method for fi nding eligible respondents was through recommendations from 
already-interviewed individuals. 

Most of the parents interviewed have one adult child living abroad and around 
30 percent of respondents have two or more adult children living abroad. In total, 
our data set consists of 2,188 emigrant adult children aged 20 years or over. For 79 
emigrant children (4 percent), the parents did not provide any information about 
either their transnational connection or previous family ties. Once these cases were 
excluded, the fi nal sample includes 2,109 parent-child dyads. The variables used for 
this study are measurements of various types of support offered and received by 
elderly parents and emigrant children. In order to capture exchanges before migra-
tion, we used retrospective questions. Other questions addressed topics related to 
family composition, living arrangements of the nuclear family and demographics. 
These variables have a non-response rate of between 1 and 5 percent. 

Results are presented in two different sub-sections according to the methods 
used for data analysis. Descriptive results are fi rst provided in order to give the 
reader a sense of the sample composition. The results of the logistic regression 
models are then presented. Regression estimates were obtained after adjusting 
standard errors for correlation among adult children of the same parent. In order 
to achieve better explanatory power, explanatory variables measuring the types of 
current and past intergenerational support were recoded as dichotomous. For the 
analyses of remittances in cash, the original ordinal scale (1 = no support, 2 = once 
or twice, 3 = more than twice, 4 = regular, at least once a month) was retained. The 
Polr function in R was used for estimating the effects of several explanatory vari-
ables on remittances in cash. In the case of remittances in kind, the glm function 
for the binomial family distribution was used. Ordinal and binary logistic regression 
coeffi cients have similar interpretations. 
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Two different categories of explanatory variable are employed. The fi rst uses 
measures of downward support and upward support, both before and during migra-
tion. Frequencies of ICT (information and communications technology)-mediated 
conversations and visits were used to assess the extent of contact between parents 
and children. These variables are used in order to give a sense of the family back-
ground and family history. The second category of explanatory variable comprises 
information about the needs and opportunities of individuals: the nuclear family 
context of the adult child, his or her employment status, parents’ health condition 
and fi nancial dependency. These variables identify the structures of opportunities 
and needs of both emigrant adult children and ageing parents. Some other variables 
were used as control factors, including country of destination, gender combination 
and parents’ age and marital status.

Before regression modelling, all explanatory variables were checked for mul-
ticollinearity. The generalized variance infl ation factor was calculated for the glm 
models. Finally, the two regression analyses, namely for remittances in cash and 
remittances in kind, provide fi nal models which integrate both types of explanatory 
variable. The empirical results are thus based on two logistic regression models. 
The fi rst model explains the variation in cash remittances using the ordinal scale, 
while the other model uses the binary response variable measuring remittances in 
kind. 

Before describing the empirical results, it is necessary to assess some limita-
tions of the data. On the one hand, the empirical evidence relies only on the parents’ 
perspective and on their information about the personal characteristics of their chil-
dren. This raises the issue of parental bias, but no information directly from the 
adult children is available in order to control for possible errors. Additionally, even 
though there is some knowledge about previous intergenerational exchanges, us-
ing cross-sectional survey data imposes limits when trying to understand how in-
tergenerational solidarity is changing across the life course. The retrospective data 
used here is based on parents’ memory of the past and their subjective sense of 
early relationships with their adult children. However, we do not believe that such 
limitations diminish the theoretical and empirical value of our fi ndings.

5 Results

5.1 Description of respondent characteristics and responses 

Descriptive statistics in Table 1 distinguish between several measures of intergen-
erational solidarity and indicators of the opportunities and needs of elderly parents 
and emigrant adult children. Looking at intergenerational support during migration, 
our results show more fi nancial and material support overall from migrant adult 
children. On the other hand, parents were more involved in providing fi nancial and 
material intergenerational support before migration. These results are in line with 
literature showing that downward intergenerational support is more frequent in a 
translocal context and that the direction of support usually changes after migration 
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of the adult child (Finch/Mason 1993). However, parents with adult children living 
abroad do not only receive support, but also play active roles in transnational ex-
changes. Support in kind and practical help around the house are family practices 
that are highly present among elderly parents with emigrant adult children.

5.2 Explaining transnational fi nancial support. Multivariate analysis 

Considering intergenerational support in cash, the results displayed in Table 2 
highlight continued upward support across time and geographic distance. Signifi -
cant estimates for variables measuring intergenerational support range from 0.309 
to 1.034, where support in cash from an adult child before migration (1.034) and 
support in kind from an adult child during migration (0.822) are highly signifi cant. 
Our results show that adult children who used to provide support in cash before 
emigrating are almost three times more likely to send more remittances (odds ra-
tio = 2.812), and 50 percent more likely if they had provided support in kind (odds 
ratio = 1.489). Strong association is observed for upward support in kind during mi-
gration (0.822). The odds ratio is 2.275, which means that the odds of sending more 
frequent remittances in cash are twice as high when migrants send remittances in 
kind as well. 

Smaller and less signifi cant regression coeffi cients are observed for practical 
support from a distance provided by elderly parents (0.309). The estimated regres-
sion coeffi cient for monetary transnational support is signifi cant and negative when 
fi nancial support is transferred by elderly parents to emigrant adult children (-1.008). 
When emigrants receive money from their parents, they are 64 percent less likely 
to send remittances in cash. Clearly, support in cash in the context of migration is 
unidirectional. Migrants have the means to remit back home and parents have the 
means to return the support received in other ways. We do confi rm Hypothesis 
(H1) regarding previous commitments and reciprocity. Strong previous family com-
mitments, both from adult children and elderly parents, and indirect reciprocity in-
crease the likelihood of more frequent remittances.

At the level of family and household, Table 2 shows other explanatory factors to 
be signifi cant. Our fi ndings stress a signifi cant association between transnational 
visits by emigrants and ICT contact. The two signifi cant values of the regression es-
timates range from 0.619 for weekly ICT contact to 0.709 for visits. The unexpected 
result is the non-signifi cant negative effect of daily ICT contact. Our second hypoth-
esis (H2) is therefore only partially confi rmed.

Considering the emigrant’s needs and opportunities, stepwise results (not dis-
played here) show signifi cant positive association when the migrant child has a 
regular job (employed worker, self-employed or business owner) compared to a 
non-working child. Unexpectedly, the estimate in the full model is not signifi cant 
anymore. Living separately from own nuclear family members accounts for the reg-
ularity of monetary support to ageing parents. In this case, the estimate varies from 
negative to positive values. Having underage children in Romania provides a posi-
tive association (0.428). In this case, emigrants are 50 percent more likely to send 
more remittances back home. A much stronger relationship regards non-coresident 
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Variable/Category % /mean(sd) 

Support (remittances) in cash from adult child during migration
At least once per month 10.1
More than twice a month 22.2
Once or twice a month 18.3
No support 49.5

Support in cash from adult child before migration
Yes 27.9
No 72.1

Support in cash from parents during migration
Yes 6.0
No 94.0

Support in cash from parents before migration
Yes 42.3
No 57.7

Support (remittances) in kind from adult child during migration
Yes 46.3
No 53.7

Support in kind from adult child before migration
Yes 58.2
No 41.8

Support in kind from parents during migration
Yes 35.7
No 64.3

Support in kind from parents before migration
Yes 75.8
No 24.2

Practical support from parents in the household
Yes 25.0
No 75.0

ICT contact
Monthly or less 23.0
Weekly 47.9
Daily 29.1

Visits from adult child (in the past year)
No 27.6
Yes 72.4

Tab. 1: Descriptive results by intergenerational solidarity and personal 
characteristics of migrants and non-migrant elderly parents
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Variable/Category % /mean(sd)

Gender combination
Son-father 18.6
Daughter-father 18.8
Son-mother 29.8
Daughter-mother 32.9

Working status of the migrant adult child
Has a regular job 87.7
Unemployed 12.3

Children of the migrant adult child
No 28.1
Yes, they live together 54.1
Yes, living in Romania 17.8

Partner of the migrant adult child
No 20.7
Yes, they live together 70.2
Yes, living in Romania 9.2

Country of destination of the migrant adult child
Italy 24.8
Spain 19.2
Germany 17.0
UK 10.5
Other European 21.2
Non-European 7.3

Partnership status of the parent
Has partner 56.4
No partner 43.6

Parent’s diffi culties caused by health status 
Experiencing illness 63.7
No health problems 36.3

Parent’s capability to manage household expenses
No need for support 72.4
No 5.5
Only with support 22.1

Parent’s age 67.8 (6.7)
N 2,109

Tab. 1: Continuation

Source: SolFam database, own calculation
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Variable/Category Remittances in cash Remittances in kind
B (Std. Error) B (Std. Error)

Family and household level
Support in cash from adult child before migration (ref=No)

Yes 1.034 (0.121)*** 0.072 (0.161)
2.812 1.075

Support in cash from parents during migration (ref=No)
Yes -1.008 (0.225)***  0.051 (0.313)

0.365 1.052
Support in cash from parents before migration (ref=No)

Yes  0.219 (0.113) -0.048 (0.145)
1.245 0.953

Support in cash from adult child during migration (ref=No)
Yes -  1.036 (0.147)***

- 2.818
Support in kind from adult child during migration (ref=No)

Yes  0.822 (0.112)*** -
2.275

Support in kind from adult child before migration (ref=No)
Yes  0.398 (0.128)**  0.843 (154)***

1.489 2.323
Support in kind from parents during migration (ref=No)

Yes -0.116 (0.124)  1.618 (0.157)***
0.890 5.043

Support in kind from parents before migration (ref=No)
Yes  0.125 (0.147) -0.157 (0.181)

1.133 0.855
Practical support from parents (ref=No)

Yes  0.309 (0.124)*  0.325 (0.160)*
1.362 1.384

ICT contact (ref=Monthly or less)
Weekly  0.619 (0.118)***  0.263 (0.152)

1.857 1.301
Daily -0.157 (0.086) -0.081 (0.115)

0.855 0.922
Visits from adult child (ref=No)

Yes  0.709 (0.132)***  0.651 (0.161)***
2.032 1.917

Adult children
Working status (ref=Unemployed)

Has a regular job  0.237 (0.188) 0.264 (0.214)
1.267 1.302

Children (ref=No)
Yes, they live together -0.189 (0.129)  0.223 (0.188)

0.828 1.250
Yes, living in Romania  0.428 (0.213)*  0.357 (0.229)

1.534 1.429

Tab. 2: Unstandardized coeffi cients of logistic regression for remittances in 
cash and remittances in kind to elderly parents living in Romania
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Variable/Category Remittances in cash Remittances in kind
B (Std. Error) B (Std. Error)

Partner (ref=No)
Yes, they live together -0.127 (0.148)  0.122 (0.204)

0.881 1.130
Yes, living in Romania -1.142 (0.280)*** -0.076 (0.315)

0.319 0.927
Elderly parents
Diffi culties caused by health status (ref=None)

Yes  0.156 (0.120) -0.042 (0.147)
1.169 0.959

Capable of managing household expenses (ref= No need for support)
No  0.497 (0.307) -0.352 (0.311)

1.644 0.703
Only with support  0.734 (0.131)*** -0.016 (0.171)

2.083 0.984
Control variables
Gender combination (ref=Son-father)

Daughter-father  0.092 (0.171)  0.403 (0.227)
1.096 1.496

Son-mother  0.228 (0.162)  0.247 (0.213)
1.256 1.280

Daughter-mother  0.219 (0.168)  0.399 (0.212)
1.245 1.490

Country of destination (ref=Italy)
Spain  0.010 (0.156) -0.433 (0.208)*

1.010 0.649
Germany -0.289 (0.177) -0.434 (0.211)

0.749 0.648
UK -0.074 (0.186) -0.560 (0.248)*

0.929 0.571
Other European  0.071 (0.155) -0.799 (0.204)***

1.074 0.450
Non-European -0.081 (0.233) -0.628 (0.290)*

0.922 0.534
Partnership status of the parent (ref=No partner)

Partnered -0.297 (0.123)*  0.046 (0.153)
0.743 1.047

Age of the parent (continuous) -0.020 (0.009)* 0.015 (0.011)
0.980 1.015

Pseudo r-squared 
McFadden 0.304 0.389
Nagelkerke 0.639 0.597

Tab. 2: Continuation

Notes: *** P ≤ 0.001; ** P ≤ 0.01; * P ≤ 0.05
Odds Ratio are reported in italics below the coeffi cients

Source: SolFam database, own calculation
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living arrangements between spouses. Specifi cally, when the spouse or the partner 
lives in the home country, the estimate is negative and highly signifi cant (-1.142). 
These are important results, stressing that family needs are highly valued among 
middle-aged immigrants. 

In cases where parents have trouble managing household expenses without 
support, the likelihood of remittances being sent is doubled (odds ratio = 2.083). 
This is the only signifi cant result for measures of parental needs. Parental health sta-
tus does not provide any signifi cant change in the regression estimate. The lack in 
signifi cance is mainly because the Romanian public medical and health care system 
is based on social contributions and is free of charge at the point of use for most of 
its medical services.

Our empirical results verify Hypothesis (H3) regarding the way in which needs 
and opportunities shape the transmission of remittances in cash to elderly par-
ents. Signifi cant estimates varying from -1.141 to 0.428 for migrants who do not live 
abroad with their nuclear family members and 0.734 for parents who need fi nancial 
support, give evidence to support our hypothesis. Transnational support through 
money transfers is a way of securing the wellbeing of parents. Nonetheless, chil-
dren’s own needs and their capacities to transfer money are important as well. For 
instance, their own nuclear family arrangements seem to be extremely relevant in 
terms of understanding intergenerational help consisting of money transfers.

Remittances in kind are signifi cantly associated with other forms of support dur-
ing migration. The values of estimates range from 1.036 for remittances in cash to 
1.618 for downward support in kind. Furthermore, practical support from parents 
increases the likelihood of remittances in kind by 40 percent. Even though the as-
sociation with practical support is not as strong as it is for material exchanges, the 
regression estimate is still large enough to support a generalized form of reciproc-
ity (0.325). Previous help is also important. Adult children who used to help their 
parents before migration are expected to continue to offer support during migra-
tion. The regression estimate for upward support in kind before migration is highly 
signifi cant (0.843). Based on our results, Hypothesis (H1) regarding previous family 
commitment and mutual support during migration is confi rmed for remittances in 
kind as well.

Transnational support in kind to parents is not signifi cantly associated with ICT-
contact but only with visits to the home country. It appears that even though re-
mittances do not require face-to-face contact, the likelihood for such exchanges is 
doubled (odds ratio = 1.384) when emigrant children visit their parents in the origin 
country. Having no strong evidence for the importance of the regularity of ICT con-
tact, the second hypothesis is therefore only partially confi rmed for remittances in 
kind (H2). 

In terms of an individual’s opportunities and needs, our empirical results do not 
show any signifi cant associations. However, some countries of destination are as-
sociated with negative regression coeffi cients. Remittances in kind are less com-
mon as the distance between the home country and the country of destination in-
creases. Our results do not provide enough reasons to confi rm the third Hypothesis 
(H3) regarding the impact of opportunities and the need for remittances in kind.



Linked Lives across Borders: Economic Remittances to Ageing Parents in Romania    • 79

Comparing results for remittances in cash and remittances in kind, both are 
heavily infl uenced by previous support and by the child’s commitment to family 
solidarity. However, different types of reciprocity are observed. When consider-
ing the structures of needs and opportunities, differences arise between the two 
outcomes. Our evidence makes it clear that the frequency of money transfers from 
abroad is shaped signifi cantly by the opportunities of the children and by the needs 
of the parents. This is not the case for remittances in kind, however. Also, money 
transfers appear to be absent except when face-to-face interaction occurs. We do 
confi rm the last Hypothesis (H4) with regards to the particularity of remittances in 
cash in contrast with remittances in kind.

6 Discussion

The effect of intergenerational support before migration was confi rmed as positive. 
This result highlights the family-oriented type of migration which is characteristic 
to a large category of Romanians living abroad. The strong positive association 
between remittances to parents and needs underlines how the decision to migrate 
is related to keeping the family materially well-off. Previous research showed that 
81 percent of the total amount of remittances was used to cover the daily needs of 
the non-migrants (Toth 2009) and that temporary migration is triggered for fi nancial 
reasons (Angel 2009). 

Asymmetry between those who offer and those who receive support was also 
observed. The highest odds ratio indicates that emigrant adult children tend to be 
providers of support. They are more likely to remit if they were involved in upward 
support before migration and when their transnational support consists of both re-
mittances in cash and in kind. This is in line with other studies which show that 
transnational relations can be asymmetrical (Baldassar/Merla 2014). However, the 
involvement of parents who are benefi ciaries of remittances should not be neglect-
ed. Matching reciprocity (Kolm 2008) is achieved by them providing practical help 
from a distance and by offering support in kind.

Regarding face-to face contact, visits to the home country seem to be an appro-
priate way of reconnecting with kin left behind and expressing fi lial piety by offer-
ing support in cash or kind to parents. Most probably, this is when emigrants also 
receive goods such as traditional food from their parents. Visits, along with mutual 
support in kind, can be understood as linking reciprocity (Kolm 2008) between el-
derly parents and migrant adult children. Transnational visits are considered to be 
the strongest way of remaining in contact and expressing togetherness (Ducu 2016). 

The adult child’s own nuclear family also shapes only the regularity of remit-
tances in cash to ageing parents. We observed lower chances of intergeneration-
al support when the spouse or partner lives in Romania and a higher likelihood 
when underage children live in Romania. The literature shows that grandparents 
usually care for the grandchildren when parents work abroad (Hărăguș et al. 2018; 
Kagitҫibasi 2005; Treas/Mazumdar 2004). These results highlight the importance of 
family negotiations within the larger kin network.
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With respect to the characteristics of elderly parents, our empirical evidence 
shows no signifi cant relationship between remittances in kind and parental needs. 
In contrast, parents experiencing fi nancial diffi culties are more likely to receive re-
mittances in cash. Remittances in kind are more likely to be exchanged during visits 
motivated by special occasions such as Christian holidays, summer holidays and 
important family events. Support in kind is a practice of gift-giving, and has a senti-
mental rather than a material meaning. Previous research concluded that exchang-
ing goods or objects creates a positive sense of attachment and gratitude (Kolm 
2000) and an embodied feeling of co-presence by proxy (Baldassar et al. 2007).

The results presented here highlight the fact that remittances are not just simple 
practices that occur between transnational family members, but instead are em-
bedded within the broader set of family-like activities and shaped by the individual 
biographies and family history. These fi ndings build on previous work on Romanian 
transnational families but provide new insights. 

7 Concluding remarks 

As part of the moral economy (Minkler/Estes 1991), exchanges of care are “gov-
erned by the moral codes of family and kinship ties” (Baldassar/Merla 2014: 32). 
The aim of this paper was to approach the study of remitting practices as something 
more than simple actions that family members do or do not engage in within the 
context of migration. We chose to understand remittances as a family practice and 
part of the intergenerational relationships of support, rather than as a contribution 
to the macro-economy of the home country. Instead of emphasising the materiality 
of purely economic transactions, money and commodities were understood here in 
terms of means of doing family (Morgan 2011). 

Our empirical evidence shows that intergenerational support in cash and in kind 
can be reciprocal, multidirectional and asymmetrical. As highlighted by the results 
above, transfers of care change over the life course, being modelled by early family 
context, family history, current relationships and life events. Individual character-
istics, along with a degree of cultural, economic and political infl uence, are also 
important factors which determine the decision or the capacity to actively engage in 
supporting family from a distance. Even if we do not have strong empirical evidence 
to distinguish between individual willingness and individual capacity to provide re-
mittances, we have managed to see the important link between strong family bonds 
and intergenerational support. 

We have noticed that the patterns of transferring remittances in cash compared 
to remittances in kind to non-migrant elderly parents living in Romania display simi-
larities but also clear differences. Both forms of transnational support have a certain 
material and sentimental value, but most importantly they are part of a broader 
family relationship. Even though a large proportion of emigrant adult children do 
not send remittances to their elderly parents living in Romania, we cannot directly 
assume the disruption of intergenerational family ties. Different typologies of fam-
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ily practices across borders imply that some forms of support are rather marginal 
while others are more intense (Baykara-Krumme/Fokkema 2018). 

The limitations of the study also need to be considered. Firstly, we recorded 
only the parental perspective regarding the relationship with each emigrant adult 
child. Studies on intergenerational ambivalence regarding family support show that 
adult children do not always have the same opinions or perspectives as their par-
ents (Connidis/McMullin 2002). Secondly, this paper focuses on the parent-child 
dyad with minimal concerns for the broader kin network. Looking at the broader 
kin group provides a clearer view of how responsibilities towards the family are 
negotiated among family members (Finch/Mason 1993). Thirdly, compared to ret-
rospective questions (the case here), longitudinal data provides more accurate and 
detailed information about past events and life changes. Retrospective questions 
are subject to various sources of bias such as memory loss, blurred memories or 
misjudgements (de Vaus 2001). 

Our fi ndings and the limitations of this study suggest the need for further quan-
titative studies concerning Romanian families and transnational family relationships 
across multiple borders. Exploring normative and consensual intergenerational 
solidarity (Bengtson 1993; Bengtson/Roberts 1991) and acculturation in the host 
societies could show how social values can determine transnational care and remit-
tances in the Romanian context. Strong family norms indicate the presence of inter-
generational support (Bengtson 1993), but ambivalence can also produce changes 
in the subjective meaning of each family practice and differences in views between 
migrants and non-migrants. 

In some cases, acculturation is believed to nurture family support (Rooyackers 
et al. 2016). However, increased differences in family systems and welfare regimes 
between the country of origin and the country of destination, along with a cosmo-
politan type of migration (Nedelcu 2012), could lead to different forms of transna-
tional relations among kin groups. New variations may prevail while focusing on the 
economic background and social capital of the migrant. 
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