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Chapter 7
A Country of Settlement for Migrant 
Families

Elisa Barbiano di Belgiojoso, Stefania Maria Lorenza Rimoldi, 
Laura Terzera, and Eleonora Trappolini

7.1 � Introduction

Through a long history of immigration, the migrant population of Italy has under-
gone a well-documented transformation (Strozza, 2018). In the early stages, the 
migrant population was predominantly composed of male workers who acted as 
forerunners, with the exception of certain nationalities in which women were more 
represented. In the last quarter-century, these initial flows have been followed by 
family reunification or have made possible the creation of new families in the host 
country. Today, the immigrant population in Italy is largely settled.

The ongoing quantitative and structural consolidation of families of immigrant 
origin is one of the most apparent dimensions of the evolving presence of foreign- 
or foreign-background populations in Italy. Various elements confirm this process 
of consolidation, reflecting different stages of incorporation into the territory, often 
marked by the family characteristics of migrants.

In this chapter, we firstly analyse the profile of ‘immigrant’ families (i.e., fami-
lies living in Italy in which at least one of the partners—and often all members—
hold only foreign citizenship) over the past few decades. We illustrate the 
transformations in these family forms — whether arising from the reunification of 
families already established in the country of origin or from newly formed relation-
ships in Italy — using the available data on residence permits, marriages, and repro-
ductive behaviour. Unfortunately, the structure of the available data limits our ability 
to include in the analysis the growing number of families formed by former foreign 
residents who have subsequently acquired Italian citizenship. The following section 
examines how families’ needs change over time. Our focus is on how migrant fami-
lies address (or struggle to address) the demand for childcare, considering the 
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Table 7.1  Families with at least one foreign-citizen member and families  with only foreign-
citizen members in Italy, 2001, 2011 and 2022 (absolute values)

2001 2011 2022

Families with at least one foreign-citizen member 672,506 1,828,338 2,663,103
Families with only foreign-citizen members 416,192 1,357,204 1,900,500

Source: Martire and Zindato (2005); Census ISTAT 2011; Permanent Census ISTAT, 2022

opportunities and constraints of the Italian context, which, like other Southern 
European countries, is characterised by a familistic welfare model. Finally, we anal-
yse the role of grandparents in providing childcare for migrant families, exploring 
how this role intersects with the growing care needs of ageing migrants themselves.

7.2 � Reunited Families, New Families, and Descendants

The settlement process of migrant families is evidenced by their growth between 
2001 and 2022, as shown in Table 7.1. In the 2001 Census, only 672,506 families 
had at least one member with foreign citizenship. By the 2011 Census, this figure 
had tripled to 1,828,338 families, with 1,357,204 composed entirely of foreign citi-
zens. By 2022, these families had increased by an additional 40–45% (see Chap. 2 
for general trends in the foreign population). The (slow) decline in the percentage of 
families composed solely of foreign citizens (from 74% in 2011 to 71% in 2022) 
reflects the maturation of the settlement process. This trend is likely driven by an 
increase in citizenship acquisition, mixed marriages, and informal unions. Another 
official indicator underscoring the consolidation of this process is the trend in resi-
dence permits issued for family reasons1 (Fig. 7.1 and Table 7.2). Italian legislation, 
like that of most Western European states, permits the reunification of spouses and 
children. However, the reunification of other family members, such as parents and 
siblings, is strictly restricted. The available data show that the reunification of 
spouses is prioritised over that of children, who often follow the migration of both 
parents (Table 7.2).

The first waves of migrants to Italy primarily established themselves through the 
reunification of pre-existing families or through engagement in ‘marriage migra-
tion’ (Niedomysl et al., 2010), while the formation of new family units within the 
Italian marriage market was relatively limited. Overall, family settlement patterns in 
Italy appear to follow a fairly traditional structure. The first migrant (the forerunner) 
pursues a stable project, subsequently followed by the arrival of family members 
reunited over time (Kraler et al., 2011). Such a process, however, varies consider-
ably by gender and country of origin. Two distinct paths to reunification can be 

1 The observable discontinuity between 2008 and 2011 is due to changes in official accounting. 
Since 2008, minors registered on the permit of stay of an adult have started to be also counted in 
the number of ‘family reasons’. Since 2011, foreign citizens with a long-term permit-of-stay 
(quasi-permanent migrants) are counted separately, thus disappearing from the number of resi-
dence permits granted for family or other reasons.
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Fig. 7.1  Trend in marriages with at least one foreign-citizen member and family permits in Italy, 
2007–2023 (absolute values). Source: Authors’ elaboration of ISTAT data (2024)

observed. In some cases, reunifications may occur in a tight time frame, typically 
within two years of the first migrant’s arrival. In other cases, reunification takes 
place after a considerable period of time. Notably, three quarters of married migrants 
are reunited within ten years of the arrival of the first spouse (Terzera & Barbiano di 
Belgiojoso, 2018).

It is important to note, however, that family trajectories can vary significantly 
depending on the gender, cultural background, and country of origin of the forerun-
ner. Gabrielli et al. (2019a, 2019b) have demonstrated that migrant women arrive in 
Italy with diverse marital histories: some are already married, others migrate fol-
lowing a marital breakdown, and some form a partnership around the time of migra-
tion. In contrast, many migrant men arrive in Italy single, forming a union only after 
spending a sizable period of time in the country, often involving a temporary return 
to their country of origin. The same authors have emphasised that cultural back-
ground also plays a significant role in shaping patterns of couple formation. For 
example, migrants from North Africa exhibit a significant gender gap in the propor-
tion of singles at the time of migration. This disparity arises from a specific migra-
tory behaviour in which the male forerunner migrates first, followed by couple 
formation and either the simultaneous or delayed migration of the bride. This pro-
cess is commonly referred to in the literature as ‘importation of a spouse’ and ‘trail-
ing spouse’ (see, among others, González-Ferrer et al., 2016; Heering et al., 2004).

Between 2007 and 2023, there were, on average, over 100,000 arrivals per 
year for family reasons, even if in 2020, owing to the pandemic, the number was 
remarkably lower (Fig. 7.1). Overall, from 2007 to 2023, there had been a total of 
almost two million family permits. More than the volume of admissions, what is 
particularly noteworthy is the percentage of residence  permits issued for family 
reasons relative to the total number of permits. This percentage has grown steadily 
over time (see Table 7.2). From 28% in 2009, it has grown to 59% in 2020. It then 
declined due to the increase in the number of residence permits for humanitarian 
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reasons. The marked increase in the percentage of residence permits for family rea-
sons, however, derives mostly from the sharp reduction, over the period considered, 
in the number of residence permits granted for work reasons. Nor should it be for-
gotten that residence permits for family reasons allow the holder to access the labour 
market. Consequently, some of the migrants arriving for non-working reasons may 
also be labour migrants under a different name.

Reunification shapes the family structures prevalent in each territory, owing to 
the operation of two key factors: the legislation regulating family inflows and the 
priorities embedded in the decision-making of family members regarding with 
whom to reunite.

Up to 2014, partner reunification was the most common form of family reunifica-
tion, accounting for approximately 46% of cases on average. However, from 2015 
onwards, children have become the family members most frequently reunited, rep-
resenting 50% of reunited members in 2023. Therefore, sponsoring the family 
members turns out to be primarily functionally linked to the migratory project: 
‘Migrants with persistent temporary intentions usually exclude family reunification 
in the host country, while migrants with a strong orientation to settle in Italy reunify 
the family’ (Barbiano di Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2018, p. 763). Permanent settlement 
in the host country is a goal generally shared by the members of families that existed 
prior to the emigration of some of their members. Therefore, it is often strategically 
advantageous to prioritise the reunification of only the spouse, leaving the children 
in the country of origin. This approach allows the family to invest in a dual income, 
maximising the family’s economic performance due to the absence of children. 
Conversely, single-parent families, mostly headed by female breadwinners, repre-
sent an exception to this model. For these families, the reunification of children is 
often essential due to the absence of support networks for childcare in the country 
of origin (Barbiano di Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2018).

However, reunification patterns (and their timing) are strongly contingent upon 
nationality, which serves as a proxy for cultural background, including established 
gender roles in the countries of origin. As a result, men are more likely to complete 
the family reunification process, as they are more frequently the forerunners. The 
reunification of brides is more common and more accessible than the  reunifica-
tion of grooms, as the latter typically involves families from countries that do not 
stigmatise female salaried employment and are more accepting of female migration 
(Fresnoza-Flot, 2017; Barbiano di Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2018).

As far as the citizenship of individuals who have entered with a residence permit 
for family reasons is concerned, over the last few years (2019–2023), the top two 
positions are held by the second and third largest groups in Italy: Albanians and 
Moroccans (see Table 7.3). The subsequent positions in the ranking are less stable 
over time. Considering three five-year periods (2009–2013, 2014–2018, and 
2019–2023), the third, fourth, and fifth positions have shifted. In the first decade 
(2009–2018), Chinese were the third-largest group, but in the most recent 
(2019–2023) period they have disappeared from the list of the most representated 
nationalities. Currently, India, Bangladesh, and Egypt have emerged among the 
most represented groups. Moldovans appear in the ranking only during the first 
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five-year period (2009–2013). Regardless of the five-year periods considered, the 
first five countries of citizenship consistently account for nearly 45% of permits for 
family reasons. The breakdown by citizenship is similar for men and women, 
with the same five countries of citizenship ranking at the top over the years, though 
with slight variations in their order.

The analysis of residence permits is not sufficient to fully understand the trend of 
migrant family settlement in Italy. Foreign citizens from European Union countries, 
for instance, are not required to have a permit to live in Italy. Additionally, two 
important considerations should be taken into account: first, some families are 
formed directly in Italy through marriage or cohabitation; second, there is a growing 
number of Italians with a migratory background, as a result of the acquisition of 
Italian citizenship over time.

Furthermore, transnational families, often overlooked, should be taken into 
account. These families represent the other side of the coin concerning family reuni-
fication. Families reunited in the host country often experience periods of transna-
tional living because migrants may lack a well-defined migratory project and/or 
because they do not meet the requirements for reunification (Barbiano di Belgiojoso 
& Terzera, 2018). However, studies have highlighted the existence of long-term 
transnational families. As in other European countries, Italy has a sizeable number 
of stable transnational families among certain nationalities. The formation and per-
sistence of these arrangements are shaped by factors such as gender, marital status, 
and age of the first migrant (Baizán et  al., 2014; Caarls & Mazzuccato, 2016). 
Complete or incomplete transnational families are more frequent among sub-
Saharan African, Latin American, Ukrainian, Moldovan, and Filipino migrants 
(Barbiano di Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2018; Cvajner, 2018).

The second crucial aspect that can be inferred from official sources regarding 
definitive settlement concerns marriages involving at least one foreign citizen. 
Specifically, official data show that since 2007 (see Fig. 7.1), there have consistently 
been over 25,000 marriages annually involving couples with at least one spouse 
with foreign citizenship, with two exceptions: 2020, when the number of marriages 
plummeted to less than 19,000 due to the pandemic, and 2009, when a change in the 
law for citizenship acquisition through marriage led to a decline. In the last three 
years, however, the trend has rebounded, with nearly 30,000 marriages recorded in 
2023. Furthermore, this contingent has steadily increased its share of total mar-
riages celebrated in Italy, rising from 14% in 2009 to 16% in 2023 (see Table 7.2). 
However, during the same years, the percentage of marriages with both spouses 
with foreign citizenship has gradually decreased, dropping from one in three to 
nearly one in four marriages. A possible explanation for this trend could be the 
increasing number of marriages in which one of the spouses has a migratory back-
ground but has acquired Italian citizenship. As a result, the prevalence of marriages 
with at exactly one foreign citizen has increased. The ‘Italian groom and foreign-
citizen bride’ pattern has consistently remained above 50%.

Using official data on marriages, Paterno et al. (2023) highlight that most mar-
riages involving both spouses with foreign citizenship are first marriages, a charac-
teristic that has remained constant over time. However, they observe that second 
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marriages are significantly more common when the couple consists of an Italian 
man and a woman with foreign citizenship, compared to other types of marriages 
(e.g., man with foreign citizenship and an Italian woman or both foreign citizens). 
Additionally, these marriages often feature brides with foreign citizenship who are 
better educated and, on average, younger than their Italian grooms. These structural 
differences in mixed couples have been explained in the literature through ‘exchange 
theory’ (Maffioli et al., 2014), which suggests the presence of a form of exchange in 
which an Italian man’s better economic and legal status is traded for a first-marriage 
partner who is younger and better educated. This theoretical framework is further 
substantiated by the findings of Guetto and Azzolini (2015), who identify signifi-
cant deviations from the standard patterns of positive assortative mating in migrant/
native marriages in Italy, especially in contexts of low immigrant integration. Their 
analysis of Italian Labour Force Survey and Register of Marriage data provides 
robust evidence for the status exchange hypothesis, showing that such marriages are 
more likely to involve less-educated, older Italian men marrying better-educated, 
younger migrant women, particularly those from non-Western countries. They also 
find that migrant women are more likely to marry an Italian man if they are unem-
ployed at the time of marriage. Moreover, the patterns of assortative mating in 
migrant/native marriages begin to align with those of native couples when migrant 
women possess Italian citizenship at the time of marriage, underscoring the critical 
influence of integration levels on intermarriage dynamics.

The nationalities most frequently involved in marriages differ from those 
involved in family reunification, and the dynamics also vary by type of marriage 
(Table 7.4). For marriages in which both spouses are foreign citizens, the top five 
countries of citizenship − accounting for more than half of the cases (59% over the 
period 2019–2023) − have remained largely unchanged since 2014. Romanians, the 
largest community in Italy since the EU enlargement in 2007, play a significant role, 
representing roughly one in four marriages in which both spouses have foreign citi-
zenship. Since 2014, Nigerians have ranked second among the top five countries of 
citizenship, accounting for 16% of marriages in Italy in which both spouses had for-
eign citizenship in 2019–2023. Despite their relatively smaller community size and 
limited role in family reunification, Nigerians consistently stand out for their nota-
ble involvement in family formation over time. Albanians also stand out for 
both family reunification and for forming new families. This trend reflects the pres-
ence of an active and robust marriage market, characterised by high rates of both 
reunification and marriage. Similarly, two other Eastern European countries, 
Ukraine and Moldova, are prominent in these statistics. In marriages between 
foreign-national women and Italian men, the distribution of brides by nationality 
has remained relatively stable over time, with women from Eastern European coun-
tries—such as Romania, Ukraine, Russia, and Albania—accounting for the largest 
shares. Brazilian women, who are also prominent in this category, constitute a nota-
ble exception to this pattern. By contrast, in marriages between foreign-national 
men and Italian women, the most common non-EU nationalities are Moroccan and 
Albanian, with Tunisian grooms also appearing in this group. Spouses from More 

7 A Country of Settlement for Migrant Families



148

Table 7.4  Top five countries of citizenship in marriages with at least one spouse with foreign 
citizenship, by type of marriage in Italy, 2009–13, 2014–18, 2019–2023 (percentage values)

2009–2013 
Citizenship %

2014–2018 
Citizenship %

2019–2023 
Citizenship %

Foreign bride, 
Italian groom

1 Romania 17.5 Romania 19.6 Romania 18.5
2 Ukraine 10.4 Ukraine 12.3 Ukraine 12.3
3 Brazil 7.6 Russia 6.5 Russia 6.7
4 Poland 6.3 Brazil 5.9 Brazil 5.7
5 Russia 6.2 Albania 5.1 Albania 4.1
Subtotal 48.0 49.5 47.4

Foreign groom, 
Italian bride

1 Morocco 14.3 Morocco 14.6 Morocco 13.4
2 Albania 8.3 Albania 10.3 Albania 9.3
3 United 

Kingdom
6.4 Tunisia 5.8 Romania 5.9

4 Tunisia 5.7 Romania 5.2 Tunisia 5.6
5 Germany 4.4 United 

Kingdom
4.4 United 

Kingdom
5.3

Subtotal 39.1 40.3 39.4
Both spouses 
foreign citizens
(bride 
citizenship)

1 Romania 20.3 Romania 24.7 Romania 23.7
2 China 12.6 Nigeria 8.9 Nigeria 16.4
3 Nigeria 9.8 Ukraine 7.5 Ukraine 8.1
4 Moldova 6.8 Moldova 6.9 Albania 5.9
5 Morocco 5.7 Albania 6.3 Moldova 5.4
Subtotal 55.1 54.4 59.4

Source: Authors’ elaboration of ISTAT data (2024)

Developed Countries (MDCs), particularly the United Kingdom, also account for 
a noteworthy share of these marriages.

As previously mentioned, some recent marriages officially classified as involv-
ing an  Italian  and a  foreign citizen may actually be homogamous in terms of 
national origin, because the Italian partner  may have acquired Italian citizenship 
after migration. Since official statistics are based on current citizenship rather than 
origin, they may underestimate the number of homogamous marriages by origin and 
overestimate the number of marriages between Italians and individuals of foreign 
origins. Strozza et al. (2021; pp. 112–114), analysing ISTAT longitudinal data, pro-
vide valuable insights into how naturalisations have affected marriage patterns. 
Between 2012 and 2019, the share of marriages involving both naturalised spouses 
increased from 0.3% to 1%, while those between a naturalised spouse and a for-
eign  citizen rose from 3% to 8%. Similarly, marriages between an Italian-born 
spouse with a naturalised partner grew from 9% to 13%. These trends highlight a 
general rise in the number of new Italian citizens among those marrying in Italy.

The timing of couple formation varies by gender, influenced by the migratory 
cultural model that often positions men as forerunners in migration. Migrant men 
typically show a low likelihood of entry into a couple in the period immediately 
surrounding the migration event. However, the risk of couple formation increases 
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with their length of stay in the destination country. Conversely, women have the 
highest risk of couple formation around migration. This model is, however, attenu-
ated or not evident for nationalities in which women are migration pioneers, such as 
South Americans (Gabrielli et al., 2019a). Research on Italy suggests that family 
reunification and formation among first-generation migrants are shaped by geo-
cultural models that influence family and migration decisions (Barbiano di 
Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2018; Gabrielli et al., 2019b). These models underscore the 
strong connection between the migrants’ cultural, traditional, religious, and behav-
ioural origins and their demographic behaviour in the settlement context.

Over time, mixed couples involving an Italian partner have  represented most 
marriages involving at least one foreign citizen. Among these, unions between an 
Italian groom and a bride with foreign citizenship − mainly from Eastern Europe 
and, to a lesser extent, South America − predominate (see Table 7.4). Romanians 
continue to strongly dominate this category throughout the entire period 
(2009–2023). Conversely, in marriages with an Italian bride, unions with Western 
grooms are more frequent in the first period (2009–2013), but more recent trends 
show an increase in marriages with men from established communities, such as 
Morocco and Albania. This shift suggests that within communities in which integra-
tion processes are advanced (see Chap. 10), mixed marriages increasingly involve at 
least one naturalised individual who continues to marry a spouse within their com-
munity (Gabrielli et al., 2019b; ISTAT, 2022).

It is crucial to note that official data only capture information on formal mar-
riages, excluding informal (unmarried) cohabiting couples. The only survey con-
ducted by ISTAT in 2011–2012 on migrant families highlights that informal 
cohabitation is a widespread family arrangement, particularly in the absence of chil-
dren. Specifically, the survey found that 22% of couples with at least one partner 
with foreign citizenship cohabited informally when no children were involved, 
while this percentage dropped to 11% when children were present.

Looking at reproductive behaviour, data on births of foreign citizens (see Table 7.5) 
highlight two key trends: (1) the consolidation of migrant families in Italy, and (2) 
their ongoing contribution to the Italian birth rate. Births to mothers with foreign citi-
zenship initially increased during the observed period, driven by migratory dynamics 
from the previous decade. Notably, many women who arrived in Italy in the early 
years of the new millennium or ‘emerged’ following the 2002 regularisations—so 
numerous that they were defined as ‘boomers’ (ISTAT, 2020)—realised their repro-
ductive projects in the subsequent decade. However, these groups gradually aged, and 
the number of female migrants of reproductive age who arrived in the following years 
was smaller than in the past. As a result of the smaller size of these cohorts and the 
declining fertility rates among these women, the peak of 79,872 births in 2012 was 
followed by a steady decline, with the number of births dropping below 70,000 from 
2016 onwards, declining to approximately 50,000  in 2023. European and African 
women have been the most significant contributors to these births, although over time, 
women from Asian countries, particularly the Indian subcontinent, have become 
increasingly visible (Table 7.5). On the other hand, births to women from the American 
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continent have remained marginal, consistently accounting for less than 6%. The chil-
dren of mixed couples, Italian by birth, are not included in these data.

The data indicate that the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) of women with foreign citi-
zenship has been declining over time, falling below two children per woman since 
2019 (see Table 7.5). In addition to the abovementioned evidence of the decline in 
the most recent migrant flows, it is worth noting that in Italy, an increasing number 
of migrant communities are characterised by women who work, primarily in family 
services, and have lower fertility levels. Examples include the Ukrainian, Moldovan, 
Filipino, Peruvian, and Ecuadorian communities. For this reason, the contribution 
of foreign citizens to the birth rate among the Italian resident population (particu-
larly low and still dropping) is slowly decreasing (ISTAT, 2020; Ortensi, 2015).

The geographical distribution of families with new births, concentrated in 
central-northern Italy (ISTAT, 2020), reflects the more advanced settlement process 
in these areas of the country, which have historically been characterised by a long-
established regular presence of foreign  citizens (Paterno et  al., 2023). In recent 
years, more than 80% of foreign citizens have resided in the central-northern regions 
of the peninsula (Strozza, 2018).

The current mature stage of settlement of the migrant population, spanning at 
least two decades, has transformed Italian society into a multi-ethnic and multicul-
tural landscape. This society is now characterised by a plurality of origins, each 
differing in demographic profiles, socio-economic attributes, and behavioural pat-
terns. As a result, families with at least one member with foreign citizenship increas-
ingly represent a significant proportion of Italian households. These families, 
however, are often more vulnerable than native ones and less endowed with the 
support networks that characterise the Italian ‘familistic’ welfare model. This vul-
nerability has important implications for family decisions, particularly with regard 
to childcare choices. As we will show in the following section, the type of welfare 
system plays a crucial role both in reconciling work and family life and in shaping 
fertility outcomes.

7.3 � Childcare for Migrant Families: Needs 
and Arrangements

Like other Southern European countries, Italy has a ‘familistic’ welfare regime, 
characterised by strong family and intergenerational solidarity, limited public child-
care services, and inadequate measures for reconciling working life and parenthood 
or integrating women into the labour market (Esping-Andersen, 2016). This context 
drives households to rely heavily on informal childcare (ISTAT, 2022), often pro-
vided by parents (especially mothers) or grandparents (especially grandmothers).

Given the lack of public services and the cost of private options, the Italian 
enrolment rate in early childhood education and care services for children aged 
0–2 remains significantly below the EU average (26 vs. 35%) (ISTAT, 2021). 
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Nearly half of the households did not use any childcare services because one of 
the parents was caring for the offspring or the children were autonomous. Italian 
mothers face considerable challenges in balancing work and childcare responsi-
bilities, as evidenced by the high percentage of stay-at-home mothers compared 
to the rest of Europe (11 vs. 4%) (ISTAT, 2022). Consequently, Italian women, 
along with Greek women, have the lowest employment rate in Europe, with only 
57% of Italian women employed compared to the EU-27 average of 70% (Eurostat, 
2024). Extended working hours exacerbate these difficulties, further hindering 
parents, particularly mothers, from fully participating in the labour market 
(ISTAT, 2022).

It is also well established in the literature that in Italy, grandparents play a rele-
vant role in supporting their children and grandchildren (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 
Esping-Andersen, 2016; Santero & Naldini, 2017). For natives, access to childcare 
is often facilitated by an extended family network. In contrast, migrants, especially 
in the early stages of migration, face greater challenges due to a lack of social and 
family support (Bojarczuk & Mühlau, 2018; Ryan, 2011a; Ryan, 2011b).

Most studies on childcare consider migrants only as childcare providers 
(Williams & Gavanas, 2008). However, once they settle with their families in the 
destination country or when a new family is formed, they also become consumers 
of childcare services. Previous studies on migrants’ childcare arrangements suggest 
that they tend to favour informal childcare over formal services (Barglowski et al., 
2015; Biegel et al., 2021), a trend observed in Italy as well. Indeed, migrants have a 
lower enrolment rate in formal childcare compared to natives: among children aged 
3–5, the overall enrolment rate in pre-school (in 2022–2023) was 95%, but only 
87% among children of migrants.2

According to previous studies, the explanations for this pattern refer to both con-
straints and preferences. Regarding constraints, migrants may lack knowledge of the 
host country’s educational system (Biegel et al., 2021; Sprong & Skopek, 2022), face 
limited availability of formal childcare services (Burchinal et al., 2008), or encounter 
difficulties in balancing work and childcare responsibilities (Bonizzoni, 2014; see 
Chap. 5). In terms of preferences, migrants may prefer family-centred or informal 
care provided by compatriots to maintain ethnic and cultural identity or ensure simi-
larities between caregivers and children, such as a shared language (Burchinal et al., 
2008; Chaudry et al., 2011). In any case, preferences strongly depend on the country 
of origin. For example, Albanian families usually entrust childcare to their grandpar-
ents, for whom caring for grandchildren is seen as a raison d’être (King et al., 2014). 
Conversely, sub-Saharan migrants are more likely than natives to rely on extra-family 
support, reflecting cultural norms where child-rearing is considered a community 
task, with childcare provided free of charge (Mugadza et al., 2019; Obeng, 2007).

2 These percentages are based on the authors’ own elaborations of ISTAT and MUR data (demo.
istat.it; https://dati.istruzione.it/espscu/index.html?area=anagStu)
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A recent study by Trappolini et  al. (2023) using two surveys3 conducted by 
ISTAT in Italy during 2011–2012 pointed out the differences between migrants and 
natives as regards both the need for informal childcare and its arrangements. As far 
as need is concerned, migrants use informal childcare less frequently than natives 
and declare more often that they do not need it. Regarding arrangements, migrants 
rely on grandparents less frequently than natives, likely because grandparents are 
left behind. Instead, they are more likely to entrust their children to adult siblings or 
non-relatives. The authors also observe that the household composition, the pres-
ence of children of school age, and the parents’ occupational status serve as deter-
minants of migrant choices. Couples and composite households (compared to 
single-parent families) and households in which  the mother is outside the labour 
market (compared to households with both parents in the labour market) are less 
likely to use informal childcare and more likely not to report a need for it. However, 
according to the aforementioned study, despite these differences, grandparents 
remain  the most frequently used caregivers among both migrants and Italians 
and across all countries of origin. As for non-relatives and adult siblings, while they 
are more commonly relied upon by migrants, they remain rarely used as sources of 
childcare overall.

Are these results particular to the Italian context? Trappolini et al. (2024), com-
paring migrants in Italy with those in France, found that migrants in France use 
informal childcare less frequently. The greater availability of formal childcare in 
France compared to Italy reduces migrants’ need for informal childcare; in addition, 
the longer average length of stay of migrants in France allows them to build stronger 
and broader support networks (familial and non-familial).

Nevertheless, in both destination countries, some particularities emerge based on 
country of origin, highlighting how origin shapes parental choices. Latin Americans, 
Eastern Europeans, and sub-Saharan Africans are more likely to rely on informal 
childcare than other groups. In terms of arrangements, sub-Saharan Africans are 
more inclined to use non-relatives for childcare, while North Africans (excluding 
Moroccans) tend to rely on relatives other than grandparents. Finally, Eastern 
Europeans and Latin Americans typically rely on family members (grandparents, 
adult siblings, or other relatives) for childcare.

7.4 � Grandparents as Caregivers or Care Recipients?

The involvement of grandparents in caring for grandchildren, particularly among 
women, has been broadly studied in both international and national literature 
(Thomese & Liefbroer, 2013; Zamberletti et al., 2018). In Western cultures, grand-
mothers are often regarded as ‘kin keepers’, taking on central roles in maintaining 

3 ‘Social Condition and Integration of Foreign Citizens’, a sample of households with at least one 
migrant with foreign citizenship, and ‘Multiscopo—Aspects of Daily Life’, a sample of house-
holds in Italy.
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family bonds and providing care (Friedman et al., 2008; Sear & Mace, 2008). This 
gendered dynamic may stem from differing expectations and desires that grandfa-
thers and grandmothers have concerning family involvement and caregiving roles 
(Di Gessa et al., 2016). However, grandparental childcare is strongly connected to 
grandparents’ health. Some studies suggest that occasional caregiving is associated 
with improved physical and psychological health, compared to both intensive com-
mitments and no involvement at all (Arpino & Bordone, 2014; Minkler & Fuller-
Thomson, 2001). Conversely, other studies highlight negative health outcomes 
linked to caregiving, such as worse self-rated health, as well as increased physical 
health issues (Blustein et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2003).

In Italy, many migrants live together with their descendants (Terzera & Barbiano 
di Belgiojoso, 2018), and the cohabitation of multiple generations is more common 
among foreigners (12%) than among Italians (8%) (ISTAT, 2018). This arrangement 
offers advantages, particularly the flexibility and cost-free nature of grandparental 
childcare. However, grandparents may themselves need care due to health issues. It 
should be noted that migrant grandparents may have been the first to arrive in the 
destination country or joined the family later to provide childcare, as is the case 
among Albanian families (King et al., 2014).

A study by Trappolini et al. (2021) comparing Italian and migrant families found 
that migrant co-resident grandparents are more likely to be healthy and provide care 
than their Italian counterparts. This finding suggests that, in migrant families, co-
resident grandparents play an active role in supporting the family in rearing children 
by providing childcare in the host country. However, caution is necessary when 
interpreting these results. The selection of individuals into multigenerational house-
holds may be linked to other factors. Financial hardship is another important reason 
families may rely on extended family support through intergenerational co-residence 
(Baker et al., 2008; Dunifon et al., 2014). This could apply more to Italians than to 
migrants, given that Italians report a higher share of households with a poor or 
insufficient perception of their economic condition. Such a result might also reflect 
a higher share of multigenerational households with a single parent among Italians 
than among migrants. Indeed, previous studies show that even in the case of a single 
father or a single mother, those with co-resident grandparents tend to fare better 
financially (Mutchler & Baker, 2004).

As for gender differences, women are more likely than men both to report poor 
health and to look after their grandchildren. This result might suggest that foreign-
ers also adopt (or adapt to) the ‘familistic’ model: women mostly take on caregiving 
responsibilities, even when they perceive their health to be poor (see Chap. 4 for 
gender comparisons).

Trappolini et  al. (2021) suggest that cohabitation with grandparents often 
reflects either a need for care or the provision of care. Besides migrant status and 
self-reported health, their study highlights that gender is a determining factor in 
grandparents’ provision of childcare: women look after grandchildren more than 
men, even in poor health.

The increase in the elderly and migrant populations, including the ageing of the 
migrant population, and the widespread economic austerity in all European 
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countries, would lead us to expect an increase in multigenerational households and 
a greater role for grandparents in childcare, especially in ‘familistic’ countries.

7.5 � Conclusions

The reflections presented in this chapter challenge the cliché that Italy serves pri-
marily as a transit country for most migrants and as a destination country for only a 
selected few. If emigrating with one’s family, reuniting a pre-existing family, or 
forming a new family in the host country are commonly regarded as indicators of a 
long-term or permanent migration project—and therefore an intention to settle—
then Italy should be recognised as a country of settlement for migrant families. As 
previously mentioned, official data and surveys reveal significant changes in migra-
tion patterns over time. The initial flows in the 1990s, predominantly comprising 
male workers who acted as forerunners, have been replaced by migrants who settled 
in Italy. Today, migrants represent a well-established and settled population. 
According to a national survey (Social Condition and Integration of Foreigners 
2011), three out of four migrants  want to settle in Italy permanently. Moreover, 
official data show that new arrivals in Italy come mainly for family reasons, which 
accounted for nearly 60% of total permits in 2020. The reunification of spouses and 
children represents an important channel of subsequent migration inflows, along-
side the steady increase in marriages among migrants and mixed marriages. The 
formation of new families in Italy through marriage is also encouraged by the grow-
ing number of individuals who have acquired Italian citizenship and show the inten-
tion to settle through marriage, often within their own ethnic communities. Families 
originating from countries that predominated  in early migration flows, such as 
Romania, Albania, and Morocco, continue to form the bulk of this population. 
However, even smaller communities, such as Nigerians, have increasingly chosen 
Italy as their destination country for permanent settlement. In addition, newer waves 
of migrants (i.e. those from the Indian subcontinent) show a trend towards family 
settlement. This ongoing family settlement process has driven significant demo-
graphic and social changes in Italy, contributing to the development of a more sta-
ble, multi-ethnic society.

Family settlement introduces new challenges for migrants; as the migration pro-
cess matures, the number of generations within migrant families increases. This 
evolution has significant implications, particularly regarding childcare, work-family 
balance, and the care of older parents. The impact of being in emigration on families 
is especially notable in Italy, given its ‘familistic’ welfare regime.

Migrants have lower enrolment rates in formal childcare compared to Italian 
natives (see Chap. 10). Additionally, they use informal childcare less frequently 
than natives and more often report that they do not need it. These differences largely 
stem from the absence of an extended family network. When such a network is pres-
ent, migrants tend to rely on internal family resources; otherwise, they more often 
turn to non-family members. Finally, previous results (Trappolini et al., 2023, 2024) 
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highlight that migrants’ use of informal childcare is strongly influenced by the 
country of destination and its availability of services, as well as by cultural norms 
from their country of origin that shape their childcare decisions.
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