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Various economic and socio-political reasons are usually given to explain people’s decisions to
emigrate from South Africa, and violent crime is often cited as the most compelling factor. By contrast,
little attention has been paid to the psychological context within which the decision to emigrate is
made. In this article, the experiences of ten South Africans prior to their emigration from South Africa
are discussed. This qualitative study formed part of a larger research project exploring the impact of
emigration on South African family life. The results suggest that the socio-psychological context within
which the decision to emigrate is made is highly complex and involves a number of interlinked factors.
Although emigrants are aware of the impact of their departure on the people and systems surrounding
them, they need to cut themselves off psychologically from significant others in order to leave and
socially disengage from the home country. Consequently, it is argued that emigration affects not only
the people leaving, but also those left behind (and who, according to the findings of this study, do not
generally benefit from the move). Therefore adequate psychological and practical preparation is
recommended and the needs of elderly people left behind are highlighted.
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Emigration is a life-changing decision. The existing literature suggests that emigrants face several
challenges before and after emigration, related to intra- and interpersonal issues (for example, see
Ainslie, 1998; Berry, 2001; Falicov, 2007; Glick, 2010; Sluzki, 1979). People’s reasons for embark-
ing upon such a life-altering journey differ. Historically, various circumstances, ranging from social
to political and, increasingly, economic conditions, may force or inspire people to move from their
country of origin. Today, people can move in and between countries with relative ease, thanks to mo-
dern technology and the knowledge that we essentially live in a global village. 

South Africa is no stranger to emigration. It is often argued that recent emigration is a direct
result of negative social and political factors, especially violent crime (Goldin, 2002; Horowitz &
Kaplan, 2001; Louw & Mersham, 2001; Van Rooyen, 2000). However, the foreseeable socio-
psychological impact of emigration has received limited attention (Marchetti-Mercer, 2009).
Therefore this article describes the experiences of 10 South Africans prior to their departure from
South Africa. It hopes to provide greater depth of perspective on the socio-psychological context of
people who decide to emigrate.

South African emigration 
An analysis of South African emigration in recent decades suggests that it has occurred in waves,
often linked to specific political events during the apartheid years. However, emigration has con-
tinued after the democratic elections in 1994, and is frequently linked directly to increases in violent
crime (Louw & Mersham, 2001), poor service delivery coupled with corruption, and affirmative
action (Goldin, 2002). Van Rooyen (2000) calls the exodus of white South Africans a new Great
Trek, comparing South African emigrants to exiles, forced out of their country. He also contends that
some people leave the country, whereas others only move to perceived “safer” areas of the country,
and others emigrate “psychologically” to security complexes. Often those emigrating are portrayed
negatively, and have been branded “traitors” to the new dispensation (Van Rooyen, 2000). Most
South Africans have been affected by emigration, so the topic arouses deep interest. The question,
“Should I stay or should I go?” has been called the defining question for today’s South Africans
(Richman, 2010). 

A recent survey by Synovate (2008) suggests that, in 2008, 20% of South Africans considered
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leaving the country. This figure dropped to 18% in 2009 because of the global recession. At least
30% in the 18 to 24 year-old age group were planning to emigrate. Violent crime and corruption
(82%) were given as the main reasons for emigrating. Factors such as the volatile economy (31%),
government problems (31%) and wanting to have an experience in another country (36%) were also
highlighted. Reasons for staying were the climate (28%), wanting to be close to family and friends
(23%) and a general love of South Africa (22%).

The most popular destinations for South African emigrants are Australia, New Zealand, Canada,
the United Kingdom and the United States (Crush, 2000). Although it has often been suggested that
this is overwhelmingly a white phenomenon, black professionals have also emigrated and are increa-
singly looking for opportunities abroad (South African Institute for Race Relations [SAIRR], 2009).
Valid statistics of how many people have left since 1994 are hard to find. Some data available
indicate that most emigrants are between the ages of 24 and 40, and that about 750,000 young white
South Africans have left since 1994 (SAIRR, 2009). This supports Crush’s (2000) views that older
people are less likely to emigrate, because they are less flexible professionally and socially, but it
may also reflect the policies of destination countries discouraging older immigrants. Whatever the
actual numbers and reasons, the social and economic impact of emigration is widespread — those
leaving are often highly skilled, hence the reference to a “brain-drain” (Crush, 2000). Moreover, the
phenomenon seems to have left an increasing number of elderly people behind with a reduced support
system (Horowitz & Kaplan, 2001; Marchetti-Mercer, 2009). 

Perspectives on emigration
Recognising the circumstances behind the decision to emigrate may help understand the eventual
experience of emigration (Hernandez & McGoldrick, 1999). Some traditional perspectives emphasise
push and pull factors (Kunz, 1973). Push factors are negative circumstances in the country of origin
which propel people towards leaving, whilst pull factors are benefits perceived to be present in the
destination country.

Bughra (2004) emphasises the importance of recognising whether the move is voluntary or in-
voluntary in order to assess its impact on the individual and the family. People who migrate seeking
economic or educational improvement tend to experience different stresses from those who are forced
to leave. Moreover, people who are highly motivated to emigrate are less likely to experience mental
health problems. How people adjust to the stresses of emigration may depend on personal and contex-
tual factors (Ainslie, 2002). The concept of a “migrant personality” (Beneva & Frieze, 2001, p. 480)
proposes that emigrants have personality characteristics different from those of people who stay.
Emigrants are claimed to be more work-orientated, have higher achievement and power motivation,
with a lower affiliation motivation and family centrality.

Sluzki (1979) highlights specific phases of the migration process. Each has unique charac-
teristics and triggers various coping mechanisms on the part of the family and brings about specific
conflicts and symptoms. Different generations are likely to experience the move dissimilarly and a
married couple may also adapt differently, possibly leading to some acculturative stress. Ali, Van der
Zee, and Sanders (2003) believe that the stresses of emigration can test even a committed relation-
ship, while Boyle, Kulu, Cooke, Gayle, and Clara (2006) warn that a marriage may dissolve unless
both partners benefit equally from the move. Children and teenagers face specific challenges because
they are not part of the decision to leave, and teenagers in particular face a number of developmental
challenges, irrespective of the emigration (Grinberg & Grinberg, 1989; Marchetti-Mercer, 2009).

White (2004) identifies three phases in what he terms the migration of identity. Firstly, there is
a separation phase, involving a break from one’s known life and characterised by optimism. Then,
in the liminal phase, an “in-between” phase, one’s familiar sense of being in the world is absent. It
is marked by periods of disorientation and confusion, and even significant despair. Lastly, a rein-
corporation phase is achieved post-emigration when one has arrived at another place in life and
experiences a sense of fitting in and being at home.

Ultimately, emigration implies loss: “The immigrant experience represents a special case of
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mourning in which mourning revolves around the loss of loved people and place” (Ainslie, 1998, pp.
285-286). Emigration can lead to “cultural mourning”, where “cultural enclosures that have organized
and sustained experience” (Ainslie, 1998, p. 287) are lost. 

Modern technology may help negotiate the physical absence of loved ones (Baldassar, 2007;
Falicov, 2007; Horst, 2006; Panagakos & Horst, 2006; Wilding, 2006). It allows relationships to be
maintained despite the distance (Baldassar, 2007; Falicov, 2007; Wilding, 2006). However, Mulder
and Cooke (2009) point out that physical contact is important in maintaining relationships, and this
cannot be so easily replaced by using technology. Return visits to the country of origin may also be
a way to maintain relationships (Baldassar & Baldock, 2000) and provide “emotional re-fuelling”
(Akhtar, 1995, p. 1052). 

Connections with a country of origin can be maintained via “remittances”, financial support by
emigrants to those left behind (Glick, 2010) in an attempt to maintain relational ties (Akesson, 2009).
Immigrants may also attempt to cope with their losses by rebuilding their ethnic community networks
in their destination countries (Falicov, 2007), which links to Ainslie’s (1998) concept of “potential
space” (p. 297). Connections to such community networks have been shown to correlate highly with
mental health (Vega, Kolody, Valle, & Weir, 1991). 

People emigrating often face the potential loss of pets, which play a significant role in people’s
lives (Walsh, 2009). Interaction with pets contributes to psychological well-being, providing a sense
of comfort and security during disruptive life transitions. Losing a pet in the midst of other losses
such as migration may have a negative cumulative effect (Walsh, 2009). 

Emigration is primarily a relational phenomenon (Falicov, 2007), so the experience of loss is
not limited to those leaving. Family and friends remaining behind are also deeply affected (Mar-
chetti-Mercer, 2010). Grinberg and Grinberg (1989) point out that those left behind may experience
sorrow and depressive feelings, and be angry at those emigrating. Indeed, Falicov (1998) believes
that because of their “forced passivity” (p. 59), they may suffer even more than those emigrating.
Griffiths (2007) argues that those who emigrate must accept that their decision will leave a deep felt
impact on those left behind; consequently, sharing the decision to leave with others may be very
difficult. 

In the face of all these factors, adequate, realistic psychological preparation is essential (Mirsky,
2004). Ward and Styles (2001) warn against inadequate preparation for such a major life event and
not having a realistic perception of the psychological impact of the move. Many changes are
necessary to create psychological bridges between the present and the past. Moreover, despite
pre-preparation, problems may still be encountered in the new country (Ward & Styles, 2001). People
often idealize the destination country and “badmouth” the country they are leaving (Grinberg &
Grinberg, 1989), but a less idealized perception of their new life may buffer the inevitable stresses
and disappointments associated with the move (Mirsky, 2004). 

RESEARCH APPROACH
The following research questions underpinned the research project: 1. How is recent South African
emigration experienced in the context of the family and other social systems? 2. What social and
psychological factors play a role in the decision to emigrate? The focus was on 10 adults about to
emigrate and their experiences around the decision to leave South Africa; and the experiences of
members of their families and/or close friends left behind. The results discussed here focus speci-
fically on the second part of the research question. 

This qualitative study consisted of semi-structured interviews and genograms that explored the
experiences and family themes of 10 South African families from various cultural and socio-
economic groups around the decision of some of their members to emigrate. The study was con-
ducted over a period of 18 months.

A case study approach was used with each family providing an individual case study. Case
studies are a qualitative methodology which “facilitates exploration of a phenomenon within its
context using a variety of data sources” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544). It has been argued that case
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studies are particularly useful in answering “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2003), as in this re-
search study. A family systems perspective, which views the family as a network of interlocking
relationships best understood from a transgenerational perspective (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2008),
allowed a relational perspective on emigration, augmented by the use of genograms.

Sampling
The initial participants in the study (people about to emigrate from South Africa) were identified
using a purposive sampling approach. A preliminary sample of 10 families was identified and deemed
large enough to obtain a wide range of responses, while allowing for in-depth exploration of each
case (Willig, 2008). Snowball sampling was used, as some participants referred interviewers to other
possible participants. Due to practical constraints, it was possible to interview only one member from
each of the families emigrating. Therefore the results discussed in this article reflect that individual’s
experiences and perceptions and not necessarily those of other family members. Later, 21 family
members and/or friends left behind were also interviewed six months after the departure of the emi-
grants, but their experiences are not described in this article. 

The decision to recruit 10 families was affirmed during data analysis when saturation was
reached, based on the responses from the preliminary sample, so additional data collection was con-
sidered unnecessary to expand or enrich the analysis. In the end, one of the original participants did
not emigrate, as she fell ill and did not want to forgo all family support by emigrating. One family
returned a few months later, and a follow-up interview was conducted with the initial participant. 

Six of the white participants interviewed were Afrikaans-speaking, and three were English-
speaking. The single black participant was Zulu-speaking. There were nine women and one man. The
oldest was 54 years old and the youngest 32, with an average age of 39.2. All had professional
qualifications — the majority were psychologists, followed by medical doctors (see demographics
of participants interviewed in Table 1). 

Table 1. Demographics of participants

   Gender Women (N = 9), Men (N = 1)

Age 

Marital status

Language preference in home

Profession

Destination country emigrated to as a family

32–54
M = 39.2, SD = 1.928

Married = 7
Divorced = 1

Single = 2

English = 3
Afrikaans = 6

Zulu = 1

Teacher = 1
Educational Psychologist = 1
Counselling Psychologist = 2

Medical Doctor = 2
Academic = 1

**Clinical Psychologist = 3

United Kingdom = 1
Canada = 2

New Zealand = 6*
United States of America = 1

    **NB: 9 out of 10 of the participants were women. One participant was male, 32 years old, single, and a
Clinical Psychologist.

      *NB: One participant planned to emigrate to New Zealand but terminated the move due to illness
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The majority left with their families for New Zealand (five), followed by Canada (two), one for
the UK, and one for the USA. The participant who decided not to leave had planned to go to New
Zealand.

Data collection
The interviews were carried out by the author and two research assistants. Interviews were conducted
by a single interviewer at a time and lasted about one to one-and-a-half hours. Inter-interviewer
reliability was ensured by regular discussions amongst the different interviewers, prior to and after
interviews, and detailed process notes. All the participants completed a consent form before being
interviewed, after the project had received the necessary ethical clearance following the protocols of
the University of Pretoria. For those emigrating, questions explored the personal, interpersonal and
social motivations around the decision to emigrate. However, there was some flexibility around the
questions, as interviewers explored issues further than the basic interview format. The genogram
information provided insight into the relational dynamics and relevant family themes. Interviews
were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis
Firstly, existing literature on emigration was reviewed to inform the process of compiling interview
questions and choosing how to analyse the data. The analysis was both inductive (themes were
generated from the data collected) and deductive (data gained meaningful interpretation in relation
to existing theories of emigration).

Thematic analysis was chosen as a useful method to conduct qualitative analysis, because it is
a flexible way to identify, analyse and report data patterns. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework was
used. The following steps were taken:
• Phase 1: Familiarising myself with the data (data were transcribed, read, re-read, and the most

prominent ideas noted).
• Phase 2: Generating initial codes (systematic coding of interesting features using the entire data

set, collating data relevant to each code).
• Phase 3: Searching for themes (collating codes into potential themes; gathering all data

applicable to each potential theme).
• Phase 4: Reviewing themes (checking themes to see if they worked in relation to the coded

extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2); then generating a thematic “map”
of the analysis).

• Phase 5: Defining and naming themes (ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme,
and the overall story of the analysis, generating definite definitions and names for
each theme).

• Phase 6: Producing the report (selecting engaging examples of responses, and final analysis of
selected extracts; relating the analysis back to the research question and existing
literature). 

Genogram analysis was carried out according to the approach recommended by Like, Rogers, and
McGoldrick (1988), addressing issues such as family structure, family life cycle, pattern repetition
in families across generations, life experiences, family relational patterns and family balance and
imbalance. 

Ensuring the quality of the research
After a preliminary analysis, evidence which did not support the themes identified in the first analysis
was sought in the data. The themes which still emerged were then identified as the main ones reflec-
ting the experiences of those emigrating (Chu Huang & Mathers, 2008). Using as many verbatim
excerpts as possible from the participants themselves was a way of supporting the credibility of the
analytical claims or achieving referential adequacy (Morrison & James, 2009).

Reflexivity was part of the process and other fellow academics were included as “critical
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friends” to engage others in the interpretations reached. Therefore other interpretations outside the
author’s own subjective perspectives were used to challenge and extend the author’s interpretations.

FINDINGS
The results discussed below focus solely on the experiences of the participants interviewed who were
about to emigrate (the names have been changed to ensure confidentiality). Furthermore, there is no
indication of how the family eventually adapted in the country of destination, as a follow-up inter-
view was carried out with the initial participant only in the case of the one family that returned.
The following ten main themes were identified:
• Reasons for leaving
• Expectations around the destination country
• The manner of the decision
• Permanence of the decision
• Work prospects in the destination country
• Impact of the decision to emigrate
• Preparation for emigration
• Farewells and saying good-bye
• Perceived losses associated with leaving South Africa
• Planned manner of maintaining contact with people in South Africa
Next, the descriptive summaries are presented.

Reasons for leaving
Although socio-political factors and concerns around safety were mentioned in a couple of instances
— for example, by Terri, who said that “[s]uddenly you realize you are a frog in boiling water” —
only one family among the participants reported emigrating after traumatic exposure to crime. In
many responses, a need for change was prominent — “We need to reboot the system” (Pam); “I want
to spread my wings” (Thembi) — as was providing better opportunities for one’s children. Other
significant responses highlighted a sense of no longer belonging among Afrikaans participants:
“There is no place for my culture in South Africa” (Cecilia). There was a fear of HIV/AIDS infection
in the Zulu-speaking family: “We wish we could raise our children in a way whereby we’re not so
paranoid about this HIV/AIDS. It is also a very big motivation” (Thembi).

Expectations around the destination country
Many participants were confident that they would lead safer and less stressful lives once they
emigrated. There were many expectations regarding future benefits for the children, especially in
terms of education and general lifestyle: “… it will be the first time in their lives that they will be able
to ride bikes in the streets and walk to school” (Terri). Several mothers hoped they would have more
time to spend with their children: “So I hope that I can reduce my focus to family” (Pam).

The manner of the decision
The decision to emigrate was made primarily by both partners in a couple. In some instances, the
decision was initially driven by one partner who had to convince the other partner.

Children were involved in discussions where this was age-appropriate, but were not part of the
decision. Extended family members and friends were only informed once the final decision had been
made. In some cases, the decision to emigrate was taken over a long time, even years. In others, the
decision was very quick, mostly linked to a job opportunity that arose; only in one case was it made
directly after being exposed to crime.

In one instance the decision to emigrate led to the break-up of a long-term relationship and in
another the decision was made following a break-up (in this case, a sudden illness led to the reversal
of the decision to emigrate). 
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Permanence of the decision
There appeared to be some differences on how people saw the permanence of their decision. Some
were adamant that it was important to be committed to the decision: “If you’re hesitant, you will fail”
(Pam). Others preferred to keep a back door open: “I am not thinking that if we are absolutely
miserable and we hate it, that we can’t come back” (Nadia).

Work prospects in the destination country
Most of the people interviewed had already secured work in their country of destination or felt that
it would be easy to secure a job once they were there. In four of the case studies, the emigration was
based on the wife’s job opportunity. In one instance, the family eventually returned to South Africa
because the husband could not find suitable employment.

Impact of the decision to emigrate
Reactions from family and friends
Participants experienced mixed reactions from people when they shared the news of the impending
emigration. Reactions varied from being supportive and understanding: “My parents are very
supportive …, they say… You…are doing the right thing” (Estelle), to anger and disbelief: “She told
me I am running away from my people” (Thembi). Some participants received mixed responses,
especially from parents: “She’s putting on a brave face…but every now and again she gets teary”
(Terri); “My mom keeps saying ‘Go’ but I think that’s what mothers are supposed to do” (Cathy).

Perceived social impact of the decision 
All the participants seemed aware of the impact that their departure would have on people around
them. Most people with older parents were concerned about leaving them behind, especially if this
would mean reduced social support. Some understood the impact of their move on their social circle:
“I thought it was something that I was doing, but when you uproot a tree you leave a big hole in the
forest..., which won’t be filled” (Pam). Participants in helping professions experienced a sense of guilt
towards their patients: “It’s a huge loss for our colleagues, and for our patients” (Terri); “I’m
supposed to be helping, and now I’m actually in some way contributing to their pain” (Pam).

Many thought that their decision to emigrate had triggered similar processes in the people
around them: “So our going has kind of lit a fire in them, …they are now far more ambivalent than
they were before”(Pam); “Everyone who has attachments or partners or wives…they’re all leaving”
(Cecilia).

Preparation for emigration
After people made the final decision to emigrate, a number of psychological and practical processes
took place.

In a technology driven society the internet seems to be a great source of information. In some
instances, participants visited their destination country before making a final decision. Some families
also had some international exposure prior to deciding to emigrate. People with children prepared
them by providing a lot of practical information in order to alleviate anxiety. Some felt unsure about
how to prepare for what lay ahead: “It’s impossible to prepare for emigration as you have never done
it before” (Terri). 

Packing up one’s belongings was a painful issue for many people, although in the end there
seemed to be a sense of relief and freedom: “It’s gone. And if it were to fall off the ship, it’s gone…
stuff is not important” (Nadia). The weight was literally off their shoulders: “I’ve got nothing now
but money.…, it gives me a feeling of freedom” (Clive).

There seemed to be a process of disengagement prior to leaving the country: “I personally
experienced a complete detachment. So by the time I leave, I am not even a South African anymore”
(Cecilia); “You have to detach without reattaching, you’re rootless” (Pam). There was also a sense
of becoming less emotionally invested in what was happening in the country: “You dissociate so
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badly from what you see around yourself” (Cecilia); “… you stop investing in new relationships”
(Elize).

People experienced divergent feelings: “I go from kind of anxiety and fear of the unknown to
excitement and thinking that this is a great fresh start” (Nadia). 

Farewells and saying good-bye
A painful part of the phase prior to departure was saying good-bye: “Obviously I have cried a lot”
(Elize). Consequently many felt a need to spend more time with loved ones: “… spending time with
people, closing off relationships in a good way, maintaining ties that are going to last the distance”
(Pam). Some held farewell parties, while others found other ways to take leave of the country and
their loved ones: “We are busy getting together with more friends than before because we know we’re
only going to have two months left” (Terri).

Perceived losses associated with leaving
A number of interpersonal losses were identified, especially where elderly people were concerned:
“It’s the acknowledgement that I might not see my mom again… if I say goodbye, it might be the last
time” (Elize).

Many people were distressed about having to leave their pets behind. Some families could not
afford to take their pets with them, and/or were limited by stringent quarantine laws: “It was in-
credibly traumatic…we thought about taking the pets, but it’s usually expensive” (Pam). However,
some decided to make the financial and practical investment: “She’s part of the family. They’ll make
you feel like wherever you are is home. So I think it’s important, just to help you settle in there”
(Nadia). This was done especially when children were involved: “Well, I asked my son whether we
could leave the dog here, he burst out into tears, so I just decided I can’t leave the dog here” (Elize).

There was also a strong sense of loss about having to leave one’s roots behind: “Eish,
home…home sweet home” (Thembi); “It is difficult…you leave your culture, you leave Africa, …there
is so much that we are used to, that we take for granted…sunshine. …the feeling of being home”
(Cecilia).

Only in a couple of instances was the impact of the loss of domestic support mentioned.

Planned manner of maintaining contact with people in South Africa
Overall, participants thought that technology, especially tools such as Skype, would allow them to
stay in close contact with those back home. They seemed to experience some comfort in the fact that
such means would allow them effortless and constant contact, saying “… yes, it would be much
harder to do it if we didn’t have that reassurance…” (Pam) and “…we’ll be able to have lots of
contact which I think makes things better because I think you’re much closer” (Terri). However, there
was some awareness that using technology might be difficult for older people: “I bought my parents
a laptop, and they have been practising…. And I think it’s alleviated the anxiety” (Estelle).

Regular visits back to South Africa were generally not seen as a viable option, because of the
financial constraints as well as the complexity of such trips.

DISCUSSION
The results of this study suggest that a number of social and psychological factors play a role in the
decision to emigrate. As far as the profile of the participants is concerned, the average age of those
interviewed was the late thirties. They were all professional people, in many instances highly skilled,
which is consistent with the already reported phenomenon of a “brain drain” (Crush, 2000). The
majority of the psychologists left for New Zealand, and two medical doctors left for Canada, often
a popular destination for South African doctors (Bezuidenhout, Joubert, Hiemstra, & Struwig, 2009).

The majority of families that left (seven) had relatively young children, which may have played
a role in the decision to move. The children’s perceived vulnerability and the fact that (with one
exception) the children were still pre-teens may have made it seem like the most practical time to
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move. It would be valuable to explore the long-term adaptation of these children, given that they were
not part of the decision to emigrate and may have experienced the transition quite differently from
the way the adults did (Grinberg & Grinberg, 1989).

Understanding the motivation behind the decision to emigrate may be valuable, because it is
likely to affect eventual adaptation. Emigrants convinced they are being pushed out of their country
may experience additional problems and stress (Bughra, 2004).The participants’ varied responses
suggest that there is no single reason driving people to emigrate, but rather a complex interaction of
factors. Push factors varied from some concerns about socio-political issues and safety, as expected
by Van Rooyen (2000) and Griffiths (2007), although it was identified as the primary reason for
emigrating only in one case, to fear of HIV/AIDS (reported by the Zulu-speaking participant), and
a sense of no longer belonging (reported by a number of Afrikaans-speaking participants, who felt
they were associated with the previous regime, with little future in South Africa — interestingly,
despite not feeling at home in South Africa, they chose an English-speaking country where the issue
of belonging might remain relevant). There were also some prominent pull factors, such as a need
for change and a desire for better opportunities for the family.

Mostly, the decision to emigrate was made jointly by the couple. In the instances where one
partner was more committed to the move than the other, one may speculate on the effect on the
long-term success of the emigration The potential threat to a couple’s relationship arising from the
stresses of emigration has been highlighted by Ali et al. (2003) and Boyle et al. (2006). The fact that
in one case the couple split up prior to the emigration and only one partner emigrated, and that one
family returned to South Africa because the husband could not find suitable employment, suggests
that both partners should be equally committed to the move. Disparities in career prospects and satis-
faction may place undue strain on relationships, so expectations and prospects should be carefully
negotiated prior to departure.

Generally people’s expectations of the destination country were optimistic and were linked to
their reasons for leaving — they hoped to improve their quality of life, have more freedom of move-
ment under safer conditions and better opportunities for their children. Possibly an over-idealized
view of the changes linked to emigration may eventually lead to disappointment (Mirsky, 2004).
Follow-up interviews would be the only way to determine whether the reality of the migration mat-
ched initial expectations.

Participants held different views regarding the permanence of their decision. One can only
speculate about which approach leads to a more “successful” emigration. Being fully committed to
the process may buffer some of the stresses likely to be encountered, but keeping options open may
be helpful in case the family wishes to return but may be afraid of losing face.

Generally people received mixed responses from family and friends when the emigrants in-
formed them of their decision. This finding is in line with the literature, which indicates that those
left behind may experience a number of negative feelings (Falicov, 1998; Griffiths, 2007; Grinberg
& Grinberg, 1989; Marchetti-Mercer, 2010). However, it was significant that most participants
appeared to be very sensitive to the impact of their decision on the people around them, which may
have led them to informing others only once the final decision had been made, as suggested by
Griffiths (2007).

The main losses identified were linked to relationships, especially where elderly people are left
behind. There were deep concerns about not being able to see elderly parents again. The negative
impact of their adult children’s emigration on elderly people in South Africa has already been iden-
tified as a serious social problem (Horowitz & Kaplan, 2001; Marchetti-Mercer, 2010). Furthermore,
people in the helping professions seemed cognizant of the negative impact of their departure on
patients and colleagues. This overall interpersonal awareness and the obvious importance placed on
interpersonal relationships seem to contradict the claims of Beneza and Frieze (2001), who argue that
people who emigrate have a lower family centrality.

Some participants expressed sadness at having to leave Africa and their roots, which echoes
Ainslie’s (1998) views on “cultural mourning” and its profound impact on the lives of emigrants.
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There were also noticeable emotions around the loss of pets. In some instances, people went to
great lengths and expense to take their animals with them. This confirms Walsh’s (2009) views on
the important role of pets in a family and how they can assist through difficult transitions.

Few participants mentioned the loss of domestic support. Given the fundamental change that this
would mean in terms of most South Africans’ daily routines, one would have expected more concern
around this issue.

The role that technology would play in staying in contact was highlighted by all the participants.
This is in line with current research on transnational links (Baldassar, 2007; Falicov, 2007; Horst,
2006; Wilding, 2006). Regular visits were not perceived as practically viable, given the financial and
logistic implications, which may pose a challenge in future, because it does not allow for “emotional
re-fuelling” (Akhtar, 1995, p. 1052) or provide a space for maintaining relationships (Baldassar &
Baldock, 2000). Many thought that their decision to emigrate had triggered similar questions in other
people. This reflects the prevailing “Should I stay or should I go?” debate already highlighted by
Richman (2010).

In general, the period prior to emigration was characterised by practical arrangements and
demands, followed by a process of psychological disengagement (White, 2004), during which people
started taking leave of their loved ones. Accordingly, time was spent with family and friends and
some participants held farewell parties. This points to an awareness of the impending loss of rela-
tionships unlikely to be easily replaced (Ward & Styles, 2001), as well as wanting to obtain proper
emotional closure.

Some visited the country of destination before emigrating, but the majority left without ever
having visited these countries and some did so without having secured proper employment. One can
only speculate on the impact of inadequate practical and psychological preparation (Ward & Styles,
2001) in these participants’ eventual adaptation.

CONCLUSION
The results of this study, although they were limited to a small sample, suggest that the phenomenon
of South African emigration requires a multi-layered perspective, because it is not exclusively driven
by the prevailing socio-political factors.

In the final analysis, the decision to leave seems based on the immediate benefits for the nuclear
family or emigrating individuals. Although those emigrating may be sensitive to the negative impact
of the move on those left behind, it may be impossible to consider the emotional needs of people
outside the immediate nuclear unit if that unit emigrates. This requires an emotional cutting off from
other meaningful relationships, which those left behind may experience intensely. Ultimately, emi-
gration is never solely an individual event, but must be regarded as a relational phenomenon (Falicov,
2007).

Significantly, South African emigration seems to hold few advantages for those left behind, and
may predominantly have negative social and psychological effects for them (Marchetti-Mercer,
2010), in contrast to some international trends where those left behind may benefit financially from
remittances (Glick, 2010).

This study alerts those considering emigration to engage in proper psychological preparation and
to the need to acknowledge and respect the position of those staying behind. Ways of maintaining
the relationship with those left behind and the role which technology may play in this process should
also be explored and negotiated prior to departure. In the case of elderly parents, the kinds of practical
challenges the parents may face should be explored, and the possibility of seeking support from
others in a similar plight should be considered.

It is hoped that the results of this study will lead to further research on the experiences of South
Africans who emigrate, and has highlighted the need to explore the level of psychological adaptation
of expats living abroad.
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