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Over the past three decades, Swedish family migration 

policy has grown increasingly restrictive, particularly 

for certain groups. In the midst of this shifting policy land-

scape, families wait – striving to meet income and housing 

requirements and for decisions on their applications – often 

separated across borders for extended periods. These expe-

riences of waiting are the entry point to this compilation the-

sis, which highlights how waiting is not merely an individual 

experience but profoundly affected by the legal, economic, 

and emotional interdependencies of family life. Further, the 

thesis turns toward the temporal dimension of migration gov-

ernance, exploring how the Swedish family migration regime 

employs time in different ways to control families’ trajectories 

toward legal inclusion or exclusion. In doing so, the thesis 

reveals how temporal governance differentiates families 

based on their social and legal positions, creating temporal 

hierarchies that affect families’ opportunities to live together. 

Altogether, the study offers new insights into both Swedish 

family migration and the temporal turn in migration studies, 

highlighting the importance of foregrounding the family in 

temporal analyses of migration.
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Over the past three decades, Swedish family migration policy has undergone a 
gradual restrictive and selective shift. As a consequence, some families seeking 
residency in Sweden today face a number of requirements, while others can 
immigrate with relative ease. Against this backdrop, the present thesis examines 
two temporal dimensions of the current Swedish family migration landscape. 
First, it explores families’ experiences of waiting while seeking permission to live 
together in Sweden. Second, it examines how time is employed as a mechanism 
of governance in family migration, with a particular focus on the Swedish 
migration regime. Accordingly, the thesis asks: how is time used as a governance 
mechanism by the Swedish family migration regime, and how do families seeking 
to live in Sweden experience waiting? 

The thesis consists of a covering essay and three peer-reviewed articles which 
draw on two empirical materials. The first material is analyzed in Articles 1 and 
2 and comprises 22 joint and individual semi-structured interviews with people 
with experience of Swedish family migration: individuals with work permits, 
Swedish citizens, student permit holders, refugees, EU citizens, and their family 
members who sought to live in Sweden. Most of these families lived forcibly 
transnational lives while awaiting a decision from the Swedish Migration 
Agency. The second material consists of previous research on temporal 
governance and is analyzed in Article 3. 

In the first article, families’ experiences of waiting in the context of Swedish 
family migration are examined. Unlike much previous research, it approaches 
waiting as a collective phenomenon and argues that it must be understood as a 
joint, rather than solely individual, experience. Through three families’ 
narratives, the article shows how waiting is negotiated transnationally between 
individual family members, and lived through shared activities and experiences. 

SUMMARY 
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It highlights the mutual adaptations required by family members to meet the 
Swedish migration regime’s requirements, and how togetherness becomes a 
common future goal toward which families strive.  

The second article examines how temporal borders, defined as the mechanisms 
through which migration regimes regulate families’ time, intersect with notions 
of deservingness in the Swedish family migration regime. The article, co-written 
with Dr. Rikard Engblom, combines interviews from the present thesis with 
interviews from Engblom’s thesis on asylum seekers’ experiences of waiting in 
Sweden. The article shows how age limits, maintenance requirements, and global 
visa regimes interact with factors such as race, ethnicity, legal status, gender, 
ability, and nationality, and how these policies thereby reproduce global mobility 
hierarchies. As a result, access to family migration in Sweden – and thus the 
waiting time before families can live together – is unevenly distributed among 
families.  

The third and final article theoretically explores how a family perspective can be 
foregrounded within scholarship on temporal governance. Following the 
principles of an integrative literature review, it synthesizes the existing literature 
before proposing the concept of chrononormativity as a theoretical tool for 
incorporating family perspectives into future analyses of temporal governance. 
Referring to the social and institutional normalization and privileging of certain 
life courses, chrononormativity brings together relational and temporal 
perspectives that have previously often been treated separately. In doing so, it 
draws attention to the family – which has often been either invisibilized or treated 
as a descriptive unit within current scholarship – and to critical life course 
perspectives, highlighting the complex hegemonic timelines imposed by 
migration regimes on families.  

Overall, the thesis makes both theoretical and empirical contributions to the 
temporal turn in migration studies and to scholarship on Swedish family 
migration. Theoretically, it widens our understanding of waiting and temporal 
governance by centering a previously underexplored family perspective, showing 
that the negotiation and interdependencies of family life are key to grasping these 
phenomena fully. Empirically, the thesis contributes new knowledge on the 
implications of Sweden’s increasingly restrictive and selective family migration 
regulations across multiple legal statuses, moving beyond the dominant focus on 
refugee families in existing research.  
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Svensk familjemigrationspolicy har genomgått en selektiv och restriktiv utveckling 
under de senaste tre decennierna. Som följd av detta står vissa familjer som avser 
flytta till Sverige inför en mängd krav, medan andra familjer kan invandra med 
relativt få administrativa hinder. Mot denna bakgrund undersöker denna avhandling 
två temporala dimensioner av familjemigration i Sverige idag. Dels utforskar den 
familjers erfarenhet av att vänta på tillstånd för att leva tillsammans i Sverige och 
dels hur tid fungerar som en styrmekanism i familjemigration, med särskilt fokus 
på den svenska migrationsregimen. Avhandlingen utgår från forskningsfrågan 
”Hur används tid som en styrmekanism inom svensk familjemigration och hur 
upplever familjer som vill bosätta sig i Sverige sin väntan?” 

Avhandlingen består av en överbryggande kappa och tre vetenskapligt granskade 
artiklar som bygger på två empiriska datamaterial. Det första materialet analyseras 
i de två första artiklarna och utgör 22 par- och individuella semistrukturerade 
intervjuer med personer med erfarenhet av familjemigration i Sverige: individer 
med arbetstillstånd, svenska medborgare, internationella studenter, flyktingar, EU-
medborgare samt deras familjemedlemmar. De flesta av dessa familjer levde 
ofrivilligt transnationella liv i väntan på beslut från Migrationsverket. Det andra 
materialet, som ligger till grund för tredje artikelns analys, består av tidigare 
forskning om tidsstyrning i migration. 

Avhandlingens första artikel utforskar familjers erfarenheter av väntan inom 
svensk familjemigration. Till skillnad från en stor del av tidigare forskning utgår 
artikeln från väntan som ett kollektivt fenomen och argumenterar för att väntan 
måste förstås som en gemensam, snarare än enbart en individuell, upplevelse. 
Genom tre familjers narrativ visar artikeln hur väntan förhandlas transnationellt 
mellan familjemedlemmar och hur den omfattar gemensamma aktiviteter och 
upplevelser. Artikeln belyser de ömsesidiga anpassningar som krävs av 

SAMMANFATTNING  
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familjemedlemmar för att nå kraven i det svenska regelverket och hur framtida 
samlevnad blir ett gemensamt mål att sträva mot.  

Avhandlingens andra artikel undersöker hur tidsgränser – de mekanismer genom 
vilka migrationssystem formar personers tid – är sammanflätade med 
föreställningar om förtjänst [deservingness] i den svenska 
familjemigrationsregimen. Artikeln är skriven tillsammans med fil. dr. Rikard 
Engblom och bygger både på intervjumaterial från föreliggande avhandling och 
från Engbloms avhandling om asylsökandes upplevelser av väntan i Sverige. 
Artikeln visar hur åldersgränser, försörjningskrav och globala visumregler 
samverkar med faktorer såsom ras, etnicitet, rättsstatus, genus, funktion och 
nationalitet och hur dessa policys därigenom reproducerar globala 
mobilitetshierarkier. Följaktligen är möjligheten för familjer att bosätta sig i 
Sverige, och därmed väntetiden för att leva tillsammans, ojämlikt fördelad mellan 
familjer. 

Den tredje artikeln utforskar hur ett familjeperspektiv teoretiskt kan centreras inom 
forskningen om tidsstyrning. I enlighet med principerna för en integrerande 
litteraturöversikt [integrative literature review] syntetiseras först befintlig 
forskning, varefter begreppet krononormativitet föreslås som teoretiskt verktyg för 
integrera ett familjeperspektiv i framtida analyser av tidsstyrning. Med 
utgångspunkten att vissa specifika livsförlopp premieras både socialt och 
institutionellt förenar krononormativitet relationella och tidsmässiga perspektiv 
som tidigare ofta har behandlats separat. Därigenom riktar begreppet 
uppmärksamhet mot såväl familjen, som ofta antingen osynliggjorts eller 
begränsats till en deskriptiv enhet inom aktuell forskning, som mot kritiska 
livsförloppsperspektiv. Det belyser därmed de komplexa hegemoniska tidslinjer 
som migrationsregimer påtvingar familjer. 

Sammantaget bidrar avhandlingen både teoretiskt och empiriskt till den så kallade 
temporala vändningen inom migrationsforskningen och till svensk 
familjemigrationsforskning. Teoretiskt sett breddar den vår förståelse av väntan 
och tidsstyrning genom att sätta ett tidigare underutforskat familjeperspektiv i 
centrum, vilket visar att familjelivets förhandlingar och ömsesidiga beroenden är 
avgörande för att kunna förstå dessa fenomen till fullo. Empiriskt sett bidrar 
avhandlingen med ny kunskap om konsekvenserna av Sveriges alltmer restriktiva 
och selektiva familjemigrationspolicy för familjer med olika typer av 
uppehållstillstånd, och rör sig därmed bortom det dominerande fokuset på 
flyktingfamiljer i befintlig forskning. 
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En las últimas tres décadas la política migratoria familiar sueca ha dado un giro 
tanto restrictivo como selectivo. Por lo tanto, algunas familias que buscan residir 
en Suecia hoy en día se enfrentan a varios requisitos, mientras otras pueden 
inmigrar con relativa facilidad. Con este contexto de fondo, esta tesis se enfoca 
en dos dimensiones temporales del paisaje migratorio sueco. En primer lugar, 
examina las experiencias de espera de las familias que pretenden convivir en el 
país nórdico. En segundo lugar, explora el tiempo como mecanismo de 
gobernanza en la migración familiar, enfocándose en el caso sueco. Así, la 
investigación plantea dos interrogantes: ¿Cómo usa el régimen migratorio sueco 
el tiempo como mecanismo de gobernanza? y ¿De qué manera experimentan la 
espera las familias que pretenden vivir en Suecia? 

Este volumen consta de un ensayo introductorio y tres artículos científicos 
basados en dos materiales empíricos. El primer material, analizado en los dos 
primeros artículos, comprende 22 entrevistas semiestructuradas (individuales y 
conjuntas) a personas con experiencia migratoria familiar en Suecia: individuos 
con permisos de trabajo o de estudiante, refugiados, ciudadanos de la UE y 
ciudadanos suecos (así como sus familiares), la mayoría de los cuales se vieron 
obligados a llevar una vida transnacional durante la espera. El segundo material 
forma la base analítica del tercer artículo y consiste en el acervo académico sobre 
gobernanza temporal. 

Por su parte, el primero de los artículos examina las experiencias de las familias 
dentro de la migración familiar sueca. Sostiene, a diferencia de la mayor parte de 
la literatura académica del «giro temporal», que la espera debe entenderse como 
una experiencia colectiva y no meramente individual. A través de los relatos de 
tres familias, el artículo muestra cómo se negocia entre familiares la espera de 
forma transnacional, así como cómo se vive la espera mediante actividades y 

RESUMEN  
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experiencias compartidas. El artículo enfatiza las adaptaciones mutuas de los 
miembros de la familia para cumplir con los requisitos del régimen migratorio 
sueco y evidencia cómo el estar juntos se convierte en una meta común para las 
familias. 

El segundo artículo examina cómo las fronteras temporales, mecanismos a través 
de los cuales los regímenes migratorios regulan el tiempo de las personas, se 
entrecruzan con la noción de merecimiento en el régimen sueco de migración 
familiar. El texto está escrito en colaboración con el Dr. Rikard Engblom y 
combina entrevistas del presente trabajo con material de su tesis sobre la 
experiencia de la espera de los solicitantes de asilo en Suecia. Este artículo 
demuestra cómo los límites de edad, los requisitos de provisión y el régimen 
global de visados interactúan con factores como la raza, la etnia, la situación 
jurídica, el género, la capacidad y la nacionalidad, y cómo estas políticas 
reproducen, por tanto, las jerarquías de movilidad global. La consecuencia de esta 
reproducción de jerarquías es un acceso diferenciado a la migración familiar y, 
por tanto, una distribución desigual de la espera para poder vivir juntos.  

Finalmente, el tercer artículo explora teóricamente la posibilidad de poner en el 
centro de las investigaciones sobre gobernanza temporal una perspectiva familiar. 
Siguiendo los principios de una revisión bibliográfica integradora [integrative 
literature review], el texto sintetiza la literatura existente antes de proponer el 
concepto crononormatividad como herramienta para incorporar una perspectiva 
familiar dentro de futuros análisis de la gobernanza temporal. La 
crononormatividad se refiere a la normalización y el privilegio social e 
institucional de ciertas trayectorias vitales e integra perspectivas relacionales y 
temporales que muchas veces han sido tratadas por separado. Dicha integración 
permite poner a la familia, mayoritariamente invisibilizada o tratada como unidad 
descriptiva en la investigación, como perspectivas de trayectorias vitales críticas 
en primer plano, enfatizando así las líneas temporales hegemónicas impuestas por 
el régimen migratorio sobre las familias. 

En definitiva, la tesis hace contribuciones tanto teóricas como empíricas al 
denominado «giro temporal» de los estudios de migraciones, así como a los 
estudios sobre migración familiar en Suecia. Teóricamente, contribuye a nuestra 
comprensión de la espera y la gobernanza temporal, centrando una perspectiva 
familiar dentro de estos análisis, mostrando así cómo la negociación y las 
interdependencias de la vida familiar son clave para capturar estos procesos. 
Empíricamente, la tesis contribuye con nuevo conocimiento sobre las 
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implicaciones del reglamento migratorio sueco, cada vez más restrictivo y 
selectivo, sobre la vida de personas con diferentes estados jurídicos, superando 
así el enfoque dominante, circunscrito mayoritariamente al estudio de las familias 
refugiadas. 

  



22 
 

 



23 
 

There are instances in life where time, rather than passing by unnoticed, becomes 
felt. For the families of this thesis, the wait to live together in Sweden constituted 
such an instance, in which a sudden temporal awareness made time lived 
(Bergson, 2002, as cited in Schweizer, 2005). Living involuntarily across borders, 
many families experienced the passage of time through lost moments with 
children and partners: missed birthdays, holidays spent apart, dinners alone, 
longing, guilt, and frustration – all common features of transnational family life 
(Baldassar, 2013; Brunner et al., 2014). 

Experiences such as these became the entry point into this thesis on collective 
waiting and temporal governance in Swedish family migration. Through 
interviews with families, it explores collective dimensions of waiting, situating 
these experiences within the broader context of Swedish migration governance. 
In doing so, a picture emerges in which recent restrictions on family migration 
produce unequal access to residency in Sweden, distributing waiting unequally 
across families depending on their ability to reach employment and housing 
requirements, and to fit into hegemonic ideals of how and when family life should 
unfold. In other words, while some families fulfill these ideals and are eventually 
able to establish or continue family life in Sweden, others are placed in a state of 
indefinite, transnational, and uncertain waiting. Striving for a deeper 
understanding of these experiences and of how waiting, and other temporal 
mechanisms, are used in Swedish family migration governance, this thesis 
foregrounds a previously underexplored and undertheorized family perspective 
in the temporal turn in migration studies (Baas & Yeoh, 2019), thereby 
generating new knowledge about the broader consequences of Sweden’s 
increasingly restrictive family migration policy landscape as well. 

INTRODUCTION 
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A temporal lens on family migration reveals dimensions of Swedish migration 
governance that are less visible in purely spatial or legal analyses. It enables 
seeing how not only families’ mobilities are regulated, but how their temporal 
autonomy, meaning the power over their own time, is shaped in different ways: 
by making them wait, by accelerating case processes, or by requiring them to use 
their time in certain ways to gain residency. At the same time, these temporal 
governance mechanisms are distributed unequally, making time a key mechanism 
of differentiation that selects and excludes or includes families legally.  

A growing body of scholarship emphasizes the connection between waiting and 
power, uncertainty, and precarity (e.g., Jacobsen et al., 2021). Yet these accounts 
have, with a few recent exceptions, remained predominantly individual-centered, 
and in the Swedish context, they have focused on refugee families. Therefore, we 
have limited knowledge of how waiting is experienced in the context of family 
migration. Similarly, the family remains undervalued as a site of analytical 
interest in the literature on temporal governance, a field which examines how 
migration regimes use time as a mechanism to control migrant trajectories (e.g., 
Griffiths, 2017). As a result, the family remains insufficiently studied from a 
temporal lens, obscuring how experiences of waiting and temporal governance 
may shift because of transnational familial relations and dependencies and the 
specific ways in which families are governed in migration.  

Developing this knowledge is crucial for the simple reason that families matter 
in migration. At the individual level, families can be pivotal in decisions on 
whether, when, and where to migrate (Schiefer, 2020; Schiefer et al., 2023). At 
the governance level, they matter insofar as family migration policies are 
increasingly used to restrict immigration overall, not least following the refugee 
reception crisis in 2015-2016 (Ahlén, 2022; Bech et al., 2017).1 Seemingly, these 
restrictions decrease the number of people – at least asylum seekers – entering 
European countries, indicating the importance of family ties further (Brekke et 
al., 2025). At the same time, family migration policies concern not only those 
aspiring to migrate, but also the claims of family members already in the 
receiving country: citizens, permanent residents, and temporary permit holders 
wishing to establish relationships or reunite with family living abroad (Block, 
2015). This makes family migration a current topic in the midst of pressing 
discussions in which the right to family life is weighed against states’ efforts to 
control migration. 

 
1 Restrictions vary by country, and both Spain and Denmark have relaxed regulations somewhat in recent years (OECD, 2025). 
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Family migration also matters in terms of numbers: it is the largest category of 
permanent immigration to the OECD countries (OECD, 2025), including 
Sweden, with around 44,000 permits issued due to family ties in the country in 
2025 (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026b).2 However, these numbers constitute 
only around half of all families applying – the other half is rejected in first 
instance (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026l, p. 28).3 Thus, a considerable 
number of families who wish to enter are left to either appeal, to try to reach the 
requirements and apply again, or to find another – perhaps irregular – route to 
live together. While families wait – for work opportunities and apartment 
contracts, for appointments at embassies abroad, and for participating in their 
children’s birthday parties – they lead forcibly transnational lives, “doing family” 
across borders (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002).  

Swedish family migration is considerably more regulated today than two decades 
ago. To understand this development, two shifts in the approach to family 
migrants in the broader European Union are useful to keep in mind. 

The first shift concerns the role of the family in immigrant integration. 
Historically, family unity has been framed as a catalyst for integration, with 
family support fostering a sense of stability and belonging (Kofman, 2004). 
Increasingly, however, family migration – especially for refugees – is 
problematized and framed as an integration obstacle (Bonjour & Kraler, 2015; 
Eggebø & Brekke, 2018). In several European countries, this discourse has been 
characterized by concerns about forced marriages, marriages of convenience, 
gender oppression, and low labor-market integration among incoming family 
members (ibid.; ibid.). Yet rather than constituting neutral claims, critics argue, 
these arguments reflect historical patterns of othering, in which the egalitarian 
ideals of European states are contrasted with the supposedly conservative values 
of certain immigrant families (Bonizzoni, 2015; Bonjour & Kraler, 2015; 
Watson, 2018). At the same time, these arguments fit into a broader securitization 
discourse of immigration in the Global North, wherein incoming family members 
are suspected of having potentially dishonest or fraudulent intentions upon entry 
(Desmet et al., 2025). 

The second shift in the approach to family migrants relates to the (previously 
mentioned) increasing use of family migration policies to regulate immigration 

 
2 Numbers include family members of the following categories: former asylum seekers, “others” (incl. Swedish citizens), people 
with humanitarian permits [särskilda skäl], work permit holders, international students, permanent residents of the EU, and 
third-country national family members to EU citizens (Author’s own compilation from the Swedish Migration Agency, 2026b).  
3 Not incl. international students and work permit holders’ families. 
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overall. This trend forms part of a selective policy trend referred to as the civic 
integrationist turn (Joppke, 2007a). The civic integrationist turn (hereafter the 
civic turn) refers to the tendency among receiving states to condition rights such 
as family reunification, permanent residence, or citizenship on the fulfilment of 
several integration-related requirements. In family migration policy, the civic 
turn is manifest in measures such as income requirements, age limits, civic 
orientation, and language tests (Bech et al., 2017). These requirements have been 
called out for selecting families based on their desirability: economically and 
socially desirable families are distinguished from those considered costly for the 
state, such as those that include elderly migrants, asylum seekers, and their family 
members (Bonizzoni, 2018; Hacker, 2017). At the same time, research on public 
attitudes indicates that some of these policies have public support, such as 
requirements pertaining to language acquisition or financial requirements which 
ensure provisions are met for incoming family members (Gschwind et al., 2026; 
although see also Ahlén et al., 2026). 

Sweden – an exception within the EU’s integrationist 
turn? 
For many years, Sweden’s family migration policy was considered an exception 
next to other, more restrictive, EU Member States (Borevi, 2014). In the EU, civic 
integrationist requirements were introduced in the late 1990s, spreading widely 
in the early 2000s (Joppke, 2007b; Strik et al., 2013). Initiating this restrictive 
trend were the Netherlands, France, and Germany, who imposed different levels 
of financial requirements on family migration of third-country nationals,4 and, in 
the case of France and Germany, housing requirements. The Netherlands was the 
first country to impose pre-entry language requirements on incoming spouses in 
2005 (Block & Bonjour, 2013).  

When considering these developments, it is understandable that Sweden, a 
country with few policy restrictions on family migration before 2016, was 
considered an exception.5 At the same time, however, adaptations to other EU 
Member States were addressed at the government level already in the mid-1990s, 
demonstrating that, at the discursive level, Sweden’s shift began much earlier 
(e.g., Prop. 1996/97:25; SOU 1996:55).  

 
4 Family members with no EU citizenship. 
5 The most significant restrictions being a) the 1997 restriction of the family circle to only include spouse/cohabiting partner 
and children under 18, and b) the 2010 self-sufficiency requirement on attachment persons, i.e., the person residing in Sweden. 
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Regardless, the current-day legal migratory framework situates Sweden in the 
center of, rather than as a liberal exception within, the civic turn: while some 
families are subjected to housing and income requirements, others are not, and 
further proposals are underway to restrict family migration as much as EU 
regulations will allow (SOU 2025:95; the Tidö Agreement, 2022). Many of these 
proposals contain temporal mechanisms, such as waiting periods before applying 
for family migration, time frames serving to prove relationship authenticity, 
temporary residence permits, and age limits. Other proposals are not temporal by 
design but have important implications for the wait of families, such as financial 
requirements to be met prior to submitting an application, or visa regulations 
impeding visits during the wait. However, despite these developments, little has 
been written about the temporal dimension of current Swedish family migration 
policy beyond the refugee context, missing the broader impact of these shifts on 
both residents and incomers across migrant categories. 

With rapidly shifting policies, following the changing nature of Sweden’s family 
migration governance and its implications for the thousands of families applying 
for permits each year is key. By conjoining family migration with waiting and 
temporal governance, the present thesis provides a fuller understanding of these 
developments: of how individual-state relations have ripple effects on families’ 
life courses, of how family dependencies are key to understanding experiences of 
waiting, and of how the Swedish migration regime differentiates temporally 
between families seeking to live together.  

Aim and research questions 
The overarching aim of this thesis is to examine how families who seek to live 
together in Sweden experience waiting and how the Swedish family migration 
regime governs families’ migration trajectories through time. This aim can be 
divided into three complementary objectives which are pursued in the thesis. 
First, it examines the collective dimensions of waiting among families seeking to 
live together in Sweden. Second, it analyzes how the Swedish migration regime 
structures these experiences through differentiated notions of deservingness, and 
how temporal bordering operates as a tool of social and temporal stratification 
both between and within families across the migrant-citizen binary. Third, the 
thesis critically engages with scholarship on temporal governance in migration, 
exploring how the concept of chrononormativity can foreground family 
perspectives in analyses within this field. Beyond these objectives, the broader 
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purpose of the thesis is to shift our analytical focus from an individualist lens 
toward a relational one, recognizing the family as a key analytical site in which 
experiences of waiting and temporal governance unfold through 
interdependencies and negotiations. 

The research question guiding the thesis is: “how is time used as a governance 
mechanism by the Swedish family migration regime and how do families seeking 
to live in Sweden experience waiting?”  

The thesis includes three published articles which contribute to the above aim 
through sub-questions of their own. Article 1 focuses on families’ experiences of 
waiting for family migration in the Swedish welfare state, asking “How do 
transnational practices and dynamics shape families’ experiences of waiting in 
the Swedish family migration process?” Article 2 situates families’ experiences 
of waiting in a larger global mobility hierarchy, asking “How do deservingness 
and temporal bordering affect the transnational mobility of families wishing to 
reunite in Sweden, and how do these temporal mechanisms reproduce social 
hierarchies in transnational mobility?” In the first two articles, the second of 
which is co-authored with Rikard Engblom, the methods applied are semi-
structured joint and individual interviews and thematic analysis. Finally, Article 
3 focuses on family perspectives on temporal governance, asking “How is 
temporal governance understood from a family perspective in current 
scholarship from the temporal turn in migration studies, and how can the concept 
of chrononormativity further advance such a perspective?” A theory developing 
article, it uses an integrative literature review as a method. 

Contributions and terminology 
Situated within the field of International Migration and Ethnic Relations, the 
thesis contributes to scholarship within the temporal turn in migration studies and 
to Swedish family migration scholarship. It constitutes a critical piece which a) 
empirically explores families’ experiences of waiting and differentiation 
processes embedded in Swedish family migration policy (Articles 1 and 2), and 
b) theoretically examines new ways of centering a family perspective within 
temporal governance scholarship (Article 3).  

By centering the family as the analytical unit, the thesis makes both theoretical 
and empirical contributions. In terms of theory, it develops waiting and temporal 
governance as relational phenomena, proposing collective waiting as an 
analytical lens and chrononormativity as a critical analytical concept for temporal 
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analyses overall but as specifically useful in family migration. By 
conceptualizing waiting as a collective experience, the thesis exposes migration 
governance as negotiated through the dependencies of family life. Similarly, the 
concept of chrononormativity connects temporal and relational perspectives, 
which most often are studied separately, providing new insights into the 
interlinkages between life course norms and temporal governance in Swedish 
family migration. In doing so, the thesis advances novel and highly topical 
theoretical insights to capture contemporary developments in family migration. 

Empirically, the thesis contributes new and pressing knowledge to the study of 
Swedish family migration. By situating families’ experiences of waiting within 
the Swedish family migration regime and the broader global mobility hierarchies 
within which it is embedded, it demonstrates how intersecting social and legal 
categorizations, including race, nationality, gender, educational background, and 
legal status – all of which matter for one’s prospects and encounters within the 
migration regime (Amrith, 2022; Glick Schiller, 2018) – create differential access 
to family life in Sweden. It further reveals how these differentiations play out 
within the family, producing compensatory effects and changing dynamics of 
dependency. In doing so, the thesis brings new insights into how the Swedish 
family migration regime employs time as a governance mechanism, while also 
shedding light on the lived consequences of Sweden’s increasingly selective 
family migration policy.  

Key terminology 
Before delving into the subject matter of the study, a few terminological 
clarifications are worth detailing, with further conceptualization presented in the 
theory section. 

First and foremost, family is understood in this thesis as a social unit consisting 
of individual members that shift over time. Within families, social and legal 
positions affect their relations and emotional dependencies. This definition differs 
considerably from that of migration law which – depending on the migrant 
category – is delimited in terms of age, family circle, and relationship type. These 
legal definitions of family are neither neutral nor stable (Bonizzoni, 2018). 
Rather, they mirror a hegemonic history of the Global North, in which family life 
has been idealized as consisting of parents and children sharing a household 
(Schiefer, 2020), and as white, heterosexual, and bourgeois (Danewid, 2023, 
Chapter 6). As a consequence, those breaking the norm such as non-
monogamous, mixed-race, or LGBTQ+ families have historically been subject to 
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state intervention and control, in its most brutal form suffering forced separation 
and sterilization (ibid.). Bearing these patterns in mind when reading this thesis 
is important because of their further implications for family migration: the family 
is both a site of legal inclusion and exclusion which privileges certain types of 
families while rendering others ineligible for residence permits (Mulinari, 2009). 

The term family separation also renders a brief explanatory note here. While often 
problematized when referring to involuntary family separation in the thesis, the 
intention is not to present family unity as the desired state for all families 
separated across borders. Transnational family life can be chosen, and 
reunifications of families may come with significant challenges in terms of family 
dynamics (see for example Lalander & Herz, 2018). Thus, while often framing 
prolonged waiting in separation as challenging, transnational family life is not 
intrinsically problematic.  

Family migration is understood in the thesis as an umbrella term incorporating 
both the policy level and family- and individual-level experiences. At the micro 
level, family migration refers to the regulated process in which families seek to 
live together, regardless of whether this occurs through a formal application 
process, and regardless of whether the migration ever materializes physically. 
The definition further includes several types of migration: simultaneous 
migration of entire families, migrations where one or several family members 
migrate ahead of others, as well as family formation, meaning newly established 
relationships where the goal is future cohabitation.6 Their common denominator 
is that one or several family members must go through an application process to 
gain residency in Sweden, and that their explicit goal is living together. Contrary 
to Swedish statistics on immigration based on family ties, the definition does not 
include adoptions to Sweden nor newborn children in Sweden whose residence 
permits were granted after their birth to formalize their stay in the country, since 
these categories fall under different legislative frameworks and concern 
application processes not pertaining to the family migration route. Finally, while 
the first and second articles of the thesis employ the term family reunification, 
this was later revised to the broader term family migration – these are to be 
understood as synonyms throughout the thesis unless otherwise noted.  

 
6 For a rigoruous categorization of different types of family migration, see Kofman, 2004, pp. 246-247. 



31 
 

Thesis structure 
The thesis consists of a covering essay and three peer-reviewed articles that 
investigate temporal governance and waiting in family migration from different, 
complementary, vantage points. The articles can be read in any order and are 
named as follows: 

1. Gustafsson, H. (2022). Collectivity in waiting: transnational 
experiences in Swedish family reunification. European Journal of 
Social Work, 25(6), 1069-1081. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2022.2064434    

2. Gustafsson, H., & Engblom, R. (2024). Deservingness and temporal 
borders: the reproduction of global mobility hierarchies in Swedish 
family reunification. Frontiers in Sociology, 9, 1427262. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1427262   

3. Gustafsson, H. (2026). Advancing a family perspective in the temporal 
governance of migration. International Journal of Migration and 
Border Studies, 9(1), 66-85. 
https://doi.org/10.1504/ijmbs.2026.10078576  

In what follows, the covering essay proceeds with a background of modern 
historical developments in Swedish family migration policy and current 
regulations for family migration to Sweden. Thereafter, a literature review of the 
two scholarly fields to which this thesis contributes follows: the temporal turn in 
migration studies, and Swedish family migration research. Then, a theoretical 
section provides an overview, discussion and justification of the concepts applied 
in the thesis, including temporal governance, temporal borders, 
chrononormativity, deservingness, and collective waiting. Finally, the research 
design and methods applied in the thesis are addressed, followed by some 
concluding remarks of the covering essay and a summary of the three articles. 
The articles are attached at the end of the covering essay. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2022.2064434
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1427262
https://doi.org/10.1504/ijmbs.2026.10078576
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The following section provides a historical and legal contextual frame for the 
articles of this thesis. It is divided into two main parts. The first focuses on family 
migration policy developments from the 1990s onward, drawing on government 
official reports (SOU) and government bills, at times complemented by academic 
literature. The 1990s were chosen as a starting point, since it is the decade in 
which both discourse and concrete policies concerning family migration began 
taking a restrictive turn in Sweden.7 The second part outlines the current national 
legal framework for family migration, highlighting key temporal differences 
between applicant groups in terms of access to family migration in Sweden today. 

A modern history of Swedish family migration policy 
Beginning in the 1950s and 1960s, family members – predominantly women and 
children – joined husbands and fathers who had migrated to Sweden from 
countries such as Italy, Greece, Türkiye, and former Yugoslavia (Frank, 2005). 
When labor migration came to an abrupt end with new policies in 1972, refugee 
migrants and their family members became the largest groups entering the 
country (Lundh & Ohlsson, 1999; Prop. 1983/84:144). During these decades, 
Swedish family migration was little regulated, with no clear definition of “family 
ties” in the legal framework (SOU 1995:75). Similarly, maintenance 
requirements regarding income and housing were minimal, imposed only for 
certain family members beyond the nuclear family. Extended family members, 
and even others in the case of refugees, were eligible for family migration, albeit 
with minor shifts, until the mid-1990s (SOU 1979:64; SOU 1995:75). Sweden’s 
regulations were also more open than many other countries in allowing both 

 
7 A restrictive exception worth mentioning is that the government had introduced temporary quotas in 1979 for family migrants 
to Sweden to limit the number of entries (SOU 1995:75).  

BACKGROUND 
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homosexual and heterosexual couples, either married or not, to apply for family 
migration permits since the early 1980s. 8  

In the 1990s, two developments had important implications for the family 
migration policy landscape. The first concerns restrictions on eligibility, meaning 
who qualifies for family migration. The second concerns the broader philosophy 
of integration, reflecting a change from welfare state universalism toward a civic 
integrationist logic. This entailed turning away from the idea that all residents 
should enjoy equal rights regardless of legal status, toward a model in which 
immigrants are explicitly expected to earn rights through demonstrating 
integration, for example via income, housing, or language acquisition (Bech et 
al., 2017).9  

Shifting eligibilities: the family circle and age limits 
Since the 1990s, eligibility has been an important policy tool to regulate the 
number of family migrants entering Sweden. An early example can be found in 
the government’s will to separate the “non-negotiable right” of nuclear family 
members to reunite from that of other relatives, suggesting the introduction of a 
quota for extended family members to enter the country (Prop. 1990/91:195, pp. 
4, 46). The idea was for the quota system to function as a queue, making 
migration flows more predictable for the reception system and waiting more 
foreseeable for families rather than directly restricting access (ibid.). While the 
quota system was later rejected in a government official report (SOU 1995:75), 
it illustrates an emerging intention of control that would become more 
pronounced in subsequent reforms. 

In 1997, Sweden became one of the first EU Member States to introduce a policy 
limiting the family circle to the nuclear family (Prop 1996/97:25). This 
constituted a significant change from previous regulations, which had allowed 
widowed parents, parents over 60, and so-called “final link” cases, in which a 
family member abroad had all remaining relatives in Sweden, to enter the country 
if there were “strong humanitarian reasons” to do so. In the new law proposed by 
the Social Democratic government, extended family members could only be 
granted a permit if they could prove previous cohabitation with, and continued 
dependence on, family members in Sweden. Further, an application now had to 

 
8 Until the 1980s, there was a maintenance requirement for incoming elderly parents which was later removed because the 
government found it difficult to follow up on the requirement in practice (Prop 1996/97:25)  
9 As Jansson-Keshavarz (2026, p. 53) notes, however, critical welfare scholars have questioned whether a truly “egalitarian, all-
inclusive, and benevolent universalistic welfare state” ever existed. 
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be submitted shortly after the attachment person’s, i.e., the person in Sweden to 
whom an application is tied, arrival to Sweden (Prop. 1996/97:25; SOU 1995:75). 
Additionally, the age limit for children was decreased from 20 to 18 years, 
justified with three reasons: alignment with the Swedish age of majority; 
concurrence with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child; and being the 
age limit applied in most Western European countries (SOU 1995:75). As such, 
other Member States’ approaches clearly had an influence on the eligibility shift 
for family migrants in Sweden.  

Since 1997, the definition of the eligible family circle has remained largely 
unchanged.10 At the same time, however, the changing of age limits for family 
migration has been increasingly used as a regulatory tool. While a comprehensive 
account of these changes falls outside the scope of this thesis, recent reforms 
illustrate this pattern: the minimum age for spouses of refugees was raised from 
18 to 21 years in 2016, lowered to 18 in 2019, and then raised again to 21 in 2023 
(Prop. 2015/16:174; Prop. 2018/19:128; Swedish Justice Department, 2023). 

From welfare state universalism to a civic turn 
A second major shift affecting Swedish migration policy at large was the move 
from welfare state universalism toward what has been referred to as a civic 
integrationist approach (Goodman, 2010). In the wake of growing refugee 
migration during the 1980s, peaking in 1992 with the war in former Yugoslavia, 
the Swedish government began to reassess its position on relatively open asylum 
policies, describing the status quo as far “too passive” and requesting new 
measures before a “drastically new situation” (SOU 1995:75, pp. 31, 88). The 
government stressed the need for (Western) European cooperation in managing 
current and future refugee immigration, where family migration was understood 
as a consequential extension of these incoming groups (Prop. 1990/91:195).  

The country’s integration into the European Union in 1995 came with further 
implications for Swedish family migration policy. While already bound by the 
European Convention of Human Rights (Council of Europe, 1950), the country 
now had to abide by the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 
(2000/C 364/01), and, some years later, by the EU Family Reunification Directive 
(2003/86/EC). Through these regulations, Sweden committed to minimum 

 
10 For example, some parents who had not previously been able to apply for reunification from within Sweden were allowed to 
do so after 2014 if they were cohabiting with a child in the country, a measure framed as upholding the principal of family unity 
(Prop 2013/14:217).  
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standards regarding the right to family life, marriage, and family formation.11 At 
the same time, the accession opened for the legitimization of introducing new 
requirements. Thus, countries such as France, the Netherlands, and Germany 
which had started introducing maintenance requirements in the 1990s (Strik et 
al., 2013), now became some of the Member States against which Sweden 
compared itself. Yet despite the government pointing out Sweden’s 
comparatively generous stance and limited capacity, particularly regarding 
asylum migration (e.g., SOU 1995:75), the country’s formal policy remained 
relatively open well beyond the 1990s.  

The political discussion regarding maintenance requirements for families can be 
said to begin in the 1990s, when the government’s emphasis on self-sufficiency 
increased – a central element of civic integration policies. At the same time, 
welfare state universalist ideals still dominated, and self-sufficiency was framed 
as a societal goal rather than a requirement specifically targeting immigrants. One 
government official report, for example, emphasized the wish to “clearly position 
[ourselves] toward the idea that immigrants or their family members shall have 
the same rights and duties as everyone else residing in Sweden” (SOU 1996:55, 
p. 11). Alongside a parliamentary consensus grounded in welfare state 
universalism, political scientist Karin Borevi (2014) argues, family migration was 
a little-politicized issue overall in political debates, contributing to the continued 
openness in terms of regulations. 

In 1995, the migration authorities prompted the Swedish government to revise 
current praxis to include a maintenance requirement (SOU 1995:75). Yet when a 
proposal for such was first made in 1997, the Social Democratic government 
concluded that such a significant shift away from equal treatment warranted 
further investigation before any formal proposal could be made (Prop. 
1996/97:25). Five years later, another maintenance requirement was proposed for 
non-nuclear family members in a government official report (SOU 2002:13) but 
was never proposed as law, and subsequent reports referred to this proposal as 
undermining the principle of equal rights in the Swedish welfare state (Borevi, 
2014).  

A major symbolic and legal departure from the welfare state universalist ideal 
took place in 2010, after a majority of the Swedish parliament voted in favor of a 
maintenance requirement for the first time, despite critique from the opposition 
parties (the Green Party, the Left Party, and the Social Democratic Party). After 

 
11 For an overview of these legal terms, see Johansson Köves (2024). 
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more than a decade of debate, a self-sufficiency requirement on the attachment 
person in Sweden (with no requirement to cover the costs of incoming family 
members), was introduced (Prop. 2009/10:77). The justification was to facilitate 
integration, incentivize labor market participation for immigrants, and prevent 
crowded housing (SOU 2008:114). However, its practical impact was limited due 
to the many exemptions that had been negotiated into the law by the four 
disagreeing parties in the coalition government. Swedish citizens, refugees, 
families with minor children, and people having lived with a residence permit for 
more than four years in the country were excluded from the requirement, leaving 
only one percent of applications subject to the new policy (Borevi, 2014; Prop. 
2009/10:77).  

A more far-reaching turn toward civic integrationist ideals emerged in the 
aftermath of the 2015-2016 refugee reception crisis. As conflicts in Syria and 
Afghanistan intensified, Sweden received approximately 160,000 asylum 
applications in 2015, compared to an annual average of around 30,000 during the 
preceding decade (Swedish Migration Agency, 2016). By the fall of 2015, 
municipal reception systems were under severe strain, and the Swedish 
government increasingly emphasized the need to limit the number of asylum 
seekers entering the country (Asylkommissionen, 2022).  

The reception crisis had a profound impact on Swedish migration policy 
(Emilsson, 2020). In November 2015, the Social Democratic-Green Party 
government announced several restrictive measures aimed at making Sweden less 
attractive to asylum seekers; these measures were to be incorporated into a 
temporary three-year law (SFS 2016:752).12 Permanent residence permits were 
no longer granted automatically but instead had to be earned through proof of 
income, and temporary residence permits consequently became the norm for most 
refugees. Refugees recognized under the 1951 Geneva Convention were granted 
three-year permits; beneficiaries of subsidiary protection were granted 13-month 
permits, while resettled refugees remained eligible for permanent permits (ibid.).  

The temporary law also introduced differentiations between family migration 
applicants. Attachment persons with refugee status, as well as Swedish citizens, 
became subject to stricter maintenance requirements regarding housing standards 
and stable monthly income. In contrast, the rights of EU/EEA citizens, work 
permit holders, and international students remained unchanged (Prop. 

 
12 At the same time, at the EU level, the first part of the so-called EU-Turkey deal came into force, pushing all migrants coming 
with boats to the Greek islands back to Turkey, effectively stopping them from applying for asylum in Europe (European 
Council, 2016).  
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2015/16:174). In line with the Family Reunification Directive (Directive 
2003/86/EC), convention refugees were exempt from these requirements if 
family migration applications were submitted within three months of receiving a 
residence permit. Beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, however, whose rights 
are not covered by the directive, were stripped of the right to family migration 
altogether during the three-year duration of the temporary law (SFS 2016:752; 
Swedish Migration Agency, 2023).13,14 Following an initial two-year extension, 
most restrictions in the temporary law were permanently incorporated into the 
Aliens Act in 2021 (Prop. 2020/21: 191).  

The 2016 legal reform and a connected 2021 reform regarding permanent 
residency had three important consequences for family migration, to which I turn 
in what follows. First, they increased legal dependency between family members. 
Second, they affected the possibility to remain in the country as a family member 
after turning 18. Third, the 2016 reform redistributed decision-making power 
over family migration cases beyond the Migration Agency to housing and labor 
market actors.  

The increased legal dependency between family members was a consequence of 
the legal linkage between residence permits, whereby an incoming family 
member’s permit cannot exceed the duration of the attachment person’s permit. 
For family members of convention refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary 
protection, the temporary permit reform therefore fundamentally altered the 
conditions of family migration. Because attachment persons no longer held 
permanent permits but three-year and thirteen-month permits respectively, 
incoming family members also received temporary permits matching these 
durations. Therefore, continued residence in Sweden became contingent either on 
the durability of the family relationship or on meeting the criteria for permanent 
residency independently.  

The second consequence, which relates both to the temporary permit reform and 
to the stricter requirements for permanent residency, has given rise to extensive 
public and media debate in Sweden (see for example Fredbo, 2026). Under 
Swedish migration law, minors who immigrate due to family ties cease to derive 
their right of residence from their parents once they reach adulthood. With 
temporary residence permits as the norm, this means that young adults must 

 
13 In 2021, subsidiary protection holders were encompassed by the same three-month requirement as people with refugee status 
(Prop 2018/19:128). 
14 Note, however, that it is the refugee’s responsibility to know of this three-month window and, as was the case for Engblom’s 
(2023) informant, this knowledge is sometimes acquired after the deadline has passed. 
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independently fulfil the requirements for permanent residence in order to remain 
in Sweden.15 Those unable to meet these requirements risk losing their residence 
permits and becoming subject to deportation, regardless of whether all other 
family members remain in the country. Following protests against these 
measures, the Swedish government presented a new law in the summer of 2026 
to safeguard the continued residence of young adults up to 21 years old, after 
which they must meet the requirements for permanent residency (Swedish Justice 
Department, 2026). 

The third implication of the legal reform derives from the introduction of 
maintenance requirements. Through these requirements, access to the labor and 
housing markets became key to accessing family migration (see Jansson-
Keshavarz, 2026). Therefore, employers and housing actors now have a larger 
role in determining families’ possibilities for moving to Sweden, and families’ 
opportunities to enter these markets are decisive for obtaining family migration 
permits. 

Recent developments have accentuated the Swedish civic turn further. Following 
the 2022 elections, a government led by the Conservative Party, the Christian 
Democrats, and the Liberal Party was formed, but where the Sweden Democrats, 
known for their anti-immigrant stance, functioned as a supporting party.16 In the 
parties’ joint political agreement, family migration was targeted as an area for 
further restriction, including maintenance requirements for permit renewals, 
mandatory private health insurance for incoming family members, and higher 
income requirements aiming to ensure that no arriving family members would be 
considered “poor upon arrival” (the Tidö Agreement, 2022, p. 40). Importantly, 
these proposals should be understood as part of a broader restructuring of 
Swedish migration policy, which in turn affects families, including reforms 
linking access to welfare benefits such as parental benefits to self-sufficiency 
(SOU 2025:53), increased income requirements for work permits (Swedish 
Migration Agency, 2026a), and increased thresholds to access Swedish 
citizenship (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026i). 

At the time of writing (June 2026), a new government bill proposing further 
restrictions on family migration, as well as some legal relaxations, is under 
preparation (see SOU 2025:95). Proposed restrictions include a mandatory two-

 
15 In 2026, the requirement was proving a stable employment with a surplus income of approx. €600 monthly after housing 
costs have been paid. 
16 The Sweden Democrats were (as of June 2026), in terms of parliamentary seats, the second largest party and larger than any 
of the governing parties. 
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year waiting period before applying for family migration for all groups except 
unaccompanied minors and refugees in so-called established relationships;17 
fewer exemptions from, as well as increased levels of, maintenance requirements; 
and a shift in legal terminology from a “right” to a “possibility” of obtaining 
family migration permits for certain applicant groups.18 In terms of legal 
relaxations, children can be eligible for reunification until reaching 21 years, and 
children above 21 who are dependent on family members (such as in cases of 
disabilities) can be granted continued residency in the country (ibid.). 

Summing up: a restrictive and temporary turn in family migration 
policy 
The developments outlined above show how Swedish migration policy has 
undergone a gradual restrictive shift since the 1990s, with important implications 
for family migrants today. Departing from a universalist approach with few 
limitations in terms of eligibility and few differentiations between applicant 
categories, several legal reforms now clearly reflect a civic integrationist 
approach which, combined with narrowed legal definitions of family, shape 
access to family migration permits in Sweden. These reforms, where 
temporariness and self-sufficiency are leading words, make future prospects 
dependent on one’s legal category and opportunities on the Swedish housing and 
labor markets. What is more, as argued by Bech et al. (2017), developments since 
2015 have consolidated the family as a key site of migration governance, 
instrumentalized as a deterrence tool toward future immigration. Altogether, the 
transformation over the past three decades are key to understanding the starting 
point of this thesis on temporal governance, waiting, and the differentiations they 
produce and reproduce within and between families today.  

In the following section, some key demographics on Swedish family migration 
and an outline of the current regulations to obtain a family-based permit are 
provided. While not all families interviewed in this thesis entered Sweden under 
these regulations, the overview serves to highlight the complexity of today’s 
regulatory framework and to visualize the differential access to family migration 
produced by today’s legal landscape. 

17 Established relationships refer to those who can demonstrate cohabitation at least two years prior to migrating to Sweden. 
18 Swedish and Nordic citizens, persons with permanent right of residence according to EU law, beneficiaries of subsidiary 
protection. 
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Swedish family migration in 2026 
Family migrants made up nearly half of the total 88,938 residence permits granted 
in Sweden in 2025.19 There is a slight gender imbalance amongst the permit 
holders: around 60 percent of incoming family members are female, constituting 
close to 28,000 permits in 2025, compared with about 16,800 males. Of all family 
migration permits, around 40 percent were granted to children (Swedish 
Migration Agency, 2026b; Swedish Migration Agency, personal communication, 
June 1 2026). As visible in Figure 1, family migrants of former asylum seekers, 
who were the largest incoming group between the 1980s and 2010s, are now 
comparatively few, whereas families of the “other” category, in which Swedish 
citizens are included, dominate.20 Thereafter follow families of work permit 
holders, of long-term residents of the EU, of international students, of former 
asylum seekers, of third-country national family members of EES citizens, and 
of people with permits due to extraordinary reasons. 

Figure 1. Family migrant permits granted in 2025, divided by residence permit category of the attachment 
person. Author’s own compilation based on data from the Swedish Migration Agency (2026b) and Swedish 
Migration Agency (personal communication, June 1 2026). 

19 Numbers include family members of former asylum seekers, of “other” family members, of persons with permits based on 
“extraordinary reasons,” of work permit holders, of persons with long-term residency in Sweden as EU or citizens of the EES, 
and of international students. 
20 Specific numbers based on nationality are not available (Swedish Migration Agency, personal communication, June 1 2026).  
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In Swedish family migration policy, the residence permit type of the attachment 
person has significant consequences for access to family migration in terms of 
eligibility, maintenance requirements, and the levels of these requirements. The 
attachment person’s permit type is also crucial for the levels of application fees, 
the type and duration of permits given to the incoming family member, and 
whether families can apply from within Sweden or whether it must be done while 
living separately. In Table 1, a comprehensive overview of the regulations for ten 
different applicant groups is provided: international students, work permit holders 
(employed and self-employed), convention refugees, resettled refugees, 
beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, Swedish citizens, and EU and European 
Economic Area (EEA) citizens and long-term residents. While the rights of each 
group will not be discussed in detail in what follows, the table serves to highlight 
some key differences in access to family migration across categories. It is worth 
mentioning that some groups are excluded from the table. Ukrainians with 
permits under the Temporary Protection Directive (TPD) constitute a special 
case, since most do not apply for family migration permits – instead, they apply 
for international protection upon arrival in Sweden. They are therefore not 
captured by Swedish statistics on family migration and not included in the table. 
In the international student and work permit holder categories, only non-EU 
citizens are included. Other groups not included in the table, such as berry 
pickers, au pairs, or working holiday visa holders, have short-term visas with no 
right to bring their families at all.  

Temporal differentiations in Swedish family migration policy 
Four differentiations of rights between applicant groups are particularly relevant to 
this thesis’s focus on temporal governance and waiting in family migration. 

The first concerns the duration of family separation. This period is affected by two 
primary factors: whether the attachment person must first wait for a residence 
permit of their own, and whether the incoming family must apply for a permit from 
abroad. Swedish citizens and EU/EEA citizens residing in Sweden can apply for 
family migration without first undergoing a residence permit application process 
themselves. Conversely, many other attachment persons must secure residence 
permits before the family migration process can even be initiated. This significantly 
adds to their total time in waiting, although the extent of this addition varies 
considerably across residence permit types. For example, while the average case 
processing time for high-skilled [högkvalificerade] work permits was 33 days in 
2025, the average time for an asylum application was 178 days (Swedish Migration 
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Agency, 2026l), historically reaching as high as a year and a half (Engblom, 2023). 
These differences must be considered and added to the subsequent wait for family 
migration permits, in order to fully understand families’ cumulative time in waiting. 
In 2025, the average processing time for a family migration permit was 374 days 
(Swedish Migration Agency, 2026l), although the cases of Swedish citizens living 
abroad but wishing to return became prioritized in 2026, with target case processing 
times of 90 days (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026k). Additionally, differences in 
waiting times must be considered alongside waiting times in courts for those who 
appeal negative decisions,23 as well as the time families must spend separated 
during transit and displacement before reaching Sweden (see Aarrass, 2025).  

Families are also separated for different lengths of time due to the main rule that 
families should apply from abroad (Swedish Migration Agency, 2024a). The only 
group exempt from this requirement is EU/EEA citizens living in Sweden, whose 
right to family migration is regulated under the EU’s Freedom of Movement 
Directive (Directive 2004/38/EC).24 Work permit holders and international 
students can apply as a family from abroad and subsequently migrate jointly if 
granted. However, as was the case of two families in this thesis, they can also apply 
separately, and the incoming family members must then wait abroad for a decision. 
The families of former asylum seekers, on the contrary, must often live abroad both 
during the application process for the attachment person’s permit and the 
subsequent family migration process. The consequence of this regulation is that 
some families have already lived separately for several years when submitting their 
family migration application.  

The second temporal differentiation concerns the varying housing and income 
requirements across groups. Attachment persons who are children, EU/EEA 
citizens, or Swedish citizens returning with an established partner from abroad do 
not face any maintenance requirements. Convention refugees (including resettled 
refugees) have a three-month window after obtaining their own residence permit 
during which they are exempt from maintenance requirements. However, all other 
groups are subject to requirements, including beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, 
who until 2015 had the same rights as convention refugees. While not temporal by 
design, these requirements have important temporal consequences since, as 

 
23 For example, the estimated waiting time for permit cases in the Migration Court of Appeal of Malmö was around one year in 
2026 (Administrative Court of Malmö, 2026).  
24 There are, however, a few exceptions where persons with valid residence permits can apply from within Sweden and thus 
wait together for a decision. 
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demonstrated in this thesis, they serve as access thresholds which prolong the wait 
for family unity more for certain groups than others. 

The third temporal differentiation concerns eligibility in terms of family circle and 
age limits. Families of EU/EEA citizens are in the most favorable situation, where 
children under 21 years of age, spouses, as well as other family members who may 
be dependent on the attachment person such as elderly parents, are eligible to apply. 
Conversely, Swedish citizens, refugees, and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection 
can only bring a spouse over 21 years of age and children under the age of 18. 

The fourth and final differentiation concerns eligibility tied to the duration of the 
relationship. Nearly no attachment person in Sweden can bring a partner during the 
first two years of their relationship unless they have Swedish citizenship or a 
permanent residence permit and fulfill the maintenance requirements of housing 
and income. This is because newly established relationships, defined as 
relationships with less than two years of cohabitation but with an intent to marry or 
cohabit in the future, are not eligible for family migration under the current 
regulations. An exception may be granted if the applicant can demonstrate that 
there were impediments to living together in the past, such as for same-sex couples 
(Swedish Migration Agency, 2024c).  

The application process for family migrants  
There are some key steps in the application process for family migration which 
most applicants go through. Formally, it is the incoming family member who 
applies, although many give a power of attorney to their Swedish-resident 
partners to handle their case. As mentioned above, the main rule is that family 
members apply from abroad. During the waiting time one can visit Sweden on 
visitor’s visas (Swedish Migration Agency, 2024b), yet as seen in Article 2 of 
this thesis, this opportunity is not always possible in practice, particularly 
affecting refugees and families from the Global South. After sending the 
application form and attaching the required documents (copies of passports, 
marriage certificates, proof of previous cohabitation, bank statements, etc.), 
application fees are paid (Swedish Migration Agency, 2024b). Thereafter, the 
attachment person in Sweden fills in a questionnaire and sends it within 14 days, 
and the caseworkers process the case. Then, an appointment can be scheduled at 
the closest embassy abroad.25  

 
25 This leads to significant difficulties for some families, who must obtain costly visas and travel long distances for their 
interviews (Helander, 2023). 
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Figure 2. Average case processing time for family migration permits in days, 2014-2025. Numbers include 
decisions for children born in Sweden to non-EU parents (Author's compilation of data from Swedish Migration 
Agency, 2017, p. 56; 2018, p. 69; 2021, p. 63; 2024d, p. 64; 2025, p. 73; 2026l, p. 28). 

 

Figure 3. Cases concluded for applications based on family ties, and percentage of approved cases (in total, 
including children born in Sweden) (Swedish Migration Agency, 2017, p. 56; 2018, p. 69; 2021, p. 63; 2024d, p. 
64). 
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At the embassy, incoming family members are interviewed. The caseworker then 
processes the application, including the authenticity of the relationship through 
factors such as how long ago partners met, the existence of a common language, 
knowledge about each other, children, and more (e.g., Prop. 1996/97:25, p. 104). 
They then either ask for more information or conclude the case (Swedish 
Migration Agency, 2024b). Decisions can be appealed twice: first, to the 
Migration Court and subsequently to the Migration Court of Appeal (Swedish 
Migration Agency, 2019). For an appeal to be considered by the Migration Court 
of Appeal, however, there needs to be either precedential value or another 
“extraordinary reason,” such as serious errors in the previous decision (Courts of 
Sweden, n.d.). As seen in Figure 2, average case processing times for family 
migration permits have varied significantly in the past decade, while Figure 3 
shows both fluctuations in terms of the number of applications and approval rates. 
A lower approval rate can be detected for cases adjudicated after the 2016 reform. 
At the same time, many families who do not meet the maintenance requirements 
wait to apply until they become eligible, most likely resulting in an 
underestimation of the demand for family migration permits following the 2016 
reform. 

Summing up: the temporal differentiations of Swedish family 
migration 
Reflecting a broader civic turn and a trend in EU Member States of increasing 
selectivity in immigration policy (de Haas et al., 2018), the current Swedish legal 
framework reveals a complex pattern of differentiation largely contingent on the 
attachment person’s permit category, with unequal family migration access as a 
result. These differentiations are not only legal in nature but constitute important 
temporal distinctions between families. Through requirements regarding age, 
housing, income and previous duration of relationships, Swedish family 
migration regulations structure families’ trajectories toward legal inclusion, 
distributing waiting and physical separation unevenly across applicant categories.  

The temporal distinctions between families, and the experiences they produce, 
constitute a central concern of this thesis. In what follows, I ground the thesis’s 
results further by reviewing the two main scholarship with which it engages: the 
temporal turn in migration studies and Swedish family migration.  
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This section begins with a brief disciplinary history of the temporal turn in 
migration studies, followed by a review of two central subthemes of the field: 
temporal governance and waiting. Thereafter, a review of Swedish family 
migration scholarship follows before finalizing the section with a discussion of 
the gaps in the two fields and how this thesis intends to bridge these. 

The temporal turn in migration studies  
The temporal turn in migration studies refers to a growing scholarly focus on time 
as a central analytical dimension of migration processes. Its core ambition is to 
foreground the necessity of, and to operationalize, temporal analyses within 
migration scholarship.  

Often cited as a foundational contribution, Saolo B. Cwerner’s The Times of 
Migration (2001) initiated a broader critique of migration studies’ dominant 
emphasis on mobility, turning attention toward the multiple ways in which time 
reconfigures migration: its role in globalization, gatekeeping functions of national 
membership, and migrants’ lived experiences in destination countries.26 
Gradually, migration scholars began exploring these multiple dimensions further, 
often engaging with earlier anthropological, sociological, and geographical work 
on time (e.g., Adam, 1990; Fabian, 1983; Hägerstrand, 1975).  

A significant body of scholarship within the temporal turn has focused on the use 
of time by migration regimes to control and discipline migrants (Cohen, 2018; 
Cwerner, 2004; Griffiths et al., 2013; Mountz et al., 2002). Building on 
Bourdieu’s (2000) engagement with time as a power mechanism and Fabian’s 

 
26 While scholars had addressed the role of time in migrant trajectories previously (e.g., Kibreab, 1996; Slavnic, 2000; Stepputat, 
1992), Cwerner’s work is considered a first attempt to theorize this relationship further. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH  
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(1983) concept of the “temporal other,” critical scholars have found time to be a 
key mechanism of power in migration governance, which discerns desirable 
migrants from the undesirable (e.g., Andersson, 2014; Griffiths, 2026; Khosravi, 
2014, 2019, 2021; Stronks et al., 2025). Notably, the temporal turn does not, 
overall, seek to downplay the significance of mobility as a key governance focus 
but rather argues that this governance can be understood more fully when 
complemented by temporal perspectives on migration (Hurd et al., 2017; Little, 
2015; Mavroudi et al., 2017). 

The temporal turn has also drawn attention to the sharp contrast between how 
time is understood and operationalized within the migration regime and how time 
is experienced. In studies on experiences of waiting, the qualitative consciousness 
and contradictory emotions of time are highlighted (Auyero, 2012; Bhatia & 
Canning, 2021; Hage, 2009a; Jacobsen et al., 2021; Janeja & Bandak, 2018; 
Khosravi, 2017). Some of these qualitative, micro-level engagements have 
contributed important theoretical developments to the temporal turn, including 
the different paces lived under the migration regime (Griffiths, 2014), or the 
fragmentary nature of time when living with temporal uncertainty (Maury, 2022; 
Robertson, 2018). 

In addition to opening analytical perspectives beyond mobility, the temporal turn 
challenges taken-for-granted linear and chronological narratives of migration, 
highlighting migration decisions and experiences as liquid – as continuously re-
evaluated, highly changeable, and affected by fast-changing mobility regimes 
(Baas & Yeoh, 2019; Carling & Collins, 2020). And while temporal perspectives 
are referred to as a useful lens through which to challenge both methodological 
nationalism and the tendency to study citizens and migrant groups as separate 
objects in migration (Anderson, 2020; Charsley & Wray, 2023; Glick Schiller, 
2018), voices of concern fear that a sole focus on time risks depoliticizing 
migration studies, and that further analyses crossing the migrant/citizen binary 
are needed to capture the broader effects of democratic backlash and neoliberal 
capitalism (Griffiths, 2026). While constituting an important concern, this thesis 
demonstrates that temporal perspectives still serve as important tools to reveal, 
rather than conceal, the many facets of current-day migration governance.    

What is clear is that the temporal turn, in bringing time to the research agenda, 
has had an important impact on the field of migration studies at large. Through 
its emphasis on temporal dimensions of both governance and experiences of 
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migration, it has exposed new, previously underexplored, dimensions that enrich 
our understanding of migration overall.  

Temporal governance and waiting in migration 
Within scholarship on temporal governance, used here as an umbrella term,27 a 
central assumption is that migration regimes rely on a linear, segmented, and 
standardized timeline which reduces migratory trajectories to a one-size-fits-all 
chronology from departure to settlement and potential return (Carling & Collins, 
2020; Tefera & Gamlen, 2024). At the same time, a growing body of empirical 
research complicates this assumption, revealing that migration regimes value 
time differently according to when, where, with whom, and for what purpose it 
is spent (Ciziri, 2024; Drangsland, 2020a; Griffiths, 2017; Lundberg et al., 2022). 
Such temporal evaluations, and other key temporal mechanisms that are used 
across multiple scales – temporary residence permits, waiting periods for 
citizenship, age limits, and more – are central to how scholars understand the 
production of hierarchies of temporal stability and desirability, which are 
oftentimes associated in critical scholarship with capitalist and racially informed 
processes of belonging and productivity (Anderson, 2020; Andersson, 2014; 
Cook-Martín, 2019; Griffiths, 2021; Hyndman & Giles, 2011; McNevin, 2020; 
Ramsay, 2020; Stronks, 2022; Stronks et al., 2025).  

One of the most studied mechanisms of temporal governance is the use of 
temporary residence permits to control and select migrants. However, these 
studies use a single migrant category as the analytical unit, leaving findings 
implicitly or explicitly limited to the category in question. In asylum and irregular 
migration, the dual function of temporary permits has been foregrounded: on the 
one hand, they constitute short-term solutions for protection, while on the other 
hand generating profound uncertainty (Biorklund Belliveau & Ferguson, 2023). 
These uncertainties are further intensified by increasingly restrictive residence 
permit criteria and periodic reassessments of protection needs (Haas, 2017; 
Sandberg et al., 2025; see also Karlsen, 2021; Schultz, 2020). Within labor 
migration, temporary permits are framed in terms of a “win-win-win” 
arrangement where states, migrants, and the private sector benefit from short-
term labor (Bauböck & Ruhs, 2022). At the same time, this framing is often 
problematized within the temporal turn, highlighting that the dependency of 

 
27 This governance is referred to through a range of concepts including chronopolitics (e.g., Miguélez, 2018), time politics 
(Cwerner, 2004), temporal borders (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013), and temporal governance (Griffiths, 2017).  
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workers on their employers generates future uncertainty and hesitation to demand 
fair working conditions (Allen & Axelsson, 2019; Buxton, 2023; Horvath, 2014; 
Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013; Mulinari & Sager, 2022). The literature on 
international student migration likewise highlights labor market dynamics under 
temporary permits, while also finding temporary status to lead to particular 
difficulties when navigating pathways to switch status upon graduation (Maury, 
2022; Robertson, 2014, 2018; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014). Across these 
studies, the production of uncertainty under temporary permit regimes is clearly 
a common denominator, while the differences between migrant categories also 
point to the importance of considering how migration governance targets 
categories differently. 

A further temporal governance mechanism examined in the literature is the use 
of pace – i.e., the slowing down or speeding up of migration trajectories. These 
studies show that while often framed by migration regimes as a system 
optimization effort which reduces harm for migrants (Griffiths, 2014, 2017), 
acceleration operates ambivalently, enabling both rapid legal inclusion and 
exclusion (Cleton, 2022; Cwerner, 2004; Griffiths, 2017; Rozakou, 2021). Thus, 
while lengthy bureaucratic procedures are often criticized by scholars for their 
inefficiency and negative effects on migrant lives (Desmet et al., 2025; Jansson, 
2024; see also Lilja et al., 2018; Näre, 2020; Näre et al., 2024; Philipson Isaac, 
2022), the necessity of procedural time for fairness and rights protection is 
highlighted in parallel (Brekke, 2004; Griffiths, 2014; Stronks et al., 2025).  

Within scholarship on the slowing down of migration trajectories, waiting has 
emerged as a key component in both migration governance and experiences of 
migration. The following section examines this scholarship in further detail.  

Waiting as temporal governance 
Rather than merely constituting a spillover effect of administrative slowness, 
waiting is increasingly understood as a central feature of migration management 
within the temporal turn. Considerable interest has been directed toward how both 
waiting periods and the material conditions provided during waiting function to 
deter, categorize, and discipline people on the move, producing immobility both 
physically and in terms of imagined futures (Andersson, 2014; Bandak & Janeja, 
2018; Conlon, 2011; Eule et al., 2018; Hage, 2009a; Jacobsen et al., 2021; 
McNevin & Missbach, 2018; Miguélez, 2018; Zhang et al., 2015). Waiting is 
both imposed directly through mandatory waiting periods (Aarrass, 2025), and 
also a consequence of bureaucratic backlogs and system inefficiencies (Auyero, 
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2012; Jansson-Keshavarz & Nordling, 2022; Jansson, 2024; Maury, 2022; 
Philipson Isaac, 2022). Critical scholars see this governance as a form of temporal 
dispossession or theft of time (Bhatia & Canning, 2021; Charsley & Wray, 2023; 
Griffiths, 2024; Khosravi, 2019; Miguélez, 2018; Philipson Isaac, 2024; Ramsay, 
2020). Understood as such, waiting constitutes a form of violence and a harm-
inducing power relation (see Andersson, 2014; Canning, 2021; Näre et al., 2024; 
Stronks, 2024). 

Waiting as lived experience: passivity, uncertainty, and hope 
A parallel body of scholarship has foregrounded waiting as fundamental to lived 
experiences of migration. Within this strand, waiting appears across all stages of 
migration: from aspirations to leave, through transit and asylum determination 
processes, within efforts for social mobility in receiving countries, as well as upon 
forced or voluntary return (Andersson, 2014; Ardina Sierra, 2015; Brekke, 2004; 
Brun, 2015; Ciziri & Lidegran, 2024; Djampour, 2018; Elliot, 2016; Gray, 2011; 
Griffiths, 2014; Hage, 2018; Jacobsen, 2021; Khosravi, 2017; Machinya, 2020; 
Massa, 2022; Mbatha & Koskimaki, 2021; Odgers-Ortiz & Campos-Delgado, 
2014; Tazzioli, 2018; Turnbull, 2016). 

What is particular to experiences of waiting within migration, scholars argue, is 
that it is highly characterized by uncertainty regarding both the duration and 
outcome of the wait (Bendixsen & Eriksen, 2018; Griffiths, 2014; Khosravi, 
2017; Mountz et al., 2002; Rotter, 2016). This uncertainty produces a sense of 
life being placed on hold, frequently conceptualized through Hage’s (2009a) 
notion of “stuckedness” or “existential immobility” – a sense of not being able to 
move forward, or being comparatively immobile relative to others, despite 
physical or social mobility (see Brux et al., 2019; McNevin & Missbach, 2018).  

Similar to scholarship on temporal governance, research on lived experiences of 
waiting tends to depart from a single migrant category. Overlapping with findings 
on the use of temporary residence permits, scholars focusing on asylum and 
irregular migration connect waiting to broader precarity, increased policy 
restrictions, and with experiences of forced displacement, family separation, and 
trauma (Helander, 2023). For other migrant categories, such as highly-skilled 
migrants (Mozetič, 2022; Vaughn et al., 2020), student migrants, and graduate 
workers (Robertson, 2014), experiences of waiting have been examined in 
relation to navigating residence permit systems, securing credential recognition, 
or obtaining employment that complies with current regulations. Among 
LGBTQ+ migrants, studies reveal unique challenges, such as the need to conceal 
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one’s sexual orientation or gender identity during waiting periods for fear of 
future deportation (Llewellyn, 2021). Other vulnerable groups, such as children, 
face particular concerns regarding access to education, stability, and social 
belonging (Karlsson, 2025; Lennartsson, 2013; Lysaker, 2020).  

Finally, the relationship between waiting and hope has attracted growing 
scholarly attention in recent years. Here, hope is foregrounded as both an 
experience and an object of governance within waiting which can be extended, 
withdrawn, or instrumentalized in ways that render these experiences more 
bearable, while simultaneously sustaining compliance and endurance (Elsrud et 
al., 2025; Engblom, 2026; Fontanari, 2017; Lindberg & Edward, 2021; McNevin, 
2020; Tsagarousianou, 2023).  

Waiting as active: adaptation and resistance 
Alongside studies framing waiting as a state characterized by passivity and 
powerlessness, a growing body of scholarship has examined the active 
dimensions of waiting. This includes, on the one hand, how activity occurs 
through various forms of resistance – from everyday acts of navigation to more 
overt critique toward migration regimes (Bendixsen & Eriksen, 2018; Gil 
Everaert, 2020; see also Mountz, 2011; Näre et al., 2024; Schouw Iversen, 2022) 
– and, on the other, how activity is institutionally enforced, including through 
bureaucratic work (Elliot, 2016; Näre, 2020; Rotter, 2016; Zhang et al., 2015) or 
mandatory participation in programs which provide pathways toward future 
residency (Cervantes-Macías, 2024; Coustere et al., 2025; Drangsland, 2020b). 
A further body of research has illuminated the cognitive and emotional labors of 
waiting, including anticipation (Bendixsen & Eriksen, 2018), desire, anxiety, and 
dread (see also Achtnich, 2021; Rotter, 2016).  

Indications of relationality: family perspectives from the temporal turn  
Despite early calls to incorporate families, households, and life-course 
perspectives in temporal analyses of migration (King et al., 2004, 2006), 
engagements with both time and family relations have remained relatively scarce 
in the temporal turn until recent years. One reason for this gap is the field’s 
parallel development alongside, rather than in synergy with, transnational family 
scholarship. Consequently, early insights from transnational family studies, 
including how families synchronize their time across national borders, have 
remained largely absent from the temporal turn, neglecting the “different 
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temporal and spatial experience” (Parreñas, 2005, p. 317) brought on by 
globalization for transnational families.  

However, in recent years, this tendency has started to shift: analyses from the 
temporal turn increasingly acknowledge how waiting and temporal governance 
influence – and are influenced by – family ties.  

One literary strand has explored the normative temporal dimension of family 
migration law. These studies show how narrow legal temporal definitions of 
family life and norms of labor market productivity produce unequal access to 
residency for families (Hyltén-Cavallius, 2025; Mantu, 2025; see also Schultz & 
Vedsted-Hansen, 2025). Another strand focuses on how family dynamics and 
intersecting life courses shape migration decisions at the micro level. Here, 
studies on families with high mobility rights (few visa restrictions, employer-
sponsored migrants, etc.) demonstrate that individual family members negotiate 
migration decisions in relation to life stages, including education, career, and 
retirement (Brux et al., 2019; King et al., 2006; Suter, 2020; Suter & Cangià, 
2020). By contrast, studies on families with low mobility rights (e.g., those on 
temporary protection permits) highlight their severely constrained room to 
negotiate future options (Shapiro et al., 2024). Importantly, differences in 
negotiating future options also emerge within families, and different permit 
durations between family members have been shown to produce a sense of being 
unsynchronized (ibid.). Accordingly, this scholarship has brought important 
insights to the temporal turn regarding both how legal frameworks govern the 
family as a unit temporally, and how experiences of migration unfold through 
temporally structured negotiations.   

In the recent cross-fertilization between transnational family studies and the 
temporal turn, transnational family scholars have focused on the disruption of 
transnational care arrangements and the prolongation of family separation caused 
by temporary permits and visa regulations (Acedera & Yeoh, 2019; Bélanger & 
Candiz, 2020; Merla et al., 2020). Studies show that these measures may produce 
severe psychological consequences for refugee families, since transnational 
separation is often both involuntary and prolonged (Christ & Etzold, 2025; see 
also Hvidtfeldt et al., 2022; Löbel & Jacobsen, 2021). Transnational family 
scholars have also drawn attention to how expectations regarding economic 
remittances or reaching reunification requirements affect the integration 
trajectories of individuals in receiving countries, such as the type of employment 
they seek (Brunner et al., 2014; Kwon, 2015). Beyond reiterating how families 
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are temporally governed as a whole rather than only individually, these findings 
add important knowledge on how these experiences unfold across borders. 

Family migration entails both temporal and spatial separation (Tuzi, 2023). When 
reunification is the goal, research shows, families’ waiting periods involve 
common tasks aimed at meeting reunification criteria, such as bureaucratic work, 
skill acquisition, and everyday reorganization (Aybek, 2015; Charsley & Wray, 
2023; Lokot, 2023). These findings thus complement more individually framed 
pursuits emphasized in the temporal turn overall. What is more, these studies 
show that the sharing of future imaginaries (Tuzi, 2023) and the anticipation of 
reunification can make waiting more meaningful (Strik et al., 2013), while forced 
family separation may generate new, significant relationships, such as friendships 
and activist networks, which provide support for separated family members to 
cope with the wait (Achtnich, 2021; Näre et al., 2024; Tuzi, 2023).  

Together, the emerging scholarship acknowledging the role of family ties within 
the temporal turn brings forward several points of interest for this thesis to 
develop further. Before addressing these points, however, I review the literature 
on Swedish family migration, which complements some of the familial aspects 
that remain to be developed within the temporal turn.  

Family migration to Sweden 
In the following review, the literature is organized around two overarching 
themes. The first addresses research on Swedish family migration policy and 
street-level implementation, while the second addresses research on families’ 
lived experiences – their adaptation to migration regulations, forms of 
dependency, and the role of family relations in migration trajectories to Sweden. 
The review primarily centers on families seeking to live together in Sweden 
(rather than on transnational family practices), while also including some 
research in which family relations constitute a significant dimension of individual 
trajectories.28  

Research on Swedish family migration policy 
Swedish family migration policy research is a comparatively young field – 
perhaps reflecting the low politicization of family migration within Swedish 
policy discourse until recent decades (Borevi, 2014). Nevertheless, scholarship 

 
28 There is a substantial body of literature on transnational families in Sweden in the postmigration phase. See for example 
Eastmond & Åkesson (2007) and Suter et al. (2025).  
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has contributed important knowledge around Sweden’s former position as a 
liberal exception (Borevi, 2014) and its subsequent turn toward civic 
integrationism (Bech et al., 2017; Borevi, 2018; see also Mustasaari, 2017). 
Building on these insights, the selection effect on the migrant population of these 
civic integration requirements has also been studied, albeit to a limited extent, in 
quantitative research. One study comparing different EU countries – among them 
Sweden – found that stricter family migration policies decreased levels of 
immigration across applicant groups, affecting non-EU citizens 
disproportionately (Ahlén, 2024). Another study attributed delays in family 
reunification among low-income earners to the economic requirements 
introduced in 2016 (Statistics Sweden, 2022). In other EU Member States, similar 
associations between strict criteria and shifting applicant demographics have 
been observed (Cuzulan et al., 2025; Strik et al., 2013).  

Another strand, situated within the broader scholarship of critical border studies, 
has examined the relation between Swedish family migration policy and welfare-
state ideals related to work, gender, sexuality, race, time, and age (Helander, 
2023; Häckner Posse, 2019; Jansson-Keshavarz, 2026; Johansson Köves, 2024; 
Sager, 2016). These studies highlight how family constellations outside the 
nuclear, biological, and heterosexual norm – such as those with adopted children 
or LGBTQ+ families – face difficulties when DNA testing or previous 
cohabitation are used as sole evidence to prove family ties (Helander, 2023; see 
also Ahlstedt, 2016 on LGBTQ couples’ experiences). Similarly, strict age limits 
for reunification have been identified as causing family separation (Engblom, 
2023), while maintenance requirements have been found to privilege attachment 
persons engaged in certain types of employment (stable and highly remunerated) 
over others (Häckner Posse, 2019). Together, these studies reinforce similar 
findings from other national contexts (Bonjour & de Hart, 2013; Desmet et al., 
2025; Eggebø & Brekke, 2018; Kofman, 2018).  

Studies on the street-level implementation of policy – by court officials, 
caseworkers, and municipal actors – introduce further insights into the 
gatekeeping functions of Swedish family migration governance. They 
demonstrate that access to family migration is shaped not only by formal policies 
but by discretionary practices in its implementations. For example, local variation 
in policy implementation, including certain municipalities’ unwillingness to 
provide housing for refugees, has been shown to affect access to family migration 
(Jansson-Keshavarz et al., 2025; Jansson-Keshavarz & Nordling, 2022). 
Similarly, studies have documented increased scrutiny among applicants with 
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Arabic-sounding names (Rosén, 2010), while research on asylum procedures for 
families has shown how caseworkers’ require chronological narratives of 
severely traumatic events, despite opportunities to consider such events as a 
mitigating circumstance in the evaluation process (Lundberg et al., 2022).  

Together, these studies bring insights into how Swedish family migration 
governance operates at both the state and municipal levels, and the competing 
interests between migration governance and families wishing to enter. While 
state-level governance increasingly focuses on self-sufficiency and lowering 
welfare-state expenses (Borevi, 2018; see also Background), municipal 
obligations to only provide housing for a certain time period leave room for 
discretion regarding durations and access to such measures. Consequently, this 
multilevel governance regulates the right to family migration in Sweden based on 
both social and legal categories – as well as luck regarding what caseworker you 
encounter. 

Experiences of family migration: adaptations and dependencies  
In recent years, a growing number of scholars have examined families’ 
experiences of migration to Sweden. Much of this research has focused on 
refugee families, reflecting the country’s significant asylum immigration over the 
past decades. Mirroring findings from the temporal turn, these studies show that 
families actively adapt their lives to facilitate migration, making both major life 
decisions and everyday adjustments in response to migration policies 
(Andreasson & Herz, 2022; Helander, 2023; Ryndyk, 2020; Rytter, 2012). 
Research from other national contexts has similarly identified these adaptations 
(Charsley & Wray, 2023; de Hart & Besselsen, 2020; Shapiro et al., 2024), 
together highlighting the interdependent relationship between families and 
migration regimes.  

Major life adaptations ignited by Swedish migration policies include how and 
where to reside, whether and when to have children, when to marry, and where 
and within what domain to work. In one of the few studies on non-refugee family 
migration in Sweden, Danish-Pakistani couples seeking reunification in Sweden 
under EU law fundamentally reorganized their lives while maneuvering the legal 
frameworks of the EU, Denmark, and Sweden simultaneously (Rytter, 2007, 
2012). Other findings from the Swedish context demonstrate how families 
arrange caregiving during separation (Shmulyar Gréen & Melander, 2018) and 
how they strategically time reunification applications in relation to parents’ labor 
market integration (Ryndyk, 2020). At the same time, families’ ability to plan 



59 

ahead is restricted by fears of future deportation (Andreasson & Herz, 2022; 
Sager, 2016). At the level of everyday life, family members adapt to reunification 
requirements by pursuing employment, searching for housing, and attending 
language classes (Engblom, 2023; Helander, 2023).  

Swedish research also examines the emotional, legal, and economic dependencies 
of family migration, contributing important insights into the changing family 
dynamics caused by migration. The emotional dimension has been given 
considerable scholarly attention, finding that Swedish family migration induces 
emotions ranging from love, loss, and longing, to uncertainty, disappointment, 
and resentment toward family members abroad (Ahlstedt, 2016; Engblom, 2023; 
Helander, 2023; Hosseini & Punzi, 2022; Rytter, 2012). Emotional dependency 
thus functions both as a support and a burden: while family members help cope 
with uncertainties pertaining to migration processes (Bergnehr, 2025; see also 
Lennartsson, 2007), the attachment person’s intermediary role with the Migration 
Agency entails expectations and responsibilities, including delivering difficult 
decisions (Brekke, 2004; Philipson Isaac, 2024). This strains relationships, 
particularly when children mistrust parents’ reunification intentions as they 
struggle to understand bureaucratic logics and prolonged separation (Helander, 
2023). Separation is further complicated by concerns for relatives within asylum 
migration (Helander, 2023; Lennartsson, 2007; see also Sandström, 2023) as well 
as stressors related to trauma-coping parenting in a new cultural context 
(Eastmond, 2010; Mangrio et al., 2018). This combined emotional burden 
impacts mental health, in turn affecting language acquisition, employment, and 
reunification eligibility (Engblom, 2023; Helander, 2023; Lennartsson, 2007; 
Mangrio et al., 2019; Mangrio et al., 2021). At the same time, some studies 
suggest that the absence of family responsibilities in certain contexts creates 
opportunities for greater autonomy, particularly among young women (Lalander 
& Herz, 2018). 

Compared to its emotional dimension, limited attention has been given to the 
legal and economic dependencies of Swedish family migration. For example, one 
study highlighted that the legal ties between attachment persons’ residency and 
family permits generate profound uncertainty when relationships end, as this may 
imply deportation for the incoming family member (Sager, 2016). Economic 
dependencies are similarly shown to produce stress, particularly among refugee 
families with limited ability to support relatives from afar during prolonged waits 
(Bergnehr, 2017; Björnberg, 2011; Engblom, 2023; Helander, 2023).  
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In all, the literature on Swedish family migration overlaps on several key issues 
with scholarship from the temporal turn. They both highlight how hegemonic 
norms and restrictive migration policies produce unequal access to membership 
in receiving countries, and how future uncertainties shape experiences of 
migration fundamentally. At the same time, Swedish family migration 
scholarship brings new insights into the temporal turn by emphasizing families’ 
interdependencies and their reorganization of family life during the migration 
process. In what follows, I move on to further discuss these potential synergies, 
revealing some analytical gaps remaining from the temporal turn and Swedish 
family migration research and how this thesis seeks to bring these fields together. 

Finding and filling the gaps  
This thesis addresses two central knowledge gaps at the intersection of the 
temporal turn and Swedish family migration scholarship. The first gap concerns 
the role of family ties in temporal analyses of migration, and the second regards 
analyses of family migration beyond the asylum context in Sweden. 

Despite an increase in the attention given to families in recent years, studies 
considering family ties within the temporal turn remain relatively few. Crucially, 
temporal dynamics and family relations are most often studied separately, thus 
obscuring a) how temporal governance affects both individual and family lives, 
b) how family dynamics change because of this governance, and c) how waiting 
is lived as a family and across borders. This gap cannot be addressed solely 
through transnational family perspectives, which primarily examine the 
maintenance rather than the ending of transnational family ties (although see 
Christ & Etzold, 2025). Thus, the specific temporalities of family migration, 
where (re)unification is the explicit goal, remain underexplored. 

At the same time, recent scholarship shows the potential of further developing 
family perspectives on temporal governance and waiting: how these phenomena 
change because of familial dependencies and negotiations, and how these 
negotiations relate to the life course (Shapiro et al., 2024; Suter, 2020). It also 
demonstrates the extent to which individuals and families adapt their lives to 
facilitate migration (Charsley & Wray, 2023). Nonetheless, such studies remain 
scarce, and in the Swedish context, largely confined to asylum migration.  

A family perspective is also essential to capture how individual trajectories are 
affected by the legal, economic, and emotional dependencies of family life – 
entanglements which intensify due to migration (Björnberg, 2011). This entails 
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considering families not only as collections of individuals with different statuses, 
but also as analytical sites wherein migration governance operates, impacting 
temporal horizons and producing negotiation and compensation effects: where 
one family member’s relative privilege may compensate for another’s 
disadvantage, where individual life stages may be prioritized over another family 
member’s, or where the goal of remaining together makes individual preferences 
secondary.  

The second gap concerns our limited knowledge of Swedish family migration 
beyond the asylum context, aligning with calls to “de-migrantize” migration 
studies and examine migration governance across legal categories (Dahinden, 
2016). Although scholarship concludes that Swedish family migration policy 
generates inequalities between families (e.g., Häckner Posse, 2019), these 
differentiations remain insufficiently explored across legal categories. At the 
same time, international research demonstrates the value of crossing such 
boundaries, examining, for instance, how citizens encounter their country’s 
migration regime for the first time (Aybek, 2015; Charsley & Wray, 2023; de 
Hart & Besselsen, 2020). Likewise, scholarship within the temporal turn reveals 
substantial differences in temporal governance across applicant groups, yet these 
are typically examined in isolation. With researchers focusing on single migration 
categories, commonalities between groups, as well as differences within them, 
become undervalued. This obscures the cumulative effect of broader structures 
and norms embedded in family migration regimes, including social and cultural 
norms surrounding family life (Bonizzoni, 2018) and global mobility hierarchies 
structured by race, class, nationality, age, and gender (Kofman, 2018), and how 
these affect family migration applicants across the board. Likewise, because these 
differences also play out within families, knowledge about experiences from 
different legal and social statuses is crucial to understand experiences of family 
migration fully.  

This thesis responds to the above gaps in several ways. First, by analyzing 
experiences of waiting across the citizen/migrant boundary – among Swedish 
citizens, work permit holders, refugees, and international students – the thesis 
illuminates the differential impact of immigration controls within and beyond the 
immigrant population. Second, by approaching family migration from both 
macro and micro perspectives temporally, the thesis further situates these 
complex experiences within broader structures of differentiation, including those 
particular to family life. As such, it demonstrates how both material resources 
and social and legal positions make families unequally prepared to cope with 
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temporal governance and prolonged waiting. In doing so, the thesis broadens 
scholarship on Swedish family migration by examining a wider range of 
migration trajectories and showing how temporal governance and waiting are 
differentially experienced across legal statuses and family configurations. This 
knowledge is central to following the continued use of family migration as a 
restrictive tool in immigration policy.  
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To capture temporal governance and experiences of waiting within Swedish 
family migration, this thesis develops a theoretical framework which draws 
primarily on scholarship from the temporal turn in migration studies. It also 
builds on selected elaborations on the social function of time from anthropology, 
cultural studies, human geography, and sociology, as well as queer temporalities 
scholarship. Thus, rather than adhering to a one-size-fits-all theory, the 
framework consists of a number of interconnected analytical concepts and 
supporting terms: temporal governance, temporal borders, chrononormativity, 
deservingness, and collective waiting, which are applied and operationalized 
selectively in the three articles, depending on context and specific aim. I begin 
the section by summarizing the framework as a whole before detailing the 
different levels of analysis.  

The overall framework 
The theoretical framework of the thesis (Figure 4) consists of several 
interconnected concepts and terms. At the macro level, the temporal nature of 
Swedish family migration governance is understood through the analytical 
concept temporal governance. Two particular normative dimensions, explained 
further below, influence this governance, captured in the thesis through 
chrononormativity and deservingness.  

Temporal governance operates via three main types of mechanisms: mechanisms 
of pace, time evaluation, and temporariness. These direct families toward either 
legal inclusion, exclusion, or oscillation between the two. This process is 
represented by the graduated field of inclusion in Figure 4 – a collective waiting 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND 
ANALYTICAL CONCEPTS 
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zone – in which families are situated and oftentimes separated. Families’ 
experiences are analyzed through the lens of collective waiting, representing the 
framework’s micro-level dimension. The black line dividing the oscillation zone 
represents the migration regime’s definition of legal residency, across which 
families’ capacity to move is contingent on individual family members’ social 
and legal status. Forming part of the larger waiting zone, family members within 
the oscillation zone may have a pending permit renewal, or be on a short-term 
permit which increases future legal instability.29 

  

Figure 4. Theoretical framework. 

 
29 Legal inclusion is not understood as a fixed state, but rather as a scale in which different family members, and therefore 
families, may occupy and move through different positions over time.  
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Normative temporal governance in the family 
migration regime 
Building on critical migration scholarship, this thesis understands the governance 
and experience of Swedish family migration as influenced by norms regarding 
economic productivity and family life. These dimensions are captured in the 
thesis through the supporting term deservingness and the analytical concept 
chrononormativity (Freeman, 2010).  

In the context of this thesis, deservingness refers to how families wishing to enter 
or remain in Sweden are evaluated based on achievements such as employment 
and economic self-sufficiency. While most often applied in the context of refugee 
migration and welfare state access (De Coninck & Matthijs, 2020; Welfens, 
2023), I apply the term across migrant categories, allowing us to see how 
measures such as maintenance requirements are based on civic and merit-based 
expectations of financial stability, and how these measures produce 
differentiations between families.30 Moreover, upon situating notions of 
deservingness within scholarship from the temporal turn, these differentiations 
appear as highly temporal, leaving families not fulfilling expectations on self-
sufficiency in prolonged states of waiting.  

Norms concerning labor market productivity cannot alone account for the 
normative dimension of family migration governance, however. Previous 
research shows how family migration policies are also influenced by hegemonic 
and culturalized ideals around childbearing, marriage, parenthood, 
responsibilities of care, and family dependencies (Bonizzoni, 2018, p. 1; see also 
Van Walsum, 2008). Therefore, an analysis of Swedish family migration needs 
complementary theoretical instruments which grasp life course-related norms, 
accounting for both relational and temporal dimensions embedded in family 
migration.  

To add a normative dimension which considers both the relational and temporal 
aspects of family migration governance, the thesis proposes the concept of 
chrononormativity (Freeman, 2010) as an analytical tool. Originally developed 
within queer literary studies, Elizabeth Freeman applied the concept when 
examining how time is socially and institutionally employed to organize 
individual lives toward maximum productivity, and how queer lives resist state-

 
30 The thesis does not engage explicitly with needs-based deservingness, meaning that which is based on perceived humanitarian 
need. 
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sponsored, economically productive ways of living. In the context of family 
migration and temporal governance, then, chrononormativity refers to how 
institutional and social understandings pertaining to the life course – specifically 
relating to family life and its surrounding migration trajectories – impose and 
privilege normative timelines. To my knowledge, the concept has not previously 
been adopted within migration studies, yet it serves as a fruitful tool for the 
purpose of this thesis. Particularly, two underlying assumptions embedded in 
Freeman’s analyses are useful to understanding family migration. First, 
chrononormativity presupposes that life courses are governed through hegemonic 
norms regarding issues such as marriage, childbearing, and family formation, and 
that these norms privilege certain ways of organizing life. Second, it assumes that 
life courses are inherently relational, shaped through interdependencies between 
individuals and social institutions. Through its engagement with the life course, 
the concept is inherently temporal, directing our attention not only to relational 
norms but also to how these relations are expected to unfold over independently 
and in relation to the migration regime’s preferred timelines.  

The combined focus on temporal and relational dimensions has largely been 
overlooked in previous theorizations of family migration. For example, the 
concept of sexual citizenship illuminates the relational dimension by 
demonstrating that social reproduction is intrinsic to migration control and that 
gender, sexuality, and race become sites of exclusion in family migration. It 
shows how the self-image of liberal democracies as sexually liberal is mobilized 
to construct “racialized and illiberal others” as unfit for inclusion within the 
boundaries of citizenship (Volpp, 2017, p. 2). However, while gainfully exposing 
these politics of belonging and exclusion, sexual citizenship pays less attention 
to the temporal dimensions of migration governance, obscuring how time 
functions as a mechanism of exclusion within these processes. Conversely, 
traditional life course analyses have engaged with both temporal and relational 
aspects by examining how individual life courses intertwine over time (Neugarten 
& Datan, 1973, as cited in King et al., 2004). Yet these have been criticized for 
reproducing, rather than critically engaging with, the hegemonic ideals of 
embedded in normative life courses (Macmillan, 2005). Chrononormativity 
explicitly responds to this critique, identifying how migration regimes impose 
both normative timelines and family constellations. By addressing how normative 
family ideals and temporal expectations are embedded in migration governance 
and privilege certain family projects and trajectories over others, a 
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chrononormative lens brings the temporal and the relational together, 
demonstrating how both are related to hegemonic norms.  

While deservingness and chrononormativity are understood as influencing family 
migration governance broadly, they are primarily seen as tools for understanding 
the temporal governance of family migration in the thesis. Temporal governance 
refers broadly in this thesis to the use of time as a mechanism to control migration 
trajectories, encompassing both the normative dimensions developed above 
which influence family migration policies, and the specific mechanisms used by 
migration regimes to regulate legal inclusion and exclusion through time. 
Expanding the original application of the concept by Melanie Griffiths (2017), 
the thesis goes beyond the context of irregularity and deportation, including 
Swedish citizens and immigrants with a range of different permit types. Similarly, 
by incorporating chrononormativity into temporal governance, this thesis’s 
definition of the latter allows for revealing the complex patterns of legal inclusion 
and exclusion particular to family migration governance, while also adding to the 
emerging body of theorizations and empirical contributions of time within family 
migration. 

As mentioned above, the operational dimension of temporal governance is 
understood as directing families toward legal inclusion, exclusion, or an 
oscillation between the two. These processes constitute both deliberate and non-
deliberate forms of governance (McNevin et al., 2026). Deliberate governance is 
intentional, formal, and visible, and can be seen in the waiting times inscribed 
into family migration policies. Non-deliberate governance, by contrast, is 
informal and incorporated into the migration regime without being temporal by 
design. It includes the waiting which is produced because of bureaucratic 
backlogs, or the production of temporal hierarchies between families based on 
their ability to meet maintenance requirements.31 

The three categories of temporal governance mechanisms (pace, time evaluation, 
and temporariness) build on the many mechanisms identified by Griffiths (2017) 
and other key contributions from the temporal turn. Mechanisms of pace operate 
to either speed up or slow down migration trajectories. Examples include the 
imposition of waiting periods and fast-track procedures for certain categories of 
migrants. Time evaluation mechanisms – as indicated by the term – refer to how 
migration regimes evaluate the time of applicants for family migration both 

 
31See also Maury’s (2022) distinction between temporal constraints that arise in the application of policies versus those inscribed 
within legal frameworks. 
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quantitatively and qualitatively, for example through matching narratives 
regarding when and where relationships started or whether attachment persons 
spend their time in gainful employment. Finally, temporariness mechanisms are 
both the use of temporary residence permits and other forms of temporary 
measures to control migration trajectories, such as the state in which family 
members abroad are put while waiting for a decision from the Migration Agency. 
These categories are not to be understood as isolated – rather, they are interlinked 
and often overlapping: long waiting periods often occur while holding temporary 
residence permits, and time evaluation can be one of many procedural steps on 
the way to terminating long-term temporariness.32 Thus, the thematic division 
mainly serves to structure the use of temporal governance theoretically and 
analytically. 

The temporal mechanisms of family migration governance constitute thresholds 
that families seeking to reunite in Sweden must navigate. In this thesis, these 
thresholds and the mechanisms through which migration governance regulates 
and controls people’s time are conceptualized as temporal borders, drawing on 
Mezzadra and Neilson’s (2013) seminal work Border as Method, or the 
Multiplication of Labor.33Following critical border studies, Mezzadra and 
Neilson understand borders as productive mechanisms rather than territorial 
delineations, which organize both mobility and labor. Similarly, this thesis 
understands temporal borders as structuring access to family migration by 
keeping families physically separated, restricting their mobilities, and making 
labor market participation key for an approved application. In doing so, temporal 
borders affect the temporal autonomy of families while also making waiting 
productive, as families must reorganize their lives for (re)unification to 
materialize. Situated within a logic of deservingness, temporal borders become 
mechanisms of differentiation through which migration governance draws 
boundaries of legal inclusion and exclusion according to individual family 
members’ social and legal position, material resources, and place within global 
mobility hierarchies. 

To draw a further conceptual distinction, temporal borders and temporal 
governance are related analytical concepts but capture different dimensions of 
family migration governance. Temporal governance is a broad concept which 
represents the strategic level of migration management, capturing how migration 
is governed through time rather than focusing only on the temporal means to 

 
32 These mechanisms are developed further in Article 3. 
33 Temporal bordering, in turn, refers to the active process of imposing and maintaining these temporal borders. 
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execute such governance. This includes the logics embedded in family migration 
governance (such as capitalist labor market dynamics, civic integrationist 
philosophies, deservingness, and life course norms). Meanwhile, temporal 
borders put focus on the specific instruments and infrastructures through which 
temporal governance operates, such as maintenance requirements, age limits, or 
temporary permits. Similarly, temporal governance mechanisms and temporal 
borders are two complementary analytical perspectives, where the former 
categorizes the temporal means through which temporal governance operates, 
and the latter focuses on how these temporal forms of governance function as 
thresholds to legal inclusion. Accordingly, the same policy instrument 
(maintenance requirements) may be analyzed as both a temporal governance 
mechanism and a temporal border. 

So far, this section has outlined how this thesis theoretically understands the 
macro-level structures of temporal governance in family migration: how 
deservingness and chrononormativity constitute two normative dimensions 
which impact temporal governance, and how these can be used to illuminate civic 
integrationist ideals as well as relational and temporal norms embedded in this 
governance. These processes constitute important power mechanisms which alter 
families’ actual opportunities for being granted permits in Sweden, their 
aspirations as they go through the process, and their (in)actions during the wait 
for such migration to materialize. Before moving on to the micro level, a brief 
discussion of the relationship between the macro and micro levels, pertaining to 
time itself as a component shaping migration, is due. Not only are these insights 
necessary to clarify how the thesis understands families’ experiences, but they 
also constitute a foundational assumption within the temporal turn in migration 
studies. 

Understanding experiences of time 
To grasp families’ experiences of time theoretically, and particularly the temporal 
tensions which oftentimes appear in the meeting with migration regimes, it can 
be helpful to consider time not as a single entity, but as multiple intersecting 
entities. This insight draws on the work of sociologist Barbara Adam (1990, 
1995) who, among others, has approached time as fundamental both to human 
experience and to the structuring of work, social life, and legal and bureaucratic 
systems in both migration and beyond (see also Gasparini, 1995; Hage, 2009b; 
Schweizer, 2005). Adam refers to the time often ascribed to the migration regime 
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as clock time – the reified, rationalized, and standardized time measured by clocks 
and calendars, which organizes our bureaucracies as well as our everyday lives 
(Adam, 1995). Critics from within migration studies caution against relying too 
heavily on this concept, as it risks separating legal, linear, and bureaucratic time 
from lived experience. Stronks et al. (2025), for example, propose the concept of 
legal time to emphasize that time in migration law is never detached from human 
experience, while Bastian (2011, p. 97) argues that the concept obscures the 
subjective and qualitative nature of time. While this critique centers the 
importance of analytically distinguishing between different times, Adam (1990) 
herself argues that different types of time – such as clock time, natural time (the 
irreversible time pertaining to physical and biological processes which is 
independent of human intervention), and social time (time that is created, 
organized, and given meaning socially, such as families’ expectations of case 
processing times) are closely intertwined, and that the very idea that time can be 
reified or abstracted from human experience is precisely what enables its use as 
a mechanism of power (ibid.). As such, I do not understand Adam’s perspective 
as ignoring the human dimension of clock time, but rather as criticizing the idea 
that – when applied to the context of this thesis – the migration regime’s time is 
detached from human experience. Following this understanding of time as 
multiple, the thesis also aligns with the empirical findings of the temporal turn 
which refute the existence of objective temporal management within migration 
(e.g., Musso, 2021), instead foregrounding it as highly changeable and impacted 
by norms such as those pertaining to cultural understandings of coming-of-age or 
age differences in relationships. This arbitrariness is also part of why families 
experience their time as clashing with that of the migration regime. Now turning 
to the micro level, the following section outlines how the thesis theoretically 
approaches experiences of waiting in Swedish family migration. 

Waiting as an analytical lens 
In this thesis, waiting is used, on the one hand, as an empirical object – a 
governance mechanism in its own right, building on works such as Bourdieu 
(2000), Khosravi (2021), Mulinari and Sager (2022), and Schweizer (2017). On 
the other hand, and more centrally, it serves as an analytical lens through which 
to examine families’ experiences of Swedish family migration. In this capacity, 
the thesis draws on conceptualizations of waiting from social theory (Bissell, 
2007; Gasparini, 1995; Jeffrey, 2008; Schwartz, 1974; Schweizer, 2005) and 
from the temporal turn in migration studies (Hage, 2009b; Jacobsen et al., 2021; 
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Khosravi, 2014, 2017), which together illuminate the complexities and qualitative 
nature of these experiences.  

As an analytical lens, waiting is understood as a socially and politically produced 
condition of delay, encompassing both major life decisions and everyday 
practices, as well as both passivity and activity. This understanding builds on the 
one hand on waiting as a state of stuckedness (Hage, 2009a), at times 
characterized by a void of engagement (Khosravi, 2017), or felt as a vital 
parenthesis – a transitory stage between social positions or life stages (Martinez‐
Aranda, 2020), and on the other hand as a condition filled with both mental and 
physical activity (Bendixsen & Eriksen, 2018; Brun, 2015; Griffiths, 2014). In 
foregrounding this duality between activity and passivity in the thesis, the family 
migration experience becomes a site of temporal disjunctures (see for example 
Jonitz et al., 2025), in which the different paces of individual family members’ 
trajectories generate confusion and uncertainty. Crucially, by extending these 
insights to the family unit, the thesis expands current theorizations of waiting to 
include collective, transnational, and familial negotiations in these disjunctures. 

Collective waiting 
A central contribution of this thesis is its focus on the collective dimension of 
waiting within family migration. Collectivity is understood as shared activities 
and experiences within waiting, making collective waiting an analytical lens 
which enables exploring relational and transnational dimensions of the 
phenomenon. To operationalize this lens, the thesis draws on supporting concepts 
from transnational family studies: routine-based care practices, ritual practices, 
coordination of support, and care delegation, building on key works such as 
Kilkey and Merla (2014), Baldassar (2007a), and Baldassar et al. (2007). 
Together, these concepts foreground the role of family ties as intrinsic to 
experiences of waiting, widening our understanding beyond individual models of 
analysis.  

Conceptualizations of collective time are not new. However, existing scholarship 
has primarily examined collective or shared temporalities at the level of nations, 
communities, social classes, and other large-scale forms of belonging. For 
example, Tim Edensor (2006) argues that social institutions constitute shared 
spaces of time: by going to school at a certain time, we enter the temporal world 
of education; by going to a bar in the evening, we enter another, and so on. 
Therefore, he continues, temporal frames of reference constitute important 
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boundaries of belonging, helping to reproduce distinctions between “us” and 
“them” (see also Bastian, 2013). Similarly, works have built on Fabian’s (1983) 
concept of temporal coevalness, referring to how temporal differentiation has 
historically positioned certain populations outside a shared present, and how 
denying this “common occupation of time” (Bastian, 2013, p. 15) is central to 
maintaining social inclusions and exclusions. From this macro perspective, 
shared time is closely related to social position, encompassing temporal 
differences shaped by gender, race, class, labor, and immigration status (Sharma, 
2014, p. 138).  

While drawing on these insights in my overall understanding of how temporal 
governance produces differentiation, this thesis conceptualizes collectivity 
differently in the context of waiting. Rather than examining collective 
temporalities at the macro level, it explores how waiting is experienced 
collectively within families, illustrating that shared activities, mutual 
dependencies, and transnationally connected life courses are key to these 
experiences. Importantly, this collective lens does not imply that family members 
experience time in the same way. Rather, the thesis understands experiences of 
waiting as simultaneously shared and differentiated (Bastian, 2011). Thus, while 
collective in certain ways – through common goals, transnational practices, and 
more – individual family members’ social and legal positions shape their 
experiences of waiting differently. More specifically, these individual 
positionalities are seen as fundamentally shaping how families approach and 
experience waiting, since they are complementary in nature: one family 
member’s position can either facilitate or restrict the mobilities and temporal 
autonomy of other family members.  

Moreover, the future-oriented nature of waiting, which has been identified as 
crucial to whether these experiences are positively or negatively connoted 
(Bendixsen & Eriksen, 2018; Gasparini, 1995; Rotter, 2016), offers a key point 
of departure for developing the collective dimension of waiting. More 
specifically, this thesis shows how, despite uncertainty regarding duration and 
outcome, focusing on future togetherness serves to redirect shared experiences 
and activities toward this goal. Therefore, grasping these experiences requires an 
analytical reorientation toward the collective dimensions of waiting, rather than 
conceptualizing it as an individual experience alone.  
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Summary: new frontiers in the temporal turn 
Sarah Sharma (2014, p. 80) argues that “time, as it is constructed in terms of 
power, must be acknowledged as differential, relational, and tangled.” By 
developing a theoretical framework that centers the relational and temporal 
dimensions of family migration at both the macro and micro levels, this thesis 
responds to this call, thereby expanding current theorizations of temporal 
governance and waiting. By positioning the family as a central site of analysis 
through which governance – shaped by chrononormative and deservingness-
based ideals – is negotiated and resisted, the thesis shows how family projects are 
delayed, constrained, and reshaped to varying degrees, making families’ 
decisions regarding when, how, and with whom family life is feasible a matter of 
migration governance rather than individual choice.  

Through a relational-temporal theoretical lens, this thesis brings new and crucial 
knowledge to the temporal turn in migration studies and Swedish family 
migration scholarship. First, it enables us to see that family migration governance 
extends beyond regulating individual mobility to reorganizing transnational and 
relational life courses, shaping reproductive decisions, caregiving arrangements, 
and dependencies within families. Second, it exposes how hegemonic temporal 
and familial ideals become embedded in migration governance, privileging 
certain life trajectories while rendering others more difficult or impossible to 
realize. Third, by conceptualizing waiting as a collective and differentiated 
experience, the framework makes visible how temporal governance is lived 
through family relationships, where unequal legal statuses, resources, and 
responsibilities produce interconnected experiences of delay.  

As a whole, the theoretical framework constitutes an analytical tool for tracing 
how migration regimes operate through time. It connects institutional 
mechanisms to lived experiences, concretizing how temporal governance 
produces uneven temporal autonomy, restructures aspirations for togetherness, 
and reproduces broader inequalities through the regulation of family life. In doing 
so, it highlights aspects of Swedish family migration that would remain obscured 
by studying the relational and the temporal as separate entities, while also 
foregrounding the family as both a subject in the collective experience of waiting 
and an object of temporal governance, highlighting how some of the most private 
choices of our lives – those regarding family life – are subject to public scrutiny 
and intervention.  
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This section outlines the methodological approach of the thesis. It begins with an 
overview of the research design and the epistemological groundings of the thesis. 
Thereafter, the selection of material and research methods applied in the three 
articles follows, before delving into the analysis methods deployed. Finally, the 
section concludes with reflections on my positionalities as a researcher and some 
ethical considerations pertaining to the execution of the thesis.  

Bridging the macro- and micro-temporalities of 
family migration  
This thesis employs a case study design to examine a) how time is used as a 
governance mechanism in Swedish family migration, and b) how waiting is 
experienced by families seeking to live together in Sweden. Following Clark et 
al. (2021), it approaches Swedish family migration from different vantage points, 
combining macro- and micro-level analyses to capture the multi-scalar nature of 
this inquiry. At the micro level, individual and joint semi-structured interviews 
are used to examine families’ experiences, allowing relational dimensions to 
unfold. At the macro level, an integrative literature review method is employed 
for theory development, enabling the synthesis of current scholarship on temporal 
governance and the emergence of new theoretical perspectives to develop this 
scholarship further. Altogether, the three articles of the thesis integrate macro- 
and micro-level analyses, connecting institutional mechanisms of temporal 
governance with the experiences of families, therein fulfilling the thesis’s aim to 
examine both families’ experiences and the use of time in Swedish family 
migration governance. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
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Ontological and epistemological standpoints  
The thesis adopts a social constructionist ontological standpoint in how it 
understands social reality, and an interpretivist epistemological position in how 
it approaches knowledge production. Social constructionism as an ontological 
vantage point is based on the idea that social reality cannot be discovered as an 
external object, but that it is produced through social interaction, shared 
meanings, and historically, geographically, and temporally situated social 
processes (Mayan, 2023). Rather than assuming inherent meanings of social 
phenomena, social constructionism understands them as contingent on how 
institutions, people, and larger societies interpret and organize the social world.  

This standpoint has several important implications for how family migration and 
the temporalities of migration are understood in the thesis. First, families’ 
narratives are understood as both collective and individual realities that are 
produced through subjective and intersubjective processes of meaning-making. 
Second, family migration governance – and the temporal mechanisms through 
which it operates – are understood as socially and historically produced through 
processes of meaning-making around who belongs to the national community, 
what constitutes a proper family, and how family life should unfold over time. 
Third and subsequently, the migrant categories, family forms, and temporal 
norms examined throughout the thesis – such as “established relationships,” 
“refugee,” or legally defined age thresholds – are treated as socially produced 
classifications rather than naturally given or stable categories. Importantly, these 
socially constructed categories have profound and unequal material 
consequences, influencing the distribution of waiting, physical separation of 
families, and disruptions of family life.  

By adopting an interpretivist epistemological position, the thesis understands 
knowledge as contextual, situated, and co-constructed through the research 
process rather than a neutral representation of an independently existing social 
world (Mayan, 2023). Accordingly, the thesis seeks to develop contextually 
grounded interpretations of participants’ narratives rather than universally 
applicable explanations. Participants’ narratives are understood as co-produced 
in each interview encounter, implying the active generation of knowledge both 
between me as a researcher and between research participants (Mayan, 2023). 
Therefore, the way I react, ask questions, or pick up on themes clearly guides 
how and what knowledge is created in each interview encounter. Another stage 
of this co-production takes place when analyzing the empirical material, engaging 
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with previous literature, the theoretical framework, and my own positionalities 
(to which I return further down).  

The above ontological and epistemological orientations also affect the overall 
research design in several ways. In terms of sampling strategy, the thesis 
employed maximum variation sampling, with experiences of family migration to 
Sweden bounding the case. The aim was to include families occupying a broad 
range of legal and social positions in order to capture how experiences vary or 
converge across these positionalities. In terms of analysis, I similarly approached 
temporal governance and waiting as unfolding across different social and legal 
positions, rather than assuming that these experiences unfold along traditional 
migrant/citizen binaries or that they are necessarily connected to the residence 
permit type held by participants. Such transgression is important, not least in 
times of fast-changing immigration policies where the effects of temporal 
governance, such as temporary residence permit regimes, are no longer limited to 
specific migrant categories (Yeoh et al., 2020). In terms of interview method, my 
ontological and epistemological standpoints prompted the use of joint rather than 
individual interviews when possible, to consider experiences of waiting as 
unfolding relationally rather than merely individually. Finally, my standpoints 
also required continuous reflexivity regarding the interview situations 
themselves, including how differences in legal status, social background, and 
temporal position, to which I return further down, may have shaped the 
knowledge generated in the meeting with research participants.  

Research material and methods: semi-structured 
interviews and temporal governance literature as 
empirical material 
I analyze two different sets of material in this thesis which serve two different 
objectives. First, I conducted qualitative interviews with families to capture the 
lived experiences of waiting in Swedish family migration. Second, to 
theoretically develop how a family perspective can be foregrounded in the 
literature on temporal governance, I used current literature from the field as my 
empirical material. Below, I begin by describing how the interview material was 
generated and the sampling process of research participants, followed by the 
literature selection process on temporal governance.  
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Semi-structured joint and individual interviews 
Semi-structured interviews are a common research method in migration studies, 
known for their potential to provide insights into lived experiences (Fedyuk & 
Zentai, 2018). With the purpose of examining experiences of waiting, I therefore 
conducted 22 semi-structured interviews with 28 family members who were in 
the process of, or who already had, (re)united in Sweden. An overview of the 
research participants is provided in Table 2. 

When recruiting participants, I aimed for a broad sample in terms of several 
parameters. Temporally, I sought to include adults at different stages of the family 
migration process: those who aspired to go through, were currently undergoing, 
or had previously gone through the Swedish family migration process, to capture 
experiences from multiple points in the migration trajectory. Given the thesis’s 
interest in how family migration governance intersects with broader structures of 
inequality, I also sought diversity in terms of residence permit type, financial 
status, nationality, and family constellation (with and without children, hetero- 
and homosexual couples). This diversity enabled examining how experiences of 
waiting in family migration are shaped by factors such as access to the Swedish 
labor market, and by extension, race, gender, or class (see Mulinari & Neergaard, 
2017; Naldemirci, 2025). Including Swedish citizens in the sample made it 
possible to transgresses the dominant migrant/citizen binary in migration 
scholarship – a tendency which otherwise risks undervaluing the similarities 
between how the two are governed (Anderson, 2019; Dahinden, 2016).  

Altogether, rather than approaching waiting as experienced only by particular 
migrant groups, the sampling strategy allowed for challenging these dominant 
narratives, highlighting the broader implications of temporal governance across 
social and legal statuses and how these statuses create an intricate pattern of both 
legal inclusion and exclusion, inequalities in terms of waiting, and agency in 
migration processes (see Jacobsen & Karlsen, 2023). 

Participants were found through various channels, including immigration-themed 
Facebook groups in Sweden, personal contacts, and coordinators of civic 
orientation programs for newly arrived refugees around Sweden. On Facebook, I 
described my role and interest in the experience of waiting for reunification and 
invited participants to share their experiences. I also contacted members of 
Facebook groups via private message if they had posted questions or comments 
in the group regarding their cases or the process, asking if they would be 
interested in contributing.  
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The interviews were held between May 2021 and February 2023. 13 interviews 
were conducted online and nine in person. Most interviews lasted around one 
hour, with the shortest being 34 minutes and the longest three hours and 32 
minutes.  

As further detailed in Table 2, six interviews were joint while 16 were individual. 
Two couples were same-gender couples with no children; one participant had sole 
custody of the children with whom he had reunited; and six other couples had 
children together. In two cases, one partner had children from a previous 
relationship.  

13 incoming family members (i.e., the person formally applying for a residence 
permit in Sweden) and 15 attachment persons residing in Sweden were 
interviewed. Table 2 also shows the legal status of the attachment persons (work 
permit holder [WP holder], international student, refugee, or Swedish citizen). Of 
these, four were work permit holders, eight were Swedish citizens (one of whom 
had naturalized), one was an international student, and two had refugee status. 
All but two families experienced separation for at least part of the waiting period. 

The table also indicates whether participants were still waiting or whether their 
cases had been resolved at the time of the interview. Ten couples were still 
awaiting a decision; one participant had received an initial rejection and was 
awaiting the outcome of an appeal, and another had received a final rejection and 
was exploring alternative means to live with his wife. It further identifies the 
country in which participants had been, or were, waiting for a decision. I did not 
set a time limit for when reunification ought to have taken place, yet all 
participants had relatively recent experiences (within a range of seven years of 
each other). Families who had already reunited had done so between 2015 and 
2022 and had therefore been affected by different family migration regulations. 
Where relevant, these differences are highlighted in the articles.  

It is very likely that my predominantly digital recruitment strategy resulted in an 
age-skewed sample, as most participants were around age 22 to 50, and most were 
around 30-40 years old. It is also possible that individuals with more negative 
experiences of the migration process felt more motivated to participate than the 
average applicant. While such self-selection bias is likely a factor, the sample 
nevertheless captured a wide range of experiences, some more positive than 
others. Together, these accounts provide the thesis with rich empirical insights 
into the lived experience of the Swedish family migration regime. 
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Table 2. Overview of research participants. 

Pseudonym Residence status (Re)unification 
granted? 

Place of 
waiting Children? 

Individual interviews 

Hameed (M) WP holder Yes Sweden Yes, two 

Jennifer (F) Incomer Yes USA Yes, Niklas’s children 
(below) 

Abdirashid (M) Swe citizen No, refused/ 
waiting Ethiopia No  

Maria (F) Swe citizen Yes Sweden/ 
Senegal 

Yes, partner had two 
children in Senegal, not 
in application 

Niklas (M) Swe citizen Yes Sweden Yes, two 

Jenny (F) Incomer Yes Sweden No  

Irina (F) Incomer No, waiting Sweden Yes, two 

Anders (M) Swe citizen No, refused/ 
waiting Sweden No  

Masoud (M) WP holder Yes Sweden No  

Courtney (F) Incomer No, waiting USA No  

Jonathan (M) Incomer No, waiting Ghana No  

Taylor (F) Incomer No, waiting USA No  

Lina (F) Swe citizen Yes Sweden Yes, two 

Carrie (F) Swe citizen No, waiting USA No  

Casey (X) Incomer No, waiting Moving around No  

Antonio (M) WP holder  Yes Sweden Yes, two 

Joint interviews 

Selma (F), Emir (M) Incomer, refugee  
(Geneva convention) Yes Türkiye/  

Sweden Yes, one 

Kurt (M), Siri (F) Incomer, Swe citizen No, waiting UK/Sweden No 

Ali (M), Noor (F) WP holder, incomer Yes Sweden/ 
Pakistan Yes, one 

Abbas (M), Shaima (F) Incomer, international 
student Yes Pakistan  

/Sweden No 

Ilyas (M), Diana (F) 
Incomer, refugee 
(subsidiary protection w/ 
permanent permits) 

Yes Saudi Arabia/ 
Sweden Yes, two 

Alva (F), Budi (M) Swe citizen, incomer Yes Sweden/ 
Indonesia No 
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To explore waiting as an experience, I designed an interview guide that combined 
themes from the literature on waiting with questions regarding family dynamics 
(Appendix 1). The guide covers familial roles during the waiting period, 
differences in how family members experienced waiting, support structures, 
interactions with migration authorities, and the emotional dimensions of family 
separation and waiting. While quite detailed in nature, the guide mainly served 
as a point of departure and a means of ensuring that key themes were addressed 
in the interviews, which most often resembled informal conversations. I had 
piloted an initial guide on two friends who had gone through the family migration 
process. Their feedback included adding questions regarding the economic 
situation and safety of the family abroad and the possibility to visit each other 
during the wait. This input had an important impact on my work, including 
highlighting the increased safety concerns of refugee families, the role of global 
visa regimes, and the facilitating effect that financial capital can have on difficult 
experiences.  

Conducted iteratively, the interviews allowed me to adjust questions as new 
insights emerged (Mason, 2004). This meant rephrasing questions or asking 
follow-up questions based on findings from previous interviews. For instance, the 
initial inquiry of the thesis was broadly defined as examining families’ 
perspectives on waiting. However, as the salience of collectivity in such 
experiences became apparent in the first interviews, I asked participants to reflect 
on whether their experiences were collective or individual in the following 
interviews. While such changes may have shaped how respondents answered 
over time, they ultimately strengthened the study’s analytical depth and 
sensitivity to participants’ experiences, adhering to the importance of researchers 
being flexible and responsive to their material to ensure methodological rigor 
(Mayan, 2023). I further prioritized experiences, interpretations, and emotions 
over procedural chronology in the interviews, being aware of the migration-
specific risk that participants may simply repeat, or perform, the narrative they 
submitted to migration authorities (Fedyuk & Zentai, 2018).  

Another methodological consideration was how to approach the concept of family 
with participants to avoid assuming that their definition corresponded with the 
nuclear family definition of Swedish migration law. Therefore, I asked research 
participants to define who they considered to be part of their family. In each 
interview, however, the participants identified their nuclear family members 
(partner and/or children). Some people did mention extended family members 
who remained in their countries of origin and whom they missed, and it should 
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be noted that I did not interview any adults who had tried reuniting with a parent 
– surely, their answers would have generated a different conceptualization of 
family. What is more, seeing that the project examined the experience of 
migrating to Sweden, these narrow answers are perhaps a reflection of the scope 
presented to the participants at the outset of the interview. 

Implications of joint interviews and couple interpretation 
All participants were given the option to be interviewed individually or jointly with 
other family members. Ultimately, I conducted six joint interviews, one of which 
was online. Two participants were a couple but were interviewed separately. I 
aimed for as many joint interviews as possible to enable stimulating conversations in 
which “ideas that might not have been elicited otherwise” (Mayan, 2023, p. 165) 
could be revealed. The joint interviews enabled the co-creation of knowledge 
between family members through active communication around experiences: 
remembering and reminding each other of events, while also constructing an 
encounter where knowledge was produced through my own interaction with 
participants. While joint interviews come with certain risks, such as not providing 
full accounts of difficult experiences as this might hurt or anger the other partner 
(ibid.), these were deemed to be compensated for by the advantages of capturing 
accounts of shared experiences and collective meaning-making. While no 
significant discomfort occurred in the interviews, two uneasy situations are worth 
mentioning.  

The first occurred during an interview conducted in Swedish, where a participant 
made several racially stereotypical remarks about her husband’s country of 
origin. The participant, who was herself white, described her husband’s culture 
in ways that positioned it as less modern and developed than Swedish society. 
These accounts resonated with what Fabian (1983) terms temporal othering – the 
process by which certain groups, often those historically marginalized through 
colonial power structures, are portrayed as existing in a different and less 
advanced temporality than that of Western societies (see also Griffiths et al., 
2013). The encounter further raised questions about my own positionality. 
Lundström (2010) notes that research encounters between white researchers and 
white participants may involve moments of “doing whiteness” (p. 73), and that 
researchers may draw on similarities pertaining to for instance race, class, 
education level, as a type of capital to establish themselves as “insiders” in the 
research encounter. In this interview, I interpreted the situation as related to 
whiteness or perhaps Swedishness, yet in a different way. Rather than me 
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positioning myself as the insider, the participant implicitly assumed a shared 
cultural vantage point. Her comments suggested that she expected me to 
understand – and perhaps share – her stereotypical assumptions, simultaneously 
positioning both of us in contrast to her husband’s presumed cultural identity.  

The second situation related to a language proficiency imbalance between two 
partners. All interviews were conducted in English or Swedish, with one 
exception conducted in Spanish. Although interpreters were available upon 
request, none of the participants requested one. Upon arriving for one joint 
interview, I realized that only the husband spoke English fluently and that he 
would therefore have to translate for his wife. Although I recognized it was not 
an optimal solution since it raised concerns about whose experiences were being 
represented and how the knowledge produced in the interview would be affected 
by this dynamic, I felt unable to withdraw at that point: I had traveled a 
considerable distance and the wife expressed positivity and curiosity, which made 
me feel more comfortable.  

Although the interview generated valuable insights, I noted in my recording 
afterwards that the language barrier had reproduced a gendered dynamic in which 
the husband not only translated but frequently spoke on behalf of his wife. 
Consequently, I adopted a different approach in the remaining interviews – if 
couples had significantly uneven language proficiency and no interpreter was 
available, I interviewed only the partner who was able to participate directly. This 
decision resulted in two additional interviews being conducted individually rather 
than jointly.  

The temporal governance literature as empirical material 
In the third article of the thesis, I draw on the principles of an integrative literature 
review (Torraco, 2005), a method which allowed for both critically synthesizing 
existing scholarship on temporal governance and proposing new ways to advance 
a family perspective within this field. Using current literature on temporal 
governance as my empirical material, I began by assembling a purposive sample 
of literature from my cumulative research library, which was built up over several 
years through systematic tracking of the temporal turn in migration studies. This 
library was initially developed through repeated keyword searches (“temporal 
governance,” “chronopolitics,” “waiting migration,” “temporal borders,” etc., as 
well as truncated versions of these) across several databases (ProQuest, 
Psychinfo, Google Scholar, Web of Science, and the Malmö University library 
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catalogue), combined with forward and backward snowballing from key 
foundational texts (Cwerner, 2001; Griffiths, 2017; Andersson, 2014; and more).  

From this body of literature, I selected peer-reviewed sources from the temporal 
turn in migration studies that discuss how time is used as a mechanism to control 
migration trajectories and/or how people’s time within the migration regime is 
structured by migration authorities. In other words, I included literature 
regardless of whether it used the term “temporal governance.” Studies that largely 
failed to engage with time as a governance mechanism were excluded. I 
complemented my research library by conducting literature searches in three 
different databases (outlined in Article 3). These searches generated few results, 
and only four additional articles were included in the sample. Together, the 
material consists of 58 articles, book chapters, and books.  

Thematic analysis, inductive and abductive 
approaches  
Although analytical approaches are not clear-cut in practice, the analytical 
process of the qualitative interviews most closely resembled an abductive 
approach, whereas the analysis of previous literature on temporal governance 
scholarship was of a more inductive nature. Below, I outline this analysis process 
in more detail. 

Early in the interview process, I began reading the finished transcripts 
inductively. The empirical material clearly revealed waiting not only as an 
individual experience but also as a collective and transnational one. This 
unanticipated finding prompted me to search for suitable concepts that could 
capture these dimensions. With collectivity as a lens encompassing these shared 
experiences and activities, I went back and forth between the empirical material 
and key texts from transnational family studies, finding delegation and 
coordination of support (Kilkey & Merla, 2014), emotional support and care 
obligations (Baldassar, 2007b; Baldassar, 2015), and routine-based and ritual 
practices (Baldassar, 2007b) as potential candidates for this task. To assure their 
suitability, I used these labels to thematically organize my transcribed interview 
material, consistent with thematic analysis methods in qualitative inquiry. 
Thematic analyses are considered especially suitable for capturing “collective 
and shared meanings and experiences” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 57), which 
concurs with the aim of examining families’ experiences in the thesis. In engaging 
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in a back-and-forth process between the empirical material and concepts, this 
process aligns with abductive approaches to research (Mayan, 2023). 

It is worth noting that, at the time of writing the first article, I had interviewed 14 
of the 28 participants who would later constitute the full material. From the 
transcribed material, I selected three joint interviews that illustrated experiences 
across legal statuses and nationalities, as well as the mutual dependencies, 
varying trajectories, and negotiations emerging due to their different 
backgrounds. At the same time, I ensured that these interviews corresponded with 
the findings of the overall data, considering the internal validity of the study 
(Mayan, 2023).  

After publishing the first article (Gustafsson, 2022), I continued the recruitment 
of participants to better tease out the potential impacts of differentiation in family 
migration policy. The three vignettes in the first article were from families who 
had already moved to Sweden, and I now sought additional perspectives from 
families still waiting. Further, I sought to widen the sample in terms of nationality 
and financial status, in order to examine whether visa regimes and financial 
capital would impact waiting experiences. When I deemed that data saturation 
was reached – meaning, in this context, that my research questions could be 
answered with the material at hand, and that participants’ answers were repeated 
in interviews – I stopped searching for participants.  

Naturally, there are limitations to any type of sampling strategy. The strength of 
the sample lies in reflecting a wide range of experiences across social and legal 
statuses. At the same time, this means that nuances within each substrata may be 
lost. Therefore, my collaboration with Rikard Engblom in Article 2 proved 
fruitful. Rikard’s material on refugees’ experiences of waiting (see Engblom, 
2023) had the potential to provide more insight into different experiences within 
asylum migration, nicely complementing my data that predominantly included 
other applicant categories. We worked together both in the selection of material 
and subsequent thematic analysis. The synergy effect of our materials further 
enabled an analysis of how regulations on family migration affect groups 
unevenly based on their social and legal status, either hindering them from, or 
facilitating, settlement in Sweden.  

We analyzed the material abductively. To explain differences and similarities 
across our participants’ experiences, we searched literature from the temporal 
turn and on deservingness in migration broadly. Drawing on three themes 
identified in this scholarship – processes and consequences of sociolegal 
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categorizations, the increased role of the labor and housing market in migration 
governance, and strategies of resistance – we discussed our material and situated 
it in the Swedish context of restrictive regulations regarding reunification. Where 
deemed necessary to capture our participants’ experiences of waiting, we 
revisited key texts from the two scholarly fields, generating the section on global 
visa regimes. These four topics then worked as deductive themes for the 
remainder of the interview material. The cases we selected for the article were 
chosen for their capacity to show a range of experiences, in which the role of both 
social and legal categories became salient.  

Inductively constructing theory  
I began the search for a family perspective in the temporal governance literature 
more inductively. After selecting the data, I closely read all sources, appointing 
any temporal mechanism with a code – such as the use of temporary residence 
permits, deadlines, or age limits. I then grouped these codes into three main 
themes: the use of temporariness, the use of pace (deceleration and acceleration), 
and time evaluation. Through this grouping, it was easier to identify the presence 
of family perspectives in temporal governance literature and, conversely, where 
these were missing. To avoid repetition, I will simply note here that I ultimately 
propose foregrounding a family perspective on temporal governance through the 
concept of chrononormativity, which I had encountered in feminist and queer 
scholarship. 

Ethics and positionalities 
Reflections around my positionalities and ethical research conduct have 
permeated my work, not least regarding the extent to which the thesis serves 
participants’ interests and the power dynamics related to interviewing. These 
aspects were particularly important since my interest in the topic stemmed from 
several years of working as a teacher with many people who experienced 
difficulties during the wait for family migration. As such, the topic had been 
present in my life for many years prior to starting the Ph.D., affecting my 
commitment to the subject. 

While the direct gains of this thesis for the project’s participants are limited, I 
sought to produce indirect gains through disseminating my work more broadly. I 
participated in podcasts, wrote blog posts, and presented my work for NGOs and 
at international conferences. I further organized a full-day event on the future of 
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Swedish family reunification policy, which was attended by researchers, NGOs, 
and public employees. And while direct gain for the participants remains limited, 
many participants expressed the importance of raising awareness around the 
challenges of the family migration process. 

Some participants could be considered vulnerable due to experiences of trauma 
or current legal status, accentuating the need for ethical awareness. My previous 
employment with refugees meant I was familiar with and well equipped for such 
encounters, having had much experience and training in creating trusting 
relationships while maintaining professional boundaries. Informed consent was 
sought from all participants, although I recognized the risk of participants having 
unspoken expectations regarding my ability to help with their case in return for 
participation, or that the inescapable power relation between researcher and 
participant might affect the liberty to say no or withdraw at any time (Mackenzie 
et al., 2007). To mitigate this risk, participants were given substantial information 
about the project’s scope and aims, methods, and my role and limitations as a 
researcher. I emphasized that their involvement in the project would not affect 
their legal case if still pending, and that I was not in a position to advise them. 
However, when I had potentially useful information (e.g., relevant websites), I 
guided them toward these as I deemed it ethically problematic not to.  

Following the guidelines provided by the Swedish Ethical Review Board,34 I 
ensured confidentiality in practice by pseudonymizing all interview material 
upon transcription, including names, places, and other identifying information. 
Participants could choose to meet either online or in person. For face-to-face 
interviews, they were encouraged to suggest a location in which they felt 
comfortable. Furthermore, the voluntary nature of participation and the right to 
withdraw at any time was emphasized. 

The original research design included the possibility of interviewing children 
with parental consent, something which came with important ethical 
considerations. Ultimately, I decided not to pursue this possibility. The decision 
followed one of my early interviews, in which a parent explained that his children 
were largely unaware of their temporary legal status and the possibility of future 
deportation. This conversation raised concerns that participation in the study 
could disclose information that the children had not previously been told. Given 

 
34 The research was reviewed and granted ethical approval under no 2021-01791 and 2022-04395-01. 
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this risk, I concluded that the potential ethical harms outweighed the benefits of 
including children as participants.  

Positionalities 
While there is significant power in framing a study, selecting participants, 
creating the interview guide, and analyzing and interpreting the material (Fedyuk 
& Zentai, 2018), I tried using this power responsibly by adhering to participants’ 
accounts as much as possible. I have consistently reflected upon power 
asymmetries, wishing to “expand the basic ethical principle of ‘do no harm’ into 
an aim of mutual gain” (Mackenzie et al., as cited in Söderberg, 2024, p. 44). 
Concretely, I made a quick recording with my impressions after each interview, 
reflecting on the research setting and the interview dynamics, as well as especially 
noteworthy, surprising, and useful points. These reflections also included critical 
considerations of how my own positionalities may have influenced the interview 
dynamic in terms of power (Fedyuk & Zentai, 2018).  

My understanding of positionality goes beyond a strict insider/outsider 
dichotomy between researcher and participant (see Mayan, 2023). Each interview 
participant differed in terms of social class, race, gender, age, legal status, and 
family situation, making it more fruitful to understand these encounters as fluid 
and relational, with “each encounter bring[ing] a new negotiation of roles” 
(Fedyuk & Zentai, 2018, pp. 180-181). In the joint interviews, these 
positionalities became even more complex. I often shared certain characteristics 
with one participant but not the other. Therefore, positioning myself in terms of 
relative social status, as either “studying up,” i.e., conducting research involving 
well-off, privileged groups, or “studying down” meaning conducting research on 
underprivileged or marginalized groups, was not always straightforward 
(Lundström, 2010, p. 76).  

Beyond the positionalities of traditional social categories of intersectionality, the 
thesis also foregrounds the importance of temporal positionalities, 
acknowledging that the temporal differentiations examined throughout the thesis 
also affected each interview encounter (Jacobsen & Karlsen, 2023). Being 
temporally aware therefore implied recognizing that the participants and I 
occupied different temporal spaces, with unequal capacities to plan and act upon 
the future. As a Swedish citizen, I held a degree of temporal autonomy that was 
unavailable to many participants whose futures depended either on pending 
migration decisions or future renewals. Even in interviews with Swedish citizens, 
uncertainties regarding their family migration cases often meant that their future 
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family lives were less predictable than my own, while other resources such as 
stable employment could mitigate such uncertainty. Temporal awareness also 
required acknowledging that the interview time itself, which was funded through 
my academic employment, simultaneously meant taking unpaid time from my 
research participants (see Jacobsen & Karlsen, 2023; Sharma, 2014). In seeing 
the interviews as a space of negotiations of roles in which both temporal and other 
social positions influenced power dynamics, sensitivity toward these differences 
was key. At the same time, my personal experience of family migration and 
transnational family life enabled me to identify relevant themes, ask informed 
follow-up questions, and recognize specific hurdles and support structures that 
might otherwise have gone unnoticed. 
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This covering essay has provided a thorough introduction to this thesis on 
temporal governance and waiting in Swedish family migration. It serves as a 
fundament and connecting tissue to the three articles of the thesis, outlining the 
ways in which these together answer the research questions and aims set out 
within the project, and how the thesis as a whole contributes knowledge to both 
the temporal turn in migration studies and Swedish family migration scholarship.  

Beyond connecting the thesis articles, the covering essay provides a broader 
theoretical and methodological grounding than what each of the three articles of 
the thesis allows for. It details a multi-scalar theoretical framework that bridges 
the macro and micro levels of time in family migration, which are addressed 
separately in the articles. Methodologically, it outlines how joint and individual 
interviews and an integrative literature review have enabled gaining new 
empirical and theoretical insights into family migration, temporal governance, 
and the collective nature of waiting.  

The covering essay can also be seen as a contribution in itself. Constituting one 
of the very few policy overviews and historical accounts on Swedish family 
migration, it outlines Sweden’s transition from a “liberal exception” to its current 
position within the civic turn of migration policy, clearly demonstrating the legal 
and temporal differentiations in terms of access to family migration produced 
under current policies. As such, it can serve as a reference work for other scholars 
seeking to learn more about Swedish family migration policy.  

Perhaps counterintuitively to its scope and aim, my intention with this thesis has 
not been to argue for the importance of families in migration relative to other 
social groups. Rather, the family serves as a key example of relationality – of how 
migration decisions, dependencies, and power relations are negotiated and 
influenced by broader hierarchies and social networks. These connectivities need 

CONCLUDING REMARKS   
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to be considered if we wish to capture the full impact of migration policies, and 
fully understand the temporalities of migration. 
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Article 1: collectivity in waiting 
The thesis’s first article, Collectivity in Waiting: Transnational Experiences in 
Swedish Family Reunification (Gustafsson, 2022), employs concepts from 
transnational family studies to explore collective dimensions of waiting in 
Swedish family migration. The main contribution of the article lies in exposing 
this collective nature, expanding current literature of the temporal turn in 
migration studies beyond dominant individualist perspectives. A secondary 
contribution lies in increasing our empirical knowledge of experiences of 
Swedish family migration.  

In the article, the term family reunification is used to refer to families’ regulated 
attempts to live together in Sweden, regardless of whether this was done through 
the bureaucratic application process or via irregular means. Family migration 
policy, in turn, refers to the regulations that stipulate the right to family formation 
and reunification in Sweden, and the bureaucratic requirements within these 
processes. 

The article outlines three vignettes of couples’ experiences of waiting in Swedish 
family migration, which were drawn from a larger interview material consisting 
of fourteen participants. The vignettes were chosen for their ability to display a 
range of experiences within waiting that simultaneously reflected across the 
overall material, including participants with different residence permits and 
nationalities. These narratives include perspectives from three incoming family 
members and their partners: an international student migrant, a refugee, and a 
Swedish citizen. Their experiences are analyzed through thematic analysis, using 

SUMMARY AND INDIVIDUAL 
CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE ARTICLES 
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concepts from transnational family studies, including delegation and coordination 
of support, emotional support and care obligations, and routine-based and ritual 
practices.  

The article reveals that experiences of waiting within family migration are both 
individual and collective in nature. The collective aspects are manifest in 
experiences of working toward shared goals, common efforts to end the wait, and 
everyday transnational practices, in turn infused with emotions such as love, 
longing, and powerlessness. The article further situates these experiences within 
the broader Swedish migration regime, showing how families’ transnational 
arrangements are conditioned by temporal demands which undermine the 
couples’ own ability to plan their future.  

The article concludes that collectivity, understood as shared experiences or 
activities, is crucial to understanding both experiences of waiting in migration 
and how these experiences are altered due to Swedish family migration policy. It 
calls for further research on the role of extended kin in these experiences, and 
further development of the role of the attachment person’s legal status in shaping 
these experiences. 

Article 2: deservingness and temporal borders 
The co-written article Deservingness and Temporal Borders: The Reproduction 
of Global Mobility Hierarchies in Swedish family reunification (Gustafsson & 
Engblom, 2024) asks two key questions. The first is how deservingness and 
temporal bordering affect the transnational mobility of families seeking to live in 
Sweden, and the second concerns how social hierarchies are reproduced in these 
processes.  

The article combines interviews collected for Rikard Engblom’s doctoral thesis 
(Engblom, 2023) and semi-structured joint and individual interview material 
from the present thesis. It presents a total of eleven experiences from the Global 
South and North, including incoming partners as well as refugees, students, work 
permit holders, and Swedish citizens. Similar to Article 1, the term family 
reunification is used to refer to families’ regulated attempts to live together in 
Sweden, regardless of whether this was done through the bureaucratic application 
process or via irregular means. 

Building on scholarship which highlights family migration policy as a tool to 
stratify migrants based on perceived desirability, the article demonstrates how 
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recent restrictive changes in Swedish policy, such as the introduction of 
maintenance requirements on housing and income or age limits, produce new 
temporal borders which regulate access to residency. By temporal borders, the 
article refers to different mechanisms that regulate and control people’s time. 
Through these borders, some families are made to wait longer than others to live 
together in Sweden.  

The article further situates these temporal borders within a deservingness logic in 
which economic productivity is premiered to access family migration, yet where 
social and legal hierarchies provide unequal opportunities to reach such 
requirements. More specifically, the article shows how financial status, 
education, nationality, age, gender, and mental and physical abilities affect both 
access to family migration in Sweden and the ability to visit each other during the 
time in waiting. 

The article’s contribution to the temporal turn in migration studies is empirical. 
Going beyond the context of forced migration, it highlights the broader 
implications of temporal bordering and the sociolegal inequalities embedded in 
and produced through Swedish family migration policy. In doing so, it 
contributes to a broader understanding of how global mobility hierarchies 
effectively dictate access to the labor and housing markets, and thereby, to family 
life. The article calls for a multidimensional perspective on power and mobility 
which takes into account an intersectional perspective and at the same time 
acknowledges the interdependencies within families in these dynamics of 
inequality. 

Note on co-authorship with Rikard Engblom 
For the article Deservingness and Temporal Borders: Global Mobility 
Hierarchies in Swedish Family Reunification, Rikard Engblom and Hilda 
Gustafsson agreed that Hilda Gustafsson would serve as the first author, in 
accordance with the requirements for inclusion in her doctoral thesis. The authors 
contributed equally to all aspects of the article, including conceptualization, 
methodology, investigation, analysis, and writing.  
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Article 3: foregrounding a family perspective in 
temporal governance  
The third and final article, Advancing a Family Perspective in the Temporal 
Governance of Migration (Gustafsson, 2026), constitutes a theoretical 
contribution to the temporal turn in migration studies which explores how a 
family perspective can be further foregrounded in temporal governance 
scholarship.  

The article both critically reviews current scholarship on temporal governance 
and explores how a family perspective can be further foregrounded in said 
literature. Following the principles of an integrative literature review, it begins 
by reviewing the extent to which a family perspective has been considered in 
scholarship on temporal governance in migration previously. In the inquiry, a 
family perspective is defined as either engaging with the role of families in 
individual migration trajectories, with families’ relation to migration authorities, 
or with family migration as a legal and administrative category.  

After a close reading of 58 peer-reviewed articles, books, and book chapters, the 
current literature is divided into three overarching themes representing 
mechanisms of temporal governance: the use of temporariness, the use of pace 
(acceleration and deceleration), and time evaluation. Searching for a family 
perspective within these scholarly themes, the analysis reveals the following: 
current literature reveals a growing interest in families, contributing important 
insights into the collective vulnerabilities of families, the temporal 
interdependencies between family members, and rearranged care practices due to 
temporal governance. These perspectives are particularly present in the literature 
on temporariness and time evaluation, while the literature on pace largely lacks 
an engagement with family ties. However, current literature rarely addresses how 
temporal norms concerning family life are embedded in temporal governance, 
and where present, lacks the conceptual tools to grasp such phenomena. This 
reveals a gap in current scholarship. 

In the second part of the article, chrononormativity is proposed as an analytical 
concept to further foreground a family perspective within temporal governance 
scholarship. Chrononormativity, a concept borrowed from queer and feminist 
scholarship, refers to how institutions and social understandings impose 
normative ideals about the life course, privileging individuals who align with 
these norms. Chrononormativity illuminates two key aspects of temporal 
governance. First, it highlights how hegemonic norms concerning the life course, 
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including family formation, marriage, or reproduction, are embedded in temporal 
governance. Second, it recognizes the collective nature of time. In combining the 
relational and the temporal, the article argues, the concept is particularly suitable 
to grasp temporal governance from a family perspective. The article calls for 
increased attention to the interlinked nature between family members in temporal 
governance, and to the alternative life courses which could have unfolded in the 
absence of such governance. 
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Interview guide 
The following interview guide constitutes an extensive list of potential questions 
on the topic of waiting as a family. Depending on each interview encounter – 
whether joint or individual, whether still in waiting, whether in Sweden or abroad, 
what appeared as interesting to the participants, etc., I engaged with these 
questions to a varying degree.  

• Tell me a bit about yourself and your family situation. Who would you 
count as a family member of yours? 

• Tell me about your [potential] application – what was your life situation 
like when you applied? How did you come to the decision to apply? 

• When you began talking about living together in Sweden – what were 
your expectations of the process? Do you think your expectations 
differed from your partner’s, and if so, how? 

• How did you prepare for the separation?  

• Tell me about the time while you were waiting/the time you’ve waited so 
far – what was daily life like for you and your partner [in 
Sweden/abroad]? 

• Tell me a bit about your relationship and how communication looked 
during your time apart. 

• Who would you say has been a source of support for you in this process? 
And for your partner? 

• What have been the biggest challenges during this time? 

APPENDIX 1 
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• How would you describe the feeling of waiting to reunite?  

• Is there anything you wish you could change about the bureaucratic 
process? 

• How do you think the experience differed between you and your partner? 

• How has waiting affected your well-being?  

• How does the fact of having/not having children impact the experience 
of waiting, do you think? 

• In what way, if any, would you say the waiting time affected your 
relationship? 

• What was your/your family’s contact with the Migration Agency like 
during this time? 

• Did you imagine that being granted reunification would affect your 
relationship in any way? If so, how? 

• Did/do you imagine any alternative route if your application were to be 
rejected? If yes, which? 

• If you were to evaluate the waiting period [so far], how would you 
describe it? 

• Is there anything I haven’t asked that you feel is important to mention on 
this topic? 

 

Additional questions for people who waited abroad: 

• Tell me about where you turned for information or questions about the 
family migration process while you were living abroad. 

Additional questions for attachment persons in Sweden: 

• Tell me about what it was like to be the one waiting in Sweden while 
your family lived abroad. Did you feel any particular responsibility as the 
one waiting in Sweden? 

• Were you involved in your partner’s interview at the embassy? If so, in 
what way? 

• How were your feelings around meeting the maintenance requirements? 
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