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Studies show that relocation is rated as 
one of the most stressful events in life 
following death and divorce according 
to the Employee Relocation Council. 
That comprised with the complexities of 
bureaucratic and frequently compound 
formalities may affect the scheduling of 
a move considerably. Furthermore, the 
entire experience may have an impact on 
the seconded workers whilst they are being 
torn between new duties and ensuring 
that their family can join the assignment 
without interruptions and settle in their 
new location. This requires extensive 
planning which cannot be completed 
without taking into account the legal 
formalities of the stay in the destination 
location. In order to ensure this part of 
the transition is smooth, it is extremely 
important to prepare in advance, based 
on a proper assessment not only for an 
employee but also for the entire family. 

Procedures for family members will 
vary depending on their nationality. 
Applicable steps across Europe will differ 
considerably, and will not be consistent 
in terms of steps required, timing of the 
procedure and the documents needed. 

Family Definition: 
General definition of family refers to a 
group of relations defined by local laws  
which determine further relations and 
responsibilities towards those members. 
Immigration regulation narrows this 
definition further and therefore, while 
preparing for the relocation, it is important 
to look into the legal implications for 
every family member, as each country 
will have a different definition as to who 
is recognised as a dependent of the main 
applicant. Usually governing laws will 
identify only the closest family members 
such as a wife and children, step-children 
(in case of custody) or adopted children 
(provided applicable documentation is 
in place). Children  above a certain age 
will also not be recognised as dependents 
in some countries, as immigration 
regulations indicate an age limit which 
is usually set at 18 years old, as it is for 
example in Spain. In such cases the child 
will have to apply for their independent 
permits, for example, study permits if 
they are university students. Within each 
legislation there will also be exemptions 
to set rules, like for example in Italy, law 

also allows obtaining permits for other 
relatives under special circumstances 
(e.g. children older than 18 if they are 
disabled, etc.).  There are countries such 
as the United Arab Emirates where for 
female children there is no limit of age to 
recognise them as dependents.

In Russia, the terminology of dependents 
has been expanded for one of the 
employment categories – Highly Qualified 
Specialists – and foreigners who obtained 
permits under this type can bring to Russia 
not only their closest family members, 
but also parents, parents of their spouses, 
grandparents and grandchildren.

More restrictions in terms of family 
definition will appear in cases of 
partnerships and same-sex marriages as 
only very few countries within Europe 
will legally recognise these types of unions, 
for example, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Norway, Spain, Sweden, Portugal, Iceland 
and Denmark. Similar rights to marriage 
are given to the same-sex civil unions in 
a number of other European countries,  
for example, in Hungary new legislation 
came into force on 1 July 2009 which 
allows same-sex couples to register their 
relationships so they can access the 
similar rights, benefits and entitlements 
as opposite-sex couples. However, the 
legislation does not allow opposite-sex 
couples to register their relationships, 
possibly due to  fear that there might 
be duplication under the law, therefore 
partnerships still have to be reviewed 
independently. Europe will see further 
developments in regards to legal changes 
on recognition of same-sex marriages 
and partnerships, therefore this may in 
the future impact existing immigration 
regulations as well.

EU to EU Procedures: 
Most of the countries within Europe will 
have simplified procedures for groups of 
various nationalities. For example, family 
members of European Union nationals, 
coming from outside of the Union, benefit 
from simplified immigration procedures 
and usually require less documents and 
have less restrictions in obtaining necessary 
permits to legally stay in a destination 
country.  Furthermore, those family 
members benefit from work permit 
exemption in most of the EU countries, as 
it is in Slovakia for example, and can start 

working upon issuance of the respective 
registration or residence permit.

Permits Sponsor: 
Family permits are usually supported 
by the main applicant who is typically 
a working spouse. Many countries 
though have put further restrictions and 
conditions based on which such support 
can be provided. For example in Greece, 
Portugal and Romania, seconded workers 
who received permits for up to one year 
will be limited in sponsoring permits of 
family members, and they will not be 
able to join them as dependents on this 
short-term assignment. In such cases 
family cannot permanently accompany 
a foreigner and therefore other options 
may have to be explored within the legal 
boundaries for each individual case.

Forced separation: 
Applications for the main applicant and 
family members in most of the countries 
are submitted simultaneously. Especially 
in case of EU nationals and their EU 
family members, there is no separation of 
application, and it is advisable to complete 
the procedure together.  Non-EU family 
members of EU nationals in some 
countries, as it is for example in Romania,  
have to wait for their spouse to first 
register so that they can further file their 
residence permit application for approval. 
Regulations of many countries such as for 
example, laws of Slovakia and Ukraine, 
allow application for family members only 
once the permits of the main applicant are 
complete, which considerably extends the 
processing time, and contributes to delays 
in family members joining an assignee 
in the destination location, therefore 
contributing to forced separation which 
can last a couple of months. When 
applying for an extension family members 
can apply together with the main applicant 
before Residence Permit extension of the 
principal is approved. However, it has 
to be before the expiration of the valid 
Residence Permit.

Process Steps: 
Procedures differ depending on local 
regulations, therefore it is imperative 
to understand all the required steps of 
the process and identify action points. 
Regulations of multiple countries such 
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as for example, Russia or Kazakhstan, 
require that a foreigner receives an 
invitation letter before applying for a visa 
in their home country. This procedure 
can be time consuming, and for example 
in Russia, may take at times, up to a 
month. If applied for separately from the 
main applicant, it may also require the 
completion of the principal’s case first, 
in order to continue with the family’s 
application. The entire procedure requires 
very careful planning,  as it can coincide 
with scheduled holidays before the new 
assignment, while it maybe required for 
the family to file for a new visa at the 
consulate in the country of their residence 
or citizenship which is for example, 
mandatory in case of applications to 
Romania. In such cases it maybe required 
that family members have to give up their 
passports for a couple of days in order to 
have a visa endorsed, so they should plan 
their travels accordingly.

Timelines: 
Immigration procedures are time 
consuming, therefore it is important to 
understand from the beginning, the time 
involved for every step of the process. 
In some countries procedures may be 
quite straightforward in the case of some 
nationals, as it is in Poland. US citizens 
for example, can enter the country on the 
visa waiver status for up to 90 days within 
180 days in the Schengen area and file for 
a residence permit application within the 
first 45 days of entering Schengen. Based 
on this application they will be granted 
with a residence permit which will be 
issued within approximately 45 days, and 
within approximately 1 month an ID card 
will be issued which will allow the family 
to travel easily in and out of Poland and 
Schengen areas for up to 90 days within a 
180 day period. In the case of visa nationals, 
procedures are more complicated, as they 
require a visa process to be completed prior 
to arrival to the Schengen area.  Such visas 
can be granted only based on an invitation 
letter approved by respective immigration 
authorities in the destination country, 
which is the case for example, in Slovakia. 
Presently, obtaining such invitation 
letters takes approximately 1-2 weeks, but 
authorities are considering extending the 
application time. In the case of Slovakia, a 
visa is not the last step of the process, as 
after arrival to Slovakia, family members 
have to apply for a residence permit which 
may take another 45-90 days to be issued. 
Only once this final permit is granted will 

family members be eligible to fully legally 
reside in Slovakia and travel in and out of 
the country. The processing time can be 
quite extensive in Italy and in some of the 
cities it may take up to 6 months, which 
may restrict the ability of family to travel 
outside of Italy into the Schengen zone. 

High Migration Risk Countries: 
Local regulations try to restrict entering the 
country by nationals coming from so called high 
migration risks zones, and in such circumstances 
the processing time of the application can be 
considerably extended. This can be the case for 
example in Israel, when certain nationals from 
Islamic countries (e.g. Malaysia) could face 
problems entering Israel and could be asked for 
security clearance which extends the processing 
time by an additional 2-3 months. Also Russia 
and some of the CIS countries do require extra 
checks for nationals of such countries, and 
therefore they run additional checks through 
their Department of Migration Police before 
approving the invitation required for the visa 
application.

Documents Eligibility:  
Once the immigration assessment is 
provided, the foreigner should be advised 
on how each of the required documents 
has to be prepared. All personal documents 
should be available at all times and 
preferably up to date, for example passports 
which in most of the countries should 
be valid for at least 6 months beyond the 
intended stay. Many countries will require 
newly issued vital documents, such as 
marriage and birth certificates like it is in 
Spain,  but others like for example, Poland, 
will only settle for original certificates. Vital 
documents are also extended to obtaining 
criminal records from the country of 
residence or countries where foreigners 
were residing during the last couple of 
years, which maybe time consuming, and 
may add a considerable amount of time to 
an initially designed timeline.  Further such 
documents must be quite often legalised, 
and require additional verification through 
various authorities and ministries as well 
as consulates, before they can be used in 
the destination location. Quite a common 
form of legalisation is an apostille, which 
is internationally recognised by member 
countries of the Hague Convention. 
Procurement of all documents has to also 
be very carefully planned, as in many 
countries there is a limitation on validity of 
obtained documents, like for example, in 
Slovakia, where documents on the day of 
application cannot be older than  90 days.

Working Spouse:  
While on the assignment spouses are 
quite often looking into their own career 
development and therefore would like to 
consider undertaking a job as well. In most 
countries spouses will be required to obtain 
their own independent permit supported 
by the newly identified employer and will 
have to convert their status from dependent 
to employment. Conversion of the status 
in some countries will require travel to 
the country of origin in order to file for a 
work permit based visa, as only very few 
countries such as for example, Poland or 
Slovakia, will allow conversion in country. 
Only spouses of EU Blue Card holders can 
benefit from work permit exemption in 
some of EU countries which is applicable 
for example, in Spain.

Strategy: 
Obtaining permits for family members 
can be as challenging as the entire 
relocation itself, therefore it should be very 
carefully reviewed in conjunction with 
the principal’s procedure. The lead time 
should be considered at the same time 
for both principal and family members in 
order to guarantee the smooth transition 
of the entire family to the new location. 
As every immigration case is individually 
designed, and in most of the circumstances 
not comparable to other applications,  it 
is imperative that the outlined plan is 
followed, as any deviations from the plan 
may contribute to unnecessary delays.


