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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Interconnected lives: experiences and resilience of transnational families in a shifting global landscape





1 Introduction

Contemporary transnational families are shaped by intersecting processes of globalization, migration governance, economic inequality, and sociopolitical change. Rather than representing temporary or deficient arrangements, transnational families constitute enduring social formations through which care, belonging, identity, and responsibility are negotiated across borders. This Research Topic brings together interdisciplinary contributions that critically examine how family life is lived, sustained, and transformed under conditions of mobility and separation. Moving beyond economistic, deficit-oriented, and normatively bounded frameworks, the Research Topic foregrounds relational, emotional, linguistic, and generational dimensions of transnational family life. The articles span diverse geographical contexts and methodological approaches, addressing both structural inequalities and everyday practices through which families navigate education, caregiving, language, and belonging. Collectively, they challenge static notions of family, presence, and integration by conceptualizing transnational families as dynamic social fields shaped by power relations and uneven access to resources.



2 Theoretical contributions

The contributions significantly advance theorizing on transnational families by shifting attention from economistic and deficit-oriented perspectives toward relational, emotional, and intersectional approaches. Together, the articles conceptualize transnational family life as a dynamic social field shaped by power relations, gender norms, language hierarchies, generational positioning, and spatial inequalities, sustained across borders through everyday interactions, communication technologies, and emotional labor. Several contributions engage with the concept of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999), illustrating how prolonged separation generates enduring emotional uncertainty that is neither fully resolvable nor uniformly experienced, particularly among transnational parents and children. Others mobilize Bourdieu's theory of social reproduction and capital (Bourdieu, 1986) to reveal how inequalities linked to class, education, birthplace, and language are reproduced across generations and institutional contexts, including settings often perceived as meritocratic, such as sport and higher education. The concept of Thirdness (Bhabha, 2004) further enriches the Research Topic by theorizing transnational families as sites of hybridity where identities and belonging are continuously negotiated. Several articles decenter adult-centric and moralizing assumptions by foregrounding children's, adolescents', Indigenous students', and marginalized migrants' perspectives, contributing to critical debates on agency, care, and resilience (James and Prout, 1997; Spyrou, 2018).



3 Methodological contributions

Methodologically, the Research Topic demonstrates the value of pluralistic, reflexive, and innovative research designs for capturing the complexity of transnational family lives. Qualitative approaches—including phenomenological interviews, ethnography, discourse analysis, and visual methods—are used to access emotional, relational, and symbolic dimensions of migration that often elude large-scale datasets. Phenomenological and Verstehen-oriented approaches enable nuanced understandings of lived experience, subjectivity, and meaning-making across borders (Schütz, 1967; van Manen, 2023). Visual and creative methods, including collage-based elicitation, illuminate affective dimensions of family life, memory, and identity that are difficult to articulate verbally (Harper, 2002; Pink, 2021). Large-scale quantitative and mixed-methods studies identify structural patterns related to wellbeing, social isolation, and adaptation.



4 Empirical and thematic contributions of the Research Topic


4.1 Structural inequality, marginality, and uneven life chances

Several contributions demonstrate how transnational and mobile lives are embedded in deeply unequal social, economic, and geopolitical structures, revealing how mobility both reproduces and reshapes inequality. Ahmad's analysis of children born into migrant rag-picking families exposes the intersection of poverty, discrimination, and institutional exclusion. Similarly, de Souza et al. show how regional inequalities within Brazil are reproduced through elite futsal careers, where birthplace functions as symbolic capital that advantages athletes from wealthier regions while rendering others structurally invisible. At the educational level, Guerra Ayala et al. and Zharkynbekova et al. highlight how linguistic hierarchies and national belonging shape students' inclusion and exclusion. Indigenous students in Peru and ethnic Kazakh repatriates in Kazakhstan encounter institutional environments that implicitly privilege dominant languages and cultural norms, producing social isolation or uneven adaptation.



4.2 Transnational care, emotional labor, and gendered responsibilities

A second cluster of articles critically examines transnational caregiving and emotional labor, with particular attention to gendered expectations and moral economies of care. Haider's study of Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy challenges economic-centered models of fatherhood by foregrounding emotional pain, moral obligation, and mediated intimacy, revealing how masculinity and care are renegotiated under conditions of prolonged separation. In contrast, Shamase and Sekaja and Domingo focus on women who remain physically closer to children—either as migrant mothers working abroad or as non-migrant mothers left behind—yet shoulder disproportionate emotional and practical responsibilities. Together, these studies complicate binary distinctions between “present” and “absent” parents by showing how caregiving and authority are continuously performed across distance.



4.3 Children's and young people's agency beyond adult-centered narratives

Several contributions decenter adult perspectives by foregrounding children's and young people's own evaluations of transnational family life. König et al. demonstrate that children in Poland do not passively internalize dominant moral discourses that stigmatize parental migration. Instead, they apply nuanced criteria—such as motives for migration, communication quality, and emotional support—when assessing what constitutes a “good childhood,” while asserting their right to information and participation in family decisions. Ahmad's and Guerra Ayala et al.'s findings highlight children's and students' aspirations, coping strategies, and resilience even under conditions of structural disadvantage. Collectively, these studies challenge deficit-oriented frameworks and contribute to a more differentiated understanding of agency that acknowledges constraints without denying young people's interpretive capacities.



4.4 Language, belonging, and transcultural family practices

Language emerges as a central analytical lens across several contributions, not only as a communicative tool but as a symbolic, emotional, and relational resource. Li-Gottwald, Bloch, Protassova and Yelenevskaya, and Li et al. demonstrate how language practices are embedded in everyday “doing family,” shaping intergenerational ties, identity formation, and belonging. These studies show that multilingualism is rarely a linear or harmonious process; instead, it involves negotiation, ambivalence, and unequal access to resources. Language learning and maintenance operate within broader power relations—between host and heritage languages, between generations, and between institutional expectations and family aspirations. By situating language within transnational family dynamics, these articles move beyond instrumental views of linguistic competence toward a relational understanding of language as lived experience.



4.5 Methodological innovation and conceptual expansion

Finally, the Research Topic advances the field methodologically and conceptually. Dillon and Ali's use of collage-based elicitation illustrates how visual and phenomenological methods can capture the affective and symbolic dimensions of transnational life that often remain inaccessible through conventional interviews. Barros et al.'s large-scale survey complements these qualitative insights by demonstrating how wellbeing emerges from the interaction of personal resources and contextual conditions, reinforcing the value of methodological pluralism.




5 Practical, policy, and pedagogical contributions

From a practical and policy-oriented perspective, the findings underscore the need for inclusive, intersectional, and family-sensitive frameworks that recognize transnational families as enduring social units. Access to education, healthcare, language training, labor markets, and social protection emerges as unevenly distributed and closely tied to migration status, gender, class, ethnicity, and regional inequality. The contributions challenge policy frameworks that privilege physical co-presence and nuclear family norms, instead calling for recognition of emotional labor, transnational caregiving, multilingual practices, and children's agency (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Baldassar and Merla, 2014). Pedagogically, schools and universities function as critical sites of inclusion or exclusion for migrant, Indigenous, and transnational students. Language policies, pedagogical practices, and institutional cultures can either exacerbate marginalization or foster belonging and resilience. The findings reinforce the importance of culturally responsive pedagogy, language-sensitive instruction, and supportive learning environments that validate students' linguistic repertoires, cultural backgrounds, and lived realities (Cummins, 2000; Gay, 2018).



6 Directions for future research

While the contributions substantially advance scholarship on transnational families, they also point to several directions for future research. Greater use of longitudinal designs is needed to trace how family practices, identities, and inequalities evolve across life stages. Further attention to South–South migration, Indigenous mobility, and non-elite forms of transnationalism would address persistent gaps in the literature. Comparative and multi-sited research can illuminate how welfare regimes, education systems, and migration policies shape transnational family experiences across contexts. Continued methodological innovation—particularly participatory, visual, and child-centered approaches—remains essential for ensuring that marginalized voices are meaningfully centered in knowledge production.
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Migration processes, which intensified in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, occur within a context of constant challenges and changing realities, necessitating new research in this area. Nearly all migrants, adapting to new forms of everyday existence, might experience socio-psychological stress. This study focuses on the socio-cultural and linguistic adaptation of the young generation of ethnic Kazakhs, as well as their psychological state within the educational environment, grounded in the concept of transnationalism. The authors conducted a survey and interviews with repatriate students from China and Mongolia in their native language, Kazakh. The research methodology, survey methodology and applied tools are comparable in terms of both qualitative and quantitative analysis. The sample population consisted of 230 respondents from five regions, aged between 16 and 25 years old. Furthermore, 30 qualitative, focused interviews were conducted. The discussion questions are related to several important factors, including the impact of the presence of relatives in the country of origin, the establishment of ties with them, and the integration of individuals into the social spheres of their historical homeland during their stay in Kazakhstan, as well as the processes of adaptation and integration into the new society. The results demonstrate the existence of transnational practices among the informants, which permits the categorization of these individuals as transnational migrants, despite the fact that a considerable number of them have completed the migration process. The findings of the research also indicated that repatriate students from Mongolia showed greater ease of adaptation in Kazakhstan, largely due to their more active communication with relatives and stronger inclination toward integration into local society. Conversely, Kazakh ethnic students from China, despite using contemporary communication technologies, encountered more challenges, largely due to emotional difficulties associated with the lack of physical proximity to their families and a prevalent intention to return to their families after graduation.
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1 Introduction

Migration is a significant phenomenon in the modern world, presenting a range of challenges for those who undertake it. Migrants face difficulties such as adapting to new customs, laws, and ways of life, while also overcoming cultural, linguistic, social, and economic barriers. The intensification of migration in our increasingly mobile and globalized world, particularly in recent decades, has given rise to numerous socio-cultural and socio-psychological issues.

The return of ethnic Kazakhs from various parts of the world to their historical homeland has increasingly attracted researchers' attention. This interest spans the social, psychological, and linguistic adjustments of these returnees, as well as the formation and preservation of various types of identity. The life practices of ethnic Kazakhs, viewed through the lens of transnationalism theory, are of particular research interest.

This study focuses on investigating the influence of family ties on young ethnic Kazakhs from Mongolia and China who have migrated to Kazakhstan for educational purposes. The relevance of this research topic is underscored by the concept of “transnational family” within the broader framework of transnationalism, which suggests a new methodological approach to the study of migrants' lives.

Understanding the transformation of family ties among ethnic Kazakh students from Mongolia and China and their impact on the process of adaptation in Kazakhstan, which is currently insufficiently studied, will make a significant contribution to migration studies. This study is based on field materials from a research project dedicated to the integration of ethnic Kazakhs from China and Mongolia into the Republic of Kazakhstan. Within this study, the authors address the following questions:

	1. What are the dynamics of relationships within the families of migrant students and their parents residing in China and Mongolia?
	2. How do these family relationships influence the adaptation and integration of ethnic Kazakh students from China and Mongolia?
	3. What is the role of family in the emotional support of ethnic Kazakh students, and how does it influence their behavioral changes?

The historical foundation of this research is based on empirical data and legal acts regulating migration processes, which have enabled a detailed description of the socio-cultural, demographic, and economic factors influencing the adaptation process of repatriates from China and Mongolia over the past 30 years. The sociolinguistic approach involved conducting questionnaires and interviews with ethnic Kazakh students from Mongolia and China to accurately describe the dynamics of parent-child relationships.

The research methodology draws on the works of Glick Schiller et al. (1995), Baldassar (2008), Bryceson and Vuorela (2002), Macpherson and Macpherson (2009), Harris et al. (2020), Merla et al. (2021), Ngan and Chan (2022), and Zabrodskaja et al. (2023), which propose a systemic conceptualization of transnational practices based on a multidisciplinary approach. Despite the extensive scientific literature on both theoretical and methodological approaches to the study of ethnic repatriation and the socio-cultural and linguistic adaptation of Kazakh compatriots, there has been no research considering the ethnic Kazakh family as a transnational unit.

The transnational approach employed in this study allowed the authors to demonstrate the role of the family in the moral and psychological adaptation of students who relocated to Kazakhstan for their studies, as well as to identify the social behavior patterns of young repatriates in an unfamiliar cultural environment. The comparison and contrast of various interview texts and narratives in the form of biographical essays permitted the observation of the transformation of family and kinship ties operating in a transnational format.



2 Literature review


2.1 Transnational approach in contemporary migration research

The rapid growth of global international migration has prompted researchers to rethink traditional approaches to the study of migration processes and patterns. Consequently, the transnational approach has been proposed as a comprehensive perspective that focuses on the complex network of relationships and interactions maintained by migrants across national borders.

First systematized in the 1990s by American scholars Glick Schiller et al. (1995), the transnational approach created a conceptual foundation for diverse transnational studies. According to Stepanov (2018), this approach emerged as a response to the crisis of assimilation and multiculturalism theories. In the context of globalization and accelerated international integration, the transnational approach offers a novel perspective on contemporary migration processes (Stepanov, 2018, p. 119). Key aspects of these studies include migrants' constant involvement in everyday life and activities in both the host society and their country of origin, movements between these countries, and other issues related to cross-border interactions.

The concept of transnationalism implies a migrant's inclusion in a transnational social space that spans two or more nation-states. These spaces and their boundaries, described as “part of an ongoing cultural, social, and societal transformation” (Drüeke et al., 2021, p. 162), shape these changes. Principal markers of transnationalism include transnational identities, regular connections and cross-border movements, involvement in the economic and political activities of these countries, transnational movements and communities, and transnational socio-cultural practices involving the circulation of cultural values, symbols, ideas, and material cultural objects (Faist, 2013, p. 452).

Transnational migration is characterized by migrants' simultaneous belonging to two or more societies, evidenced by regular, sustained online and offline contacts, interactions, and activities (Glick Schiller et al., 1995, p. 47; Erlinghagen, 2021, p. 1342).

The notion of migrants as “transmigrants,” actively engaged with both their country of origin and their country of residence, creating transnational social spaces where their social identities are shaped (Glick Schiller et al., 1995, p. 47), has spurred numerous studies in this area (Erlinghagen, 2021). Studies within the framework of transnationalism generally fall into two complementary directions: transnational parenting, with a focus on transnational motherhood, and transnational kinship, centered around the concept of the transnational family in a broader sense, which encompasses interpersonal and intergenerational relationships (Merla et al., 2021, p. 440). Kinship, characterized by extended familial ties, fosters a web of relationships transcending national borders (Macpherson and Macpherson, 2009, p. 74). The term “transnational family” refers to a family that, despite physical separation for a period, preserves its familial identity by collectively fostering a sense of unity and wellbeing (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002, p. 18). As highlighted by Merla et al. (2021), this concept originated in European science, though its roots in scientific inquiry into transnational motherhood were laid by American scholars. Transnational families, formed as a result of family members migrating to other countries in pursuit of educational, professional, or political opportunities, remain dynamic systems comprising individuals with shared goals and enduring commitments to one another. Additionally, the transnational family serves as a primary mechanism for preserving indigenous culture and heritage language, adeptly navigating both societal norms and cultural heritage (Zabrodskaja et al., 2023, p. 2).

The contemporary transnational family encompasses diverse configurations that transcend both familial and national boundaries. It functions as “a network of interdependent kin and non-kin relationships, facilitating the mobilization and exchange of social resources within and across national borders, in accordance with the family's needs and norms. Furthermore, the family network and resource circulation evolve over the life course” (Nedelcu et al., 2023, p. 4). Consequently, the transnational family, through its adaptive arrangements and maintenance of ties within transnational social spaces and diverse ethno-cultural contexts, undergoes continual transformation manifesting in various configurations. However, Ngan and Chan (2022) differentiate between transnational families with opportunities for their children to study abroad and those of migrant workers. They assert that the separation experienced by migrant workers' families is a forced strategy for economic survival, whereas for higher-income families, the transnational family strategy aims to “enhance social, cultural, and symbolic capital, thereby perpetuating social status and family mobility” (Ngan and Chan, 2022, p. 199). Within this framework, transnational migration is considered a fundamental aspect of family wellbeing, offering distinctive experiences, valuable knowledge, skills, and connections. The pursuit of collective wellbeing and unity is facilitated through various forms and degrees of co-presence (virtual, proxy, physical, and imagined), enabling the management of emotions associated with cross-border relationships, including feelings of absence, longing for individuals and places, and guilt (Baldassar, 2008, p. 248, 250).

Meanwhile, Merla et al. (2021) highlight the extensive thematic representation of transnational kinship/transnational family, emphasizing “the key role of care in maintaining family relationships at a distance” (p. 440). Sampatio and Garvalho (2022), examining migrants' relationships with close relatives concerning caring for elderly parents remotely, note the emotional involvement characteristic of transnational families, characterized by emotional support and a “constant desire to be available”. Mutual care (physical, financial, emotional, moral, and virtual) within transnational families is regarded as a component of wellbeing, constituting a social process encompassing material, subjective, and relational dimensions. It is also influenced by political, economic, social, and migration transformations, which can occur suddenly, such as changes in migration and visa policies (Sampatio and Garvalho, 2022, p. 2).

Baldassar (2008) contends that emotional and moral support, or emotional care, forms the foundation of transnational family relations. The use of modern communication technologies facilitates a sense of simultaneous presence in two locations: the host country and the country of origin. Despite the significant advancements in information and communication technologies, spatial distance continues to be significant in family relationships, particularly for members of different generations separated by distance (Christensen, 2020). Furthermore, time plays a crucial role, encompassing the waiting period for family reunification (Gustafsson, 2022).

The emotional aspect of transnational communication with family and relatives can partly compensate for their physical absence. Badiei and Popkova (2023) argue that the capabilities of communication technologies to express emotions realistically influence individuals' choice of communication methods when communicating remotely. Conversely, the preference for social media platforms with limited emotional expression capabilities is driven by the desire to conceal emotions (Badiei and Popkova, 2023). Matei and Bobârnat (2021) study on “Parental Role Changes in Romanian Transnational Families: Consequences of Migration” reveals profound consequences of parents' migration abroad for the emotional experiences of family members, especially children.

The significance of emotional connections to family becomes especially evident in contexts where there are cultural differences between the receiving and sending societies. To exemplify this notion, two studies, by Shi (2024) and Harris et al. (2020), introduce an intriguing methodology for examining transnationalism through a multidimensional approach, focusing on language. Harris et al. (2020) note that upon their initial arrival, young migrants often rely on family ties from their home country and ethnic connections in the host society. However, as time progresses, they develop broader social relationships across ethnic groups as part of their integration into the host society (Harris et al., 2020, p. 3). In the 2024 publication “Discursive Formation of Personalities: Life Trajectories of a Transnational Doctoral Student between the UK and China”, Yu Shi identifies a significant barrier to the integration of a Chinese-origin respondent into the British academic context, despite his prolonged residence and studies in the UK. This barrier is attributed to differing perceptions of culture between the respondent, raised in the “Confucius cultural zone” valuing modesty and group obedience, and “Americanized” Britons (Shi, 2024). Therefore, “transnational caring practices and processes are mediated by the possibility of sharing care, cultural perceptions of responsibilities, and negotiated obligations within families” (Baldassar, 2008, p. 24).

Scholars note that collectivist cultures, such as Kazakhstani culture, inherently foster a high degree of family closeness (see Badiei and Popkova, 2023, p. 286). Kazakhstani researchers highlight the historical significance of close kinship relations within Kazakh traditional society, emphasizing its foundation on the model of a single family and adherence to tradition, which held almost sacred authority (Abdildin, 2001; Barlybayeva, 2018).

As a result, the transnational approach recognizes the coexistence of diverse identities and attachments stemming from the regular involvement of migrant family members in transnational practices, including interactions across national borders. This approach prioritizes maintaining ties with the country of origin while engaging in various activities in both the host country and the country of origin. Migrants often maintain emotional attachments to their birth country, and the observed mutual care between migrants and their families becomes a crucial characteristic of transnational relations, influencing their emotional, psychological wellbeing, and social adaptation in a new society. This approach underscores the significance of these ties in the overall integration process.



2.2 Historical overview of migrations from China and Mongolia

Repatriates from China and Mongolia are ethnic Kazakhs with ancestral roots in Kazakhstan who identify themselves as part of Kazakh culture. Most of these Kazakhs are descendants of those Kazakh families who fled the country in the early 20th century for fear of collectivization, forced expropriation of property, and famine (Kuşçu Bonnenfant, 2012, p. 33; Oka, 2013, p. 4). About 5 million ethnic Kazakhs were living outside Kazakhstan, scattered in more than 40 countries of the world, with the largest number in Uzbekistan (1.5 million), China (1.5 million), Russia (1 million), Turkmenistan (100,000), Mongolia (130,000), Kyrgyzstan (45,000), Turkey (10,000), Afghanistan (440,000), and Iran (15,000) (UNDP, 2006; Kuşçu Bonnenfant, 2008).

That is, after gaining independence in 1991, the Kazakh government issued a call to ethnic Kazakhs residing abroad, urging them to return to their ancestral homeland. Simultaneously, the government anticipated that this repatriation effort would address the significant outflow of Russian labor and revitalize the national culture and language, both of which had suffered under the policy of Russification during the Tsarist and Soviet eras (Kuşçu Bonnenfant, 2008, p. 39–40). This migration formed a crucial component of a broader strategy aimed at reinforcing the country's ethnic and cultural identity and bolstering the Kazakh diaspora, both domestically and internationally. To facilitate integration, the government implemented a series of laws and established new programs focused on national repatriation, adaptation, and integration of ethnic Kazakh migrants. Additionally, specialized scientific centers were created to support these initiatives. By reevaluating the Soviet era, Kazakhstan seeks to understand the underlying reasons for the departure and non-return of numerous families, acknowledging the multitude of factors that influenced their decisions (Kalysh and Kasymova, 2013, p. 15).

Since gaining independence, the repatriation process has unfolded in three distinct stages, each geared toward facilitating the return of Kazakhs and enhancing their adaptation upon resettlement.

The first stage, spanning from 1991 to the early 2000s, marked the initiation of comprehensive repatriation efforts. It was during this period that the term “oralman”, meaning “returnee” in Kazakh, was officially defined in the Law “On Population Migration” dated 13 December 1997. This legal framework delineated oralmans as individuals of Kazakh nationality who were residing outside Kazakhstan's borders at the time of its sovereignty acquisition and subsequently relocated to establish permanent residency within the country (Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 1997). Statistics from the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population reveal that between 1991 and 2000, a total of 42,387 families, comprising 183,652 individuals, migrated to Kazakhstan, constituting over 17% of the total resettled population (Documents and Statistics, 2020).

The second stage, spanning from 2001 to 2011, witnessed a steady rise in repatriation figures. A pivotal document during this period was the “On the Concept of Migration Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2007-2015” (2007),1 which underscored the significance of ethnic Kazakh returnees in bolstering the country's population and fostering natural demographic growth. According to data from the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population, between 2001 and 2011, a staggering 697,769 ethnic Kazakhs returned to Kazakhstan, constituting over 65% of the total repatriated population since independence (zakon.kz, 2023).2

The third and current stage, spanning from 2011 to the present, is marked by the implementation of the Concept of Migration Policy for 2017–2021 (“On Approval of the Migration Policy Concept of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2017-2021 and the Action Plan for the Implementation of the Migration Policy Concept of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2017-2021”, 2017).3 This policy emphasizes Kazakhstan's commitment to long-term, permanent migration solutions for ethnic repatriates. It prioritizes the creation of conducive environments and incentives for national consolidation, encourages the return of ethnic Kazakhs residing abroad to their ancestral homeland, and aims to facilitate their resettlement in regions experiencing labor shortages. Furthermore, it emphasizes providing support for their adaptation and integration into Kazakh society. Throughout this period, a pivotal development was the official replacement of the term “oralman” with “qandas”.

According to the revised legislation (Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020), a qandas is defined as an ethnic Kazakh or members of their family who previously lacked Kazakhstani citizenship but have since obtained it through the established procedures by the migration authorities. Furthermore, the term encompasses children of ethnic Kazakhs born and residing outside Kazakhstan after its acquisition of sovereignty (Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2020).

Presently, Kazakhstan's migration policy, outlined in the Concept of Migration Policy for 2023–2027, prioritizes the preservation of national traditions and strengthening economic ties with the historical homeland by engaging ethnic Kazakhs from other countries in Kazakhstan's development (“On Approval of the Concept of Migration Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2023-2027”, 2022).4 According to the Ministry of Social Protection and Labor, a total of 1,123,277 ethnic Kazakhs have returned to Kazakhstan since 1991 (Documents and Statistics, 2020).

The experience of ethnic Kazakhs in different environments intensifies the process of ethnic self-identification while necessitating continuous adaptation to new cultural norms and traditions. However, their return does not result in a homogeneous community due to diverse origins, socio-economic resources, and social communication systems. Researchers note that Kazakh ethnic migrants represent one of the most vulnerable social groups in Kazakhstan, with varying levels of socio-economic integration (Diener, 2005a,b; Finke, 2013). While some repatriates successfully adapt to life in Kazakhstan, others face significant challenges throughout the adaptation process.

Researchers highlight that repatriates from Mongolia and China exhibit exceptional organization, particularly in their preparation for relocation. They actively mobilize support networks, utilizing social media platforms to coordinate assistance from family members, friends, and fellow tribesmen. Moreover, they demonstrate a proactive approach in establishing businesses and engaging in various forms of social interaction, such as compatriotship (Kalysh and Kasymova, 2013; Bokayev et al., 2014). Specifically, Kazakhs from China are noted for their resilience, having undergone rigorous political education within the framework of the constructed autonomy and competing identity systems in the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (Kalysh and Kasymova, 2013, p. 174–175). This immersion in China's educational structure equips young repatriates with valuable skills, potentially enhancing their preparedness for higher education in Kazakhstan.

It is essential to recognize that each successive wave of ethnic Kazakh arrivals in Kazakhstan arrives with prior knowledge of the challenges ahead, adopting more efficient coping strategies. Typically, younger family members lead the migration, while the older generation provides emotional and moral support (Bokayev et al., 2014; Taldybayeva et al., 2021).

Ethnic Kazakh students, despite their upbringing in a different country, possess a strong sense of national identity, aspirations, and shared values characteristic of Kazakhs. Their commitment to embracing Kazakhstan, mastering the Kazakh language, and preserving the country's territorial integrity is evident in their interactions. However, upon arrival, they encounter various challenges, not only within the social environment but also within the educational system (Zharkynbekova and Bokayev, 2011).

Crucially, their dual cultural and linguistic heritage—resulting from historical, cultural, and linguistic factors—shapes their mentality, worldview, lifestyle, and language. As bilingual individuals, they navigate the dynamic interplay between Chinese/Mongolian and Kazakh languages, as well as the convergence of Chinese/Mongolian and Kazakh cultures, which profoundly influences their adaptation process (Bokayev et al., 2014; Kalysh and Kasymova, 2014; Mendikulova, 2006).




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Educational policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan in relation to students—ethnic Kazakh migrants

Young ethnic Kazakhs encounter diverse challenges and opportunities in contemporary society, where their interaction with modern culture, preservation of traditions and language, and adaptation to new social norms significantly influence their psychological wellbeing. Educational policy aimed at the younger generation of repatriates is crucial for their successful integration into society. Notably, the older generation of ethnic Kazakhs, motivated by the desire to provide favorable conditions for their children's development in a native cultural environment and facilitate further social advancement, emphasizes the importance of obtaining necessary professional skills and higher education qualifications as essential prerequisites for employment.

The government of Kazakhstan views education as a key mechanism for leveling opportunities in the socio-economic sphere, particularly for those with unequal starting points. To achieve this goal, the government is actively working to ensure that young repatriates and foreign ethnic Kazakhs have access to higher education. A significant step toward this objective was the Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated September 23, 1992, No. 791, which allocates special state quotas for this category of citizens upon admission (The Resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2006).

Since 2007, preparatory departments have been established in higher educational institutions to equip students with the necessary skills for university admission. Currently, there are 14 such departments across various universities. For instance, in 2021, L.N. Gumilyov Eurasian National University enrolled 615 individuals, with 156 from China and 459 from Mongolia. Similarly, in 2022 and 2023, enrollment figures remained substantial, indicating ongoing efforts to facilitate access to higher education for repatriates and foreign ethnic Kazakhs.

The total number of repatriate students from China and Mongolia in the Kazakhstani universities under consideration is shown in Figure 1.


[image: Bar chart comparing repatriate student numbers at eight Kazakhstani universities with categories for total students, students from China, and students from Mongolia, showing largest totals at Al-Farabi Kazakh National University and L.N. Gumilyov Eurasian National University.]
FIGURE 1
 Representation of repatriate students in the Kazakhstani universities under consideration.


Education operates as an open system, fostering communication between society and its challenges and young people through knowledge interpretation. It enables young repatriates to reframe their understanding of the past, assess present inequalities as temporary, and lay the groundwork for a shared future through a controlled competitive educational process (Kalysh and Kasymova, 2013, p. 175). Integration into the socio-cultural and educational fabric of modern Kazakhstan can be facilitated through the education process, promoting differentiated value attitudes, ethical standards, and communal living practices. This encompasses adherence to sanitary and hygiene standards, as well as the evaluation of value motivations and judgments.

Our long-term observations of the communication behavior of students from China and Mongolia have allowed us to identify some of their distinct characteristics, including a special tolerance, restraint, emphasis on respect for elders and the environment, a certain level of secrecy, and a desire to maintain close contact with compatriots from their countries of origin (Zharkynbekova and Bokayev, 2011). There is also a different degree of adaptation of students who arrived from Mongolia and China. Students from Mongolia are close to the cultural environment of the post-Soviet space as they demonstrate a quicker adaptation to the changes in Kazakhstan and a more facile acquisition of writing skills compared to their counterparts from China. This discrepancy can be attributed to several factors. In China, the education system primarily employs hieroglyphic writing, leaving young individuals unfamiliar with the Cyrillic alphabet used in Kazakhstan. Additionally, differences in political attitudes, ideology, and cultural norms between the two countries contribute to the challenges faced by Chinese students upon their arrival in Kazakhstan. For instance, findings from a survey conducted by the authors of this article highlight that a significant challenge encountered by students upon entering the educational environment is their lack of proficiency in the Russian language. Kazakhstan's linguistic landscape is characterized by ethnic bilingualism, which stems from its historically diverse population composition. The interaction between Kazakh and Russian languages spans centuries, marked by profound mutual influence driven by various cultural-historical, political, socio-demographic, geographical, economic, and linguistic factors. Despite ongoing shifts in the ethno-linguistic dynamics and the redistribution of language usage within Kazakhstan's communicative sphere, Russian remains the predominant language of interethnic communication, spoken by the majority of the population (Zharkynbekova and Chernyavskaya, 2022a,b). Nevertheless, while significant changes are evident in the overall linguistic landscape, the situation remains predominantly centered around Kazakh and Russian languages, as noted by Suleimenova (2010, p. 27).

At the same time, Kazakh students from China experience greater language difficulties than students from Mongolia, who claim that they can read and understand what is written in Russian or Kazakh. For ethnic Kazakh students from China, this takes some time. Cultural differences between newcomers and local people also play a role, of course. As noted by Tabea and Finke (2013), some repatriates of the 1990s after 2–3 years of living in Kazakhstan, returned to the country where they came from, unable to get used to the local environment and climatic conditions.



3.2 Research tools

The study relied on a comprehensive array of sources, including official statistical data from state bodies of the Republic of Kazakhstan such as the Bureau of National Statistics and the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population. Normative legal acts, including the Constitution of the Republic of Kazakhstan and the Law “On Population Migration” dated July 22, 2011, along with policy documents like the Concept of Migration Policy for 2017-2021 (2017) and 2023-2027 (2022), were also pivotal to the research. Additionally, periodical materials capturing the current state of affairs and internet sources, notably the websites of the Chinese and Mongolian Embassies in Astana, Republic of Kazakhstan, were consulted. Furthermore, the study engaged with existing research by domestic and foreign scholars dedicated to the pertinent issue.

The methodology employed by the authors encompassed both surveying and conducting interviews with students from China and Mongolia, all conducted in their native Kazakh language. The questionnaire, developed based on several key indicators, addressed cognitive, axiological, and behavioral aspects of cultural diffusion. These indicators encompassed attitudes toward the values and norms of the host community, family relations including the importance of parental attention, behavioral patterns and interactions with the host society, cognitive aspects such as interest in other cultures and willingness to engage with them, and openness to accepting certain aspects of other cultures. The survey was conducted in 2023, with a sample comprising 530 respondents aged 18–25, enrolled in national and regional universities across five regions.

The universities included in the study were S. Seyfullin Kazakh Agrotechnical Research University, Toraigyrov University, Korkyt Ata Kyzylorda University, Sh. Ualikhanov Kokshetau University, and M.Kh. Dulati Taraz Regional University, representing the regional institutions, while Al-Farabi Kazakh National University and L.N. Gumilyov Eurasian National University represented the national level. During the interpretation phase, correlations were drawn with regards to gender, age, ethnicity, level of education, and socio-professional affiliation, providing a nuanced understanding of the data.

The questionnaire comprised three distinct blocks, each serving different investigative purposes. The first block focused on elucidating the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents, including their social status, country of arrival, age, gender, and duration of residence in the host country (refer to Table 1).


TABLE 1 Distribution of informants by country of stay, age, gender, time of residence in the country of arrival.

[image: Data table comparing respondents from China and Mongolia by age group, gender, and length of stay in Kazakhstan. Mongolia shows higher numbers across all categories: eighteen to twenty years old, twenty-one to twenty-five years old, male, female, less than one year, one to three years, and three to five years.]

In contrast, the second block aimed to assess the participants' adaptation to the new culture and society, identifying factors influencing the adaptation process and pinpointing areas requiring additional support. Meanwhile, the third block delved into the emotional and interpersonal dimensions of family relationships, the preservation of cultural traditions, and the respondents' aspirations for the future.

The study design incorporated a qualitative methodology known as biographical interviews, guided by a predefined list of key topics. Employing discourse analysis, the researchers scrutinized the interview texts to discern various discursive strategies, themes, and ideas. It is important to note that this methodological approach does not purport to generalize its findings to the entire ethnic Kazakh population from China and Mongolia. The interview topics spanned diverse aspects of life, encompassing childhood experiences, educational trajectories, family dynamics, migration experiences, and future plans, particularly for those who relocated to Kazakhstan and acquired citizenship.

Between September 05, 2023, and December 30, 2023, a total of 36 interviews were conducted. Respondent selection employed a non-random sampling method, combining purposive and spontaneous approaches. The organizers' high level of trustworthiness facilitated in-depth interviews, allowing for a rich exploration of the respondents' life narratives. Notably, the participants consisted of 36 individuals aged between 18 and 25, comprising 16 males and 20 females.

Based on the collected data, the researchers categorized all informants by gender, country of origin, and length of stay in Kazakhstan (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Distribution of interview informants by country of arrival, length of stay and gender.

[image: Table comparing respondents from China and Mongolia by age, gender, and length of stay in Kazakhstan. Mongolian respondents are higher in every category except for Chinese females aged eighteen to twenty and females overall.]

The categorization by length of stay, specifically distinguishing between stays of up to a year and three or more years, was motivated by several factors. Firstly, the duration of residence in a new social milieu directly influences the repatriate level of adaptation and socio-psychological resilience. Secondly, the unique living and socialization conditions within Kazakhstani educational settings were considered, with young ethnic Kazakhs typically spending their first year in preparatory departments alongside similar peers before integrating into mainstream courses alongside local students of various backgrounds. Lastly, researchers suggest that a stay of three or more years provides sufficient time to observe notable shifts in migrants' identity, culture, and language from their country of origin (Khilkhanova and Khilkhanov, 2020, p. 32).

Informal interviews were conducted with representatives of the target group, comprising students who migrated to Kazakhstan for educational purposes. These interviews were recorded using DVF format software and subsequently transcribed for analysis. In examining the survey findings, standard methods of mathematical statistics were employed, including procedures for standardizing scales, Cronbach's alpha coefficient, Student's t-test, and correlation analyses using Spearman's rank correlation coefficient (R) and Pearson's correlation coefficient (p). Data analysis was conducted using the statistical software package SPSS 27.0.

The authors of the study drew upon their extensive pedagogical experience working with Kazakh youth from China and Mongolia to provide additional insights into the survey results. These insights were based on their observations of the daily lives of repatriate students both within and outside the university environment.

We believe that the combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches, coupled with the authors' pedagogical insights, offers a comprehensive understanding of the perspectives of young ethnic Kazakhs from Mongolia and China studying in Kazakhstan. This methodological approach, aligned with contemporary sociolinguistic priorities, facilitates a nuanced exploration of the research questions at hand, taking into account both objective and subjective assessments of the participants' experiences.




4 Results and discussion


4.1 Main empirical findings: transnational practices

Within the framework of this 41-point questionnaire project, 145 respondents were interviewed, which allowed us to collect a significant amount of data on demographic characteristics, language practices, length of stay in Kazakhstan and motives for moving, connections with relatives, etc.

The questionnaire questions also covered aspects of adaptation to the new socio-cultural environment, including the perception of cultural dualism, the availability of social support and the impact of cultural differences on personal and family relationships. The respondents shared their experience in managing the emotional and psychological aspects of separation from family, as well as strategies for maintaining long-distance relationships.

The study paid special attention to the role of family support in the process of adaptation, the preservation of cultural traditions and the use of various means of communication to maintain contacts.

The internal consistency scale is presented in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Cronbach's alpha reliability statistics.

[image: Table displays Cronbach's alpha value of zero point seven six two, with a corresponding number of elements listed as forty-one. Used to assess internal consistency in a dataset.]

The Cronbach's Alpha coefficient is a measure of the internal consistency of a scale used to measure the same concept among observed variables. A value of 762 indicates satisfactory reliability of the scale (refer to Table 3).

Further, the following statistical parameters were calculated for each of the questions: minimum and maximum values, average value, standard deviation and variance.

The minimum and maximum values varied depending on the number of possible answers to each question, where the minimum value corresponded to the smallest answer option, and the maximum value corresponded to the largest.

The average values indicated a general trend in responses. For example, for the question about the attitude to adaptation in a new cultural environment, the average value was 2.0690, which may indicate a rather positive trend in the perception of adaptation among respondents.

The standard deviations and variances showed the degree of variation of responses relative to the average value. Higher values of these parameters indicate a greater variety of responses among respondents. For example, the question about the difficulties faced by the participants in Kazakhstan has a variance of 0.946, which indicates a wide range of experiences among the respondents (see Table 4).


TABLE 4 Sample items from questionnaire.
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The indicator of the language used at home, with an average value of 1.3241, and a relatively high standard deviation, indicates a variety of language practices, which reflects the diversity of the cultural background of students. This diversity, in turn, can influence how students communicate within the family and perceive the integration process in a new country.

The mean score for the reasons behind migrating to Kazakhstan is 2.1655, indicating a considerable variance. This underscores the diverse motivations and circumstances behind each individual's decision to relocate, with each case presenting unique challenges for adaptation and family dynamics. Furthermore, the mean score for the adaptation process is 3.1724, indicating a relatively high level of adaptation overall. However, the significant standard deviation and variance highlight the wide range of personal experiences students have had with adaptation. Consequently, while some individuals may feel well-adjusted, others may encounter substantial difficulties in their transition.

Regarding family relations, it is important to note that the average value of the question of physical intimacy with family is 2.6690, which may indicate the importance of family intimacy and its impact on emotional wellbeing, confirmed also by a significant standard deviation in this issue. Statistics on the family's attitude to the decision to migrate for study, with a low average of 1.6759, indicate a tendency for families to support such decisions, which can be interpreted as a sign of strong family foundations and support.

Subsequently, we conducted a correlation analysis to identify the most significant relationships. The Pearson correlation coefficient (r) was employed to quantify the strength of the linear relationship between two quantitative variables. This coefficient ranges from −1 to 1, where a value of 1 denotes a positive linear correlation, −1 indicates a negative linear correlation, and 0 signifies no linear relationship. Coefficient values approaching 1 or −1 indicate a robust correlation, while values nearing 0 suggest a weak correlation.

To interpret the Pearson coefficient, the following should be considered:

	- Values > 0.5 or < –0.5 are usually interpreted as indicating a moderate to strong correlation.
	- Values from –0.5 to 0.5 can be considered a weak correlation.
	- Values close to 0 mean that there is no linear correlation.
	- Values closer to 1 or –1 indicate a stronger linear relationship between the variables.

Attention should be paid to the coefficient values, which are statistically significant and have a large absolute value, as they indicate a more significant correlation. For accurate interpretation, it is also important to consider the p-value, which allows us to judge the statistical significance of the detected correlation. A P-value < 0.05 is usually considered an indication of a statistically significant correlation.

To address the research questions posed in this article, several key issues are highlighted. Specifically, correlations between family relationships among students and their parents in China and Mongolia (questions 17–21, 27, 29, 30) are examined to explore how these dynamics influence their adaptation in Kazakhstan. Additionally, questions related to adaptation and integration into a new cultural environment (e.g., questions 9–14, 20, 34) are pertinent to understanding the impact of family relationships on the adaptation process of ethnic Kazakh students from China and Mongolia.

By analyzing significant correlations within the research and aligning them with the research questions, interpretations can be drawn as follows:

Question 17: “Has your stay here affected family relations?”

	• Correlation, 209* with question 16 (“Which aspects of local culture were the most difficult for you?”) It may indicate that adaptation to local culture affects family relationships. The more complex aspects of culture are, the greater the impact they can have on family relationships.
	• The correlation, 214** with question 20 (“Does family connection help you adapt better?”) suggests that close family connection can help mitigate the impact of changes in family relationships caused by relocation.
	• Correlation, 171* with question 31 (“What cultural traditions of your family do you actively support in Kazakhstan?”) emphasizes that maintaining family cultural traditions can strengthen family ties, despite physical absence.

Question 18: “How do you deal with the emotional aspects of physical separation from your family?”

• Strong correlation, 257** with question 13 (“Is it difficult for you to find a balance between your culture and the culture of your country of residence?”) It may indicate that dealing with cultural differences can increase the emotional stress associated with separation from family.

• The correlation, 171* with question 20 (“Does family connection help you adapt better?”) highlights the importance of family support in managing emotional difficulties due to separation.

Question 19: “What difficulties do you face in maintaining a strong family relationship?”

	• The correlation, 219** with question 20 (“Does family connection help you adapt better?”) suggests that family connection not only helps you adapt but can also reduce difficulties in maintaining family relationships.
	• The correlation, 182* with question 27 (“Is it possible in your family to openly discuss family problems?”) suggests that openness and the possibility of discussing problems in the family makes it easier to maintain strong relationships.

Question 20: “Does connecting with your family help you adapt better?”

• Strong correlation, 264** with question 21 (“How do you deal with the lack of physical intimacy with your family?”) confirms that family connection is critical to overcoming the emotional difficulties associated with physical separation. This indicates that regular communication with family can serve as an effective means of maintaining emotional wellbeing at a distance.

The provided Pearson correlation table shows the relationships between various variables related to adaptation and stay in Kazakhstan. Here are a few key correlations that stand out in particular importance:

In general, there is a significant negative correlation between age and adaptation to a new environment (r = −0.299, p < 0.001). This may indicate that younger people adapt better to time zone changes compared to older ones.

There is a strong positive correlation between housing conditions and social support (r = 0.348, p < 0.001), which suggests that the best housing conditions are associated with a high level of social support.

An interesting positive correlation between the participant's gender and the reasons for moving to Kazakhstan (r = 0.232, p < 0.01) may indicate that men and women may have different motives for migration.

There is a significant positive correlation between the length of stay in Kazakhstan and stability in family relationships (r = 0.313, p < 0.001). A long stay can contribute to stronger family ties.

A strong positive correlation was observed between cultural adaptation and the presence of friends (r = 0.284, p < 0.001), which indicates the importance of social ties in the process of adaptation to a new culture.

If we consider correlations in the context of a research question, the following connections seem to be the most significant:

r = 0.356, p-value = 0 in the question of adaptation to a new culture and cultural traditions of the country of origin indicates a strong connection between adaptation to a new culture and the preservation of cultural traditions of the country of origin, which can play an important role in the adaptation of students.

In the question of frequent communication r = 0.311, p-value = 0 shows that frequent communication can significantly affect the processes of adaptation and integration.

The correlation between students' age and adaptation experience also shows a positive value (r = 0.348, p-value = 0).

The inverse correlation of the adaptation process and open discussion may mean that difficulties in the adaptation process may be associated with a lack of open discussion of problems (r = −0.309, p-value = 0). It is also worth emphasizing that the correlation between the questions sharing difficulties with loved ones and open discussion r = 0.417, p-value = 0: The high correlation between these two variables emphasizes that the opportunity to discuss their problems with loved ones helps to improve emotional state and promotes adaptation. This confirms the need to maintain strong family ties and provide support to students during transition periods.

Correlation = 0.326, p-value = 0 in the question of aspects of a new life indicates the importance of the influence of various aspects of a new life on the adaptation process.

Cultural traditions of the country of origin (r = 0.393, p-value = 0) shows a strong connection between the preservation of cultural traditions and successful adaptation, which indicates the importance of respect for the cultural baggage of students in the process of their integration into a new social and educational environment.

A biographical interview was conducted as an additional research tool. Discourse analysis of the interview texts made it possible to identify various themes, opinions, ideas, and experiences expressed in them. This approach allowed us to better understand how respondents construct their arguments, form their positions, express emotions, and convey their feelings.



4.2 Discourse interpretation of repatriate students' narratives
 
4.2.1 The role of family in the lives of qandas students from China and Mongolia

Discourse analysis of student essays confirms that family plays a dominant role in the lives of qandas students. The most significant for qandas students are such traditional values as “family” (70.5%), “religion” (47.4%), “respect for parents and elders” (38.6%), “independence of Kazakhstan” (36.8%), “responsibility to one's clan/tribe” (32.9%), “responsibilities/duty to the family” (31.2%), which indicate the importance of the family in determining their future related to their ethnic homeland (motivational goals). Nevertheless, despite the rather strong emotional attachment to the country of origin, most respondents plan their future life in Kazakhstan, since obtaining higher education in Kazakhstan meets the expectations and hopes of parents to return and return their heirs to their historical homeland, and each of the respondents feels their responsibility to the family: “It was difficult for me since I am the youngest in the family. But I came here to study in order to meet the expectations of parents and I decided to continue my studies” (Zhuldyz, 19 years old, from Mongolia); “My parents were also born and raised in Mongolia. They also wanted to return to their homeland. I hope that in the future they will also move here” (Meruert, 19 years old, from Mongolia); “I will stay here. I will become a citizen before graduating from university, there is no turning back” (Rita, 20 years old, from China). The possibilities of personal growth and professional development in the homeland of ancestors are an undoubted argument in considering the future in Kazakhstan: “My changes before and after arriving are my development in Kazakhstan are my development. Because there are differences in the political and cultural development of Mongolia and Kazakhstan. Therefore, I imagine my future in Kazakhstan” (Dauren, 20 years old, from Mongolia); “My aim is to study in Kazakhstan and become a good specialist” (Tulpar, 19 years old, from Mongolia).

The categories “impeccable reputation” (36.9%), “hard work” (36.3%), and “good education” (36.2%), as presented in the responses of respondents, can be considered markers defining the values embedded in the family. In the traditional Kazakh family, it has been considered important to bring up children as worthy citizens for centuries. Furthermore, respondents identified the importance of wealth and money (34.4%), freedom of choice (31.8%), and equality/equal rights (30.7%) in modern life.



4.2.2 Language practices in qandas families

The upbringing of family values and language policy is widely acknowledged to be shaped by “ideology, management, and practice” (Seppik and Zabrodskaja, 2022), influenced by a complex interplay of “internal (language management strategies within the family, implicit and explicit language choices, attitudes and efforts to maintain and transmit the heritage language, affective sphere, the role of child agency, and communication with siblings) and external (socio-economic status of the family, welfare, social network, collaboration with educational institutions, interaction with teachers and experts, quality and quantity of materials for the heritage language, and societal language) factors” (Zabrodskaja et al., 2023). Following this concept, it is possible to explain the nature of communication in transnational qandas families. The younger generation of qandases communicates with the older generation in their native Kazakh language, and in communication with peers and siblings, along with their native language, they choose the language of society (Chinese/Mongolian): “We communicate with friends from the preparatory group in Chinese. They are also Kazakhs who returned from China” (Rita, 20 years old, from China). So, if the choice of mother tongue is dictated primarily by parental expectations, attitudes and efforts to maintain and transmit the language of heritage (internal factors), then the choice of the language of society is determined by dominant interaction with the environment (external factors). Accordingly, the main difficulty in adapting qandas students from China and Mongolia in Kazakhstani society was presented by the lack of mastery of the Russian language—the “language of society” (Zabrodskaja et al., 2023) as a necessary condition for development and prosperity in this multinational society: “When I first came it was very difficult because I couldn't speak Kazakh properly and the teachers also spoke Russian, so I didn't understand. My classmates were teasing me with ‘oralman'. Then I was crying. I didn't know Kazakh very well then. After I learned the language, I began to understand what they were talking about. But there were good classmates who helped me with everything” (Salamat, 18 years old, from China); “I am afraid of Russian, don't understand at all. Even though I'm trying to learn it, I just can't seem to get it. If I'm standing at a bus stop and there's a Russian next to me, I immediately try to distance myself, so that he doesn't ask me questions' (Salamat, 18, from China); due to the fact, that many people here speak Russian, when we arrived, we did not know the language. These were the difficulties. When we were at school, we only worked with a dictionary, we did not learn spoken language, and when we came here, we slowly learned spoken language. That's why we know the words, but we don't know how to use them.” (Dosbolat, 21 years old, from Mongolia). At the same time, difficulties also arose with the “heritage language” (Zabrodskaja et al., 2023): “I studied purely in Chinese so understanding Kazakh was very difficult for me. I didn't learn Kazakh letters so quick reading, correct speech, and writing is still a problem for me” (Buldirshin, 18, from China); “It was a little difficult at school because in China we studied in Chinese didn't know letters because there are differences in the Kazakh language and because we have not learned Russian before, we didn't understand Russian then there were difficulties with the Russian language” (Bayan, 18 years old, from China).

Despite being fluent in spoken Kazakh from birth, qandas students faced challenges studying in the heritage language due to difficulties with writing and terminology.



4.2.3 How do qandas students experience separation from their parents?

According to respondents, maintaining communication with family and friends helped them navigate these challenges, primarily through social media platforms and messaging apps. They relied on domestic media for information and some students even started blogging about travel, local cuisine, and traditions, finding it both a distraction and a source of entertainment.

For successful adaptation, repatriate students must strike a balance between two cultures: Kazakh and Chinese/Mongolian. This duality gives rise to dual identities, shaped by their long-term upbringing in their home country and their current experiences in Kazakhstan.

Zhuldyz, a 19-year-old student from Mongolia, emotionally expressed her newfound appreciation for family amidst separation: “Actually, it seems to me that family relations have only strengthened because I had not left Ulan-bator for a long time before, you begin to appreciate home, and miss it. If I'm happy, I laugh. If I'm sad, I cry. Sometimes, even small things can make me cry. I don't really show my emotions”.

Students' responses indicate a strong emotional concern for their parents. Nearly all participants expressed their intention not to burden their parents with their own challenges. During video calls or other forms of communication, they tend to share only positive aspects of their experiences while keeping silent about any difficulties they may be facing: “I'm afraid to tell my parents about my problems. They cannot help, they will only worry” (Salamat, 18, from China). “No, I don't tell them everything. I don't want them to worry” (Akmaral, 19, from Mongolia). “I don't tell them (parents). Just friends. I don't want my parents to worry.” (Zhuldyz, 19, from Mongolia); “As they are far away, I miss my family. Sometimes I do not know how to calm my sadness. Sometimes there are moments when I cry a lot. However, I try not to let my family know about it.” (Tulpar, 19, from Mongolia). Recognizing that their parents cannot help them solve their problems due to the distance between them, they consciously protect them from stress. Caring for parents is demonstrated through “selectivity, omission, and silence, which are key elements of emotional care” (Lin Sin and Schartner, 2024). They share their problems with friends, mostly from the country of origin, who live both here and in other cities of Kazakhstan. Moreover, emotional connection with friends, and their support appear to have a positive impact on both the psycho-emotional and academic wellbeing of respondents: “I have many friends from Mongolia in Astana who came here to study as I did. When we miss our country and relatives we get together. We listen to the songs, and music helps us to cope with sadness. Since we all came here to study, we are like a family, and are always ready to help each other” (Tulpar, 19, from Mongolia); “Last year, we met students from Mongolia in the preparatory department. There were about 400 students, 100 of them enrolled in the Eurasian National University. We communicate very closely with each other, and have become friends. We walk together, communicate, and spend our time together. Some of our friends speak English well and others are good at Maths. We all help each other with the lessons” (Dosbolat, 20 years old, from Mongolia).

It is important to emphasize that modern opportunities provided through communication technologies and social media, as well as the possibility of physical presence (parents staying in Kazakhstan during the child's education, as well as the visa-free regime between Kazakhstan and China/Mongolia, allowing relatives to visit each other), contribute to the psychological wellbeing of repatriate students: “I went to Mongolia on the weekend. There (in Mongolia) there are a lot of my friends, and some of them moved to Kazakhstan” (Dosbolat, 20, from Mongolia). “We communicate with friends and relatives from China through WeChat several times a month, we make video calls. (Rita, 20 years old, from China)”.

However, in the writings of repatriate students, particularly in the initial years, there persists a “feeling of absence and longing for people and places” (Baldassar, 2008, p. 250). Baldassar (2008) elucidates that these emotions, which articulate a “desire to return home”, manifest in several primary ways: through language (discursively), through the body (physically), through actions (practices), and through ideas (imagination) involving all senses: visual, auditory, and more (Baldassar, 2008, p. 250).

Textual analysis reveals that while the longing to see and hear is somewhat fulfilled through communication technologies, and the desire for physical touch (such as hugs) can be satisfied during occasional visits, the yearning for traditional foods, smells, and tastes associated with their homeland remains unmet. Hence, our respondents miss the authentic atmosphere, Chinese/Mongolian cuisine, and struggle to adapt to or accept local food: “If I were to be specific, I miss China, but what could I do, I had to return to Kazakhstan; there are a lot of dishes in China, a lot of spicy food. In Kazakhstan I only like doner” (Rita, 20 years old, from China). “I miss the nature of Mongolia, my childhood, food, my mom and brother” (Dosbolat, 20, from Mongolia).



4.2.4 Some differences in adaptation to the new environment of qandas students from China and qandas students from Mongolia

To analyze the correlation and adaptation of students from China and Mongolia, we focused on the frequency and methods of communication with relatives, language preferences, physical distance from family, and attitudes toward returning to their native countries.

1. Communication and support: Repatriate students from China and Mongolia demonstrate different aspects of adaptation. According to the data, students from Mongolia are more likely to feel supported through communication with relatives and strive to maintain active contact, which can contribute to more effective adaptation. In contrast, ethnic students from China may experience a greater sense of loneliness due to less frequent visits, although they are more likely to use video calls, which can help mitigate the effects of distance.

2. Language preferences: Qandas students from China are more likely to speak the language of their country of residence (Kazakhstan), which may contribute to faster socialization and adaptation. On the other hand, repatriate students from Mongolia, who use the language of their country of origin, may face greater challenges in integrating into the new society.

3. Physical distance and emotional impact: The distance between the students and their families significantly impacts their emotional state. Migrant students from Mongolia are more adapt at managing this by employing a range of communication strategies. In contrast, repatriate students from China are more likely to experience feelings of loneliness and longing, which can hinder their ability to adapt.

4. Future plans and adaptation: Ethnic Kazakh students from China are more likely to plan to return to their country of origin, which may indicate weaker adaptation or a stronger connection with their homeland. In contrast, repatriate students from Mongolia are more inclined to see their future in Kazakhstan, which may contribute to their better adaptation.





5 Conclusion

The integration of repatriate students into Kazakhstani society varies significantly based on external and internal factors such as Kazakhstan's migration policy, duration of residence in the country, economic conditions, climate, level of education, local community attitudes, and individual personal characteristics. The family environment and the strength of family relations are of particular significance within this system. Repatriate students maintain strong ties with relatives and other close contacts in their country of origin, with the majority (82%) continuing to keep in touch after moving to Kazakhstan. Most communicate through social networks, messengers, and telephone calls, while a relatively small proportion visit their country of origin.

The findings indicate that students from Mongolia may adapt more readily to a new country due to more active communication with relatives and a greater willingness to integrate into local society. In contrast, Chinese students, despite utilizing modern technology for communication, experience greater difficulties due to emotional issues related to the lack of physical proximity to their families and frequent plans to return home.
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Historically, Chinese societies have been characterized by patriarchal structures (Confucianism and filial piety) that assign distinct roles to men and women within the family unit. These norms typically dictate that women take on the primary responsibility for childcare and household duties, while men are expected to be the primary breadwinners. As the authors observe the second generation of Chinese immigrants settling in Portugal, the immigrants grapple with the significant challenge of striving to preserve cultural heritage with the adaptation to Western norms. Therefore, there is a growing recognition of the need to reassess these traditional gender norms. Women in these families are increasingly participating in the workforce, challenging the notion that childcare should be solely to their domain. This study focuses on the experiences of Chinese immigrants, including both married couples and single individuals residing in Portugal. Through qualitative research methods such as interviews (involving 25 participants) and observations, the research aims to gain a nuanced understanding of the attitude and engagement toward childcare, and the ways it differs between men and women in these immigrant families. Participants’ responses indicate that men’s anticipation of women dedicating more time to childcare is notably influenced by educational attainment and financial circumstances. Conversely, women generally believe that being exempt from labor is not a viable alternative irrespective of their educational qualifications. The traditional distribution of caregiving duties does not consistently apply to Chinese female immigrants. By exploring the influence of traditional Confucian culture on migrants’ perspectives and challenges in assuming parental responsibilities, this study highlights gender disparities among Chinese immigrants and propose solutions to address this gender conflict on division.
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1 Introduction

Gender inequalities in caregiving have long been a prominent and globally recognized issue that has captured the attention of scholars. The vulnerable status of women, particularly mothers, is underscored within the framework of traditional gender roles, where social security predominantly relies on a male breadwinner (Puar, 2012). These gender disparities are especially pronounced across various cultural contexts. In most East Asian societies, family institutions exhibit highly divided gender roles, with mothers primarily shouldering caregiving responsibilities and occupying a less prominent position as earners (Brinton and Oh, 2019). Literature on post-reform China attribute the increased childcare burden on women to specific factors (Zhang, 2017; Du et al., 2019).

Grzywacz and Carlson (2007) argue that achieving work-family balance necessitates mutual understanding and agreement between individuals and their role-related partners in both the work and family spheres. This balance pertains not only to women, but also involves negotiation regarding paid employment and personal life, which encompasses domestic duties share by men and women (Gregory and Milner, 2009). Men and women often express differing feelings about the interplay between work and life. Middle-class women, in particular, highlight their sense of scarification when attempting to achieve a balance, whereas men tend to perceive work–family conflicts as natural (Clark, 2000). This immunity of conflict may mean they cannot understand their partner’s parental concerns (Shirani et al., 2012). A shift toward ‘new fatherhood’ is evident, fathers are more committed to be involved and to nurture their children. In Europe, this new fatherhood is inspired by policy incentives aimed at encouraging greater parental engagement childcare (Heers and Szalma, 2022).

Migrants’ labor participation is usually attached to certain employment characterized by low payment, precarious working environment, and demanding workloads (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov, 2017). For transnational families, low income may make it less likely for children to enroll in formal care (Blossfeld et al., 2017), consequently, creating work–family conflict for immigrant women (Vianello, 2022). Considering this, extended care work is taken on by grandparents, mostly grandmothers (Da, 2003; Du et al., 2019). In short, gender inequality seems to persist across generation. Current literature of Chinese immigrants shows different views. Because some are categorized as ‘middle class’ (Gao and Sacchetto, 2023), most of them do not struggle with financial difficulties. However, gender conflicts among them are inherited from traditional filial culture and the rise of feminism. These immigrants are navigating an acculturation process, both for mothers and fathers. In fact, immigrants often do not fully embrace the viewpoints of their host cultures, while culturally rooted parental roles and norms typically endure without significant alteration (Huang and Lamb, 2015).

The Chinese community makes up a significant proportion of migrants in Portugal. While existing literature has extensively examined aspects such as care support by grandparents (Da, 2003; O’Callaghan et al., 2023), aging caregiving (Bedford and Yeh, 2021; Chow, 2006; Wang, 2020) and parenting (He et al., 2021) among Chinese immigrants in other countries, there remains a scarcity of research focusing on the gender gap in childcare in Portugal. This paper zooms in investigating how Chinese immigrants in Portugal, oriented by filial culture, navigate the gendered division of childcare and aims at exploring the impact of Portuguese culture in such a process. This study specifically addresses three key research questions: (1) How do different categories of Chinese immigrants engage with state-of-the-art childcare practices? (2) What role do traditional values play in shaping gender dynamics in childcare responsibilities? (3) What are the obstructions diminishing parental participation in children’s daily activities?

The paper is structured in three major sections, as follows. It commences with a comprehensive literature review on Chinese culture, particularly on filial piety, Chinese migration process, and gender role disparities related to domestic work. The subsequent section details the methodology adopted in this research. Finally, the paper concludes by presenting and discussing the data and research findings.



2 Literature review


2.1 Theoretical foundations

Modernization entails the examination of societal shifts entwined with economic progress and industrialization. It acts as a transformative force, influencing the cultural fabric of society (Haviland, 2002). The dissemination of scientific knowledge from the West to traditional societies has led to profound changes in their cultural ethos. Adoption of foreign norms and practices has reshaped family structures, cultural norms, religious frameworks, and societal foundations (Charlton and Andras, 2003). Social and cultural transformations within societies are spurred by the embrace of modern principles by individuals. The increase of women participation in salaried employment is also associated with societal changes (Dioale and Seda, 2001).

Central to society is the institution of family. While traditional societies embraced joint and extended family systems, modern societies have catalyzed the prevalence of nuclear family structures (Plowman et al., 2010). Traditional function of family has gradual modification. The modern economy often displaces individuals from their familial and local roots, channeling their skills into distant job markets, thereby weakening the practice of filial piety. Scholars like Silverstein et al. (2003) as well as Yao (2001) argue that this separation challenges traditional values. Structural-functionalist perspectives suggest that in a modernizing society, the concept of filial piety may lose relevance due to changing roles of elders and extended family structures.

In the western, the theses of family individualization, deinstitutionalization and risk have become powerful explanations for what is now called greater instability, fluidity and liquidity (Bauman, 2000; Beck et al., 1994) in family relationships. These theses argue that the family has lost strength as a social institution, that its bonds are weaker and its normative strength in the sense of conformity is lower. This aspect correlates with the imperative to live one’s “own life” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Giddens, 1991), which seems to be the predominant script imposed on individuals in late modernity. The theses of family individualization, deinstitutionalization and risk can provide an interesting and fruitful lens for studying filial piety in the context of migration. In China, the rise of individualism has led younger generations to prioritize self-development over traditional priorities like political engagement (Sun and Wang, 2010). While certain values such as family ties and patriotism endure, others like Confucian ethics are on the decline amidst shifting societal norms.



2.2 Filial piety and gender norms

China is a nation with a long history of traditional value indicating that childbearing duties are primarily mother obligation (Zhao, 2020; Chan et al., 2012; Ni, 2020; Su, 2014; Xavier, 2017; Yeh et al., 2013). Other East Asian countries (Miao, 2015), primarily referring to Japan (Bornstein, 2017), South Korea (Guo, 2010; Park, 2010) share the similar concept regarding gender roles in childcare arrangements, as all originate from the Confucianism, as giving birth is a normal issue for women who hold traditional concept of gender role within domestic work (Liu and Lummaa, 2019). This gender perception originates from the filial culture. Tracing back through history, “Xiao (孝)” filial piety found its roots in the teachings of Confucius, a staunch advocate of the Zhou order. He believed that through the reshaping of institutions, a sense of social solidarity and harmony can be upheld. The family, known as “jia” (家), was one such fundamental foundational institution. As one of the three most influential schools of thought in ancient China, Confucian emphasis on reverent respect of children toward their patrilineal ancestors and how families were central to human identity and to a family system organized hierarchically (Ebrey, 2003). Consequently, patrilineal system is created. In this system, a family traces its lineage through the male line. It represents the parental authority was established within family, where patriarchy being the rule, and fathers hold powers over children and female family members (Qi, 2014). Filial piety not only stands for a family hierarchy, but also means a filial obligation to care for parents (Blair and Madigan, 2019).

Given the dominant position of Confucianism over the past 2,000 years in China, nature of filial piety that requires obedience, respect, and sacrifice of children to their parents remains among Chinese families. Endeavor to fulfill the wishes of parents shows authoritarian aspect of filial piety. To better understand the parent-children relationship, Yeh and Bedford (2003) in their study introduced dual filial piety model. Instead of a reciprocal relationship, authoritarian filial piety attempts to highlight an intensively compliant relationship between parents and children. In this relationship, other than submission of male offspring to patriarchy stressed, women were expected to defer to male authority within families. Obedient to arranged marriage by parents was considered as being “filial” for women, with a proof that they are subordinate to men’s position on both individual and institutional level.

The entrenched notion that women are exclusively accountable for household chores and raising children, as noted by Cook and Dong (2011), persists within the older generation’s mindset, despite conflicting with the preferences of contemporary Chinese women. Marriage serves is a means to perpetuate the family lineage, a principle elucidated in the Book of Rites where marriage was dedicated to venerating ancestors in ancestral temples and securing the future generations’ legacy. While men were restricted to one lawful wife, there existed no constraints on the acquisition of concubines. While having sons may afford women a semblance of authority in their later years, they remain strongly reliant on men for all facets of life and lack autonomy over their own rights (Mathur, 2023). Women are dependent on their husbands and sons in the rest of lives. Even after a husband’s passing, women were expected to adhere to the practice of widow chastity, with remarriage permissible only after a three-year mourning period. However, such remarriages went against tradition, leading society to view these women unfavorably (Mathur, 2023). The groundbreaking New Marriage Law of 1950 furthered the egalitarian principle of free marriage and individual mate selection, liberating women from traditional roles that confined them to domestic duties without autonomy within patrilineal families. During the late 1970s, China’s shift from a planned economy to a market-driven one through “reform and opening-up” brought about increased wealth and educational opportunities. This transformation led to young adults deviating from traditional notions of filial piety, resulting in rising divorce rates, remarriages, and delayed first marriages (Chen et al., 2012; Pochinga, 2004).

Filial piety in differential geographical background shapes different gender norms. China exhibits a significant urban–rural gap in terms of traditional values and production techniques (Wang et al., 2024). In rural regions, residents involve themselves in agricultural activities and uphold patrilineal tradition more staunchly than their urban counterparts, thereby fostering an environment conducive to gender inequality. Other strains of literature also put effort into addressing this gender issue. Zhao’s (2020) research compared the division of childcare between urban and rural regions in China, revealing that in rural areas, gender inequality is deeply entrenched within familial responsibilities, as noted by Li (2004). The research of Yang (2023) has indicated that although decreasing proportion adhering to the traditional gender roles, most of the people still think women should assume childbearing responsibilities. Contrary to such beliefs, researchers like Wang et al. (2024) challenge this notion. Their findings suggest that people’s attitude toward gender inequality does not clearly improve over time, however there is a growing consensus that women should have opportunities for independent careers instead of being confined solely to family duties.



2.3 Migration and gender roles attitudes

As a cultural framework, the attitudes of gender roles start to change with the changing of politics, economy and culture (Simpson, 2004; Cano and Hofmeister, 2022). Migration is an international relocation of individuals to a foreign nation, leading to a temporary or permanent settlement (Bartram et al., 2014). Migrating to another country is motivated by various reasons, such as better employment, family reunification (Buttiler et al., 2023; Gao and Sacchetto, 2023), getting married, nicer living environment or looking for an elite education for the children (Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). During the process of transitioning to a new cultural milieu, the inherent cultural values, especially attitudes toward gender roles from one’s country of origin, can undergo transformation (Harrison and Huntington, 2000). Studies conducted in the United States and Europe have revealed that immigrants hailing from comparatively conservative nations often exhibit a susceptibility to the progressive gender norms prevalent in these more advanced societies (Florian et al., 2022; Röder and Mühlau, 2014; Wang and Coulter, 2019). Notably, second-generation female immigrants display a greater propensity toward embracing an egalitarian approach to gender roles (Wang, 2019). However, immigrants who are from a less developed country, managing for familial conjunction of children to the host country need to redefine their plans for the work and family (Gao and Sacchetto, 2023), particularly immigrants from non-English countries encounter greater challenges of languages barriers after migrating to English speaking countries. Because of the low levels of proficiency in English, making these immigrant parents hard to access to formal care (Sprong and Skopek, 2023), the informal care turns into their final option. This undoubtedly increases the burden on women, often forcing them to prioritize caregiving over their careers.

Despite the rapid modernization and industrialization in China, the enduring value of filial piety remains deeply ingrained in contemporary Chinese society, even among those who have migrated abroad. The cross-border migration of Chinese people dates to the nineteenth century and has involved complex dynamics of family separation, relocation, and transnational extensions. While this historical context is significant, the more recent phenomenon of one-child transnational migration adds a new layer of complexity. A notable trend includes a substantial influx of Chinese students migrating to the United Kingdom for educational and professional opportunities (Liu and Wang, 2020). These individuals often find themselves distanced from extended family members, relying heavily on parental support to maintain familial bonds. Struggling to establish social connections in a foreign land, both within the local community and among fellow Chinese expatriates, these young immigrants are driven by filial obligations to excel academically or marry by a certain age.

It is crucial to recognize that migration represents not just a physical relocation but also a cultural transition, impacting individuals differently based on gender. For instance, Chinese women who immigrate to Western countries like the United States, Canada, and Australia may encounter a return to traditional gender roles, assuming caregiver responsibilities within their families (Ho, 2006; Meares, 2010; Zhou, 2000).

Migration thus shapes not only the geographic journey from one country to another but also the intricate interplay between host and home cultures, especially concerning family dynamics and gender roles. Unequal allocation of childcare and household duties are going through acculturation. In comparison to Chinese women living abroad, their west colleagues admit that exists huge gender bias in workplace, but the major pressure comes from intensive work rather than gender inequality (Runyon, 2021). Research on Chinese migrants in the Canadian context has established that cultural values originating from the migrants’ home country significantly influence the formation of new family dynamics in the host nation (Dion and Dion, 1996; Lain, 1994).



2.4 Gaps in gender roles

Women are facing increased work demands entangling traditional gender roles and societal expectations. These factors can have significant implications for their physical and mental well-being (McDonald et al., 2005) and further the life satisfaction (Bola Elegbede and Adebayo Abidogun, 2023; Frone, 2000; Frone et al., 1997; Grzywacz and Bas, 2003; Major et al., 2002). In western society, care work is rather a feminine task for professional caregiver, but also applied within household (Polanen et al., 2017). In families where both partners work full-time, wives generally bear a disproportionate burden of household chores, often shouldering around twice as much household labor as their husbands. Moreover, women tend to handle a larger share of routine and daily tasks within the household (Bianchi et al., 2000). Nevertheless, this unequal distribution of labor is not perceived as unfair by women, who often express greater satisfaction than their husbands while taking on a larger share of household responsibilities (Stevens et al., 2005). The researchers discovered that women’s sense of fairness is more closely linked to their marital relationship than to the division of labor itself.

Although both men and women derive satisfaction from childcare than household labor (Poortman and Van der Lippe, 2009), mothers typically shoulder a disproportionate share of childcare duties compared to fathers, a trend underscored by Bianchi et al. (2000). Particularly mothers often assume the primary parenting role, tending to delegate tasks to fathers rather than fostering shared responsibilities (Craig, 2006; Meteyer and Perry-Jenkins, 2010). We may tend to doubt that having children results in the gender gap, while Giddens’ theory of ‘pure relationship’ (Giddens, 1992) has explained that parenting, which is seldom gender-neutral, tends to worsen disparities in labor division, leisure time, financial resources, and other advantages. The impact of having children on couples stems less from children detracting from their relationship and more from intensifying existing gender inequalities.

Women are still bearing a disproportionate burden of domestic responsibilities and childcare duties (Bola Elegbede and Adebayo Abidogun, 2023). The inequality can be analyzed from two facets. On one hand, it is attributed, to certain extent, to the women’s economic level. Even though women’s labor participation is higher due to liberalizing labor markets, migrants are still disenfranchised and treated unfairly in the workplace (Solinger, 1999), and the wage gap between men and women thus has increased (Maurer-Fazio et al., 1999). To provide more forceful evidence of correlation of women’s income and familial position, it was found that with the support of job and income, women are powerful in decision-making within household (Zhang et al., 2004). On the other hand, some researchers argue that the unequal division of household is associated with men’s educational level. In other words, egalitarian fathers with higher educational level and more stable income demonstrate greater care involvement than ones with traditional conception (Bulanda, 2004).

In the past few years, men’s involvement into domestic work and childbearing has been increasingly advocated for Yang (2023). The reason partly owes to the ‘intensive parenting’ ideology (Lareau, 2011). Through ‘concerted cultivation’ (Vincent and Ball, 2007), parents want to ensure their children turn into responsible citizens (Lister, 2006) and realize optimal development (Fox, 2009). However, several practices prevent fatherhood model to be achieved, therefore they switch to the financial supporters as to demonstrate their involvement (Shirani et al., 2012). Mothers are deemed as primary caregiver and usually fathers do additional help (Verniers et al., 2022). Overall, the ‘intensive parenting’ continually make mothers spend more time with children, the household division remains constantly unequal (Zhao, 2020). It is notable that this ubiquitous gender inequality exists within both transnational and native families (Yeates, 2012).




3 Data and methods


3.1 Research design

Against this theoretical background and, more specifically, the gender gaps previously identified in the context of the relationship between Chinese migration and filial piety, it seems relevant to develop a study that, from a sociological perspective, allows for an in-depth understanding of the ways in which Chinese immigrants in Portugal, oriented by filial culture, navigate the gendered division of childcare, and the impact of Portuguese culture in such a process. Specifically, the following additional questions seem particularly important to answer: how do different categories of Chinese immigrants engage with state-of-the-art childcare practices; what role do traditional values play in shaping gender dynamics in childcare responsibilities; what are the obstructions diminishing parental participation in children’s daily activities?

To answer these questions, a qualitative research design seems most appropriate, as it seeks to gain a broad and deep understanding of individuals’ experiences and latent meanings (Flick, 2014; Miles and Huberman, 1994). The study involves an in-depth, semi-structured interview, as creating a direct way between researcher and participants (Kvale, 1996; Mason, 2002). The conduction of such interviews aims to gain insights into participants’ inner experiences, offering a depth of understanding beyond what traditional quantitative social surveys can provide.

In line with the qualitative paradigm, and taking into account the research questions, objectives and the literature review, a semi-structured interview was purposefully designed for this research to gain in-depth insights into the experiences of Chinese migrants on related topics. During the interview, a multitude of topics were broached: What are your perspectives on women assuming childbearing responsibilities? Is it essential for women to engage in the workforce? How can conflicts arising from differing opinions on household chore distribution within couples be resolved? In parenting approaches, have you integrated any insights from your parents’ methods into educating your own children? Since relocating to Portugal, which challenges have you faced when engage into childcare? What are your opinions on parenting models of Portuguese culture?



3.2 Recruitment and data collection procedures

To obtain a comprehensive understanding of gender roles on childcare among Chinese immigrants in Portugal, most participants hailed from two key immigrant groups respectively: local Chinese1 and newcomers.2 A total of 25 interviews were conducted with Chinese immigrants sourced from the capital city Lisbon and Oporto. They all either had Portuguese citizenship or permanent resident status and had been living in the country for a minimum 3 years at the time of interview.

Selection criteria centered on these two cities due to their significance. First, these two cities are selected for the large numbers, as being the capital city and second largest city respectively, where assembling the biggest two Chinese immigrants’ communities, Martim Moniz and Vila do Conde. 11 informants are in Oporto, while 14 reside in Lisbon. Note that these two communities are categorized as the major working places for Chinese migrants. More than half of respondents resided in culturally mixed neighborhoods. Second, by gathering insights from these distinct groups, the survey aims to intricate connections between gender values and educational levels among men and women. Last, the geographical diversity across China, such as, Zhejiang province (southern region of China) and Liaoning province (northern region of China), provides valuable insights for readers to examine how regional cultures contribute to shaping distinct gender attitudes.

The interviews were conducted in autumn 2023. Interviews were carried out by the first author through both face-to-face interactions and WeChat (the most widely used social media application among Chinese people, with multifunction and convenience) voice calls (usually video calls were rejected by participants). Prior to commencing the interviews, authors obtained participants’ consent either in written form or orally. This consent was securely encrypted, stored, and is scheduled for deletion upon completion of the study. In adherence to privacy measures, all participants were assigned codes for anonymity. For example, male participants were coded as “Mn” (n = 1, 2, 3,.., 13), while female participants were denoted as “Fn” (n = 1, 2, 3,.., 12). Each interview typically lasts 40 min, ranging from a minimum of around 20 min to a maximum of approximately 1.2 h. These interviews were carried out in the mother tongue of the respondents, primarily Chinese Mandarin, then audio recorded, manually transcribed and translated into English.

Participants spanning ages aging 20 to 67 were recruited through direct outreach by the research team and a snowball sampling method. Women above 35 comprised eight individuals, while men’s age distribution was fairly balanced with 7 under and 6 over 35 years old. Of the 25 respondents, 13 men and 12 women were interviewed, with five unmarried men and one unmarried woman. Female immigrant educational levels varied from six with high school or lower education to eight holding a bachelor’s degree or higher. Male immigrants exhibited a similar trend, with seven possessing high school or lower qualifications and the remaining individuals holding degrees or higher education. Nine interviewees hail from various northern regions of China including Liaoning, Shaanxi, Shandong, Xinjiang, and Changchun. Conversely, the 14 interviewees originate from southern areas such as Zhejiang, Fujian, Yunnan, Chongqing, and Shanghai.

All respondents provided valid information on their attitudes toward gender roles in childcare and parenting behaviors, while also offering reflections on how Portuguese culture influences their perception of parenting. One notable facet is that all respondents hold professional positions, whether full-time or part-time, with an average monthly income of 1,500 euros. Nearly all informants indicated they were not facing financial challenges at the time of the interview.



3.3 Data analysis

Each transcript underwent a minimum of three times reading enabled authors to be familiarized with the data. A thematic analysis was used to conduct the analysis process, playing an emphasis on exploring aspects of filial culture and gender roles related to childcare rather than theory building (Gray, 2013; Saldana, 2009). The analytical process began with open coding (Charmaz, 2014) whereby codes were applied to the data, for instance, “they (women) should assume the childcare duties” and “both parents should share the childcare duties.” Then, focus coding and constant comparison (Charmaz, 2014) was undertaken. Codes are subsequently used to form categories, for example, “strongly agree upon the filial culture,” “neutral stance on filial culture” and “negatively agree on filial culture.” Data analysis was conducted manually with the support of office applications and services at word processor and spreadsheet level. The first author developed an Excel sheet to record codes, categories and other detailed information, linking them with respondents’ educational attainment, marital condition, financial situation and geographical distribution in China. This approach enhanced the reliability of cross-case analysis when we were facilitating the identification of key theoretical linkages and increased the validity and transparency of the analysis (Deterding and Waters, 2021). At the stage of crosschecking data, noticeably that codes and categories above were allotted based on the previously mentioned migrant groups: local Chinese and newcomers. Furthermore, in this process, authors reassured precise translation, consistent conceptualization and those write-ups reflected respondents’ narratives without imposing our voices on them. By carrying out qualitative analysis, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive and innovative insight into individual’s attitudes toward childcare responsibilities and the impacts of filial piety.




4 Findings


4.1 Attitudes toward childcare and household work


4.1.1 Chinese traditional values in shaping perception of care work

For unmarried male participants, some of them considered ‘natural and common’ that women are expected to assume greater share of childcare responsibilities. Several respondents from Zhejiang province, China, have shared their opinions about it.



‘Actually, our subconsciousness expects women to dedicate more time to caring duties, particularly towards children, such as spending more time with children. Within my community, there exists a collective understanding that individuals are bound by societal norms as they age. For example, it is commonly accepted that women prioritize caregiving over their careers after giving birth. We all think it is quite normal, and it does not view as unequal among genders (M2, 26 years old, Zhejiang).’


M4 said ‘when envisaging the future with my wife, I hope her taking on a significant role in childcare at home once we have children (24 years old, Zhejiang).’




The regional cultural context significantly influences these gender dynamics, rooted in traditional values that prioritize women’s central role in child-rearing.



‘Of course, striking a balance where women manage both a full-time job and family responsibilities is seen as ideal, but it’s often unattainable. Typically, when both partners work, the lack of available support for childcare leads women to prioritize their family over their careers. For me, may be a little boring to do full-time household work. However, if my wife does the care work, it will leave me feeling more energized at work, free from concerns about managing conflicting responsibilities (M1, 23 years old, Zhejiang).’

 

For a married couple, caregiving is often ‘automatically’ assigned to women, likewise, one individual from Zhejiang described:



‘My wife is able to work primarily due to the additional support from our parents, enabling her to actively engage in the workplace. Without the assistance, she would have had to compromise her career to manage household responsibilities as well (M8, 33 years old, Zhejiang).’



‘On my mother’s side, she does not pressure her daughter-in-law to take on household or childcare work.’

 

Referring to expectation of caregiving from parents, another respondent contemplated the familial relationship between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law:



‘We are very lucky residing with my parents, their support is invaluable; they assist us by taking care of tasks like dropping off and picking up my son from school. Despite not pursuing a professional career after my son’s birth, my wife opted for a flexible work schedule as being solely engrossed in household chores did not align with her preferences. My parents have never imposed specific demands on my wife; their approach is one of openness and understanding (M6, 31 years old, Zhejiang).’

 

Although the older generation of immigrants may be more accepting of traditional gender roles, a significant number of young male immigrants adhere to gender stereotypes regarding women’s role within the household. However, in contrast, elderly parents instead of favoring to conventional values for women, are the ones who frequently step in to offer care support to young couples, particularly when it comes to aiding daughters-in-law who wish to return to work.

In response, women express differing views compared to men. For instance, a 29-year-old mother shared:



‘We live together with my parents. Maybe the relationship between mother-in-law and son-in-law is different from the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, my husband shares a close relationship with my parents, sometimes they are much closer than with me. The support we receive from them is entirely based on their willingness, as we cannot impose on them for assistance. Taking care of most responsibilities falls on me and my husband. With him primarily focused on earning income, I made the decision to step back from my career. Juggling motherhood is no simple task, often leading us to make sacrifices willingly. Thankfully, our earnings are sufficient, and living with my parents allows us to keep expenses low. (F2, 29 years old, Fujian).’

 

The example demonstrates a prevailing trend where women often willingly choose to leave their jobs to care for their children, while the male interviewees seldom consider this option. Whenever it is available, women are still trying to find even a part-time job. Conversely, one respondent challenges this traditional gender roles:



‘Everyone needs to work; it is essential to strive for economic independence through work. Opting to be a stay-at-home mom can lead to financial dependence on one’s spouse, which is passive and can diminish a woman’s authority over time. In my opinion, women should purse employment regardless of the income it generates. Even amidst challenges of earning less, seeking additional support like paid-care work can help women maintain their autonomy and self-sufficiency (F3. 33 years old, Zhejiang).’



‘I prioritize my own well-being above all else, finding it inconceivable to sacrifice my life for another, even for my own children.’

 

Despite originating from the same province back in China, women no longer view childbearing as exclusively their primary responsibility; instead, they prioritize their own happiness and autonomy. Similarly, interviewee M11 is against gender stereotypes by emphasizing the significance of mental well-being for women from an alternative perspective:



‘We both manage a Chinese restaurant while juggling our professional commitments. Despite having given birth just one month ago, my wife is able to care for our newborn because the restaurant is not bustling, and we have supportive employees willing to pitch in. Leaving her alone at home would be more exhausting, as without any assistance, she would lack companionship and be more exposed to postpartum depression (M11, 30 years old, Fujian).’



‘On the other hand, I respect my wife’s autonomy. If she desires to work, I will not compel her to remain at home.’

 

When examining geographical disparity, we often distinguish between northern and southern China. While Zhejiang and Fujian are situated in the southern region, there exist differing attitudes among men regarding gender dynamics. Interestingly, women’s perceptions do not seem to align with regional cultural norms.



4.1.2 Educational level and financial status

Four male respondents from Zhejiang Province who have reflected their attitudes toward gender roles inclined to traditional values, without any exception, owned high school degree or below. Findings from newcomers (as explained in the Method Section) expressed their opinions which are different from the local immigrants, particularly male migrants:



‘Women definitely have to work, it’s a way of expressing their self-worth. If they do not work, then they are completely out of touch with society and do not know what’s popular in the world, and the way people think nowadays, they have to work. Although I can afford the daily expenses of the family, and she may not make much money from the job, but if you do not work and stay at home every day with nothing to do, it will create a lot of family conflicts. At that time, after our child was born, she did not give up her job and also worked while taking care of the child in the shop (M10, 62 years old, Changchun, professor at university).’



‘Both men and women must engage in employment. Earnings are dependent on individual capabilities, yet staying connected with society necessitates work as people inherently possess social qualities. Interaction with others and acquiring knowledge remain crucial aspects of life.



Childcare responsibilities fall on both parents, emphasizing shared contributions rather than mom solely sacrificing her career for family obligations (M12, 44 years old, Shanghai, degree in Master).’



‘My wife is constantly working. Household chores are a shared responsibility in our family, regardless of gender. We all chip in as needed; when we are busy, we may do less or none at all, but whenever someone has the time, they help out with tasks like cooking, laundry, and cleaning. (M13, 55 years old, Xinjiang, degree in Doctor).’

 

For female group, most of them value themselves and contribution of women to family and regardless of educational level and original background in China. Many mothers have stated:



‘In a family, there are no hierarchies based on status; instead, each member must fulfill their roles, maintain a distinct division of household, and offer assistance to one another as needed (F5, 36 years old, Liaoning, degree in Master).’



‘I am currently a devoted full-time wife. I believe that a wife’s contribution to the family is as valuable as a husband’s financial contribution. Each partner plays a unique role in the division of labor within the household (F9, 38 years old, Shanghai, degree in Bachelor).’



‘Our family adheres more closely to traditional Chinese cultural gender roles, where women primarily manage household responsibilities while men focus on providing financially. Since my mom works, she takes on tasks like cleaning and caring for the children at home. But I do not agree with this perception, in my own family, my husband and I share the household work (F15, 33 years old, Anhui, degree in Bachelor).’



‘In our family, we share equality with a distinct labor division; while Dad focuses on long-term vision, I handle the present moment (F14, 55 years old, Beijing, degree in Bachelor).’

 

Interviewee F11 with 37 years old from Zhejiang province still remains single and reflected that:



‘Men face challenges earning money outside, while women encounter difficulties managing household chores and caring for children. Thus, everyone contributes equally to the household (graduated from middle school).’

 

We can see that education level significantly influences men’s attitudes toward gender stereotypes, as evident from their responses. Shifting focus to female respondents, despite varying educational backgrounds, they collectively emphasize the significance of women’s contributions to caregiving and household responsibilities. While prioritizing happiness and advocating for dignity, many women persist in challenging societal norms.

Education level plays a pivotal role in shaping men’s attitudes toward gender stereotypes, a fact underscored by their responses. When considering female perspectives, it becomes apparent that regardless of diverse educational backgrounds, women consistently highlight the importance of women’s roles in caregiving and household duties compared to men’s economic contribution to the family. In their pursuit of happiness and dignity, numerous women bravely confront societal expectations, striving to challenge entrenched norms.



4.1.3 Effective communication and mutual respect in the division of household work

In this section, data was explored having as focus the ways how gender-based conflicts over household chores can be resolved. In the case of dual income married couples, an understanding can be reached regarding the division of household responsibilities, albeit not necessarily in equal parts. As F2 indicated:



‘Since both my parents work, there is not a set person assigned to household tasks. We take turns based on availability. If my mom is free, she takes on the responsibilities; if not, then my father steps in. This same dynamic extends to my father-in-law, who actively participates in housework, influencing my husband and me. We believe that chores should come from a place of personal choice rather than obligation. After long workdays, neither of us desires to clean. Therefore, whenever one of us has some free time, we take on the cleaning duties (29 years old, Fujian).’

 

Among the interviewees, growing up in an open and egalitarian family setting can influence a boy’s perspective on gender norms. M5 shared that in his family, his parents handle the household responsibilities. He envisions a partnership where his significant other is free to opt out of chores if feasible. He is open to supporting her pursuits outside the home, including a career. Alternatively, if his spouse prefers to focus on homemaking, he appreciates her dedication to managing household affairs. Ultimately, he values her autonomy and believes in letting her make her own choices without coercion. The primary trait he seeks in a partner is positivity.

Data points to the existence of a culture in Wenzhou city (belongs to Zhejiang) that seems to foster a culture that promotes gender equality on household responsibilities. The evident distinction is between household division and childcare. 15 of male respondents express their agreement on sharing household duties with their partners regardless of educational level or geographical background in China. While four male interviewees regarded childcare work as women’s primary task.

Furthermore, information offered by married women and single ladies has emphasized the importance of respect in dealing with disagreements over division and in maintaining a harmonious family atmosphere.




4.2 Parental roles in Portuguese society

Numerous factors exert effects on performing specific tasks within realm of childcare among fathers and mothers. In this section, we will explore two key elements that are commonly observed among Chinese married couples that prevent parents from actively engaging in their children’s care activities.


4.2.1 Language barriers

Overcoming language barriers is likely a shared aspiration among first-generation immigrants. In interviews, 12 informants highlighted that either their parents or the younger immigrants who have resided in Portugal for several years, still struggle to meet the linguistic proficiency necessary to effectively use Portuguese in both their professional and everyday lives.


‘My parents migrated to Portugal nearly 20 years ago. Actually, I was separated from my parents until turned 11 years old. I have an older sister who lived with my parents in Portugal all the time. They (my parents) once explained their choice of locating me with my grandparents in China. Although they have a shop selling various products to the local Portuguese people, their language proficiency barely allows them to engage in easy conversation with the Portuguese regarding the topic on price, product quality or anything else. They are unable to attend parent-teacher meetings at my sister’s school or consult a doctor. Many of the time, my sister takes on the role of translating Portuguese into Chinese. Therefore, it was not allowed for me to live with them (M3, 21 years old, university student, Chongqing).’
 

Aside from older immigrants, newcomers also face the same problem.



‘We are both not good at Portuguese or English. It is essential to learn the language because it is useful in our daily life. In addition to communicating with guests, we are planning to send our child to an institutional nursery when she reaches 4- months old. In that case, we will better understand what the caregivers are saying. Since my wife and I will not have much time to care for the baby, paid care is the best option (M11, 30 years old, running a restaurant, Fujian).’



‘I am alone in Portugal taking charge of my son’s everyday life and his education. My wife is in China to take care of our aging parents. While my English is just all right, I can communicate with teachers in English. However, since Portuguese is the official language, it is still necessary to master it. To be honest, I realized that language fluency is crucial for parental involvement. If one parent has a better understanding of Portuguese or even English, then he/she may naturally tend to assume more responsibilities (M12, 44 years old, Shanghai).’

 

F7, a devoted full-time mother, shared that her family temporarily relocated to Portugal due to work commitments. Her husband is employed by a Chinese company as a technician and speaks Mandarin exclusively. In light of this, she has taken on the responsibility of managing their child’s education.



‘After moving to Portugal, I picked up Portuguese, even though I am fluent in English. Despite his strong willingness to engage, my daughter’s father struggles to participate actively in her educational pursuits, especially when he is away on business. Balancing responsibilities, we have differing parenting styles but have discussed and found a harmonious compromise that neither of us finds unfair. Previously employed in Shanghai, a cosmopolitan hub, I can attest that being a full-time mother is more challenging than one might realize these days (F7, 49 years old, Shandong).’

 

Data has indicated that a lack of proficiency in the local language prevents Chinese migrant parents from enrolling their children in formal education or care services, forcing them to balance work and childcare responsibilities.



4.2.2 Financial instability

Contrary to newcomers, local Chinese immigrants highlighted the challenges they face in caring for their children. They explained that as business owners, both partners are deeply involved in various operational tasks such as stock replenishment, categorization, arrangement, and financial calculations. When one partner is absent from work, the workload significantly increases for the other. In the absence of extended caregiving options or paid care services, many business owners bring their children to the shop, though this practice falls short of being considered proper ‘parenting’. One father shared:



‘Our dedication to work is undeniable, driven by both diligence and the pursuit of financial stability. While we acknowledge the limitations of upward mobility through this path, our business is our lifeline. We do not rely on state welfare; our success is entirely dependent on our own efforts. The relentless nature of our industry means that working less equates to earning less, making hard work a constant reality. Consequently, our time with our children is limited, and having them accompany us at the shop is often the best solution (M8, 33 years old, Zhejiang).’

 

M4 who is unmarried demonstrated his opinions:



‘Most of Chinese immigrants I know lead a repetitive life: toiling on weekends, moving from one shop to another as each one closes, in a ceaseless cycle of work. Contrasting this, Portuguese parents prioritize their children’s mental-health and development. They take children to parks, to beach, to exercise, dedicating significant time by the children’s side. Reflecting on this, I cannot help but feel a tinge of envy, as my own childhood was confined to the familiar routine of home, school, and the family shop. This divergence leads me to ponder the uncertain trajectory of my future—a path sometimes beyond our own control (M4, 24 years old, Zhejiang).’

 

As interviewees expressed, amassing wealth entails continual effort. Driven by the pursuit of improved financial standing, they find themselves with limited time to spend with their children. Despite experiencing this regrettable reality in their upbringing, they remain overwhelmed managing both work and childcare responsibilities.





5 Discussion

To shed light on gender roles in childcare into specifical perspective, this paper is based on 25 Chinese immigrants who resided in Portugal over 3 years. Drawing from global literature on gender inequality and traditional Confucian values, the study contextualizes these perspectives within the unique setting of migration. The sample is demographically diverse in terms of age, marital status, education, income and geographical origin. Data analysis shows that Chinese immigrant women are less likely to rely on traditional cultural norms, while men’s involvement in caring is strongly associated with their level of education.

In addition, the data analysis shows that regardless of age variation, male migrants with lower educational attainment from Zhejiang, China, seem more easily influenced by the gender perception where giving birth is a priority task of women and they should assume the care responsibilities. Male immigrants who obtained bachelor’s degree or above have a more egalitarian gender belief. Even though being single, some men have expressed their willingness toward women staying at home of caring for children. Regional culture of origin seems to foster a strong cultural impact on people’s choice. In the case of women, on the other hand, they all agree that being confined solely to family tasks is detrimental not only to their ability to interact socially, but also to their mental well-being. It refers to the spousal relationship dynamics as well. This echoes the research that women with dependent children lean toward a part-time job and other reduced working-hour position (Houston, 2005). Taking part into workplace helps to build a firm familial position compared to their working partner. Women’s awareness of self-worth may attribute to the feminism progressed in China since Reform and Opening-up in 1978.

Similarly, younger Chinese immigrants expose a more open-minded approach to dividing household responsibilities, particularly when it comes to childcare. The trend can be explained that second generation immigrants reported less traditional gender roles than first-generational immigrants (Van De Vijver, 2007). Both men and women acknowledge the pivotal role of mutual respect in shaping how household tasks are managed. Furthermore, there is a noticeable shift away from the traditional expectation of mothers-in-law dictating cleaning duties to their daughters-in-law among migrant families.

The other point to emphasize is the difference in parental involvement according to gender, as women and men take on different caring responsibilities. The results showed that mothers usually are the ones who take primary responsibilities for children’s education and daily care, while fathers are the breadwinners. However, this division does not imply a lack of active involvement from fathers in child-rearing. Rather, it reflects a shared understanding achieved through effective communication and the utilization of each family member’s strengths. In effect, Chinese immigrants engage closely to children’s upbring, this intensive parenting is derived from the one child policy implemented in the early 1990s, making Chinese families become more child-centered (Liu and Lummaa, 2019). Both parents play crucial roles in providing financial support, education background, and personal skills necessary for raising children effectively.

However, the data also show that language barriers and financial instability were often barriers to deeper involvement. On the one hand, learning an additional language can place an extra burden on individuals, often falling on women and exacerbating gender inequality. This can also impact parental-child relationship as a lack of prompt and appropriate conversation. On the other hand, occupational characteristics, mainly referring to the Chinese community from Wenzhou, where both spouses are unable to spare more time to be involved in children’s upbringing, have led to a weaker trend in gender differences between men and women.

Overall, this research, which focuses on Chinese migrants in Portugal, highlights gender disparities in childcare—an area that has been underexplored in scholarly discourse. By examining these dynamics, the study significantly contributes to the understanding of Chinese family structures and filial culture within the European context. It enriches the discourse on the evolution of filial piety beyond China, providing valuable insights into Asian family dynamics in a transnational setting. This research serves as a critical foundation for future studies aimed at exploring transnational families and migrant communities, offering a nuanced perspective on how cultural practices on gender roles adapt and evolve in new environments.



6 Conclusion

In contemporary western society, a successful woman is defined to laden with expectations such as nurturing behavior, physical attractiveness, and passivity (Toller et al., 2004). Thus, this definition conduces additional encumbrance to working women. Immigrants navigating global mobility often maintain strong ties to their original culture, influencing their perspectives on gender and childcare practices. Modernization accelerates the changes of family structure and the shift of gender perception on domestic work. Within Chinese migrant families in Portugal, the exact word filial piety “xiao (孝)” is rarely known among young generation immigrants, however, it does not mean the erosion of filial piety. In effect, Chinese migrants still view filial piety as the dominant conception for maintaining family bond, providing filial obligation to aging parents makes a human being “qualified.” Although filial piety is hardly heard within family, the younger generation embodies its essence by demonstrating respect, care, and emotional support for their elders. This cultural norm is evident in their actions, such as entering marriage at a specific age. In terms of mate selection, older migrant parents lean toward partners who embody filial attitudes, emphasizing the importance of marrying early. Such unions fulfill parental expectations by showcasing an understanding of traditional Chinese values, ensuring seamless communication within the family without language barriers. Chinese immigrants residing in Portugal encounter unique gender dynamics compared to those in other Western nations. While, surprisingly, migrant men and women in Portugal, particularly men those from Zhejiang province, hold different attitudes toward household labor and childcare. In general, educational level determines the gender attitudes among Chinese migrants. Highly educated immigrants endeavor to alleviate the gender conflicts by means of resultful communications and respect, seeking to realize familial harmony among couples as well as parents and children, that corresponds to the core value of Confucian culture. By delving into the attitudes of men and women toward gender norms in childcare, this study offers valuable insights into the complexities of immigrant experiences.

While shedding light on these dynamics, the study also reveals its limitations. Notably, a lack of detailed exploration into how local Portuguese cultural influences impact migrants’ engagement with childcare practices represents a significant gap in the research. This omission could affect the understanding of how cross-cultural interactions shape the evolving gender roles within these families. Future studies should aim to address this by delving deeper into the nuances of these cultural exchanges, exploring how integration into Portuguese society may modify or reinforce traditional childcare practices and gender expectations within the migrant community. Furthermore, the study’s reliance on a limited number of participants introduces potential biases and constraints in capturing the full range of experiences among Chinese migrant families. This limitation suggests the necessity for larger, more diverse sample sizes in future research endeavors. By expanding the participant pool, researchers can capture a wider array of perspectives, including variations across different socioeconomic backgrounds, regions of origin, and lengths of stay in Portugal. This broader scope will not only enrich the findings but also enhance the generalizability of the results, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of the complexities involved in how gender roles and childcare practices are negotiated in a transnational context.

In conclusion, this study underscores the importance of reevaluating gender norms in childcare within the context of Chinese migrant families in Portugal, highlighting the complexities of cultural influences, evolving gender roles, and the quest for familial harmony. As immigrants navigate the intersection of tradition and modernity, continued research in this area is crucial for fostering inclusivity, understanding, and support within multicultural societies.
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Footnotes

1   It is important to note the term ‘local Chinese’ refers to individuals who run their own business, including bars, restaurants, retail shops, and supermarkets. Furthermore, they or their children were either born in Portugal or migrated there at a very young age.

2   Compared to the mentioned above ‘local Chinese’, newcomers stand for the certain group of immigrants who work in other than catering and retail industries. Duration of staying is not applied to the division of these two groups.
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Transnational families manage complex language dynamics, with multifaceted linguistic practices representing a key aspect in shaping communication among family members, where balancing heritage and host country languages impacts both cultural preservation and integration into a new society. The situation complicates when multilingual and multicultural families relocate to a country with a new majority language, while maintaining ties to their original society. This study analyzes language ideologies of seven transnational participants who were repatriated to Israel from post-Soviet states (PSS) during childhood and decades later relocated to Finland with their children. The study based on the data gathered through semi-structured interviews addresses two key questions: What are the language ideologies held by Israeli Generation 1.5 parents in transnational multilingual families residing in Finland? What are the parental language beliefs concerning their and their children's social integration in Finland? Thematic data analysis reveals parents' efforts to balance multiple languages, driven by their overwhelmingly positive views on their children's multilingualism. The language choices impact language acquisition and maintenance, while also preserving old social connections and building new ones for the entire family. Findings highlight key factors shaping parental ideologies on language transmission, multilingualism, code-switching, and integration, mostly influenced by personal convenience and practicality. This study presents a novel perspective on the language ideologies of multilingual parents. By examining individual parental beliefs and attitudes toward each language involved, it identifies recurring collective ideologies regarding multilingualism overall and each specific language, thus enriching discussions on linguistic diversity and multicultural integration in transnational contexts. Additionally, informing policymakers about the linguistic challenges encountered by transnational multilingual families can facilitate the promotion of inclusive educational practices and foster cultural awareness initiatives, thus contributing to the creation of a more equitable and supportive environment for such families managinglinguistic diversity.
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1 Introduction

Language plays a pivotal role in parenting, especially in an immigrant context, where parents face a number of linguistic challenges in communicating with their children (Lanza, 2021). These challenges involve decisions about which language(s) to use for effective communication and social integration, the degree to which the heritage language (HL) should be supported, and how (or whether) to balance the environmental language(s) with the HL(s). The situation becomes even more complex when the parents themselves are balanced bi- or multilinguals, and need to make choices concerning which of their native languages to transmit to their children in a new linguistic environment. The patterns and strategies for language choices and usage in trilingual and multilingual families are not yet well-understood, with findings varying significantly across different studies. Most research are case studies, making it difficult to discern general patterns (Quirk et al., 2024), and more ethnographically informed studies “examining the intricacies of these two poles” (family language ideologies and actual translingual practices at home) “are needed to continually examine successful ways of managing multilingualism in the home environment” (Soler and Zabrodskaja, 2017). In general, the absence of larger datasets of trilingual families makes it difficult to predict clear patterns and make generalizations.

In the European Union, the main or official language(s) of the environment is usually the language used in schools (Dockrell et al., 2022). Many children also speak minority or HLs often excluded from educational and public contexts, making these languages available almost exclusively at home. The acquisition of a minority language at home primarily relies on the decisions, whether deliberate or spontaneous, made by the children's parents and permanent caregivers. Such linguistic choices are heavily influenced by parental language ideologies, as well as by societal factors (De Houwer, 2021). This study advances the understanding of parental language choices by focusing on a previously underexplored language combination. It provides insights into the distinctive features of a trilingual language environment, examining the language ideologies of transnational families with bilingual Russian-Hebrew parents raising their children in a third language context. Seven parents were interviewed to investigate their family language policies, especially parental ideologies, toward multilingualism in their children. The interviews also aimed to understand parental beliefs and attitudes toward the factors affecting the successful transmission or attrition of each language involved. The research questions were: What are the language ideologies held by Israeli Generation 1.5 parents in transnational multilingual families residing in Finland? What are the parental language beliefs concerning their and their children's social integration in Finland?

This article is organized as follows. The theoretical background section explores language ideologies concerning HL transmission in transnational multilingual families in general, and the language ideologies of Israeli Generation 1.5 Russian-Hebrew speakers in particular. The Methodology and Data section provides a detailed description of the demographic and linguistic dimensions of the Israeli diaspora, as well as the data analysis framework. The following section presents the findings from interviews conducted for the study. The final section discusses the key outcomes of the investigation summarized in the conclusion.



2 Background


2.1 Theoretical background: language ideologies

The concept of “linguistic ideologies” was introduced by Silverstein (1979), who defined them as “sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as a rationalization or justification of perceived language structure and use” (Silverstein, 1979, p. 193). Language ideologies, as described by Schiffman (1998), encompass cultural assumptions and underlying policies regarding language, correctness, and preferred modes of communication. Language correctness in this paper follows Spolsky's definition as “a belief… that there is a correct and desirable form of the language, distinct from normal practice” (Spolsky, 2004, p. 27). Language ideologies, being the primary driving force behind language policy, are rooted in the perceived value, power, and utility of languages. They are context-specific and intertwined with various factors including economic, political, socio-cultural, and linguistic elements, as well as parental educational experiences and expectations (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). These factors, interrelated and potentially conflicting, can simultaneously influence individuals' belief systems and manifest in numerous social actions, and have significant implications (Gal and Irvine, 2019). This study considers the difference between the terms “language ideologies,” “language attitudes,” and “language beliefs,” and adopts Dołowy-Rybińska and Hornsby (2021) definitions. Language ideologies refer to socially shared beliefs, feelings, and assumptions regarding language, reflecting broader societal and cultural values. Language attitudes are explicit opinions shaped by these ideologies, influencing language choices and often socialized through various agents (e.g., family, teachers). Language beliefs are individual or collective opinions about specific languages or practices; they are not always socially shared or deeply ingrained.

Language ideologies extend beyond language use and encompass knowledge about various aspects of social life. They manifest in numerous social actions, sometimes in contradictory and contentious ways, and have significant implications (Gal and Irvine, 2019). Even in the absence of explicit language policies, implicit policies persist, reflecting collective beliefs about language use and standards.

Dismissing explicit rules or debunking the notion of “standard” languages does not eliminate the cultural assumptions ingrained in these concepts. The field of language ideologies explores people's “beliefs, feelings, and conceptions about language structure and use” (Kroskrity, 2010) rooted in sociocultural experiences, representing partial attempts to rationalize language use of the speakers. High awareness of a language role typically leads to active contestation of ideologies, while lower awareness tends to result in accepting dominant ideologies without question (Kroskrity, 2010). Language ideologies play a crucial role in shaping various social identities, including ethnic and national (Hoffman, 2007; Shankar, 2008), with shared languages historically defining social group boundaries (Kroskrity, 2010). Language ideologies are crucial for analyzing marginalized, converted, and appropriated identities (Kroskrity, 2010), with multiple studies illustrating how language ideologies shape acts of identity appropriation and hybridization, underscoring the role of language in social life (Kroskrity, 2016; Farella et al., 2021). Language ideologies are intertwined with processes of HL transmission, attrition and revitalization, being a crucial means for understanding multiple ideologies within multilingual communities, both in indigenous (McEwan-Fujita, 2010) and immigrant languages (King, 2000; Park, 2022). Within a family context, parental language ideologies, being shaped by their sociocultural and historical background as well as by the process of social integration into the receiving society (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009), assume a central role in HL vitality (Seo, 2021; Idaryani and Fidyati, 2022). Parental language ideologies are crucial in multilingual contexts as they shape the language environment and choices for children. They impact language policies, planning, and education within families (Zhang-Wu, 2024). Parents' beliefs regarding the value of different languages, their attitudes toward bilingualism or multilingualism, and their language practices at home significantly influence children's language development and identity formation (Cangelosi et al., 2024). To contribute to the current understanding of the language ideologies of multilingual transnational parents, this study examines individual parental beliefs and attitudes, identifying common patterns that represent the language ideologies within this specific linguistic and cultural community. While making generalizations based on the findings of a limited group of participants is challenging, certain trends remain significant.



2.2 Transnational multilingual families

Transnational families, defined by Cho et al. (2010), are families that live in two or more countries while maintaining close ties to their homeland and face similar challenges to immigrant families, but what sets them apart is the strong desire to preserve family connections. Some of the most notable and critical processes of transnationalism are arguably managing, learning, and maintaining their languages, mainly because the relocation experiences of transnational families diverge from those of traditional immigrant populations (Hirsch and Lee, 2018). The central negotiation in such families often revolves around the parents' HLs and the official language(s) of the receiving country, and with every new relocation and new language, the linguistic dynamics become increasingly complex. Balancing heritage and host country languages influences cultural preservation and assimilation—selecting the parents' HL fosters intergenerational continuity and maintains ties with extended family, while adopting the host country's language expedites assimilation. An additional option available exclusively in transnational families involves choosing one of the languages previously acquired by the family, which is neither the parents' HL nor the dominant language of the host country (Hirsch and Lee, 2018).

Braun and Cline (2014) introduce a notion of a trilingual family—a family where parents can offer their children two native home languages in addition to the community language, dividing such families into three major groups: (1) monolingual parents speaking different native languages and residing in a third language country; (2) at least one bilingual parent, with possible combinations of none, one or two shared native languages, either including or excluding the community language; and (3) either one or both parents are trilingual. The parents in the second group stand out for their conscious and deliberate language choices, often going against their emotional inclinations and prioritizing convenience and language status over personal preferences. The authors attribute a great value to parental attitudes toward minority languages, as well as to the cultural and social values associated with each language, as vital constituents in building the child's multilingual character. In a multilingual environment where people speak various languages at different levels, mixing codes is almost normal, even natural. As a consequence, the emphasis on language accuracy is much less than is the case for people who grew up with only one main language (Braun and Cline, 2014).

In transnational families, individual language ideologies can vary based on each member's perception of language status, influenced by global and immediate contexts. This article primarily discusses language status in terms of distinct languages within a specific community or society, briefly mentioning diglossia in terms of Low and High varieties of Russian, namely Israeli Russian and Modern Standard Russian (Spolsky, 2018). Language dynamics vary within families due to multiple moves, with siblings potentially having different dominant languages (Fogle and King, 2013), or previous languages being replaced by the dominant language(s) of the current setting (Haque, 2011). Family language ideologies may favor one language, while individual ideologies of the family members can greatly differ, influenced by personal experiences and interplay of factors (Haque, 2011; Phoenix and Faulstich Orellana, 2022; Kwon and Martínez-Álvarez, 2022). Irrespective of the context, the language ideologies that underpin language management and practices in multilingual families are intricate and frequently operate at an emotional level, but it is apparent that the experiences within transnational families undergoing various language learning and maintenance processes are diverse. These experiences surrounding transnational family relocations and separations significantly shape their ideologies and approaches to various aspects of life, including languages (Hirsch and Lee, 2018). Understanding these dynamics is crucial given the increasing prevalence of transnational families, necessitating consideration of time, plans, needs, and context during language negotiations, impacting family roles and ideologies.

The situation observed in the present study is unique—being born in dominantly Russian-speaking USSR, the participants were repatriated as minors to Israel, where they gradually shifted to Hebrew as their main language, but in a vast majority of cases retained communication and literacy skills in Russian (Niznik, 2011). As adults, they relocated to Finland, all the while maintaining close ties with their Russian-speaking families living in Israel. Consequently, they encountered another language choice alongside those previously discussed by Hirsch and Lee (2018): whether to preserve none, one, or both of their two native languages as HLs for their children.



2.3 Language ideologies in heritage language transmission

A developing body of research has explored the language ideologies and HL decisions among multilingual immigrants concerning their children, revealing diverse ideologies and varying degrees of family support of the HLs. In their book on parental perspectives in trilingual families, Braun and Cline (2014) devote considerable attention to situations where at least one parent is bilingual, and the family lives in a third-language environment. They provide examples from various language combinations in different countries and conclude that raising awareness about trilingualism will encourage parents and educators to see nurturing minority languages as beneficial for children's cognitive and social development (Braun and Cline, 2014). In Haque (2011) study of a plurilingual Indian family in Finland, the father's language ideologies, including the belief in irrelevance of Hindi and Urdu in Finland and high appreciation of Finnish, and the mother's ideology on maintaining the cultural identity through the HLs, hindered by her gradual shift toward Finnish and insufficient external support, lead to the decision for the children to be educated in English, with moderate support in Finnish. Warditz and Meir (2024) study illustrates how language ideologies of bilingual Russian-Ukrainian refugee parents toward language transmission in Europe underwent significant changes. Ukrainian gained higher symbolic status, while Russian retained a more favorable pragmatic role as a lingua franca in the diaspora, despite its negative symbolism. Nevertheless, in Austria, just over a quarter of respondents attributed importance to Russian for their children, while Ukrainian was favored in over 90% of cases. These studies demonstrate that bilingual parents' ideologies regarding HL choice for their children are influenced by a variety of factors, including perceived utility of the language, dominant languages of their environment, external support for HLs, and the geopolitical context. The present study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on parental language ideologies in transnational families by exploring the language beliefs, attitudes and ideologies of bilingual Russian-Hebrew parents living in Finland.



2.4 Israeli Generation 1.5

The term “one-and-a-half generation” (Rumbaut and Rumbaut, 1976) refers to children and adolescents who have immigrated to a new country. They exhibit characteristics of both the first (immigrant) and second (native-born) generations, with slightly over half of them becoming balanced bilinguals—adopting Grosjean (1982, p. 223) definition, “those equally fluent in two languages”. They may exhibit a complex language usage pattern, potentially being dominant in either the heritage or the environment language, or identify with one language but actually have higher proficiency in the other one (Roberge, 2002).

Starting with the collapse of the USSR and till 2000, around a million people immigrated to Israel from the former Soviet republics (Perelmutter, 2018a). Most children of this wave, known as Generation 1.5, became “skewed bilinguals” within their first decade in Israel, primarily using Russian only with Russian monolinguals, while progressively shifting to Hebrew with younger family members, friends, and their own children (Remennick and Prashizky, 2019). For communication amongst themselves, they developed a code-mixed language formed as Russian under the influence of Hebrew, exhibiting lexical code-mixing, code-switching, phonological and morphological adaptation of Hebrew lexical elements into the Russian matrix (Naiditch, 2008; Perelmutter, 2018a), thus significantly differing for the Modern Standard Russian. Adopting Spolsky (2018) terminology, Israeli Russian is a Jewish variety used by Russian-speaking Jews both in Israel and in the diaspora. This perspective emphasizes that language use extends beyond mere communication to encompass cultural expression, identity negotiation, and social positioning. In the context of diglossia, various non-standard, so-called “impure” forms of Russian are considered Low languages (Bilaniuk, 1997). Israeli Russian, also taking into account the generally cautious attitude toward code-switching in the Russian-speaking Israeli community (Altman et al., 2014), also typically serves everyday language functions as a Low variety, while Modern Standard Russian is perceived as a High variety. Nevertheless, despite being frequently criticized by its speakers when discussed with outsiders, Israeli Russian still serves as a tool for strengthening community bonds (Perelmutter, 2018b).

Despite this shift away from Russian, there is recent evidence suggesting a growing tendency among Generation 1.5 individuals to rediscover the value of their Russian heritage and language, reclaiming their original identity (Prashizky, 2020). Nowadays, this large and relatively homogeneous demographic cohort in Israel, estimated to 170,000 individuals (~1.8% of the population of Israel), represents a relatively uniform group with a distinct, hybrid social, cultural and linguistic identity shaped by shared challenges (Remennick and Prashizky, 2023).

Determining the exact number of Israelis living abroad is highly challenging since there is a lack of direct data on the annual number of Israelis explicitly intending to emigrate. However, it is estimated that ~10% of Israel's population resides outside the country at any given moment (DellaPergola and Lustick, 2011). Data on emigration based on languages spoken is even more elusive, or even non-existent. In December 2022, Finland was home to 946 Israeli citizens, of whom 547 held dual Israeli-Finnish citizenship. Five hundred and eleven individuals identified as Hebrew speakers (Official Statistics Finland, 2023). It is crucial to note that Finland's language registration system allows the listing of only one mother tongue (Palviainen and Bergroth, 2018), which hampers the precise determination of the total number of Hebrew—another language bilinguals. According to a recent survey conducted on Hebrew-speaking parents in Finland (Bloch, 2024), out of 36 participants, 10 self-identified as Generation 1.5 Russian-Hebrew bilinguals.




3 Methodology and data

The present study is a qualitative case study examining language ideologies of bilingual Russian-Hebrew parents residing in Finland. The qualitative nature of the study can be observed via the method used; semi-structured interviews were chosen in order to obtain information on the participants' lived experiences that influenced their language ideologies toward language maintenance in their children.


3.1 Data collection

Participants were recruited via a survey on heritage Hebrew maintenance (Bloch, 2024), where the researcher reached out eligible candidates who had expressed interest in being interviewed for the subsequent research. Eligible candidates included adults who were repatriated to Israel from PSS as minors, later immigrated to Finland as adults, possessed native-level proficiency both in Hebrew and Russian, were parents with at least one minor child at the time of the interview, and were available for interviews within a month.



3.2 Participants

All participants in the study were aged between 40 and 50 years old and had two to three children, from 7 years old to young adults living separately (Table 1). The participants lived in various locations in Finland—in the Capital region (both one of the main cities and a small town), and in central Finland—both one of the major cities, and a small town with a population under 2000. One participant had recently moved to another European country after living in Finland for 20 years, marking the longest duration of residence, while the shortest residence period in Finland was 1 year. As minors, all participants had repatriated to Israel between the ages of 6 and 15, classifying them as Generation 1.5. The interviews were taken from both parents in case both of them were repatriated as minors (four participants, two families), and in three cases the participants' spouses moved to Israel from PSS as young adults, spoke advanced, but not native level Hebrew, and native Russian, and were not interviewed.


TABLE 1 Basic characteristics of the participants.

[image: Table showing details of five families, including research participants, age of repatriation to Israel, minor children’s school levels, and daily languages used. Languages listed are Russian, Hebrew, and Finnish.]

Strict adherence to GDPR ensured participants' privacy and data protection. Participants were fully informed about the study's purpose, data handling, and their rights, including the right to withdraw or request to delete interview parts, and provided written formal consent. Confidentiality and anonymity were prioritized throughout the research, with all potentially identifying information removed or generalized in the findings.

This study acknowledges several limitations regarding the participants. Despite the complexity and diversity observed among the participants, the paper's findings are based on a limited sample size, thus not claiming generalizability to other multilingual transnational families and contexts due to its small scale. The study's reliance on participants willing to engage may introduce selection bias, offering only a partial perspective on the phenomena.



3.3 Interviews

The interviews served as a continuation of the research on Family Language Policies of Hebrew-speaking parents in Finland (Bloch, 2024). The semi-structured interviews comprised the topics of parental language ideologies, linguistic management within the families, actual linguistic practices, and languages as factors influencing the children's social inclusion in Finland. The interviews were conducted through April–May 2024, either in person or via University of Helsinki Zoom, and the recorded parts lasted ~1 h per participant. The interviews with families where both parents were interviewed were conducted as follows: each parent was interviewed separately first, with the second spouse either absent or present based on their own preference. Following the individual interviews, both parents were interviewed together for clarifications, a process initiated by the families themselves.

To examine the interviewees' attitudes toward and ideologies concerning the languages they are exposed to, namely, Russian, Hebrew, Finnish (although Finland is officially a bilingual country, no participants resided in Swedish-speaking regions), and English, as well as other languages, such as the languages of PSS the participants repatriated from as minors, semi-structured interviews were applied as a research tool to facilitate flexibility and free and open conversation. Each interview was structured according to the following themes: (1) background questions (2) linguistic practices in the family (3) explicit language policies (4) ideologies toward the languages used in the participant's family, as well as general attitudes toward multilingualism (5) language management (6) emotional aspect of the participants acquiring Hebrew as minors, and their feelings toward their children's language acquisition in different stages of life (7) external factors influencing parental decisions on language choices for communication with the children (8) connection between the children's language acquisition and their social inclusion. The interviews were part of a broader project on multilingual Israeli families in Finland, and in the current article, in addition to considering the participants' backgrounds, the focus was primarily on their language ideologies. The study considered both linguistic and social structures, documenting different patterns of language use as well as relating these findings to the wider social context (Soler and Zabrodskaja, 2017).

The interviews flowed between languages, mostly in Israeli Russian—code-switching between Russian and Hebrew, with insertions in Finnish and English. Participants were encouraged to use the language(s) in which they felt most comfortable and natural, being aware that the researcher was also a Russian-Hebrew bilingual residing in Finland. Overall, 7.5 h of interviews were recorded, with an average of ~1 h per participant. The interviews were transcribed, and parts of them were translated into English.



3.4 Data analysis

Thematic analysis was implemented to identify patterns in the participants' responses. The analysis followed Kroskrity (2010) approach to language ideologies, which underscores their multifaceted and contested nature. This approach shows that language ideologies are neither uniform nor entirely distinct; rather, they can be explicitly articulated or implicitly embedded in people's actual language use. Additionally, it emphasizes the significance of comprehending the variation and diversity of language ideologies within cultural groups. Thematic analysis revealed recurring language ideologies, which aligned with those documented in various studies on language ideologies within multilingual communities. Thematic analysis was performed using Atlas.ti software to discern patterns in the participants' responses, ultimately leading to the categorization of the language ideologies articulated by the participants. The six main areas of application of the ideologies were coded according to the four languages in question—Russian, Hebrew, Finnish, and English, as well as multilingualism in general and code-switching. The recurring language ideologies in every area of application were identified according to the theoretical frameworks used in analyzing language ideologies within multilingual transnational environments across various scholarly works and publications.




4 Findings

This section provides an overview of key themes identified through semi-structured interviews with the seven participants. Beginning with the description of general ideologies toward multilingualism, the section proceeds into the ideologies underlying language choices for communication with the children, code-switching, and reflections on the correlation between language proficiency and social inclusion in Finland.


4.1 Ideologies concerning multilingualism

Transnationalism typically involves the processes of language learning, acquisition, and maintenance or loss. It encompasses the development and maintenance of language skills needed to establish and sustain complex multinational and multilingual relationships in transnational families (Hirsch and Lee, 2018). Prior research identifies the family as a key context for exploring ideologies, management, and practices of various languages among different family members (Spolsky, 2012), with parental ideologies shaping children's identity, self-esteem, and academic success (Lee and Suarez, 2009). This section explores explicit comments about language choices, as well as recurring beliefs, attitudes, and practices found in the interview data.


4.1.1 Multilingual advantage

Throughout the interviews, a notable appreciation for multilingualism emerged, reflecting a common parental belief underlying the ideology that multilingualism is the most natural and beneficial language practice for their children. To support this multilingual advantage ideology, parents provided various explanations, with the concept of functional value being the most frequently mentioned.

	(1) Every language is like another key, a global advantage. In the future, they will be able to find contact with people from different regions or from different countries. They will be able to develop themselves, develop their career and family anywhere. And they will be able to use these keys, because every language is like a supplementary item that can be easily launched to cope with the tasks that he has in every new place (Dad2).
	(2) In general, they have a broader view of the world in a global sense. When one is constrained by one language, one seems to think inside this linguistic layer, and does not see what is outside. I see how my children they feel in any country they go to, they feel much freer than me or my mother, not to mention generations before. Theoretically speaking, soon everyone should … move everywhere without problems and speak all the languages they want (Mom4).



4.1.2 Freedom of language choice

Concerning language choices made by the children in Finland, a notable pattern emerged: all the parents emphasized the freedom of choice and parental support of this choice:

(3) If my kid comes to me and says—I live in Finland, and from now on I speak only Finnish, I'll say—it's your choice (Mom4).

Enabling free choice presents a challenge for many migrant parents (Lizardo, 2017), especially those from the PSS, who typically instill their children with clearly defined values and adhere to rigorous methods (Leybenson et al., 2023). While participants commonly expressed support for their children's freedom in language choices, instances of parental intervention arose when the children's choices conflicted significantly with parental linguistic ideologies. Examples 4 and 5 describe such instances for Russian and Hebrew, respectively:

	(4) For selfish reasons, we decided that we would support Russian at home at any cost and we stuck to this. In particular, when the children were smaller and when there was a period of shame for the Russian language and when their Finnish friends came to visit, they hissed at me, like mom, don't speak Russian to me, well, I kind of stuck to the line that at home we speak Russian. Of course, I will speak Finnish with your friends. But with you Russian. That is, they made attempts to sort of switch to Finnish at some point, even in homeschooling, which we put an end to. These are the decisions that were made (Mom4).
	(5) Dad should be called dad in Hebrew, and dad will answer in Hebrew, and they won't wait for an answer in Finnish, because they know that Finnish is, well, not the language we communicate in (Dad2).

The examples above illustrate parental preferences when opposing ideologies intersect. While all participants discussed the ideology of language choice freedom, this freedom is often overridden by ideologies of personal convenience (4) or cultural value (5), revealing a hierarchy of language ideologies.




4.2 Parental language ideologies

All participants, aged between 40 and 50 during the interviews, were born in the USSR and immigrated to Israel as school-age minors. They initially attended Russian-medium schools for 1–9 years before transitioning to Hebrew-medium schools, while Russian continued to be maintained at home. It is essential to consider an external language ideology of language superiority in Israel during the participants' childhood, as they influenced their own linguistic ideologies. Parental justifications underlying their language choices in Israel revealed a number of recurring patterns, shaping a number of distinct language ideologies within the participant group.


4.2.1 Language superiority

This ideology at that time concerned both languages—Russian and Hebrew, with each language claiming to have superiority over other languages. The ideology concerning the superiority of Russian, leading to strong encouragement to speak Russian at home in Israel, significantly contributed to the participants' continued use of Russian during childhood. This encouragement was reported unanimously by all participants, leading to Russian becoming the primary or sole home language for most. This reflects a common trend in Israel, where many Russian-speaking immigrants prioritize preserving their language and culture for the next generation, often considering Russian superior to Hebrew (Niznik, 2011). They actively encourage their children, including those born in Israel, to learn and use Russian (Schwartz et al., 2009). A recent survey of Russian-speaking mothers across four countries found that 96% of respondents in Israel reported that their children could speak and understand Russian (Otwinowska et al., 2021). Nevertheless, despite the parents' consistent efforts to maintain Russian as the home language in Israel, one participant reported choosing to forego Russian during childhood, referring to the ideology of language superiority regarding Hebrew—the rarely contested Hebrew-only national ideology that endured until the end of the 20th century (Helman, 2002). The ideological dominance of Hebrew monolingualism led most immigrants to prioritize Hebrew over their home languages, resulting in subtractive rather than additive bilingualism within the next generation, and a gradual shift away from home languages. The attitude toward multilingualism began to change in the mid-1990s, as reflected in the Ministry of Education's establishment of a Language Education Policy that endorsed multilingualism (Donitsa-Schmidt, 1999). One of the participants repatriated to Israel at the age of 7 just before the collapse of the USSR attributed his personal experience of subtractive bilingualism to the prevailing Hebrew-only national ideology:

	(6) My mother spoke to me in Russian, I heard Russian speech, but I answered her in Hebrew. I had some kind of restrictions or insecurities, one might say, related to Hebrew and the fact that my mother did not know Hebrew well. And at school they said—“Speak Hebrew at home with your parents. This way, they will learn Hebrew faster.” This was their policy. Or they insisted and through us they endured this kind of pressure on parents to improve their Hebrew language. I can simply say that I always had the Russian language in my head, but I didn't use it. … When at the age of 16 I got Russian-speaking friends, and they did not know any other language, I had to speak Russian, and I restored the Russian language. You see, it was always there, it never disappeared (Dad2).

All the respondents had hybrid-culture, Russian-speaking Israeli partners. In three cases, the participants' partners had moved to Israel as young adults (aged 18–22) and acquired Hebrew at an advanced, but not native, level, while the rest were representatives of Generation 1.5 of the 1990s ex-Soviet immigrant wave. This tendency aligned with Remennick and Prashizky (2019) findings from longitudinal ethnographic studies, which examined the social, cultural, and political positions of young Israeli adults from Generation 1.5, where 70% of the 650 respondents had similar partners.



4.2.2 Personal convenience

All the participants cited personal convenience as a valid theoretical justification for HL choices. Some identified Russian as more convenient, others preferred Hebrew, and some found both languages equally convenient. Examples 7 and 8 illustrate the choice of the HL based on personal convenience:

	(7) It seems that despite the fact that my husband and I speak Russian, and it is kind of a native language from home, and we both speak Russian well, but we always spoke Hebrew between us. For us, it was like our common language, and when the eldest was born, we kind of did the same, we continued communicating in Hebrew (Mom2).
	(8) I set myself a goal that I want to speak Russian at home with my children. This is a purely egoistic desire, in fact, behind which there is nothing deeply philosophical; I wanted to at least be able to maintain closeness with them, because first of all, I can best express myself in my own language (Mom4).

The choice of Hebrew, in additional to personal convenience, was also manifested via a combination of factors, beliefs, attitudes and practices that repeat in the data, such as the self-assessment of Hebrew as the participants' strongest language—(9) “my main language is Hebrew, and I am completely literate only in Hebrew” (Dad2), (10) “I just switched to Hebrew so that the children could hear good, correct Hebrew” (Mom5), (11) “[Hebrew] is my native language. It's easiest for me to express myself and communicate in Hebrew” (Mom2). The desire to transmit both HLs was mostly based on the common ideology of multilingual advantage; nevertheless, only one participant decided to stick to the OPOL “one parent—one language” method, where each parent consistently speaks a different language to their child, an approach aimed to create a clear linguistic environment that supports bilingual development (Barron-Hauwaert, 2004). Other parents showed regret they were unable to do so, mentioning personal lack of time, skills, which was consistent with my previous study (Bloch, 2024), and which emphasized the ideology of parental responsibility for HL maintenance.

(12) I regret that we didn't keep 2 languages in the family, we didn't speak one [parent] in Hebrew, one in Russian. I really regret this (Mom1).



4.2.3 Cultural and traditional value

Participants discussed the cultural value of each HL, mentioning literary heritage in both languages, as well as traditional values specifically linked to Hebrew. Interestingly, when considering the possibility for their children to read the most prominent literary works in the original languages, participants expressed doubt about their children reaching this level of proficiency. This acknowledgment underscores their aspirations and simultaneously recognizes the challenges involved in transmitting cultural values associated with literary heritage.

	(13) Most likely they will not read Pushkin in the original. But then again, life is full of surprises—it could happen. Maybe they will, and I will be endlessly happy (Mom2).
	(14) Well, their today's Hebrew is far away from Bialik (Mom5).

The belief of the importance of Hebrew as a means of maintaining the Jewish traditions for the cultural continuity was discussed by one parent:

(15) In our house, Judaism stands at a fairly high level. Not the religion itself, but the tradition, elements of the tradition, they are at a fairly high level. We have this as a priority, and we think that language is part of keeping traditions, because everything is written in Hebrew and everything is explained in Hebrew (Dad2).

Case studies in Jewish communities in the diaspora reveal a strong connection between Hebrew and religion as well as Jewish values. For instance, interviewees attending American Jewish Summer Camps shared similar sentiments, asserting that Jewish texts must be accessed in Hebrew (Benor et al., 2020).



4.2.4 Parental responsibility

The ideology of parental responsibility for HL maintenance was born form the strongly positive attitude toward multilingualism and the desire to raise bilingual children. The future language strategies of the present study participants were either pre-discussed before having children or evolved naturally, depending on the languages used between the partners. However, the primary determining factor was their residence in Israel at that moment, with no plans or discussions regarding relocation to a third country, making them bilingual parents with two shared native languages, including the community language. The ideology of parental responsibility lead some of the participants to choose Russian despite feeling more convenient in Hebrew and recognizing the imperfect knowledge of Russian:

	(16) We only discussed this in Israel when we were deciding what language we would speak at home. Yes, we wanted to, because you know, at 3–4 years old children go to a municipal kindergarten and that's it, the additional language disappears, so we specially sent him to a Russian-speaking kindergarten so that the child could learn Russian, to give them him an additional language (Mom1).

While various case studies suggest that bilingual parents tend to opt for the language they believe they are more proficient in (e.g., Braun and Cline, 2014; Chiswick and Gindelsky, 2016), the choice of HL between Russian and Hebrew did not exhibit a clear correlation with participants' self-assessed language proficiency, age of repatriation, or duration of attendance at Russian- or Hebrew-medium schools. Among the three participants who were repatriated at age 15, two chose Russian mostly for personal convenience, while one selected Hebrew to maintain the “one parent–one language” (OPOL) strategy with their children, whereas of the two couples who repatriated between ages 7 and 9, one opted for Hebrew, and the other for Russian, despite acknowledging that Hebrew was their stronger language:

	(17) I can write Russian correctly and speak it kind of correctly. Well, sometimes I don't speak it correctly, because I haven't studied it formally anywhere, that is, I know Russian only from what I've heard. And I read, but I write probably with some mistakes, but again I didn't study at school, I didn't study in Russian, and I didn't study Russian as a subject anywhere (Dad1).

Dad4 and Mom1 shared concrete plans for his children's Hebrew maintenance for the nearest future in case they decide to learn Hebrew, namely, sending them to live at the grandparents' and registering them in a local school for a few months. These examples represent an intersection of two mutually supportive ideologies—freedom of language choices for the children and parental responsibility.

In contrast to the efforts put into maintaining Russian and/or Hebrew, parents entrusted the responsibility of teaching English to their children to the school system. They expressed confidence in the Finnish educational system's ability to provide their children with a solid English education. As Dad1 put it (18), “English will come naturally through school,” while Mom1 stated (19), “they will not know it as a native language, but it seems to me that they will know it quite well, since I can see what kind of system there is.”

In line with prior research findings indicating the significance of education and scholarships as fundamental values and primary socialization goals for 1.5 generation PSS Israeli parents, and their prevailing belief that parents bear the responsibility of dedicating significant time in teaching their children (Ulitsa et al., 2020), most research participants emphasized their own duty to transmit the HLs to their children. They regarded external HL support as secondary, and even unnecessary, and assumed full responsibility for the children's language attrition.

Regarding institutional HL support in Finland, children from immigrant backgrounds, extending to the third generation, have the right to receive 2 h of additional basic education in their “mother tongue” or “home language” (“oma äidinkieli” or “kotikieli”) aimed to promote active multilingualism, with an emphasis on enhancing native language literacy and developing multiliteracy skills (OPH, 2022). Two participants reported enrolling their children in home language classes organized by the municipalities, but were dissatisfied with the quality of teaching and even mentioned traumatizing experiences for their children. Regarding Hebrew education, several participants attempted Hebrew lessons, but none were satisfied with the process:

	(20) Hebrew was taught horrendously incompetently and the auntie who taught it was not a teacher at all, but just some kind of an Israeli auntie who, for some reason, decided that she could actually teach the language just for the fact she was Israeli, so she taught it horrendously (Mom4).

One participant enrolled their children in municipal Russian classes and recounted the trauma it inflicted, which significantly impacted their children's attitudes toward Russian literacy for years. As the participant expressed (21), “the terrible [teacher's name] instilled an aversion to learning the Russian language in my eldest child for the rest of her life.” Over half of the parents either were unaware of the opportunity to enroll their children in HL classes or admitted to disregarding proposals from schools. One participant initially couldn't recall being offered HL classes during the interview but later recollected, after consulting with her children, that Russian as a HL class had indeed been suggested by the homeroom teacher. However, she acknowledged not paying enough attention to this proposal at the time.

To summarize, the findings of the study aligned with previous research indicating the profound importance of education and scholarships as core values among Generation 1.5 Post-Soviet Israeli parents (Remennick, 2003; Niznik, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2009). Most participants emphasized their responsibility to transmit HLs to their children, prioritizing parental efforts over external language support and assuming full accountability for their children's language development. Concerning home language classes provided at the state level, some participants were not aware of this opportunity, while others encountered difficulties with HL classes organized by municipalities, which led to dissatisfaction and reported traumatic experiences for their children. All the participants trusted the Finnish education system for Finnish and English instruction.



4.2.5 Functional value

While some parents considered it essential to use the language they feel more convenient in to be the language they use with the children, for others the personal belief and the societal attitude to multilingualism coupled with own desire to raise bilingual children lead them to giving up to personal convenience and using the language they feel less connected to. This parental decision to use Russian in this case aligns with Braun and Cline (2014) finding that bilingual parents often make conscious and deliberate language choices, prioritizing the functional value of a language over personal preferences, even if it goes against their emotional inclinations. Dad1 decided to transmit Russian as the main HL to the children because (22) “Russian is the only language that everyone [in the extended family] knows,” a choice supported by his spouse Mom1, who communicated only in Russian with older relatives in Israel. Both participants emphasized that the decision to use Russian was made before the family's relocation to Finland.

While all the participants expressed overwhelming positive attitudes toward multilingualism, in most cases it went independently of any specific languages, except English. The more languages on a good level—the better was the leitmotif in all the interviews, and English emerged as holding great significance in all the interviews, with its functional value as a lingua franca for more extended communication, or as one of the main skills for educational purposes, gaining such explanations as (23) “a universal language that reached the goal of Esperanto,” (24) “with English any international opportunities are open.” Considering English the most useful language for the children also fits into the ideology of functional value. This perspective aims to transform the children's English language skills into symbolic capital, which can provide social and economic advantages in the future (Woolard, 2020). In line with previous case studies, where immigrant parents considered English as a more important language for the children than the language of the environment (e.g., Cangelosi et al., 2024; Dołowy-Rybińska and Hornsby, 2021), a similar ideology was voiced—all the participants mentioned English as the most useful and practical language for the children's communication opportunities, studies and future career:

	(25) Because if they learn English well, they will be able to communicate with a lot of people, and then Russian and other languages will not be entirely important (Dad1).

The responsibility for attaining English skills was attributed mostly to external sources, such as school and communication with international friends, and at home was used for support with studies, for instance, learning scientific terms in physics. Most participants praised the level of English teaching in Finland, attributing to it their children's high level of English, while one participant reported that all her children learned English on their own and mostly from TV. One participant expanded on their decision to enroll the children to an English-medium instruction school:

	(26) We decided that English is obvious, that is, they can find it anywhere, so to some extent we put English, well, on a par with Russian. That is, Russian is the language of the family, and English is the language of the outside (Dad3).

Finnish was not commonly spoken within the participants' families on a daily basis; nevertheless, its significance and value for the children emerged prominently in most interviews. Reasons cited included personal fondness for the language due to its perceived beauty, future aspirations for the children such as attending a Finnish university, recognition of Finnish as vital for successful integration, and the aspiration for the children to acquire proficiency in multiple languages. Finnish was widely regarded as a valuable skill by most participants. In addition to being the primary language of the environment for all but one participant's children, it was supported for educational purposes by all the families. Even participants with weak Finnish skills took the initiative, without instruction from school, to implement home practices, such as requiring their children to read aloud in Finnish for 30 min or translate scientific terms from English textbooks into Finnish. Ultimately, all participants believed in the school's willingness and ability to support their children's Finnish language development.

Overall, the experiences of the study participants highlighted the complex dynamics of HL maintenance and adaptation to the new linguistic environment. Their language choices were influenced by various factors, including personal convenience, cultural ideologies, and practical considerations, but they all underscored the importance of preserving HL(s), either one of them or both, while adapting to life in Finland. The participants' narratives illustrated the dynamic interplay between HL preservation, adaptation to new linguistic environments, and the strategic incorporation of English. This interplay was characterized by a nuanced understanding of the benefits of multilingualism, the importance of cultural continuity, and the functional value of raising children in a multilingual world.




4.3 Ideologies concerning code-switching

In line with Remennick's sociological study (2003), where 58% of 1,000 Generation 1.5 representatives reported some degree of code-switching between Hebrew and Russian, most participants in this research acknowledged engaging in code-switching to some extent. Besides deliberate code-switching, subtle markers such as occasional insertions of Hebrew or English terms in otherwise fluent Russian, like the Hebrew/English calque “carrot” from the “carrot and stick” proverb, meaning “whip and sugar bread” in Russian, or sporadic errors in noun case forms typical for Israeli Russian (Meir et al., 2021), were observed. Participants reflected on their code-switching and language mixing behaviors, providing examples of situations where they switch between languages or specific words they use exclusively in one language.

	(27) I have one word that I can't get rid of, it's gina [Heb. “garden”], it's not piha [Fin. “garden”] for me at all, I even tell my children that it's not piha for us, it's gina (Dad3).
	(28) Between us [the spouses], not really, we don't speak Russian. Well, if some words are sometimes peculiarities of languages, when some word is, like, exactly, what I can say only in Russian (Mom2).

The two examples above illustrate the ideology of personal convenience, with most participants mentioning their own code-switching practices as a means of speeding up the communication or complementing the vocabulary in one of the languages with the words from another, either when the counterpart is too long or complicated, or when the word in the other language is non-existent: Dad3 gave a list of army positions in Hebrew that he uses in Russian, while other participants discussed the words in Russian which exact counterparts do not exist in Hebrew, but appear to be useful in Finland, such as moroška [Rus. “cloudberry”] or izmoroz' [Rus. “rime”, “hoarfrost”].

However, attitudes to code-switching and language mixing varied drastically. While for most participants inserting certain words from other languages was openly reported as “inevitable”, “no negative feelings, I know where it comes from”, or even openly supporting the code-mixed Israeli Russian for personal use, with Israeli Russian performing the function of a “tool for intra-communal affiliation” (Perelmutter, 2018b, p. 136):

	(29) When we understand that around us [in a situation where Russian is lingua franca] there are people who also understand Hebrew, then there is some kind of relaxation, and an additional language appears. From my point of view, this is just incredibly cool (Mom1).

Nevertheless, all the participants reported continuously correcting code-switching instances within their children (30) “I take it with humor, but correct it” (Mom2), with all of them using one of the two practices—either asking the child what the code-mixed phrase be in one language (31) Dad3: “How would you say it in Russian?”, or repeating the phrase after the child, but in one language:

	(32) I translate the whole thing back to Hebrew for them, and they look at me and repeat after me (Dad2).
	(33) I repeat in Russian, when they, for example, ask, when is dad's palkka [Fin. “salary”]? I say dad's salary is on the 5th. That is, I try to duplicate it in Russian, but intentionally I don't put special emphasis on it (Mom4).

The practice of code-switching correcting within all the participants indicates on the presence of the ideology of multilingual disadvantage, which aligns with both the wide-spread general ideology on code-switching as negative, a sign of language decay and assuming that it negatively effects the proficiency in one or both languages (Aitchison, 1991), as well as with the local ideology that using Hebrew loanwords in Russian is a sign of HL Russian decay (Kopeliovich, 2010). Consistent with this, one participant expressed concern that Israeli Russian could become the main language for the children, and another one expressed openly negative attitudes toward code-switching in any languages:

(34) Even my relatives also had and still have this problem—they mix up languages, insert a lot of words from Russian into Hebrew, from Hebrew into Russian, and it turns out to be some kind of a salad. One needs to create some kind of division; in some way one just needs to limit themself in this and force themself to speak purely in the language that one communicates at the moment. This salad—I understand where it comes from, but as for me, it's wrong, it's distorting the beauty. There are people who are friends with this, but I think that this is a big drawback. If you speak, let's say, Russian, you must adhere to this (Dad2).

Within the framework of diglossia, this attitude reflects the perception of any non-standard variety of Russian as a Low language (Bilaniuk, 1997), and Israeli Russian in particular is frequently criticized by its speakers when mentioned to people from other backgrounds (Perelmutter, 2018b). Although the participant was interviewed by a community member, it was evident to him that the conversation was intended for an audience outside the community.

The attitudes toward code-switching differed depending on whether it was insertions of words in one language to another, or switching between languages in full sentences for practical purposes, such as for not being understood by others, i.e., secret language. The second case was perceived positively or even encouraged by the parents, who considered it a teaching opportunity to show the children additional advantages of multilingualism.



4.4 Languages and integration

Most participants discussed the correlation between their children's proficiency in Finnish and social integration into Finnish society, revealing a distinct division among parental ideologies. While some parents viewed mastering Finnish as essential for successful integration, others doubted that even native fluency would ensure complete integration. Conversely, a third group posited that integration in Finland could occur independently of proficiency in Finnish. Mom1, who had resided in Finland for the shortest duration among the participants, observed a direct link between her children's level of Finnish proficiency and their successful integration. She noted that, while both her younger children spoke English, her middle daughter quickly grasped Finnish, resulting in her having “an unbelievable number of Finnish friends” and feeling as though she had grown up there. In contrast, the youngest daughter struggled with Finnish, making it challenging for her to make friends.

Participants supporting the notion that children with an immigrant background inevitably struggle to fully integrate into Finnish society, pointed to two main factors. Some mentioned the creation of language bubbles within immigrant groups, while others highlighted the practice of segregating children with immigrant backgrounds in schools.

	(35) Even if the kids will speak native Finnish, they will still be in the immigrant bubble and it's a no-nonsense bubble, but I mean. There are two separate worlds, no matter what, even if they were born here. Of course, it certainly depends on them how open they will be and how far they will have to leave their comfort zone in order, so to speak, to increase the circle of communication, but from what is naturally happening, what I see is that everyone with whom the children communicate is either the children of immigrants who came here, that is, the children themselves are immigrants, or even if the children were born here, their parents immigrated, and they've been living here for 20 years (Dad3).

Mom4, who had resided in Finland for 20 years, recounted several instances where her youngest child, born in Finland and fluent in Finnish, was forced to additional Finnish classes for children with immigrant backgrounds. After parental intervention, teachers confirmed the child's native-level proficiency in Finnish, acknowledging that the placement was solely due to the child's background. Mom4 described another instance of what she termed “classical segregation” her child experienced:

	(36) There was an unpleasant incident when there was a celebration of 100 years of Finnish independence, this famous one, when these unfortunate children [with an immigrant background] were taken to matinees separately as trained monkeys, and they had to tell why they liked life in Finland so much. And my child, and several other children who had this background, but at the same time they did not live anywhere except Finland, they were born there, they spoke Finnish to each other—they could not answer this question—why they like living in Finland. As if they had another country to compare with. And that, in my opinion, was a pretty disgusting show (Mom4).

Another participant viewed successful integration as a process not solely dependent on mastering Finnish. They argued that since English was widely spoken by the majority of residents in Finland, proficiency in English could also contribute to successful integration. Additionally, they suggested that integration into the Russian-speaking community in Finland could also be considered as a form of successful integration.

	(37) Firstly, there are a lot of Russian speakers here, so you can very easily find activities for children and communicate with Russian-speaking children. There are a lot of children here, and people in general, speaking English. This makes integration and everyday life in general much easier. With Finnish it is much more difficult, because since such an opportunity to communicate in both native and familiar languages, it greatly interferes with communication in the local language (Mom1).

To summarize the key findings, the participants' ideologies regarding language transmission, multilingualism, code-switching, and integration into Finnish society reflect a complex interplay of personal experiences, cultural values, and practical considerations. The attitudes toward language choices and practices showed diverse patterns, with participants choosing Russian, Hebrew, or both languages for transmission to the children in Finland. The most prominent language ideologies concerned the choice between personal convenience and functional value, with the latter influenced by factors such as the possibility of communication with all family members, integration, or educational goals. Code-switching was perceived as natural among participants, with attitudes ranging from acceptance to concern. Both English and Finnish held high functional value, with English holding more significance for its practicality and educational benefits. Regarding integration into Finnish society, participants held differing views. While some believed that proficiency in Finnish was essential for successful integration, others questioned its sufficiency.




5 Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the language choices reported by the seven participants, and the language ideologies linked with these choices. Transnational multilingual families offered rich grounds for exploring the complexities of managing linguistic resources and ideologies within micro-level contexts. Language-related decisions in these families were deeply integrated with all aspects of child rearing, impacting every family member (Soler and Zabrodskaja, 2017).

This study examined the language ideologies of transnational bilingual parents residing in a third language environment, with a particular focus on their language choices and policies upon relocating to Finland. While the participants strongly advocated for multilingualism, a key finding emerged regarding their consistent language choices upon relocating to Finland. Despite reflecting and discussing future language policies for their children while in Israel, the participants did not alter or reassess these policies upon moving to Finland. The policies typically revolved around raising children with two strong native languages, with Russian as the home/heritage language, or as native speakers of Hebrew with some heritage Russian background. Notably, only one participant continued to employ the OPOL strategy in Finland, while others, who had not considered it previously, did not adopt it. This finding aligned with Braun and Cline (2014) assertion regarding the challenges of implementing the OPOL strategy in trilingual settings, often leading bilingual parents to neglect one of their native languages.

Another intriguing finding was that many participants did not have a predetermined set of languages they wished their children to master. While they expressed a desire for their children to speak definite languages, such as Hebrew or Russian, but also emphasized the importance of their children's autonomy in selecting which languages to master. Their primary concern was not the specific languages spoken but rather that their children excel in at least one language, ideally several. This ideology reflects the power dynamics at play, the ability to switch between languages being a form of linguistic capital that can be leveraged in different social contexts (Schieffelin et al., 1998). The most significant worry among parents regarding multilingualism was the prospect of their children lacking full proficiency in any language, thus necessitating frequent code-switching to convey their thoughts. This finding went in line with Ballinger et al. (2020) research findings, where HL parents expressed more worry about the potential negative consequences of childhood multilingualism compared to non-HL parents. While the current research participants were concerned mostly about language mixing, Ballinger et al. (2020) also discussed overloading the children with too many languages, and potential delays in language development—the disadvantages not mentioned by the present study participants. Another point connected to language choices was not reported by the participants to play a role in HL choices—language status as an influencing factor. While bilingual parents in a third language environment often emphasize practical considerations and language status rather than personal preferences (Braun and Cline, 2014), the participants in this study primarily based their decisions on personal convenience, with the children's language preferences being a secondary consideration.

Conflicting language ideologies can exist even in small-scale societies (Woolard, 2020). The participants' attitudes toward code-switching varied across different contexts: their own practices in Israel, their current behaviors in Finland, and the code-switching observed in their children. In Israel, all participants reported engaging in code-switching, which was perceived as a norm within the community. This finding aligned with previous research on Israeli Russian (Naiditch, 2008; Perelmutter, 2018a). However, upon relocating to Finland, most participants' ideologies on code-switching underwent a shift. They made deliberate choices to use one language without incorporating elements from the other, citing reasons such as the desire to transmit at least one HL in its standardized form and the need to ensure mutual understanding when communicating with monolingual individuals, predominantly from Russian-speaking countries and occasionally from Israel. On the other hand, over half of the participants felt a sense of belonging, relaxation, and enjoyment when conversing in Israeli Russian with peers. Indeed, the sense of belonging to the Jewish community in the diaspora has always been represented through distinctive features such as clothing, foods, and language, with the differences in language characteristics ranged from being largely unintelligible to other speakers to including just a few added Hebrew words (Hary and Wein, 2013). This phenomenon is illustrated in Example 27, where the participant highlights the significance of using a Hebrew word to describe something as personal and relaxing as their own garden.

In regard to their children's code-switching, participants contextualized this phenomenon based on their own childhood experiences and considered it a natural aspect of language development. However, they consistently reported correcting code-switching in their child's speech by repeating the phrase in one language or asking the child to repeat the phrase. This practice employed by the participants in the study to correct their children's code-switching represents an example of the ideology of multilingual disadvantage, corresponds to a broader language ideology on code-switching as a sign of language deterioration (Aitchison, 1991) and decay the HL (Kopeliovich, 2010). Ideologies carry moral and political weight because they suggest not only how language is but how it should be. They assign more value to certain linguistic features or varieties over others, depending on the situation and the speaker. This can turn some people's language practices into symbolic capital, leading to social and economic rewards (Woolard, 2020). Consistent with this, some participants linked the higher value attributed to “correct” Russian, as opposed to code-switching Israeli Russian, to their children's future ability to create valuable connections with Russian speakers worldwide.

Regarding collective parental ideologies toward supporting HLs in their children, all parents viewed HL maintenance, whether Hebrew or Russian, as their personal responsibility, often forgoing or neglecting external support available to immigrant children in Finland. They emphasized the importance of oral proficiency in at least one HL, prioritizing this aspect over literacy, which was seen as beneficial but not essential.

Finnish, being the dominant language of the environment, held varying degrees of importance among the participants, ranging from a preference for their children to primarily use Finnish in their future endeavors to a recognition of its significance while residing in the country. Consequently, formal education languages ranged from strict Finnish instruction to bilingual English-Finnish programs, with a stronger emphasis on English in some cases. English emerged unanimously as a vital life skill for the children, with the responsibility for teaching it primarily falling on the school system. Parents generally expressed satisfaction with the level of English instruction provided in Finnish public schools. Furthermore, some participants highlighted the functional value of English for their adolescent children, aligning with previous research indicating that English has become a secondary language in the linguistic repertoire of Finnish adolescents (Leppänen and Nikula, 2007).

Parental ideologies on their children's proficiency in Finnish and its correlation with social integration into Finnish society revealed a nuanced spectrum of parental ideologies. Successful integration of immigrants, as outlined in a press release by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, involves multiple dimensions, including effective communication in Finnish or Swedish, employment, social participation, and societal receptiveness, with engagement needed from both the receiving society and the immigrants themselves (Ministry of Economic Affairs Employment, 2020). Some parents firmly believed that mastering Finnish was essential for successful integration, while others expressed doubts about the extent to which native fluency in Finnish could ensure complete integration, with a third group positing that integration in Finland could occur independently of proficiency in Finnish. Finnish integration policy emphasizes that learning the language and adopting cultural norms helps migrant children integrate into the labor market and contribute to society, with programs designed under the presumption that migrants are often disadvantaged or underprivileged (Zacheus et al., 2019; Korpela, 2023). This presumption explains the situation of the parent who perceived as segregation the school's attempts to provide additional but completely unnecessary support with the Finnish language for their Finnish-born child for the only reason of having an immigrant background. From the school's perspective, it was an attempt to provide additional support to a child from a perceived underprivileged background, while a participant deciphered it as segregation and a proof of inability to be fully integrated into Finnish society, even having been born there and speaking Finnish as a native language, as confirmed in a private conversation with the teachers. This was not a unique experience for the participant's children, which strengthened the participant's confidence about the inability to fully integrate being of an immigrant background. Another claim about inability to fully integrate concerned language bubbles formed by immigrants. This claim aligned with the findings of a European Commission survey (European Commission, 2016), which revealed that most teachers in Finland recognized the presence of foreign-language enclaves in schools. These enclaves hindered children from immigrant backgrounds from becoming fluent in Finnish and, consequently, from successfully integrating.

Regarding the connection between Finnish language skills and integration into Finnish society, both perspectives on successful integration discussed by the study participants have gained scientific attention—namely, that successful integration in Finland is attained either through mastering the Finnish language or, conversely, through adopting English as the main communication language. While the Finnish Board of Education emphasizes immigrants' proficiency in Finnish as crucial for social integration, enabling interaction within society, culture, and working life (OPH, 2022), other studies confirm that due to its unique role and prestige in Finland, including its well-established position as a medium of instruction at various educational levels, English can also serve as a means for integration for both adults and children (Leppänen and Nikula, 2007; Blommaert et al., 2012), with immigrants from high-income nations not being expected to learn Finnish as extensively as those lower in the hierarchy (Koskela, 2014). Nevertheless, skilled migrants often feel they cannot fully integrate into society, despite mastering the Finnish language. Instead of adopting Finnish customs, they are expected to continually represent their native cultures, showcasing cultural diversity within an international, multicultural community, which hinders their ability to truly integrate and feel a sense of belonging in Finnish society (Koskela, 2014).



6 Conclusion and limitations

This study investigated language choices and ideologies among seven transnational Hebrew-Russian participants relocating to Finland. The following ideologies were detected and formulated in this study: multilingual advantage, freedom of language choice, parental convenience, cultural and traditional value, and parental responsibility. The external ideology of language superiority prominent in their childhood was also discussed by the participants. The ideologies concerning code-switching and the connection between language knowledge and integration showed various patterns.

While advocating for multilingualism, participants maintained consistent language choices adopted in Israel after their relocation to Finland. The predominant concern was ensuring proficiency in at least one language, reflecting power dynamics and linguistic capital. Concerns over code-switching and the need for language purity at least in one language were evident, aligning with monolingual societal values. English emerged as crucial, with the education system largely responsible for its instruction. Views on the Finnish language as a means of social integration varied, with some emphasizing language mastery a key factor, while others questioned its sufficiency, reflecting broader societal debates on immigrant integration.

This study reflects how individuals and families interpret and manage their linguistic environments based on their beliefs, values, and experiences. Language ideologies shape and are shaped by the ways people perceive the roles and functions of different languages within their lives and communities. The study contributes to the theory of language ideology by addressing an new combination of languages—Hebrew, Russian, and Finnish—within transnational and multilingual contexts, offering a nuanced understanding of how language ideologies influence and are influenced by the process of relocation and integration. The unique combination of languages emphasizes the specific challenges and strategies employed by families managing multiple heritage languages and integrating into a new linguistic environment. Understanding this combination contributes to a more comprehensive view of language ideologies in diverse multilingual settings. The study findings also have implications for informing language policy and educational practices. By highlighting the language ideologies of transnational families, this research can guide policymakers and educators in developing strategies that better support multilingual families, address their specific needs, and foster effective language integration and maintenance practices. As described in Section 3.2., this study has limitations due to its small sample size and potential selection bias, which affect the generalizability of the findings. Supplementing the research with participant observations or longitudinal studies could provide additional insights and deepen the understanding of the findings. Lastly, to address research gaps effectively, future studies should strive for a more diverse sample of parents, as well as various linguistic environments, namely, different countries for relocation. This would ensure a broader representation of Generation 1.5 FSU-born Israeli parents' ideologies, especially in countries with larger Israeli communities.
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Introduction: This research investigates resilience and lived experiences of transnational Russophone families amidst global changes, with a focus on the intricate dynamics of communities spread across borders. The study emphasizes the importance of considering individual migrant experiences in understanding language learning and integration. We explored perceptions of local language proficiency among Russophones; challenges faced by adult Russophones in learning a new language; attitudes and experiences of adults regarding language learning; and strategies Russophone immigrants use to address gaps in the target language.
Methods: Methodologically, the research employs ethnographic and thematic analyses, drawing on a diverse array of sources including interviews, social media posts, and personal communications. This approach highlights the necessity of considering both prompted responses and spontaneous discussions to capture authentic opinions on language learning from various perspectives.
Results: The study underscores the interconnectedness and interdependence within transnational families, illustrating how their lives are shaped by factors that transcend national boundaries. The examination of their diverse experiences reveals their capacity to endure and overcome challenges of integrating into new societies. Russophone migrants’ attitudes toward language learning highlight how learning the host country’s language enhances integration and social mobility, while maintaining the native language preserves cultural heritage, although second-generation immigrants often feel disconnected from their linguistic roots.
Discussion: Studies by various authors discuss challenges which immigrants face when adapting to a new linguistic environment. This project emphasizes the impact of language learning on identity and reveals cultural flexibility in attaining social justice in multicultural contexts. These insights suggest that language programs and policies should address both the practical needs of immigrants and the preservation of their cultural identities taking into account their naïve views about language learning.
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1 Introduction

In the 1990s, we witnessed mass immigration to Finland, Germany, and Israel from the USSR and the Post-Soviet Space (PSS). These migrants belonged to the category known as repatriates. Some were motivated by ethnic pride and a desire to live in their ancestral homeland, while others fled political upheaval, ethnic conflicts, and economic decline (see Fialkova and Yelenevskaya, 2007; Meng, 2001; Protassova, 2004). Due to the Cold War, few had visited their ancestral lands before migrating and had little idea of what to expect. Except for the elderly, the majority of the migrants had Russian as L1 and received education in Russian. Ingrian Finns residing in small villages in Karelia and Leningrad region preserved traces of the Finnish language, while Russian Germans maintained some fractured remnants of dialects. As time passed by, these were drifting further away from standard varieties of Finnish and German. Soviet Jews were among the most urbanized ethnic groups, primarily assimilated and Russian monolinguals. The elderly who grew up in Ukraine, Belorussia and Baltic Republics knew some Yiddish. Mountain Jews who came from the Caucasus could speak the Tat language, and Buchara Jews from Uzbekistan knew Judeo-Tadjik, but almost nobody could communicate in Hebrew, the state language of Israel.

Post-war generations had few opportunities to learn Finnish unless they lived in the Karelian Autonomous Republic or studied it at the few universities offering courses of Finnish. The fluctuating language policies in Karelia during the 1930s and 1940s, documented by Kilin (1999) and Zinkevich (2018), alternated between promoting and suppressing Finnish. Hebrew was proclaimed to be the language of the clerics and Zionists in 1926, so all the cultural initiatives involving the use of Hebrew were devoid of state support (Polian, 2018). Until the mid-1980s, private teaching of Hebrew could lead to prison sentences, which discouraged Jews from learning it. German was one of the popular foreign languages in Soviet schools, but except for specialized schools which used excellent textbooks and offered more than twice the number of class hours as compared with the rest of the schools, the results were very poor. In the absence of opportunities to travel abroad and in the atmosphere of anti-Western propaganda, the mainstream Soviet school used textbooks aiming to transfer Soviet values and the ideology instead of introducing schoolchildren to the cultures of other countries. This acted as a demotivator and “I studied but I have not learned,” was a common situation after five or 6 years of foreign language learning.

Those Russian Germans and Ingrian Finns who hoped that their knowledge of the language of their historical Fatherland would be sufficient at least for the first period of life were disappointed. Their grammar proficiency was either lost over generations of living away from ancestral homelands, or never properly acquired in the Soviet school. Their oral skills were strongly influenced by the Russian language and languages of the Soviet environment. One participant in our project ironically called the language spoken by his peers “Swabian-Crimean-Kazakh-German language.” Written skills of these people were very weak, and they could not differentiate between formal and informal ways of expression.

Until the beginning of mass emigration in the 1990s, adult language learning among citizens of the USSR was not widespread. Foreign travel was limited to the selected few deemed completely loyal to the system. Fiction in foreign languages published in the Soviet Union was mostly classics, and the number of copies put in circulation was pitifully small. Foreign movies were dubbed, and special efforts were made to create noise and interference preventing people from listening to the programs of foreign radio channels whether in Russian or in other languages. Correspondence with foreigners could ruin one’s career, and letters sent from abroad often ended up in the drawers of censors, never reaching the addressees. In fact, there were almost no contexts in which command of a foreign language could have a pragmatic value. The situation changed in the 1990s. Prospective migrants, students, researchers, and tourists all felt that basic English was essential for functioning abroad. Moreover, ideas about the benefits of language learning for developing and preserving cognitive abilities also became a factor encouraging Russophones to start or resume learning new languages when they were past their student years (cf. Bulajeva and Hogan-Brun, 2010; Kazakbaeva, 2023).

The Russophone diaspora has been growing over the past 35 years, with generations changing and waves of new immigrants arriving. In different countries there were special programs for accepting qualified labor or inviting migrants willing to be trained for in-demand occupations. The latest influx was associated with Russia’s large-scale intervention in Ukraine. Borusiak (2023) investigated challenges faced by highly educated emigrants from Russia across 26 countries, revealing a gradual communication decline with those who remained in Russia and increasing adaptation to the new environment.

In the last two decades, interactions of the Russophones living outside Russia with Russia’s inhabitants and with Russian speakers residing in different countries have been greatly facilitated by access to mobile devices and to the possibility to keep in touch through social networks (Bassin and Suslov, 2016; Solovova and Vakser, 2023; Vorobeva et al., 2022; Yelenevskaya and Protassova, 2023b). Through the posts in social media, Sippola et al. (2022) studied the significance of embodied cultural capital in enhancing one’s social position in the host country (Estonian and Russian speakers in Finland), particularly through understanding and adhering to its normative rules. They used ethnographic analysis and found that education, taste in clothing, food, and style, and language proficiency emerged as key resources for positioning and making distinctions, while discussions also provided opportunities for participants to showcase their cultural resources. Grebenyuk and Subbotin (2021) examine migrant integration in destination countries, covering assimilation challenges, identity preservation, migration patterns caused by various factors, including natural disasters and political reasons, as well as intellectual and labor migration. They emphasize the uniqueness of data generated by social networks, which provide real-time coverage of the entire population. The limitations of this method are accessibility, representativeness, and user preference variability.



2 Aims, material and method

This study aims to determine how language learning affects Russophones’ integration into host societies. While many studies have examined how language proficiency impacts job market success (see, e.g., Chiswick, 2008; Isphording, 2015; Roll, 2003; Zorlo and Hartog, 2018), adult immigrants’ further education, and socio-economic mobility, fewer have explored immigrants’ perceptions of their language skills and attitudes toward multilingualism. This paper aims to fill that gap. We want to demonstrate challenges of the new life with a new language in the naïve representation of the new speakers (De Costa et al., 2016; Hoffman, 1998).

Undertaking this project, we posed the following research questions:

	• How do Russophones perceive the importance of local language/s proficiency?
	• What challenges do adult Russophones face in learning a new language?
	• What attitudes and experiences do adults share regarding language learning?
	• What strategies do Russophone immigrants employ to cope with gaps in the target language?

Material for analysis was drawn from various sources, including individual and group interviews and discussions, for which participants provided informed consent to be cited anonymously. Before conducting interviews, all participants were provided with detailed information about the study and its objectives, the use of the data collected, and their rights. Written consent was obtained from each participant, ensuring they understood their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time without any negative consequences. All personal data provided by participants were handled confidentially. Participants were assured that their identities would remain private, and that the information shared during interviews would be stored securely, accessible only to authorized research personnel. To ensure anonymity, all participants were assigned pseudonyms, and any identifying information, including locations, specific job titles, or personal details, was removed or generalized in the analysis.

We also collected material from social media, using open publications accessible through blog aggregators. For publicly available Facebook discussions, we adhered to ethical standards concerning the use of publicly accessible data. As the discussions were already public, explicit consent from the users was not required. However, we strictly followed guidelines regarding the ethical use of social media data, ensuring no identifiable information was used in the analysis (Townsend and Wallace, 2016; Zimmer, 2010). Although Facebook posts were publicly available, any identifying details such as names, usernames, and other personal information were omitted or altered to protect individuals’ privacy. User identities were anonymized by removing or altering any identifiable features such as usernames, profile pictures, and specific references to locations or events that could reveal the identity of the post authors.

The first three sections of the text are dedicated to Germany, Finland, and Israel because we have studied them for a period of more than 30 years and have accumulated longitudinal data which can be reassessed. These countries embraced ethnically privileged migration, also known as repatriation, and in the first sections, we focus only on these migrants. We translated the excerpts from Russian without editing them and trying to preserve individual style of the speakers.

It is important for us to consider not only what people say on a particular topic when prompted or asked a focused question but also when they initiate the discussion themselves. We believe that in such situations, even if participants are deliberately provoked, sincere opinions on the issues that interest or bother them are likely to come up. We also found it useful to compare opinions expressed on different platforms and in different formats. Naturally, not every lay person is an attentive observer with good analytical skills and able to reflect on language learning processes. Sometimes participants are too shy to give details if they consider themselves to be failures in language learning. Some others add colorful details in order to ameliorate their experiences or reproduce other people’s opinions about language learning. We can assume that most utterances are influenced by memories of how they themselves learned new languages, what worked for them and what did not.

In our research, we primarily used ethnographic and thematic analyses. The latter allows us to systematically identify and organize data collected, singling out topics which emerge in conversations, interviews, essays, and any other data sources the researchers have. This helps us make sense of shared experiences and meanings. In other words, it is a way of identifying what is common to the way a topic is talked or written about (Braun and Clarke, 2012). The ethnographic analysis presupposes both descriptions and interpretation of cultural behavior and practices of the individuals and groups studied. The ethnographic method favors triangulation of data sources and methods. It also uses thick descriptions which provide the context of the experiences analyzed, seek to determine intentions and meanings organizing participants’ experiences (Denzin, 1994; Gubrium and Holstein, 1997; Lazarton, 2003; O’Reilly, 2011). These methods presuppose meticulous work with data sources throughout the project. Writing fieldwork notes and ethnographic diaries documenting communication with the participants or obtaining additional material which represents the phenomena and people in a new light may change the researchers’ initial perspective and ultimately, the final report (Clandinin and Connelly, 1994). Our interpretation of the participants’ words is neither objective nor value free. It is the result of our own subjectivities based on our experience as immigrants, language teachers and researchers of the linguistic and cultural aspects of migration.



3 Theoretical background

Adult immigrant language learners are a numerous and growing group, but this category of learners remains under-researched even in immigrant-receiving countries, although interest in the subject is gradually increasing, (see e. g., Extramiana, 2012; Mouti et al., 2021; Krumm and Plutzar, 2008; Mathews-Aydinli, 2008, etc.). Some migrants start learning the local language/s shortly after arrival, but others keep delaying it until their other resettlement problems are resolved. They are unaware that the longer they postpone language learning, the harder it is to integrate into the host society. Immigrant-receiving countries have various approaches to the task of teaching immigrants and refugees (Burgess and Rowsell, 2020; García, 2017). If teaching focuses on skill development, and forms of assessment are rigid and do not consider the learners’ cultural background and prior experience, the students become stressed and intimidated and may lose motivation to continue their studies. On the other hand, if teaching materials are multimodal and model situations that newcomers face in their everyday life, the students’ motivation receives a boost. If a curriculum encourages learners to compare their own language and culture with those of the host country, they are likely to discover striking similarities but also differences. Moreover, at some point, the learners come to realize changes in their own worldview, testifying to emerging hybrid identities (Alim and Paris, 2017). Those migrants who resettle in non-English speaking countries often must combine acquiring the local language/s with learning or improving their English which gives access to the cultural capital across the globe and has become a prerequisite for academic studies and white-collar jobs in many countries (Burns and Roberts, 2010; Strömmer, 2017).

More than with other categories of learners it is essential that adult immigrants and refugees develop autonomy in setting goals, choosing strategies, and taking responsibility for their own studies. Not everyone is ready for this. In some cultures, a teacher-centered approach still prevails. Older people in particular are used to relying on the teacher more than on themselves. Today, thanks to the spread of digital technologies there is an abundance of online materials for self-directed studies uploaded to the net. However, not everyone is able to choose appropriate materials on his/her own, and this is where teacher guidance, monitoring and suggesting alternative paths is important (Grover et al., 2014). Most of the adults who are not complete novices in learning have their own learning styles and have developed some strategies, which they use whether consciously or not. These strategies can be divided into memory, cognitive and metacognitive, compensational, affective and social (Ehrman and Oxford, 1990). Some studies suggest that more proficient learners apply a wider variety of strategies in a diversity of situations (see, e.g., Ehrman et al., 2003). Moreover, a learner equipped with well-tested strategies is better adjusted to self-directed learning than the one who is not.

Besides institutional language learning, it is necessary to mention the role of “incidental” learning that occurs when newcomers start participating in various activities together with members of the host society, be it sports teams, hobby groups, charity organizations or local housing or parents’ committees. Some immigrants see their activities as purely recreational and are not even aware that learning is taking place. Although it is difficult to measure how much additional exposure to the target language and practice in informal contexts contributes to the proficiency, but it does boost the newcomers’ self-confidence and gives them additional knowledge about the culture of the host country (see Alenius, 2017; Rogers, 2017). Moreover, these activities may contribute to more positive attitudes to multilingualism.

An attitude is commonly defined as a psychological evaluation that reflects a person’s positive, negative, or neutral feelings toward an object, person, idea, or situation (Vogel and Wanke, 2016). Language learners’ attitudes play a crucial role in their success and motivation to learn a new language (Alhamami, 2022). Positive attitudes, such as enthusiasm and interest, lead to greater motivation and effort in learning. Negative attitudes like frustration, anxiety, and a lack of confidence can hinder the learning process (Hosseini and Pourmandnia, 2013). Attitudes can predict behavior, but their accuracy depends on the alignment between the attitude and behavior measures (Haddock et al., 2020). Learners’ attitudes are shaped by various factors including their cultural background, previous experiences, the type of language tasks set, and the learning environment. We will analyze both explicit attitudes while investigating interviews, and implicit psychological tendencies presented in blogs and online discussions.

Immigrants’ attitudes toward learning the language of their environment can vary significantly depending on the background, education, prior experience in language learning, motivation, cultural beliefs, and the societal context in which they find themselves. Linguistic needs of the parents differ from those of the children, and in many cases parents perceive their children’s attitudes toward second-language learning as more positive than the children themselves (Mirici et al., 2013). The impact of educational intervention in adolescent immigrants’ practices revealed that integrating different activities into language teaching promotes a positive attitude toward oral practice and greater engagement in the learning process. Ultimately, this facilitates attainment of more satisfactory oral language proficiency (Garrido and Ruiz, 2013). Among adults, variables such as education level, age at migration, and a degree of language exposure through social networks significantly influence satisfaction with the results of the language-learning programs, while a socioeconomic status and gender do not (Reichenberg and Berhanu, 2019). Feelings of moral discomfort or well-being at school predict attitudes toward learning the target language, with academic grit partially mediating this relationship (Altıntaş and Kutluca Canbulat, 2024; Schachner et al., 2017). Troesch et al. (2021) aimed to explore how parental attitudes towards acculturation relate to immigrant children’s second language (L2) skills, identifying factors such as parental L2 proficiency and early childcare attendance as significant predictors. Results demonstrated a negative correlation between parental acculturation attitudes and children’s L2 skills, highlighting the importance of early childcare and parental proficiency in fostering L2 learning among immigrant children. As Janta et al. (2012) put it, the conceptualization of language learning among migrants, as outlined in the adjustment literature, posits a continuum from passive observation to active language use, with stress and anxiety being inherent factors in this process. The newcomers’ capacity to endure stress influences their adoption of an active stance in language learning, while interactions and networks play a crucial role in co-creating knowledge, including linguistic competence.

Transnational Russophone communities of practice encompass diverse networks and identities formed by Russian speakers worldwide (e.g., Byford et al., 2019; Protassova and Yelenevskaya, 2024). These communities are shaped by migration, cultural exchange, and the evolving dynamics of language use in various sociopolitical contexts. Mobility and connectivity play a crucial role in the formation of these transnational communities, where discussions on language use are vital for both integration into new societies and the maintenance of transborder ties.

In recent decades, social networks have emerged as major communication platforms, particularly during the COVID pandemic, which drastically reduced face-to-face interactions worldwide. The growing mobility of populations has further fueled their popularity. Social networks not only help users forge new friendships but also maintain existing ones. The flexibility of both synchronous and asynchronous communication makes these platforms attractive. They are used for sharing opinions, discussing events, lobbying, disseminating information, advertising, and offering support, among many other functions. Online debates can evoke genuine emotions. They assist in problem-solving, and provide crucial information (Tharapos and O’Connell, 2020). In the global Russian-speaking diaspora, social media serves as a vital barometer of public opinion, emphasizing the need for a broad perspective when analyzing these platforms (Ryazanova-Clarke, 2014, 2017).

With the widespread use of platforms like Facebook understanding their usage patterns and implications is crucial, as many people’s offline connections also exist online (Hollenbaugh and Ferris, 2014). Social networks and actual life complement each other, rather than opposing each other (Guizzardi, 2013: 181). Scholars have increasingly used data from Twitter (now X), email, and Google searches to explore demographic trends (Schneider and Harknett, 2022). Platforms like Facebook are becoming valuable tools for research, especially in recruitment and retention, despite concerns about privacy and consent. As social media becomes a standard mode of communication, researchers should consider its potential (Bennetts et al., 2021). Bloggers and participants in discussions on social media behave differently on Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn (Ermakova et al., 2021).

Social networking is now integral to daily and professional life, offering vast opportunities to connecting with diverse communities. Mansour (2020) highlights how despite diverse parenting practices, a multicultural mothers’ group on Facebook shares information and develops common norms to function effectively. Pötzschke and Braun (2017) found social media recruitment to be cost-effective for targeting migrant populations. Social networks like Facebook are essential for migrants, helping them establish new connections and maintain old ones, manage relationships, and stay informed about social activities. Discussion groups for Russophone immigrants are particularly active, with members sharing experiences on navigating bureaucracy, job hunting, and language learning. While there is research on internet use among migrants, the specific impact of social networking on social adjustment remains underexplored, highlighting the need for further research. However, internet researchers must be cautious of potential errors and ethical concerns (see Reips, 2002).

The use of social networks among Russophone migrants plays a crucial role in mutual support for learning a second language. These platforms provide spaces where migrants can share resources, exchange experiences, and offer encouragement to one another. The discussions in online forums and groups help to fill knowledge lacunae, reduce the isolation often felt by newcomers, and create a sense of community. By leveraging these digital connections, Russophone migrants can access practical advice on language learning, find emotional support, and build networks that facilitate their integration into new societies. This collective approach to learning underscores the importance of community-driven initiatives in overcoming the challenges of acquiring a second language in a foreign environment (Yelenevskaya and Protassova, 2023a).



4 Results

In the early 1990s, Finland, Germany and Israel were not equally well prepared for absorbing large waves of newcomers in language courses and often had to employ teachers who had no special training in methodologies of intensive teaching and accelerated learning. Moreover, while the sentence “Language is what matters most” was reiterated by many new arrivals like a mantra, not everyone was prepared to invest much time and effort in language learning. Having mastered the basics and establishing contacts with local residents, many found out that the language spoken in real life differed from the literary norm taught in class and that several months of studies are insufficient to attain proficiency needed to use the language in a variety of contexts. Although language courses for immigrants played their role as a tool for socialization in the host society, some migrants felt they could not afford to study while they were still jobless; others were ashamed to attend language courses because, as they reported, they were adults and “only children go to school,” or because they were men, and only women can sit in class repeating after the teacher. Therefore, many newcomers did not use the opportunity offered by the states to ethnic migrants and sought to integrate into the job market, hoping that they would learn the language “on the job,” interacting with colleagues. What they did not realize was that white-collar and some blue-collar jobs required language skills much more sophisticated than what could be learned in casual everyday interactions. Only minimal language knowledge was required for unskilled jobs. In these workplaces Russophone workers encountered both immigrants from other countries and locals who spoke various dialects and sociolects, exposing them to the linguistic diversity of the target language. Yet, communicating with their colleagues did little for improving their proficiency, thus not increasing their chances for upward socio-economic mobility. Taking care of the elderly provided more opportunities for closer communication with the native population of higher social status who spoke the language of educated classes. Elderly people were often eager to communicate and help their caregivers with language learning. Friendly relationships with neighbors also facilitated integration. A good way to practice and improve the local language/s was taking children to playgrounds, joining handicraft associations, choirs, and various sports clubs, and even dog walking. One participant recounted that in the morning she would listen to a cooking show, then go shopping to buy the necessary ingredients, and then she would watch a replay of the show cooking simultaneously with the host, so she learned a lot with the help of television. Watching programs with subtitles helped to learn not only the pronunciation of what was written but also the spelling of what was heard. Interview participants pointed out that reading a book aloud simultaneously with listening to an audiobook, copying and translating texts helped them.


4.1 “Most important is the language”: Russian Germans’ 30 years of experience in Germany

Research on the linguistic integration of Russian Germans aims to examine how this particular ethnic group adapts linguistically to their new environment, typically in Germany. We investigate various aspects such as language proficiency, language use patterns, attitudes towards language learning, heritage language maintenance, and participation in the dominant language-speaking community. This research involves studying factors influencing linguistic integration, such as socio-cultural background, educational opportunities, and language policies. It provides insights into the challenges and strategies employed by Russian Germans in navigating language learning, identity preservation, and integration into their host society (Meng and Protassova, 2016, 2022). About 70 participants were interviewed in their homes, mostly in 2016. The interviews were held in Russian with occasional German insertions in the speech of the interviewees. Here are some excerpts (initials of the participants appear in bold):


AK: At home, I speak Russian, at work, it’s German.
Interviewer: No problems with German?
AK: Well, there are. Still, there are problems. No matter how much you study, you still don’t know everything. [Official] letters come from different places. Difficult words. The words you use frequently, of course, you know them, but those you haven’t heard or don’t know, of course, you take a dictionary or ask the kids what they mean.
Interviewer: Do the kids have problems with German?
AK: Rarely. As far as I can see, they have no problems:, they communicate, they talk, and they read and write. So, if you read something in German, you know it yourself, but it’s difficult to explain it in Russian, so it’s harder to say it later. But I understand it myself.



AK’s assessment of his language proficiency presents a realistic view of the challenges he faces with the German language. He acknowledges that despite studying, there are still difficulties, particularly with understanding complex or unfamiliar words, as well as expressing himself in German. His observation about his children’s proficiency in German indicates a positive outcome of their exposure to the language from a young age. Overall, AK provides a balanced reflection on his language skills, highlighting both strengths and areas needing improvement.

Our interviewee IM: says that those who did not study in Germany have difficulties finding a.

proper job.:


IM: For me, there was a very big language barrier. Because I’m Russian, you know. I came here: no mom, no dad; no uncle, no aunt.

His wife could study; at least she heard some German from her grandparents. At school, IM started to learn something:

IM: Well, doch [German: however], we had some German there, we learned the alphabet. Yes, I could read and write but with mistakes. There wasn’t such an intensive course there. Besides, I graduated from a rural secondary school there.

His wife joins in to explain:

GM: There, in Russia, there were no such intensive language studies as here, in Germany. If you learn a language here, you can speak it, but not there.

IM: In the past, I didn’t understand how people could understand German but couldn’t say anything. That’s how I. I understand literally everything in German, but I can’t express it trotzdem richtig [German: nevertheless correctly], correctly. Because I didn’t learn it in school, for me these prefixes, phrases, everything is at the level of everyday language, so to speak.

GM: He can’t write all of this.
 

A bit surprised by himself IM observes that his inner monologues have become bilingual and that he speaks to himself in German when he is at work. He reflects on the challenges faced in Germany by immigrants who had no prior language education. He mentions a significant language barrier many newcomers experience, which hinders their employment opportunities. Despite some self-learning efforts, he struggles with expressing himself effectively, particularly in a written form. He feels he needs additional language support to communicate effectively in public settings. His story underscores the importance of language education and resources for immigrants to facilitate successful integration into society.

The S family tell us that they often speak German at home and they claim that hey even dream in German. They believe that all their grandchildren will know the Russian language, but they realize that one needs to really want it. If you tell the children, “Please speak Russian,” they will speak it. They realize that knowledge of two languages is not superfluous,


TS: Let it be Kazakh, Uzbek, Georgian, Chinese – it doesn’t matter, the more a person knows, the better. Children learn it, and you can’t make it easier to learn. And children, I think, know this; they just don’t want to show it when they go to school, like, ‘You’re Russian, you’re Russian.’ But then, when they grow up a bit, they’ll be a little smarter and will think, ‘Oh, it’s actually good that I can speak Russian.’ When they’re children, they hide it more.

NS recollects: At first, it wasn’t easy. After five years here, we were still trying hard to stand on our own feet. At first, I told my mom, ‘I’ll buy a Mercedes here, go back, sell it, and buy my house back.’ Those were my thoughts. At first, I couldn’t come to terms with it because if you don’t know the German language, naturally, it’s hard for you. Literally, after about a year and a half, all of that [hard times] ended.”

AS: Still today, I can’t fully understand German literature. I just can’t grasp it completely, so, it becomes uninteresting to me. It’s clearer when you read a newspaper because you know the current topics and what news is being discussed. But in novels there are a lot of words that are unfamiliar, that don’t come up in our everyday life. My husband reads and says, ‘It turns out there are so many beautiful words, but they only appear in novels.’ Yes, unfortunately, we don’t use everything [there is in the language] in our everyday speech. Much remains incomprehensible for us.
 

The S family emphasize that in their household German is used but they consider maintaining Russian proficiency important as multilingualism is beneficial. They stress the significance of encouraging children to speak both languages and appreciating the advantages of multilingualism for personal development. In addition, they admit that children are reluctant to speak Russian in public but anticipate greater appreciation of multilingualism as they mature.


AS: At the time, when we arrived here, we didn’t know German, and we wanted our children to learn it quickly. It’s not that we restricted our own contacts with Russian culture. No, we tried not to impose it on them anymore, but rather pushed them more into the German sphere, so that they would learn faster, and we would learn faster together with them. Then, when we already had a bit of a basis, we thought: Russian is also wonderful, and you can’t forget it so quickly because the experience was that older children gradually began to forget the Russian language, the language, that is, maybe not the culture, because children started to communicate more in German. And when these little ones were born, it somehow happened that the daughter was more interested in Russian, not that it was my goal, no, it just happened that she was very eager to take it all in, everything; Russian was interesting for her, and I was happy to give her more of it.
 

AS reflects on her family’s approach to language learning, emphasizing their initial focus on German to facilitate integration, but later recognizing the importance of maintaining Russian culture and language. She describes a shift towards embracing Russian more openly, influenced by her daughter’s keen interest in the language and culture, illustrating a balanced approach to multilingual upbringing.


LR: Fear. Yes, I, for example, was afraid. We arrived almost with zero knowledge [of German], and it was especially hard for OR, when she went straight to school, the next day after our arrival. She would come home in tears, saying, ‘Mom, I feel like a sheep, let’s go back home, I feel like a sheep here.’ And when my husband said, ‘I don’t understand anything here, I want to go back home,’ it created a terrible atmosphere for us. All the time I wished we could forget the Russian language. We shut our mouths, and we spoke only German. It was fear. Then our child would come [to talk to us], and for about a month she would say, ‘I don’t want to [be here], why did we come here? I don’t understand anything, let’s go back home.’ She wouldn’t say we were home, she always said, ‘Let’s go back home.’ And this fear … so, we forced them, ‘No, don’t speak Russian, come on, say it in German now,’ and they would speak broken German, and when we realized they were already speaking, we would say in German, ‘If you speak Russian the whole day today, I’ll give you a mark. And they started saying, ‘Mom, no, we don’t want your mark. We can’t.’ When younger children were born, the fear was gone, we were already on our feet. So, we failed to notice that they’d forgotten their Russian.
 

LR candidly recounts the fear and challenges her family faced upon arriving in Germany with little knowledge of the language, resulting in a difficult atmosphere and reluctance to hold to Russian culture which they felt to be their own. Despite initially enforcing German-only communication out of fear that they would not be able to settle properly, she acknowledges the negative impact it had on her children’s emotional well-being and language retention. Ultimately, she recognizes the need for a balanced approach to language learning and cultural integration, highlighting the importance of addressing fears and fostering a supportive environment for linguistic development.

As we see, the Russian-German families emphasize the importance of multilingualism, encouraging their children to speak both German and Russian. They reflect on the challenges of language learning upon their arrival in Germany, initially prioritizing German but later realizing how much they value their Russian heritage. They recount the fear of failure and difficulties their families faced due to a language barrier preventing them from feeling relaxed in Germany. They underscore tension and the emotional toll they had to pay to achieve German proficiency at the expense of Russian. When the period of anxiety was over, they came to realize the importance of being proficient in many languages and cultures.

The current political situation differentiates the Russophone speakers in a new way (Hansen and Olsen, 2020; Ryzhova, 2024; Sablina, 2023). One of the Russophone Facebook users said: “Russian Germans DID NOT TEACH their children Russian; they believed they had become Germans, as the German government promised they would be. They gained [German] citizenship immediately, which also played a role in this. And then they discovered that no one considered them German—neither their language nor their mentality supported this. And they found themselves NOWHERE. This is also one of the primary causes for their ‘passion for Russia.’ Other ethnic groups are experiencing similar problems.” Indeed, only those who are grandparents today probably think like this, but their children who have already become parents are not like that (see Protassova and Reznik, 2023).



4.2 Evidence from the group interviews in Finland

In the early 1990s, teaching Finnish as a foreign language was a rare specialty, and the concept of Finnish as an L2, i.e., learning it as a language of the environment, was not yet known in Russia. Today, there is a vast number of textbooks available, and learners actively exchange opinions on where, how, with whom, and using which materials it is best to study. Immigrants attend free adaptation courses or enroll in paid ones, preparing regularly over several years or intensively and purposefully for exams. Their learning strategies are widely studied (e.g., Seppälä, 2022; Tammelin-Laine and Martin, 2015). Applying for citizenship one has to take a test. The issue of proficiency in the Finnish language and immersion in Finnish life is considered a crucial aspect because the alternative often leads to susceptibility to Russian mass media, which can be dangerous for societal attitudes (Davydova-Minguet et al., 2019; Khalimzoda and Siitonen, 2022; Protassova, 2022).

In 2023, we conducted interviews with 23 Russophone immigrants working in the Finnish education system. The interviews were held at the participants’ work places. All of them had become competent and proficient enough to receive education in order to work in different capacities in the education system and found their place on the job market. Still, when they have to deal with various institutions and bureaucratic procedures, they rely on their children or acquaintances to translate for them or proofread their written texts. Here are some of their thoughts.

Some began their occupational life in Finland by doing unqualified jobs where they could learn some language. Those who initially worked as cleaners considered it as a steppingstone, as it was not the limit of their aspirations. They continued their education, choosing a profession that would be in demand in Finland, ensuring they would not remain unemployed. One of the female participants could not learn Finnish and even obtained a certificate stating her inability to do so.

An Estonian-Russian teacher, HJ, who worked in the Finnish environment, felt satisfied that she could help a multilingual child and understand the needs of someone who feels that she is unable to comprehend everything:


HL: Once there was an Estonian girl who spoke Estonian, and it was a great support for her that I knew the Estonian language. Her mother even remarked on how good it was, as she didn’t expect to find that here, and for me, it was heartening that I could practice Estonian because over time you forget; when you don’t communicate for a long time, you start to forget. If she didn’t understand some instructions, I translated them for her, explained what she needed to do, as her mother requested that she should be spoken to in both languages. You see how the child gets involved, knows everything, and can do everything.
 

Another female participant told us that observing educational institutions from within she had numerous ideas and suggestions as to how to improve various aspects in the education system Yet, she never dared speak or write about them because she was afraid of making mistakes in the Finnish language. Some migrants gave accounts of challenging experiences posed by the language barrier in the workplace. They prefer the strategy of relying on colleagues for accurate translation to prevent misunderstandings and errors.


OP: It is difficult to work because of the language barrier, as I might misunderstand or say something incorrectly, so I turn to my colleagues to translate everything accurately and make sure I avoid mistakes, ensuring that everything is done correctly.
 

The following passage reflects the LP’s experience working in a Finnish kindergarten, highlighting interactions with the children and their role in language learning. She recounts instances when children corrected her language mistakes and emphasizes the importance of hands-on learning experiences. This participant mentions the rewarding aspect of seeing the children’s progress and their ability to handle tasks independently thanks to her work and guidance of her Finnish colleague. This example illustrates the dynamic nature of language learning and the valuable contributions of young learners in the process:


For five years I worked at a Finnish kindergarten. The same children, eating the same way, playing the same way, but my knowledge of Russian was not useful there, as there was only one Russian girl with whom I could read fairy tales, talk about something, go outside, and discuss nature. The children were in a preparatory class; they asked me about trees, and when I didn’t know, they would say, “But you’re a grown-up lady, why don’t you know?” I explained that in my language, I know that it is called береза [birch], but I haven’t learned it yet in Finnish. A boy suggested looking up the name of a bird in a dictionary. I told him I would check what the bird is called, and when I came back, he asked if I’d found out. Then he brought me books about dinosaurs, which he loved. He would say, ‘Read, I’ll correct you.’ I would read, and he would listen, then ask me to read again if he didn’t understand. He taught me many things. There was also a girl who would correct me whenever I confused ‘pulla’ [sweet roll] and ‘sämpylä’ [bun]. When I said we had ‘pulla’ today, and she was three years old, she would say, ‘No, today we had sämpylä.’ If I said sämpylä, she objected, “No, today is pulla.” She exclaimed, “How many times do I have to tell you, the sweet one is ‘pulla’, and plain bread is ‘sämpylä.’ She was always correcting me, and I didn’t understand the difference. These kids are our best teachers. Therefore, you have to go with the kids to learn the language, twist it.
 

This anecdote is an excellent demonstration of the informal and organic nature of language acquisition in immersive settings of the real-world. It highlights the role of social interactions, the humility and openness required for learning, and the dynamic between adults and children in the learning process. The example shows that even in unplanned or unexpected circumstances, language learning is possible and is enriched through everyday conversations and corrections.

To conclude this section, we can say that there are challenges posed by the language barrier in the workplace, and some rely on their colleagues for accurate translation to prevent misunderstandings and errors. Others underscored the role of children in language learning through hands-on experiences and interactions, as well as the mission of their own children to help with translation of documents, filling out forms and checking letters for grammar and spelling mistakes.



4.3 Learning Hebrew in Israel

Teaching Hebrew to new immigrants started even before the creation of the State of Israel in 1948. Since Israel’s Jewish population doubled between 1949 and 1951, the task of teaching Hebrew intensively to facilitate the newcomers’ joining of the labor force was essential for the economy of the young country. Moreover, shifting from the languages of the Diaspora to Hebrew was the cornerstone of Israeli ideology and the main way to try to unite people coming from a variety of cultures. Everyone was expected to stop using native languages even in home communication, even at the expense of losing intergenerational ties. Initially, courses that came to be known as ulpan (studio) were meant only for immigrants with academic degrees, but gradually, they became accessible to all the newcomers. Today, the full program includes 495 academic hours and is divided into six levels of proficiency. The curriculum and teaching materials are supervised by the Ministry of Education. State-run ulpans are free, but immigrants can choose private courses and for the economically weak they are subsidized. Those who already have jobs can opt for evening ulpans, and there is also an option for blended and online learning. At the end of each level there are exams and those who pass them receive certificates. When immigration is on the rise, there are separate groups for medical doctors, engineers and the elderly. Many immigrants do not complete all levels but when they feel they have learned the basics they prefer to enter retraining courses and focus on the learning of professional vocabulary while learning a new trade. Studying at an ulpan helps newcomers familiarize themselves with Israeli culture and customs thanks to the choice of teaching materials and extra-curricular activities (Golan and Muchnik, 2011; Haramati, 1966; Raijman et al., 2014).

Ex-Soviets who migrated to Israel in the 1990s were mostly monolinguals, including those who lived in multilingual Central Asian, in the Baltic republics, and in the Caucasus. For most of them learning a language to communicate but not only to translate texts with the help of a dictionary was an entirely new experience. Attitudes of these people to language learning were investigated by many researchers (see, e.g., Fialkova and Yelenevskaya, 2007, 239–266; Niznik, 2003; Remennick, 2003). After some lull in the first decade of the 21st century, immigration to Israel from the PSS continued at an increasing pace after the annexation of the Crimea and even more so after the Russian invasion in Ukraine. So, in this section we present views of the old timers who have lived in Israel for over 30 years and of those who are still relatively new in the country. The discussions took place on Facebook in 2023. Several dozens of participants exchanged their views; in the text of the article we only retained information that was publicly available.

A female participant envies those who seem to pick the language up easily as if it were the most natural thing to do. She complains that Hebrew is particularly challenging for her: it goes in one ear and out the other.


It’s very difficult, it just doesn’t come to me. I cry every day, why not Yiddish, it’s almost like German! My German has long been forgotten, but I still understand Yiddish. And Hebrew – it’s agony. I can’t find any clues or logic. When I was learning Italian, I felt enjoyment. English – it’s all around in the air. But Hebrew.
 

A frequent metaphor used by migrants talking about language learning is “language that sticks to you.” But according to another female participant, only few individuals endowed with special aptitude for language learning are privileged. For others it is hard work. As an alternative to studies, a female discussant recommends immersion in the environment where the target language is spoken. To make her statement more convincing she confides that she has no particular language abilities, yet she managed to learn as much as she currently needs in order to function in the new environment. She is not giving up and thinks that n a year or so, I’ll need to know it a bit better, and I will because I have no choice.

Immigrants often argue as to whether Hebrew is a “difficult language,” ignoring that perception of difficulty depends on whether the target language is close or far from the learner’s native language. Opinions differ, and some try to convince their virtual interlocutors that Hebrew has simple grammar which is logical, and that is why it is relatively easy for people with a mathematical mindset. One of the participants suggests that learners should familiarize themselves with conjugation types of the verbs which serve as models for constructing words: By getting acquainted with the root of a word through these models, you can build many new words and even guess their meanings. This utterance triggers multiple comments expressing opinions and suggestions:


- Unfortunately, I am not a mathematician, I am in humanities, and this is my essence.

- Then try to find a suitable method for yourself. Say, if you enjoy singing, try learning through songs. This works for many people. Build word associations… I tried it for learning German articles.
 

Advice and recommendations which adult learners give to their peers testify to their awareness of the utility of online resources and to their ingenuity in choosing platforms and methods that are suitable for their learning styles. There are many requests to recommend private tutors and companions for practicing Hebrew in informal situations. This does not mean that new immigrants are only looking for contacts with native Hebrew speakers. One of the users posts in a popular group launched by immigrants but frequented by old-timers too that she is looking for a study buddy. Note that she uses the English phrase for the sake of language economy since there is no Russian equivalent for this phrase:


Hi! I’m looking for a study buddy to practice conversational Hebrew together twice a week and regularly. My level is gimel-dalet [the names of Hebrew letters which stand for 3 and 4]. The idea is to talk and correspond only in Hebrew. We’ll discuss videos/podcasts/articles, and new words. It is important that the person should be motivated. I know how well it works and how much it helps in advancing the language.
 

The invitation was enthusiastically accepted by many participants, and most of them emphasized that they were highly motivated. At the same time, there were others who wondered who would correct their mistakes. The conversation clearly shows that some adults are hindered by fear of errors and prefer the teacher-centered approach to language learning, while others are more interested in developing fluency. Among the latter, many mentioned or implied that they had learned other languages by prioritizing fluency over correctness:


This is a wonderful idea! From my own experience I know that it’s not at all necessary for someone to correct your mistakes all the time. When you are absorbed in conversation these corrections will be forgotten anyway. It is important to be able to express your thoughts and emotions and practice small talk. Mistakes do not disturb at all, and they can be cleaned up later. Good luck!
 

Some participants in this thread invite others to join online chat groups which they created to practice Hebrew, others who have grown up in Israel offer their help in “start talking.”

A popular theme in the groups we monitored is learning Hebrew for professional purposes. Participants exchange information about availability of courses for health workers and engineers, accountants and jurists: There is a course “ivrit taasukatit” [Hebrew for employment] sponsored by Klita [informal Russified word for Hebrew “absorption” referring to the Ministry of Immigrant Integration]. It is without any professional specialization but with lexis and studies of the situations which you encounter when you apply for a job, go to an interview, etc.

Discussants agree that in the worst case, if no course is tailored to one’s field, it is possible to get hold of authentic documents, read and translate them, and memorize words and phrases.

A special case is IT professionals. Those employed in the industry are convinced that it is not Hebrew that novices should worry about but English: In IT 80% of the professional lexis is in English, the remaining 20% is everyday Hebrew used to connect terms. To emphasize this point, an old-timer shares his experience:


Once there were Hebrew classes in the program of computer courses, but when I started working, none of my Hebrew-speaking colleagues could understand what is mekhorer [hole puncher], mikledet [keyboard] or orekh yahasim [length of a relationship].
 

This example is relevant for any language learner studying to feel comfortable in a workplace. English terminology dominates in technology, and starting job hunting Russophone immigrants sometimes prioritize English over the language of the host country. In one of the threads a new immigrant asks advice as to how to improve her English in Israel without using Hebrew. The question sounds naïve, in the country where there is abundance of Russophone English teachers and native English-speaking tutors who do not use translation at all. Some participants in the thread suggest working on both English and Hebrew simultaneously, yet others discourage such endeavor as a source of confusion.

Another frequent theme is the issue of age for language learning. While for some immigrants advanced age is an excuse that getting older people have few chances of becoming proficient in a new language, others claim the opposite, and in both cases, they often cite the story of their mothers to prove their point:


- My mom has been struggling with Hebrew for over 30 years now, despite attending ulpan and various other classes. She even studied with textbooks and tapes on her own. But it just doesn’t come to her. Interestingly, she mastered all the terminology in mathematics, she is a math teacher, in her first year in Israel. But when it comes to conversational language, it’s a different story…

- My mom came here when she was over 60, and she learned Hebrew, and read more books in Hebrew than I did. Admittedly, she had a knack for languages – she was a translator from English. She would get very upset when people in hospitals tried to speak to her in broken Russian.
 

Two things are of interest here: it often happens that professionals determined to reintegrate into the job market make every effort to learn relevant terminology and pragma-linguistic aspects of professional discourse but fail to master Hebrew used outside their workplace. Secondly, for the elderly, learning a new language is important to be independent and not to suffer from the inferiority complex and patronizing attitudes of others.

Discussion participants criticize those who are unwilling to make efforts to learn Hebrew. The three possible reasons named are laziness, a wish to re-emigrate and patronizing attitudes to a language which is not global. In fact, Russian speakers, in particular those in the metropolis are often blamed for imperial attitudes to other languages and cultures.


Well, I don’t have any special complaints about those who, in our case, don’t want to learn Hebrew. And it seems to me that it’s not always about imperial snobbery. For many, it’s simply laziness because they hope they can get by without it, living in a bubble. There are many people like this in Israel. They could have learned Hebrew much better and integrate much better, but they’re just too lazy. Some people don’t want to engage in sports or take a civic stance. Well, okay.
 

Note that unwillingness to learn the language of the host country is viewed as similar to reluctance to actively participate in the social life of the civic society.

One of the factors named as an important reason to achieve Hebrew proficiency is helping children at school. It is well known that immigrant parents often feel lost in the first period after migration and have an impression that their children understand the host country better than them. In some sense there is a reversal of roles, which may be stressful for youngsters and backfire later:


But how can they help their children at school when all official papers are in Hebrew? Later, the kids will grow up and go to psychologists complaining that their parents couldn’t help them, that they themselves needed to help their parents.
 

Learning new languages people often turn into folk linguists. They analyze how they make use of their linguistic repertoire in different communicative situations, what triggers their progress and regress and what metamorphoses occur with the languages learned earlier:


It’s incredibly interesting what happens in our minds! Who would study and explain these language intricacies! I mix up Hebrew and Russian when I’m extremely tired. I can address Hebrew speakers in Russian and don’t even notice which language I’m speaking. At work, they already know this and laugh hysterically!
 

As members of the one-and-a-half and second-generation immigrants come of age, the number of mixed marriages is growing, and family communication reminds one of an intricate tapestry, with frequent code-mixing and translanguaging, and different family members choosing different languages to communicate with each other:


I came to Israel in 1990 from Almaty when I was 38. I was convinced that learning Hebrew was the top priority for the whole family. What saved me was allowing myself to “relax” and not worry about speaking “right or wrong” My husband also studied diligently but remained silent for a very long time. It’s well known that the male ego often prevails over the female ego. Today, my Portuguese daughter and grandson practice Hebrew on the bus on their way to school, so that my grandson can communicate with his Israeli cousins. He’s only 10, and his Portuguese is at a native level. He knows Russian and English very well, and his Hebrew is decent. At school he has also started learning French as a second foreign language. During all our visits to our children in Porto – for about ten years now – we came to realize that the Portuguese don’t care much for English. Our Portuguese son-in-law, who is fluent in French which he uses at work, started learning English in order to communicate with me. As a result, he knows English perfectly well, but we can’t communicate because while I understand him, when I start speaking. English in my mind is replaced with Hebrew, and sometimes, quite oddly, Kazakh words pop up. This has happened a lot recently, perhaps ‘due to old age.’ When we arrived in Israel, English emerged in my brain in an incredible volume that surprised me, but after I mastered Hebrew at a decent level, it plunged into inaccessible depths. And when I started writing this comment, I meant to say that today the attitude toward English in Portugal has noticeably changed in a positive way, especially among the youth.
 

This passage reflects on the complexities of language learning and multilingualism within a multi-generational family. The author emphasizes the importance of learning the local language for integration while acknowledging different approaches between genders. It also highlights the unexpected ways in which multiple languages can influence one’s ability to communicate, especially later in life. The changing attitudes toward English in Portugal, particularly among younger generations, contrasts with the participant’s earlier experiences, illustrating how language preferences can shift over time.

Most of the Russophone Israelis participating in the quoted digital exchanges value multilingualism, and those who have attained Hebrew proficiency are proud of themselves and are willing to share methods which they claim to be effective. Participants are even more proud of their mothers who managed to learn the language despite their advanced age upon arrival in a new country. Note that nobody speaks of fathers being successful language learners. For some continued learning of new languages has become a habit and joy, and in mixed families it is a necessity if family members want to maintain intergenerational ties and communicate with their grandchildren and in-laws.



4.4 Recent migration wave: better equipped for learning languages?

As mentioned earlier, for many decades of the Soviet power there was no stimulus for the country’s population to learn languages. Due to the inaccessibility of foreign travel and foreign mass media Soviet people were not motivated to learn languages spoken outside its borders. Aggressive Russification made learning titular languages of the Soviet Republics unattractive for Russophones residing in these republics. Learning new languages as a way of personal development was not encouraged, and even those who would like to engage in it could find courses only if they lived in big industrial cities. The situation changed dramatically with the beginning of mass emigration and lifting of restrictions for foreign travel in the 1990s. Russophones did not only find motivation to learn new languages, but different methods of language learning, exchange of experiences became a popular topic of formal and informal discourse. In this section we introduce the reader to the multiplicity of themes related to language acquisition and frequently discussed by members of the Russophone diaspora. These discussions go beyond language-learning tips, but deal with such important issues as intercultural communication, respect of the other, intergenerational ties, the value of multilingualism in the contemporary world and others.

In May 2023, a popular Russophone blogger writing about different life and political events sets the stage by asserting that learning the local language is a sign of respect and an essential part of integration, regardless of how long one intends to stay in a new country. She criticizes those who refuse to learn local languages, such as Russian speakers in the Baltic countries, or earlier immigrants to Israel and the USA, who only learned a minimal vocabulary for daily activities like shopping. The blogger’s position reflects a broader belief that language learning is not just a functional necessity but also a cultural and moral obligation for immigrants. This perspective makes salient the tension between maintaining one’s linguistic identity and adapting to the norms of a new country, a theme that recurs throughout the discussion. The former colonialists did not learn the languages of their colonies, and many tourists do not use languages other than English in France, Italy, or Spain. For Russophones, learning Armenian, Georgian, Kazakh or Uzbek, which are languages of the countries where they live, should be a must, but it is not, because they can still cope there with Russian only. Some people who relocated from Russia after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine wanted local people to speak Russian in their presence although they live their own life in the countries of their own.

Several hundred participants took part in the discussion launched by the blogger referred to above. In the comments, a wide array of perspectives emerges, ranging from pragmatic advice on how to learn languages to deep reflections on the social and cultural implications of language learning. For example, one polyglot participant emphasizes the importance of learning phrases rather than isolated words to foster functional communication. This pragmatic approach to language learning prioritizes real-world usage over theoretical knowledge, illustrating the importance of practical application in language acquisition. This resonates with opinions of many adult learners who strive to achieve basic fluency for everyday tasks rather than mastering the language in its entirety.

Participants discuss how many words one needs to know in order to start speaking. The goal is to communicate effectively and understand people, prioritizing functional language skills over theoretical knowledge. Participants agree that it is vital to grasp the meaning of idiomatic expressions and use them in grammatically correct utterances. While over time proper immersion into the target language medium helps with phrases and idioms, achieving fluency in everyday conversations may require active vocabulary of around 3,000–5,000 words.

Commentators touch on the complexity of phonetics in languages like Portuguese compared to Spanish, and they highlight the challenges of aural comprehension. They discuss the utility of additional Slavic languages in facilitating understanding across related languages and reflect on the unique linguistic characteristics encountered during language learning experiences. One person says that Czech could be covered by a six-month course with feedback for a million bucks! Another one adds that to a native speaker of an East Slavic language (Russian or Ukrainian), Czech is completely opaque; even I can hardly understand it. The third one remarks: On our first visit to the Czech Republic in 1999, we were surprised by how much Ukrainian helped us understand Czech. The next participant summarizes this theme jokingly: Russian plus Ukrainian – they help to understand most of Belarusian when listening to a bit of Polish and Czech, highlighting the challenge of mutual intelligibility among Slavic languages.

Participants think that those who do not learn the languages of their environment have a kind of impoverished life and deprive themselves of numerous opportunities. They remark that in Germany, there are plenty of Russian speakers who do not even try to learn the language, as they can always find Russian-speaking doctors, lawyers, and experts in any domain. The participants wonder how one manages to live like that. Another member of the discussion remarks that this happens everywhere with large immigrant communities, for example, with Chinese diaspora in Rome [others mention the Japanese in Düsseldorf].


A different opinion is offered by a male participant:

The most important thing is not even the language itself. The crucial aspect is not to oppose

Yourself to the local people and traditions, not to serve your ego elevating yourself above them, but to accept this country and everything in it. For example, in Israel, don’t eat a pork shish kebab on Shabbat, and in Italy, do not try to order a cappuccino after dinner. As for language, it depends on what you need and what resources you have. If full integration is not your goal, if you can generate income without being tied to the country, and if the language doesn’t come naturally, why force yourself? It’s okay to always remain somewhat of a foreigner, to accept that there are limitations in communication, and just live peacefully.
 

This opinion reflects a pragmatic approach to language learning and integration, emphasizing.

cultural adaptation over linguistic mastery. The participant suggests that while language is important, it may not be essential for everyone, especially if full integration into the local society is not the goal. Instead, the focus is on respecting local customs and traditions, blending in with the community, and accepting limitations in communication without forcing oneself to achieve fluency. This viewpoint recognizes that individuals have a variety of needs and offers a more flexible perspective on integration, suggesting that peace and contentment can be found without complete linguistic immersion.

The discussion touches on the perceived status of different languages. One participant raises a naïve question: Do you believe that all languages are equal? and starts comparing Greek and Lithuanian. Some commentators mention that they enjoyed learning Greek when they moved to Cyprus, others learned it for pleasure. A resident of Cyprus remarks: I do not want or plan to integrate into the local society. English is almost like a second official language here, so there’s no real need for Greek. I’m integrated into the global community, and it’s more important for me than the local one. Another participant thinks that it is not about languages, their social equality, or finding pleasure in learning and using the language, but it is about respect or disrespect for the country that accepted you. Other participants retort that the perspective on language learning differs from individual to individual. With only one life and limited time, they are uncertain if they would prioritize learning a small language like Lithuanian solely out of respect, especially if it would mean attrition in Italian and German that are in their repertoire. Moreover, they do not perceive integration into local life as necessary, since it would always be overshadowed by the importance of integrating into the global community, extending from the USA to Singapore. As for Lithuanian, if one could live without learning it, they would not bother. Participants question whether it makes sense to regard Greek as superior to Lithuanian, and criteria for such judgments are explored. Yet someone notes that there are individuals willing to learn languages like Hungarian or Lithuanian while living in Moscow, and not even motivated by work necessity or the prospects of immigration, but just because they like these languages. Lithuanian is praised for its beauty, even likened to Elvish. Reflecting on personal experiences, someone who worked hard to learn Hungarian regrets not to have invested equal amount of time and effort in learning Spanish, German, or Italian instead, highlighting the ongoing debate among philologists about language equality.

One woman confesses:


I feel hesitant to learn other people’s languages. In a sense, I feel it’s disrespectful to struggle through a dozen words, straining my interlocutors to understand me, when there’s English (or Russian) that we both know equally well. But I’ve learned that it’s not the same for everyone. Communicating through facial expressions, gestures, and simply because I really want it to feel normal to me. It’s precisely mangling a foreign language that feels awkward. By the way, there have never been any problems – people always try to communicate in a friendly and cheerful manner, so the main thing is not to look like a know-it-all. But in America, it was awkward, indeed.
 

Discussants agree that integration into a local society presupposes newcomers’ interest in engaging with the local community; hence, a lack of language learning suggests indifference to becoming part of the receiving society.

Participants exchange their opinions about requirements and challenges of language exams. Some fail to understand why in some mixed families spouses do not learn each other’s language, as a result depriving themselves of rich and versatile verbal communication. Others complain that it is difficult to learn a local language when people around you switch to English whenever they hear your accent or watch your hesitation in choosing suitable words.

In March 2024, a Facebook blogger living in Latin America tells her readers that having opened a grammar reference book to clarify something, she suddenly realized that she was no more nervous about her Spanish. She knows that she speaks poorly and is slow to recall words, but after she got her certificate and her host country recognized her Spanish as sufficient for residence, she can improve it just for her own benefit but not because there is an exam ahead urging her to keep studying. She asked whether other immigrants felt the same ambivalence, and many answered affirmatively. One commentator wrote that she wanted to know the language of her host country on many levels and be comfortable with different registers and genres, be it bureaucratic documents, literary texts, colloquial conversations, the Bible, the country’s Constitution, playful songs, ancient legends, Casanova’s adventures and others. She is not sure she needs this, but she wants it. One participant admits that in her work with children, she feels disarmed. She cannot capture their attention, especially in difficult situations. She cannot speak fluently and confidently and struggling with shyness she speaks softly when she needs to be loud and assertive. Despite encouraging the children to correct her, she makes mistakes and suffers when she realizes this. To add to her frustration, one mischievous child mimics her, and this acts as if he closes a valve. I’ve also noticed something interesting. To feel good about myself and stop getting nervous, I need some time to “warm up.” The longer I speak, the better.

Three participants complain that they keep forgetting words of the language of their environment; moreover, they feel that their native Russian is deteriorating. They realize that their overall level of education is low and that this is an additional obstacle: In general, the more languages I could potentially speak, the closer I feel to being speechless, says one. If someone speaks a lot or quickly, I start struggling and stop comprehending, says another. I remember my own language difficulties and get scared. But since I constantly keep track of the country’s political life, I write down and memorize new words and phrases for myself, says the third.

Discussants are convinced that those who are language teachers should know the language perfectly, but for all the others attaining even the basic level of proficiency is an achievement. Those who have lived abroad for more than 20 years are embarrassed if they receive compliments as to how well they speak the language. They suspect that they are praised because they are perceived as new immigrants, rather than veterans who should have already attained a native-like level of proficiency. Children or their spouses correct them and often have to serve as their interpreters. Some complain that they keep repeating the same mistakes. It annoys and upsets them when they catch themselves making errors.

In another discussion posted on Facebook in October 2023, a teacher said:


Indeed, it’s a unique period. Georgian, Armenian, Uzbek, Azerbaijani, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and Baltic languages are in demand. Russians running away from the war began learning these languages. Who knows, perhaps this marks the beginning of a new era in the field of language learning and intercultural communication. What we lack is openness and understanding of others, especially regarding our closest neighbors.
 

This statement underlines the specificity of the current moment in which previously overlooked and undervalues languages spoken in the post-Soviet space are gaining significance. It underscores the potential for increased cross-cultural understanding and empathy through language learning.

Challenges faced by adult learners, such as psychological stress, disappointment with slow progress, realization that learning a new language is difficult, especially compared to children’s much faster progress often lead to frustration and feelings of inadequacy. This does not only cause a loss of self-confidence but overshadows attitudes toward language learning and hopes for successful integration. Participants emphasize the importance of community, solidarity and mutual support in overcoming these difficulties, with social networks and community events playing an important role in providing resources, practical advice, and emotional support.




5 Discussion and conclusion

This article focused on studying attitudes toward language learning among Russian speakers using a comprehensive research approach that incorporates various qualitative methodologies and techniques. The Russophone immigrant parents and teachers in various discussion forums cover a range of relevant topics, such as perceived importance of language proficiency, motivation for learning, challenges confronting adult learners, and attitudes toward multilingualism. To increase validity of our findings we relied on data coming from a variety of sources. We conducted qualitative interviews with adult Russian speakers to investigate deeper their attitudes and experiences in language learning. We analyzed oral and online materials produced by adult Russian speakers, such as social media posts, forum discussions and personal blogs to identify recurrent themes, opinions, and attitudes related to language learning using ethnographic and thematic analysis approaches. Through online communication concerning the life-hacks how to learn languages of the surroundings, adults improve their metalinguistic awareness and interaction skills, construct naïve linguistic theories and experience psychological relief. By integrating multiple data sources and analytical approaches, we captured both the breadth and depth of language attitudes within the immigrant Russian-speaking communities.

The concept of life in a new language was already discussed by many authors, including Soler and Zabrodskaja (2017) and Piller et al. (2024). They describe both the challenges of rebuilding their lives in a new cultural and linguistic context and their resilience in the face of racism and hardship, with implications for language services, migration policy, and social justice. The studies collected by Simpson and Whiteside (2015) offer valuable insights into responses to linguistic and cultural diversity and the shifting mobilities of the twenty-first century, as migrants move across different scales. These range from national political arenas to local affairs, from national to supranational institutions, and down to local classrooms, teachers, and specific groups of adult learners. Angouri (2014) explores multilingualism in the workplace as a multifaceted phenomenon, examining language policies, tacit practices, cultural norms, and the impact of language in professional settings. She addresses the relationship between macro-level policies and micro-level interactions, as well as the commodification of language in diverse workplace contexts. Notably, our study is limited to subjective opinions on the language learning processes in a new country.

Participants in our study believe that those immigrants who refuse to learn the language/s of the host country show disrespect for its culture, so disdain and hostility which confront them should not surprise them. Some are proud that they can use the newly learned language every day and in multiple situations: work, correspondence, telephone calls and entertainment. They are unanimous in stating that once they feel comfortable with the language, their quality of life improves. At the same time, those who relocated, live in resorts and find themselves in expats’ communities manage with international languages. However, even among them there are enthusiasts who try to learn any language they encounter, even if at a very basic level. Those who feel that the knowledge of the local language/s is not a necessity, still agree that it deepens the understanding of the environment, the country’s way of life, history, and hidden problems. Moreover, it helps to make friends. Some of those who relocate aim to obtain citizenship. Some people learn a language which becomes a secret way of communication.

By employing a combination of research strategies, we could explore in depth motivations and experiences of Russian speakers regarding language learning, thus contributing to a nuanced understanding of language learning processes within this linguistic community. For example, many immigrants recognize the practical necessity of learning the language of their new environment for everyday communication, accessing services, finding jobs, and integrating into society. Most participants see learning the local language as crucial for survival and success in their new home. They view it as a means of cultural adaptation and integration. They believe that acquiring proficiency in the local language allows them to better understand the culture and participate in events and rituals important for their new environment. These are signs that they accept societal norms of their new communities. They perceive language as a gateway to opportunities, such as higher education, career advancement, and upward social mobility. Some believe that children are considerably more successful in language learning than adults. Therefore, those who find it difficult to communicate in the local language in formal situation try to use their offspring as translators or interpreters, unaware that these language skills require special training and are, therefore, beyond the youngsters’ capabilities.

Immersion into the environment of their host countries made our participants value multilingualism and multiculturalism. While analysis of the collected texts testifies to L1 attrition, it is obvious that many Russophones prioritize maintaining proficiency in their native language as a way to preserve their cultural heritage and identity and are eager to transfer their L1 culture to the young generation (cf. Norton, 2000; Zabrodskaja and Ivanova, 2021). These efforts often meet staunch opposition of the youngsters, since members of the 1.5 and second generation immerse into the culture of the host country faster than their parents, and some are alienated from their family’s roots. This, as well as difficulties in the new language learning may cause adult immigrants’ frustration. Overwhelmed by the difficulty of acquiring proficiency in a new language and confronted with problems of social and occupational integration, adult immigrants tend to experience setbacks or feelings of inadequacy, which affects their attitude toward language learning and even re-evaluation of the decision to leave their home country. Understanding and addressing these issues is crucial for supporting immigrants in their language learning.

Policymakers should consult researchers studying local migrant communities and practitioners working with migrants in order to better understand specific cultural differences, fears and restrictions experienced by the adult immigrants in the process of language learning. They should develop and fund language programs, providing tailored support to enhance immigrants’ learning experience. They should acknowledge the importance of maintenance of immigrants’ L1s alongside the acquisition of the host country’s language, recognizing the cultural and cognitive benefits of multilingualism.

Educators have to design language courses that consider specific needs and backgrounds of adult learners, incorporating practical language use and cultural contexts to facilitate faster and more effective learning. Family-oriented language programs might address both parents and children, promoting a shared learning experience that can strengthen family bonds and improve outcomes for all generations (cf. Senyildiz, 2010). Community events and activities that encourage language practice in a supportive, real-world context help immigrants build confidence and social connections. Bridging the gap between immigrants’ native cultures and their new environments helps them discern cultural differences but also similarities, as a result reducing the emotional strain of integration.
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This study delves into the lives of transnational families in the UAE, exploring their complex identities using a visual research approach known as the Collage Life Elicitation Technique (CLET). Both the topic and the methodology are framed within a theoretical lens of Verstehen (understanding) with a view to further exploring the lives of transnational families in the context of a pragmatic phenomenology and within the setting of the UAE as a rentier state. The lives of families such as these are characterized by a cross-cultural lifestyle, high mobility and expected repatriation. This paper presents narratives of eight transnational families in the UAE as expressed by the mother of each family unit, and seeks to expand on how these mothers view the identity of their families as expatriates living in the UAE. Findings indicate that these families navigate an intricate world where they are neither entirely of their host country nor of their passport country. The family unit plays a pivotal role in these families’ lives, acting as a bridge between their host culture and their home culture, serving as a nucleus for their evolving identities.
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Introduction

This paper seeks to explore the narratives of transnational families in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), using the exploratory tool of the Collage Life Elicitation Technique (CLET; Van Schalkwyk, 2010; Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014). Both the topic and the methodology are framed within a theoretical lens of Verstehen (understanding) with a view to further exploring the lives of transnational families in the context of a pragmatic phenomenology and within the setting of the UAE as a rentier state.

The study aims to gain a better understanding of the ways in which transnational families view their lived experiences as expatriates in the UAE. By offering participants a unique opportunity to explore their families’ lives by narrating their experiences both verbally and visually, it was hoped to capture the richness of these narratives as told by the mothers of these families, thereby providing a snapshot of their lived experiences at that time. The term TCK is a commonly used term to denote children living in a host culture other than their passport culture during their developmental years (Dillon and Ali, 2019). We refer to transnational families in this study as we are interested in the experiences of families, as related by mothers, rather than individuals. Transnational families are exposed to multiple cultural settings as part of the international diaspora of globally mobile expatriates. The lives of families such as these are characterized by a cross-cultural lifestyle, high mobility and expected repatriation (de Waal and Born, 2021). This paper presents narratives of eight transnational families in the UAE as expressed by the mother of each family unit, and seeks to expand on how these mothers view the identity of their families as expatriates living in the UAE.

According to Lijadi and van Schalkwyk “The CLET has great potential as a visual research method in different contexts and for various populations” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 4). The authors chose this technique because of the unique affordances it presents. CLET was developed to explore life story “remembering” in cross-cultural settings where the combination of non-verbal and verbal strategies provide a meaningful way for the researchers and participants to co-construct knowledge. The utilization of the CLET can provide us with ways to elicit unstructured and spontaneous versions of the individual’s perspective of this topic. This autobiographical approach can stimulate the recollection of her/his self-defining memories in this area and therefore produce rich narratives. They were asked to select images which represent something important or memorable about language and identity in their family’s lives. This process helped us to answer the research question—what are the experiences of transnational families in the UAE, from the perspectives of mothers?

Participants in this study were asked to create collages that represented important their families’ lives, while keeping in mind their lives as families living away from their passport countries. In this way, the mothers of TCKs were afforded an opportunity to express their families’ lived experiences as transnational families in the UAE.


Third culture families in the UAE and beyond

The UAE is the host of a very distinctive demographic landscape when comparing the number of citizens and non-citizens, as noted by Hopkyns when she says “the UAE lingustic and cultural ecology is incredibly diverse” (Hopkyns, 2023, p. 283). It is a rentier state, with its economy strongly driven by selling oil, one of its main natural resources (Errichiello and Nyhagen, 2021; Dillon and Ali, 2019), although the economy has diversified considerably in the last number of years. Many rentier states have a high proportion of expatriate workers, and the UAE is no different. Similarly to cities in the Asia-Pacific region such as Singapore and Hong Kong, global cities in the Gulf Cooperation Council attract both low-and high-skilled migrant workers (Benuyenah and Mustafa, 2024). In fact, in the emirate of Abu Dhabi, Emirati national citizens made up almost 20% of the population in 2016, while in the commercial center emirate of Dubai less than 10% of the population was Emirati in 2017 (Gallagher, 2019). The UAE is an example of a particular context where the “host culture” (Emiratis) is a minority (Baycar, 2023; Hopkyns, 2023).

Transnational families in the UAE present in a variety of ways in nuclear middle-class families, just as they do in many countries around the world. In some cases, both parents are working full-time, with their children either attending school or nursery, or cared for by a nanny at home. In other cases, the male spouse is the only earner in the household, and in other (rarer) cases the female spouse might be the only earner. The types of well-paid positions jobs traditionally held in the oil and gas sector meant that in the past, males had more opportunities for better paid positions, even where the female spouse would have been previously employed in their home country (Cangià, 2018). However, with demographics within the labor market constantly changing (De Bel-Air, 2018), it is unhelpful to make generalizations other than to note that the female spouse tends to take responsibility for the traditionally gendered tasks in the home, even in cases where she is a mother and working full-time, as noted by Dickson (2019). This gendered role taps into the phenomenon of the “trailing spouse” (Cangià, 2018, p. 8), which involves the wife accompanying the husband in mobility, seeing an intensification in household chores, or where there is not an intensification in household chores, the employment of a nanny or live-in helper, something that usually would not have been financially possible in the home country. The role of trailing spouse can lead to more traditionally gendered roles in transnational families, adding to the already existing disproportionate burden on women as gatekeepers of the domestic sphere in all its forms. It is well known that mothers tend to play more dominant roles in caregiving within the family, and tend to spend more time with their children even if they are working full-time (Pancsofar et al., 2019), although Dillon et al. (2024) indicates that fathers are taking more of a role in child-rearing in the context of the UAE. These realities are important to acknowledge as the phenomenon of transnational families in the UAE is explored throughout this paper from the perspective of mothers, whether working at home or outside the home.

The lives of expatriate families tend to be characterized by mobility (either theirs or that of others in their lives). This mobility can lead to an “almost perpetual state of psychological transition” (Gilbert, 2008, p. 94). A participant interviewed by Errichiello and Nyhagen (2021) referred to Dubai as a transit lounge in and of itself. The mobility can lead to feelings of opportunity, or feelings of loss, a sense of belonging everywhere, or a sense of belonging nowhere. Gilbert’s study focuses on feelings of loss, and found that many losses could be categorized in relation to persons, places, pets, possessions, as well as existential losses. Gillies (1998) highlights some of the affordances and challenges for expatriate families. Some of the affordances identified include an expanded world view, international perspective and exposure to myriad cultures, as well as the potential to become competent in multiple languages. Some challenges highlighted include loneliness, difficulties in maintaining friendships in the host country and in the home country, and a lack of knowledge about popular culture either in the host or home culture. Some of these losses may be hidden, even if TCKs return to their passport countries – being unfamiliar with the dominant culture while perhaps sounding similar to others within their home countries may lead to being a sort of hidden immigrant, with a hidden diversity that may not be apparent to others (de Waal and Born, 2021; Pollock and Van Reken, 2017). Parents within transnational families may express concern about the potential disruption caused by their globally mobile lifestyle to their children’s social networks and identities, but often the focus of research has been on the TCKs within these family units, and not the family as a whole. Recently, Khonder’s chapter (Khonder, 2022) exploring the identities of Bangladeshi adult TCKs living in the UAE found ambivalence to be a key feature and indeed strength of their narratives, rather than the more traditional view of cultural homelessness attributed to TCKs.

This paper is underpinned by the idea of Thirdness, both in terms of conceptualizing TCK mothers’ sense of their families’ selves, and in terms of the autobiographical and interpretive methodological approach used to draw out this sense of self. It is viewed through the theoretical lens of Verstehen, which seeks to understand meaning from the individual’s perspective.



Thirdness—cultures of TCKs

Classic pragmatic philosophers such as Peirce consider that there are three fundamental phenomenological categories—Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness (Raggatt, 2010). When these categories interact with each other, they form a triad. A TCK, a TCI (Third Culture Individual) or a transnational family can be viewed as triadic. In each TCK we can find “a first bound together with a second by the mediation of a third” (Raggatt, 2010, p. 401). This relates to the classic description of a TCK (Pollock and van Reken, 2017), which sees the first culture (Firstness) referring to the passport country, the second culture (Secondness) to the host culture, and the third culture (Thirdness) as the trans-cultural intervening space or “interstitial culture” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 1). Given that the first and second cultures are tangible social structures, while the third culture is less tangible and much more transient and difficult to define, the idea of Thirdness is challenging to conceptualize. The meaning of this “Third” intervening space becomes dependent on how the Thirdness is mediated through the Firstness and Secondness. Bhabha’s conception of these in-between spaces as individuals are “living on the borderlines of the present” (Bhandari, 2020, p. 81) in a continually shifting condition. Just as the prefix “post” in jargons such as postcolonialism and postmodernism do not signify sequentiality, the “third” in the jargons of TCK or Thirdness do not indicate succession. Rather, it is an intervening space, including aspects of pre-existing cultural practices, developing cultural practices, and in addition to an amalgamation of these the space mediates a newness that can be “creative, fertile and unstable” (Bhandari, 2020, p. 82). As explained by Bhabha “it renews the past, refiguring it as a contingent “in-between” space, that innovates and interrupts the performance of the present” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 7).

As the Thirdness, or third culture, is an elusive concept, and can involve subtractive feelings such as feeling like not belonging in one place or another, as well as additive feelings such as feeling like belonging everywhere, it is important to explore the sense of self. Raggatt (2010) highlights the contributions made by Hermans and Bakhtin in defining the dialogical self. He sees it as a “dialogical multiplicity of several I-positions that have separate stories to tell” (Raggatt, 2010, p. 405). The “I” is capable of shifting from one position to another. The self in this view is continually evolving and has separate stories to tell. This draws on (Woźniak, 2018) work which accounted for a number of Me’s, such as empirical, spiritual and social (Raggatt, 2010). The TCI can be seen as a tangible representation of the dialogical self with several I-positions and several versions of “Me.” Indeed, the interstitial space is comprised of not simply an amalgamation of the first and second culture, but a way of life shared by others who also grew up or have spent considerable time between worlds (Pollock and van Reken, 2017). These others may include friends, acquaintances, teachers or family members.



Thirdness as methodological approach—collage life elicitation technique

We can also apply Thirdness to the methodological approach taken in this paper, in the sense outlined by Raggatt’s methodological approach to autobiographical case studies (2010). By using the CLET, the self is “constituted through language and symbolic behavior” (Raggatt, 2010, p. 401). The language is found through the interview and naturalistic conversations, while the symbolism is found through the images chosen by participants and the creation of a collage representing their family’s self. Van Schalkwyk developed the CLET as a “unique method geared toward a deeper understanding of the symbolism informing the narrative meaning-making process” (Van Schalkwyk, 2010, p. 677). She notes that providing participants with an opportunity to narrate their life stories using images facilitates the process of “making sense of past selves, past events and past circumstances within the context of social categories and in social interaction” (Van Schalkwyk, 2010, p. 677).

This semiotic model, a visual non-verbal narrative accompanied by a verbal narrative, allows participants to engage in constructing a dialogical self theory of their families, and affords participants the opportunity to represent that self by using a multiplicity of signs (Raggatt, 2010). Raggatt (2010) holds that the self can be best constructed within this semiotic framework for mediation. Using this type of visual research method, which stimulates remembering to elicit rich narratives, might lessen any “cultural inhibition toward self-disclosure” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 4). It also acknowledges the power of social action and provides opportunities for participants to co-create experiences and stories about their world and take co-ownership for their “representations of reality as perceived and experienced” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 4). The CLET is underpinned by the theoretical framework proposed by the narrative and social constructionist approaches to knowledge construction. Within the social constructionist approach, if the definition of language is broadened to include non-verbal or visual languages, artifacts can add meaning to the social process of co-constructing our thoughts, intentions, experiences, memories, creativity, and co-action.



Theoretical lens

The theoretical lens adopted is that of Verstehen, a concept acknowledged within philosophy and interpretive sociology. Verstehen (literally translated from German to English as “understanding”) refers to understanding meaning from the individual’s perspective. It involves empathizing or participating with another individual, and acknowledging that individuals create actions within their context by organizing their own understandings and attributing meaning to those actions. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy states that “It is a reflective mode of inquiry that provides the framework for more specific explanations, whether causal or rational” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.).

The concept of Verstehen draws on the work of Weber and Dilthey (Rickman, 1979) and is concerned with the theory and practice of interpretation. Dilthey was particularly interested in the “life-context” of understanding, which holds resonance for the present study. As all of the participants in this study are interlocutors during the data collection and contributing to each other’s thoughts, Verstehen comes from the discussions that ensue as they empathize, participate and reflect on action and in action with each other. Dilthey held that that understanding comes from individual worldviews, interpretations, and a shared world (Palmer, 1969), which is precisely what is being explored in this study.

Dilthey emphasized historicality, which he did not view as a subject of the past but rather as a series of worldviews (Palmer, 1969). Verstehen combines individual-psychological and social-historical description and analysis to gain a greater understanding of individuals in their contexts. Dilthey held that individuals could only understand themselves in terms of the lived experiences which spring up out of their depths (Palmer, 1969). For Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, “remembering and telling stories are necessary tools for the development of a sense of self and identity” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 4). Indeed, the CLET technique used in this study enables participants to take some time to reflect on the past and “integrate this with the present in view of an anticipated future” (Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk, 2014, p. 4). This can also be viewed in terms of Thirdness in relation to the methodology and the conceptualization of TCKs, with the past as the Firstness, the present as the Secondness, and the anticipated future as the Thirdness. However whether the present as Secondness represents the second culture or the third culture, or the anticipated future represents the first, second or third culture, highlights once again the transient and intangible nature of the third culture and indeed the Thirdness as a mediator.

For Dilthey, “our reflective understanding of life and history must remain determinate-indeterminate” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.). In this sense, there is no wish to generalize the experiences of participants in the context of this paper. Stynes et al. highlight the need for naturalistic research which can propose “an understanding of something with deeper meaning, something that is somehow intangible and personal” (Stynes et al., 2018, p. 160). The grounded theory approach taken in the analysis of the data is also linked with this theoretical lens, and will be clarified further below.




Data collection process

Two separate workshops were held in enclosed spaces within the university where both authors worked at that time to collect the data. The procedure was explained to the participants prior to commencing, and participants provided their informed consent for data collected to be published by signing an informed consent form which was approved by the Zayed University Research Ethics Committee (ZU18_002_F).

Participants were guided to create a collage based on images provided by the authors from a range of local magazines available in the UAE. They were asked to select images which represent something important or memorable about language and identity in their families’ lives. They were encouraged to talk about the images and the collage in an open-ended manner with the co-investigators and research assistants, both during the process and once the collage was complete. In collaboration with the researchers and research assistants, each individual created an image of relevant experiences and stories about her family’s world (Lijadi and van Schalkwyk, 2014). Each of the two workshops lasted approximately 90 min. The steps recommended by Lijadi and Van Schalkwyk (2014) include:

	1. collage making
	2. storytelling
	3. positioning of the self
	4. juxtaposition
	5. reflection

The current study placed more of an emphasis on steps 1, 2 and 5—collage making, storytelling and reflection.

For Step 1, the making of a collage, participants were encouraged to select as many images as they could find to describe their experiences. They were asked to arrange these images as they wished and paste them onto the A2 or A3 project board provided.

For Step 2, story-telling, participants engaged actively in life-story remembering (McAdams, 2001) which led to autobiographical memories being generated. They were asked to tell a story about each image on the collage, describe what each image meant to them, and how it contributed to their family’s experience. They were also asked to give reasons for selecting it, the connotations it has for their lives, and the associated thoughts, feelings and meanings each image brings out (Lijadi and van Schalkwyk, 2014).

They were then asked to engage in self-reflection as Step 3. Each participant reflected upon the process of making the collage and writing her or his life story, and summarized their collage. It provided a space in which she could create a sense of coherence among the many I-positions occupied in the process of creating autobiographical memory (Lijadi and van Schalkwyk, 2014).

We have adapted this technique as it gives participants a chance to visualize, display and articulate what different images mean to them and their lives in a relatable and enjoyable manner. While this technique is time-intensive, it allows for participants to take time out to reflect on their experiences in a novel way.


Participants

Participants were recruited through a Campus Announcement emailed to all faculty, students and staff at the university where both authors worked at the time. Participants were also recruited through the their social circle. Inclusion criteria were as follows:

	• living in the UAE with a valid residence visa for a minimum of 2 years
	• living with their family (at least one child of school-going age)

Eight participants were recruited, as outlined in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Details of participants.
[image: Table listing names, collage reference figures, passport countries, previous countries lived in, ethnicity, years spent in UAE, number of children, and current employment status in UAE for eight individuals.]



Analysis

Recordings of the workshops were transcribed by a research assistant and checked by the researchers. All transcripts and images of collages were imported into NVivo 11 qualitative software. The researchers used emergent coding to organize data into themes, using grounded theory as an inductive methodology in order to engage in qualitative content analysis (Cho and Lee, 2014). Employing a grounded theory methodology allows for the discovery of theory from data because it is an open-ended and iterative approach to data analysis. This type of inductive methodology is appropriate for a topic such as this, because prior knowledge regarding the phenomenon (transnational families) in this context (the UAE) is limited or fragmented (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). Narratives were linked with aspects of the collage images within NVivo, thereby allowing participants’ interpretations of their selection of certain images to be accounted for in the analysis. Nine main themes were initially coded in relation to participants’ lived experiences within transnational families in the UAE. Following on from this, the data were recoded according to the themes presented below. While it was challenging to analyze both textual and visual data in terms of the practicality of cross-checking both aspects against each other, the visual data added an extra layer of richness to the analysis, and helped the researchers to confirm what was represented in the text and vice versa.




Findings

Nine themes were found emerging from the data set, with the vast majority of these comments being positive. These are as follows: five-star living/ emotive words toward the UAE; the family unit; food; family in home country; religion; language; school; job (self/spouse). There were minimal reference made to the last six themes, therefore the top three themes of five star living, the family unit, and food, will be presented below. The most pertinent findings are supported by verbatim quotations from the participants who created collages for this study.


Five-star living

All the participants gave their own interpretations of what they believed to be advantages of living in the UAE. This theme emerged particularly through the images the participants selected as well as the verbal explanation.

Jane (Figure 1) referred to Abu Dhabi as “five star living 24 h all year round” when discussing her chosen images of Karl Lagerfeld, the word “parties” and a table displaying food. This was similar to what Kara (Figure 2) mentioned. She vividly described the Formula 1 and the Red Bull race as “unforgettable experiences” and also included this phrase in her chosen images as well. Another phrase noted in her images and within her discussion was “lucky”. She emphatically spoke about being lucky to brunch and live in the UAE.

[image: Collage on a red background featuring various cut-out images and illustrations, including chefs, food, cartoon characters, children’s painted hands, flowers, holding hands, people socializing, and a colorful heart with sports and music symbols.]

FIGURE 1
 Jane’s collage.


[image: Collage featuring words, photos, and cut-out images related to expat life in Abu Dhabi, including references to family, community, running, brunch, Carrefour, aviation, and unforgettable experiences, all arranged on a yellow background.]

FIGURE 2
 Kara’s collage.


This ethos was also reiterated by Hilda (Figure 3) who chose images of an airplane, and the phrases “free” and “unforgettable experience.” Her explanation to these chosen images were “like the contract has got a lot of perks, I feel like it’s for free, coz when we go back to New Zealand or even Samoa we would never get something like this, you know what I mean.” This statement was in reference to the employment packages offered to expats in the UAE which often include housing and school allowances. Alison and Sam in their discussion while completing the collage also referred to the high level of education available to their children in the UAE, for example “The quality of education is very high.” Vera also agreed with this and mentioned “Now my children are growing up in fantastic private education, they have private healthcare” and the images she chose to include on her collage (Figure 4) were of an aerial view of the beach and a jeep in the desert, indicating the variety of experiences available to her family.

[image: Collage on a pink background features text and photos about Middle Eastern culture and tourism including images of traditional cuisine, palm trees, a beach, heritage sites, Eid celebrations, and phrases in Emirati Arabic. Texts highlight “Middle Eastern Cuisine,” “Heritage Sites & Museums,” “Eid,” and “Say it like an Emirati.” Several cut-out photos of food dishes, palm trees, and signs like “FREE,” “THE FUTURE,” and “ABU DHABI” are included, emphasizing travel, cultural heritage, and unique experiences in the United Arab Emirates.]

FIGURE 3
 Hilda’s collage.


[image: Collage with photos and cutouts on a purple background includes images and words representing the United Kingdom, United Arab Emirates, and Spain, with travel, food, bilingualism, football, beaches, expat life, and family themes.]

FIGURE 4
 Vera’s collage.


Hilda’s image choice of an airplane was also in reference to their ability to travel and in her words “let us take advantage,” in order to ensure they maximize all the opportunities afforded to them in the UAE. Mary (Figure 5) also chose an airplane to reflect her experience of travel in the UAE and in explanation of her collage stated, “Sparkle and glitter I want to put that in, that’s what UAE is all about.” Kara corroborated this with her explanation as well and identified the UAE as “it’s all about the glitz and glamor.”

[image: Collage on a red background includes a cut-out of a woman in traditional South Asian attire, images of an airplane, a cityscape, and an "Eid in Abu Dhabi" sign. Handwritten labels indicate connections to Abu Dhabi, Pakistan, Iraq, Turkey, USA, Canada, and Islam, with notes such as "Husband born in AD," "Travel," and "Raised in AD" referring to Abu Dhabi.]

FIGURE 5
 Mary’s collage.


All participants demonstrated in their pictures and quotes how living in the UAE was a very privileged life and they were all aiming to take advantage of it. Throughout the workshop, there were also a variety of references to how “lucky” people were to live in the UAE. With regards to the actual collages a number of images and words were cut out and added to collages which were images of the UAE that represented how lucky each participant felt.



The family unit

The second most popular theme emerging from the data the family unit. Each participant chose images and explained what the images meant to them in respect to their families.

Jane chose four images to denote her family unit-one was a love heart with animation images in it and an image of a person’s hand being held by someone else. She described these images as being “…a representation of our family in Abu Dhabi. It starts with love; love is the essence of everything. Lot of hand holding, lots of cuddles and kisses, and big hand, small hands, dirty hand, you name it.” She also selected an image of two young girls to symbolize her two daughters and also an animated image of two children reading which she mentioned “…there’s a lot of reading as well, there’s a lot of focus on reading, learning and growing.” and she then tied the hand holding image to this photo as well, to ensure she explained all her images signified her family “…and developing and holding hands and taking care of one another as well. All the sisters taking care of one another.”

Kara chose four pictures to demonstrate her family status within the UAE. She cut out letters to spell “EXPAT.” She also stuck the terms “Abu Dhabi” and “Community,” underneath expat. She selected the words “Family” and “Together” over the photo of a heart that had “happy” written in it. Her other two selected images were of an animated image depicting a family of four (male and female holding hands with two children) and an image of a jigsaw puzzle which consisted of four pieces… “when we came to Abu Dhabi, me, my husband, and we have got twins and the rule was we needed to be happy, if one wasn’t happy, then we leave. So this is what the “Family together” and the “heart” and “happy” represents, the two little boys here and then this picture here… And a picture of jigsaw and 2 minds, this is our family who are together, as simple as that.”

The family unit was also seen in the collage created by Mary. She wrote “Husband born in AD” and also wrote the words “Iraq” and “Turkey” on her collage. Mary spoke of her husband in relation to the words she had chosen to write “…my husband was born here, my in-laws still live here, and my kids were born here… Because my husband is actually an ethnic Turk from northern Iraq, so when the first gulf war happened, they did not want to have the Iraqi passport, so they went to Canada.” She selected an image of the skyline in NYC and wrote “NYC” and “Canada” on the image. She explained “I put also United States and Canada, because I was born in the states and my husband lived there as well. My kids are American and Canadian, but they have been to Canada only once, but since my family lives in the states, that’s actually the only place we travel to. So I’ve put this as North America even though it’s New York.”

Both Alison and Sam also spoke of their husbands and how the images they had chosen in their collages represented their husbands and families. The originating countries of their families was an important topic of conversation while completing their collages. Alison (Figure 6) noted “…I’m from New Zealand but I was born in Singapore, lived in Singapore, but my husband was born in England, but he grew up between Singapore and Dubai and we are back here and we have been here for 2 years now.” Sam spoke of both her husband and her son “…my son, Thomas, he’s half Canadian and half British… he was born in Canada. But we have been here for about 5 years, so he’s been here since he was a baby, and that’s one of the major reasons we do not want to leave because of the school….”

[image: Collage featuring diverse elements representing England and Auckland, including landmark photos, handwritten notes, cultural icons, sports imagery, and green foliage. Central text reads “Bridge the gap.” Skyline of Auckland is prominent at the bottom, while text and images highlight travel, nature, community, and respect.]

FIGURE 6
 Alison’s collage.


Hilda similarly spoke of her family’s origins while completing the collage, explaining why she had chosen the word Beirut to be included in her collage “…here’s Beirut, coz he’s from Beirut, so the kids are Samoan and Lebanese… fees like even within us, we own quite different passports, different culture, language, so it’s always good to explore as well.”



Food

Another primary theme to emerge from the data was food. The majority of the participants included food images and discussions in their collages and noted how meaningful food was within their cultures and their families.

Vera included four images in her collage which depicted this theme. These images were of a set table with the words “Spanish Cuisine,” an image of dark chocolate, an image of a young smiling boy used to symbolize her son and an image of salmon and chips. She explained “…plates of seafood and Spanish cuisine, lots of food, I miss the food from home… in the mainland, it’s more meat related and a lot of game and a lot of hunting meats, pigeons, rabbits… But in the island or the coastal area, there is a lot of seafood, fish and seafood.”

Sam (Figure 7) also included images of food—one image showing vegetables and one showing fresh salmon. She wrote “Canadian Food” over the image of salmon and explained “This represents Canada. So, my husband is Canadian, and we lived there for 10 years and the salmon over there is amazing, fresh salmon… Yeah but the other thing you see is that my son, he is 6 years old and he loves vegetables, we are very lucky because his favorite thing is going to farms and picking vegetables and he knows the names of each vegetable and I guess this is a part of his identity so that’s good.”

[image: Collage featuring a variety of cut-out images: vacation destinations, a mosque labeled UAE, a tiered temple labeled travel, vegetables, a salmon steak labeled Canadian food, nail polish, a swimming pool, a school building labeled Son's school, a dog and cat, and a balcony view, with the phrase "LOOK DEEPER" prominently displayed.]

FIGURE 7
 Sam’s collage.


Kara’s collage comprised of food images and words relating to food. She chose two images displaying food—one of a steak and another of prawns. In addition to this there was a photo of sandwich and chips with “Porters English Pub.” She also chose to insert the words “Brunch,” and “The Ripe and Food Market.” Her explanation in relation to these images was “…There’s a lot of food pictures, there’s a lot of pictures which say free ladies’ nights, which is an amazing thing to try to explain to somebody that we have the option to go to a ladies night and you can drink and eat for free, it’s an amazing thing we have got… there’s a picture of Porter’s English pub, because I love the pub back in the UK, it’s just the food is good, I love pub food.”

Hilda was particularly emotive toward food within her family and culture: “I’ve got food here, because it’s like culture, because family time is always around food, definitely in the Lebanese culture as well. And I was telling Mandy (other participant), that when we have my in-laws come over, like they start in the morning like 8 o’clock and they start preparing dinner, the food is amazing but it’s a lot of preparation and things like that. Even when I’m home my mom cooks Samoan food, she lives in New Zealand, it takes forever to make but you know I do not do that. So, like Samoan culture and Lebanese culture is always around food.” Her accompanying images with this were images of different food cuisines and the words “Middle Eastern Cuisine.”

Jane also spoke about food with emotion and explained her included food images with “…We do a lot of outdoor cooking and food is a big part of our lives as well and our culture and also the joint cooking that we get ourselves involved in.” Her images depicted an al fresco dining setting and chefs preparing food.

Mandy (Figure 8) noted food to be an important factor in her culture and family too. She included 5 different images displaying different cuisines and stated “…My house always has detailed discussions about food… And there’s food because our culture is all about food.”

[image: Collage featuring vibrant images and labels related to cultural diversity, including traditional food, religious identity, cityscapes, people, celebrations, and flags. Notes reference global citizens, festivals, and notable locations such as Pakistan and Dubai.]

FIGURE 8
 Mandy’s collage.





Discussion

It is clear from the images chosen and examples given that while all participants made multiple references to how lucky they were to be living in the UAE, their home culture was very important to them. This love of the home culture was often expressed through references to food, and how food brings the family together, whether that is the family in the home country, or the family in the host country. Most participants referred mainly to the food of their home country, but did make references to all the different foods that they have experienced in the UAE. The other two main themes represented were five-star living and the family unit.

In using Verstehen as a theoretical lens, the experiences narrated and visually constructed by these mothers reveal the triadic nature of transnational families. Firstness is represented here by food, secondness as five star living, with thirdness represented by the family unit. The family unit is something that is very important in the narratives of these third culture mothers. The dialogical selves were apparent throughout the narrative. All of the versions of “me” were consistently navigated by references to the family unit as the glue that brings them together, with the family unit offering the link between the host culture and the home culture, and a springboard for exploring other cultures. This echoes Bhabha’s in-between space, and indeed in this sense the family can be seen as a safe space to explore the cultural past and present, and to negotiate cultural innovation. Similarly, de Waal & Born’s study (de Waal and Born, 2021) found TCKs to define their sense of belonging in terms of their personal relationships, rather than geographical locations. The representation of the family space as Thirdness demonstrates Raggatt’s dialogical multiplicity in that this study presents mothers who constantly shift between family memories and current family life. They draw on family experiences to connect the separate stories of various “I”- positions. How different families do that varies widely across cultures and depends greatly on the family’s relationship between the host culture, home culture, and interstitial culture.

The triadic nature of the TCI/ TCK/ transnational family is well represented by these phenomenological categories of Firstness, Secondness and Thirdness. Firstness seems closer to country-of-origin culture, while Secondness seems closer to host country culture. Thirdness is still difficult to quantify although it seems apparent that the dialogical self, continually evolving and shifting from one position to another, can find meaning through the family unit. Similarly to the way in which TCKs relate to each other within the interstitial space, where they tend to relate more deeply to other TCKs, the members of the expatriate family relate more deeply to each other. The expatriate family unit as an entity gives a meaning to thirdness, which remains difficult to define. However, the family unit has an identity in and of itself, as a transcultural space. Interestingly, the theme of “food,” so closely linked with family life, brought to mind the so-called “invention” of Emirati cuisine, as explored by Martín (2021). Martín discusses this invention as a representation of nation-building in the UAE, where Emirati food incorporates traditional, modern and fusion foods, and argues that it highlights the connections between nation-building, social transformation and food. In this way, even the development of UAE cuisine can be seen as triadic, and negotiated in ways similar to the experience of transnational families.

Participants felt free to express themselves given the structure of the CLET, which offered a unique way to interpret their lives as transnational families, holding to the concept of the “life-context” of Verstehen. As an open-ended study, using the CLET to assist mothers to explore their lives as expatriates within a rentier state proved successful and also as something which was beneficial to them to give them a chance to reflect on their own lives.

It should be noted that the expatriates interviewed for this study were all living under similarly middle-class socioeconomic circumstances and fell under the umbrella of the traditionally defined TCK (Pollock and van Reken, 2017), similarly to the “Disneyland” narrative referred to by Tanu (2016) and the exotic sense of the expatriate lifestyle mentioned by Korpela (2016). For context, Table 1 outlines the varying backgrounds of each mother, in terms of number of countries lived in, length of time and ethnicity, with some mothers working outside the home, some earning the main source of income within the household, and some as trailing spouses. Despite these differences, the socioeconomic context remains similar for all participants. This study did not take into account the broader terms referring to TCKs mentioned by Dillon and Ali (2019), and therefore is not representative of all types of transnational families in the UAE. There are many different socioeconomic strata in the UAE and each family’s experience of the expatriate lifestyle will be different because of this. This is a limitation of the current study, and it would be of benefit to the field to include individuals similar to those included in Gallagher’s study (Gallagher, 2024).



Recommendations

It is apparent that maintaining a relationship between the expatriate family and the home culture appears to be an important part of life for transnational families in this context. This study will have implications for how these families operationalize their third culture experiences in the context of multilingual identities, which is a theme that did not appear here but would be worth specifically exploring. Since family is one of the only constant relationships for TCKs, the success of transitions between places will depend on how parents and children anticipate, negotiate and co-construct these identities within families as well as in the larger sociocultural environment. The use of CLET as a technique will provide a new lens of using visual research methods in a range of contexts and with different populations across the Middle East and wider in the Asia-Pacific region.

It should be noted that this study took place prior to the COVID19 pandemic, which has had huge implications for families all over the world, including expatriate families. Said et al. (2021) found that mothers in the UAE were experiencing many challenges in playing multiple extra roles in their children’s lives—in addition to the usual caregiving, they had to take on additional responsibilities in their children’s education. The role of mothers in transnational families is an area for further exploration. Furthermore, the implications for TCKs in the context of travel restrictions to their home countries will be interesting to explore, in particular the challenges of maintaining the close relationship between the home culture and the host culture, and the intervening space we know as the third culture. More recent work by Hopkyns (2023) and Baycar (2023) highlight a new form of “banal” nationalism among expatriates in global cities such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi. This type of nationalism promotes “unity through diversity,” which speaks to a new national identity that includes expatriates rather than excluding them, despite a lack of permanent residency. The transnational outlook articulated by participants in Errichiello & Nyhagen’s study (Errichiello and Nyhagen (2021)), and the ambivalent identities presented by Khonder (2022) as “a source of strength in a highly globalized and multivalent society” (Hopkyns and Zoghbor, 2022, p. 9) warrant deeper exploration in other global cities, potentially using technique similar to the CLET. Narratives of transnational families are likely to continue evolving in dialogical multiplicity in these fast-paced societies, and it will be interesting to explore the role of family as an in-between space in navigating these multiple “I” positions over time.
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This article explores the micro dimension within the field of intercultural family studies. The ethnographic study focuses on Chinese elements in transcultural upbringing practices within families with Chinese mothers and German fathers raising their children in Germany. It builds on the notion of family figuration practice in transnational grandparents-grandchildren relations, particularly Confucian-based transnational grandparenting, and the development of a ‘third space’ for transcultural family upbringing within intercultural families. Additionally, it incorporates the concepts of discourse perspective of culture and assemblage to explore how Chinese culture and identity converge in a transcultural family upbringing context. The findings show that families have varied experiences with transnational intergenerational communication influenced by their life stage, language abilities, and socio-economic factors.
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1 Introduction

This study explores transnational intergenerational relations and transcultural upbringing in families with Chinese mothers and German fathers raising their children in Germany. The paper is a component of a wider ethnographic project that investigates different facets of intercultural families. Although the current article specifically addresses Chinese dynamics in the intercultural family upbringing process, it is crucial to note that this topic is only one of many topics within the overall framework of the broader ethnographic research.

The paper complements existing transnational studies on human mobility between host and sending countries, which primarily focus on the overall process of human transportation within these corridors (Faist, 1999; Pries, 2001; Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007; Vertovec, 2009). Following transnational family intergenerational relation studies with the focus on grandparenting (Moran-Taylor, 2008; Bastia, 2009; Nedelcu and Wyss, 2020), this article showcases a distinctive shift of transnational grandparents/children relation in intercultural families, focusing on intergenerational age-specific and linguistic obstacles. In addition, this paper adopts Crippen and Brew’s (2007) definition of transcultural family as ‘the new family culture that is created when the cultures of two people from different backgrounds intersect to form a new culture’ (p. 107), showcasing a distinctive focus on specific moments in transcultural ‘doing family/ies’ (Morgan, 1996, 2011; Finch, 2007; Higgins and Hamilton, 2014; Jurczyk et al., 2014) through Chinese Mandarin language learning. Based on the notion of the discourse perspective of culture (Kramsch, 1998, 2014; Holliday, 2018), transculturalism (Epstein, 2009; Baker, 2024), and the assemblage of linguistic and non-linguistic interactions (Pennycook, 2019), the study underscores the significance of object assemblage, human interactions, and cultural interpretations within particular domestic settings, exploring the development of the transcultural family through the dynamics of transnational intergenerational family relations and everyday transcultural child upbringing. The central theme of the article revolves around an in-depth analysis of how four families living in Germany navigate these multifaceted aspects. The main body addresses three research questions: (1) How are transnational intergenerational family relations with grandparents in China manifested in everyday intercultural family life? (2) How is transcultural upbringing manifested in everyday intercultural family life through Mandarin learning in Germany? (3) What are the emerging discourses around these upbringing practices and what are the interconnectedness? The findings suggest that various families have different experiences regarding transnational intergenerational communication based on life stage, linguistic capability, and socio-economic backgrounds. Additionally, the learning of the Mandarin language has become a crucial process in the construction of their ‘doing transcultural family’. Data for this article are derived from ethnographic research, specifically participant observation and qualitative semi-structured interviews conducted between October 2022 and Oct 2023, focusing on fieldnotes (15 pieces), interviews (5 pieces) and photographs (2 pieces). The analysis of the data utilized content coding to uncover central themes in the field notes and interactional data, such as video and audio clips. This approach enabled me to draw meaningful insights that guided the formulation of additional questions for future interviews. Learning Mandarin is crucial for establishing and nurturing transcultural family connections, as well as for sustaining or weaken the intergenerational transnational relationships.



2 Studies of transnational grandparenting

Research has illustrated how migrants1 actively construct transnational social fields, carve out transnational spaces, and cultivate transnational belongings, providing compelling examples of migrants simultaneously sustaining connections with their countries of origin, while forging new relationships and cultivating a sense of belonging (Faist, 1999; Pries, 2001; Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007). Within the broader framework of transnational studies, transnational family relation studies concentrate on how global movements and networks shape family structures and practices (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Baldassar et al., 2007, 2014). One emerging topic is transnational grandparenting revealing grandparents’ roles in the transnational circulation of care in modern transnational family transformations (Parrenas, 2005; Moran-Taylor, 2008; Bastia, 2009), and the transnational ‘doing family’ practices (Wyss and Nedelcu, 2018).

With a specific focus on Chinese migrant families, numerous studies have shed light on the phenomenon of grandparenting within transnational Chinese families residing in the United States, Europe, and China. One notable study by Lamas-Abraira (2021) uncovered the practice of sending children from Spain back to their parents’ family of origin in China, where they were raised by their grandparents. This transnational arrangement showcases how care responsibilities are shared and circulated across borders. Similarly, Wang and Schwartz (2016) conducted research on Chinese grandparents who assume childcare duties while residing in Paris with their children. This study highlights the role played by grandparents in transnational Chinese families, emphasizing their involvement in caregiving and their presence in foreign contexts. Xie and Xia (2011) closely examine grandparenting within Chinese immigrant families in the United States, exploring the continuity of grandparenting culture in a transnational context. The authors state that Confucianism, emphasizing family structures and intergenerational relations, shapes the ‘mutual aid model’ of Chinese families (Sun, 2002). This model, exemplified by grandparents caring for their grandchildren and aiding for the young families, continues in Chinese immigrant families in the United States. While previous empirical studies primarily address Chinese transnational families with ethnically homogamous couples (Eeckhaut et al., 2011), there is limited research on intergenerational relations with a focus on grandparenting within intercultural families involving a Chinese partner. One important theme of this article is how Chinese Confucian-based grandparenting functions in culturally mixed transnational families.



3 Culture, transcultural family and multilingual upbringing

Matsumoto and Juang (2008) define culture as a shared system of meaning, including values and beliefs, among members of a cultural group who have experienced the same process of cultural socialization (Umaña-Taylor and Fine, 2004). Taking a more discursive approach, Kramsch (1998, 2014) describes culture as belonging to a discourse community with shared social spaces, history, and collective imaginations. Members of this community, even after leaving it, often retain a common system of standards for perception, belief, evaluation, and action. These standards are typically referred to as their ‘culture’. In this study, ‘intercultural families’ refers to couples with differing cultural socialization, historical experiences and linguistic backgrounds forming a close and intimate relationship, raising children together. Specifically, the paper discusses four families, each comprising a mother from China and a German father, who have children together in Germany.

According to Crippen and Brew (2007, 2014), the development of a family is influenced primarily by two factors: the identity and culture each partner brings from their own background, and the identity and culture the couple creates together through marriage and parenting. Recent studies show that cultural differences are particularly pronounced in migrant families and intercultural couples, who often find themselves navigating the crossroads of differing family values, language ideologies, norms of interaction, and identities (Song, 2010). In particular, intercultural families face unique challenges in raising children because each parent contributes a distinct cultural heritage and identity to the family dynamic. This negotiation process often results in the emergence of a ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 1994), where a ‘transcultural family’ system develops (Crippen and Brew, 2007), blending elements from both parents’ backgrounds. The concept of the ‘third space’, initially proposed in Bhabha’s (1994) studies, emerges from the blending of different cultural elements within a liminal or in-between space where the ‘cutting edge of translation and negotiations’ (p.56) takes place, conceptualizing coloniality and postcoloniality through hybridity, liminality, and in-betweenness to transcend the polarity of self and other, East and West, and envision a hybrid space where cultures interact and overlap (Bhandari, 2020).

This notion of ‘third space’ offers a framework for understanding the blending and negotiation of cultural elements within a liminal zone, which aligns with transcultural studies’ focus on the fluid and dynamic nature of cultural exchange and transformation beyond rigid boundaries. Taking an everyday discourse perspective, culture is understood as discursively produced in everyday life (Silverstein, 2013). Transculturalism refers to the emergence of new cultural forms as a consequence of intercultural contact in culturally diverse populations (Cuccioletta, 2002). Thus, in a transcultural family, the integration of diverse cultural elements goes beyond simply maintaining separate cultural identities. Instead, it involves creating a new, shared family identity that draws from and incorporates aspects of each parent’s cultural heritage, and is a lifelong learning process (Vauclair et al., 2024) for the intercultural families. This process transforms the family dynamic into something greater than the sum of its parts, creating a unique cultural milieu that transcends the original cultures of each parent, ultimately leading to the development of a ‘transcultural family system’ (Crippen and Brew, 2007).

Among other factors in the process of constructing a transnational family system, recent research shows that multilingual and intercultural practices are significant for many transcultural and transnational families (Lanza and Curdt-Christiansen, 2018; Lanza and Wei, 2016). Thus, multilingual child-rearing has been one of the most important aspects in the development of transcultural families. These studies point out that Language ideology and language choices for the children which reflect the parents’ views about the socio-cultural values of different languages are pivotal measures of transcultural family upbringing. In intercultural families, the socio-cultural values associated with different languages may vary significantly across generations and can be motivated by personal, social, cultural and political factors (Lanza and Curdt-Christiansen, 2018). Consequently, multilingual child-rearing can create a third space for transcultural family practices, fostering negotiation, contestation, and evolution in transnational intergenerational relations and family dynamics.

Thus, this paper explores how intercultural couples adjust to and reconcile differences in multilingual parenting while forming a transcultural family, and how these practices influence relationships between transnational grandparents and their grandchildren.

This study aims to adopt a broader perspective on the construction of everyday moments in intercultural family upbringing by examining transcultural family systems through the process of their children’s Chinese-Mandarin learning. It investigates how ‘diverse trajectories of people, semiotic resources, and objects converge at specific moments and places’ (Pennycook, 2019, p. 86), and how these varied resources collaboratively contribute to the construction of meaning (Canagarajah, 2017). It seeks to transcend the confines of locality in transnational research and endeavors to shed light on the spatial, cultural, and social transcultural mobility practiced within a particular moment and space in the participant families. In addition, the emphasis on ‘transcultural family’ shifts the focus from nationalities and geographic dispersion to cultural diversity and transformation, highlighting the blending and adaptation of diverse cultural backgrounds within the family.



4 Research design and methodology

This research aims to explore everyday family upbringing practices exhibited by participatory families. The focus of this investigation is directed toward the manifestation of transcultural ‘doing family’ through multilingual child upbringing practices and the transnational grandparenting within ‘transnational marriage’ (Charsley, 2005) families residing in Germany. As mentioned earlier, the data presented in this article are derived from participant observation and qualitative semi-structured interviews. The ethnographic approach employed in this study offers valuable insights into family life (Ekström, 2004), enabling a profound exploration of the complex dynamics of transnational intergeneration communication and transcultural family practices within intercultural families.

Some data from four families residing in Germany will be presented in this article, three families were composed of ‘heterogamous couples,’ namely Chinese wives and German husbands, and their children whereas one family contains a single Chinese mother with her daughter residing in Germany. However, in the latter case, the Chinese woman shared a similar path of ‘transnational marriage’ in which she married an Italian man in Italy, later got divorced, and made her way to Germany with her daughter.

Three families were chosen from my close circle of friends whom I have known since my arrival in Germany 15 years ago. One of the wives I met during a German integration course that we both attended, while I met the other wife through my daughter’s piano lessons. For the purpose of this discussion, I will refer to them as the Bey’s and Wey’s families. The third family was introduced to me by an acquaintance. This family which I refer as Lin’s family, consists of a mother and a teenage daughter. As I conducted field visits, I noticed a distinct characteristic in the process of arranging these visits. In contrast to some ethnographic studies of transnational families, where arranging appointments required careful preparation and persistence, sometimes taking months (Li-Gottwald et al., 2024), the field visits in this study were often spontaneous and immediate. This spontaneity was facilitated by our regular and intensive mobile communications, which were based on the close relationships I had established with the families for years prior to this study. Although friendships and close relationships in ethnographic research can enhance the research experience, benefiting all parties involved (Huisman, 2008), it is important to notice special ethical concerns need to be paid in ethnographic research on close circles (Hall, 2009; Jurczyk et al., 2014). Ethical considerations can encompass the importance of obtaining informed consent, safeguarding privacy, maintaining confidentiality, acknowledging power dynamics within the relationships, and practicing self-reflexivity (Irwin, 2006; Davies, 2008; Huisman, 2008; O’Reilly, 2009). In the context of doing ethnography in intimate social circles, confidentiality, disengagement, and power dynamics are argued as the most prominent dilemmas (Lupton, 2012; Hall, 2014).



5 Analysis and discussion


5.1 Four families

One of the original methodologies employed in this study was to observe and document the activities of families during their everyday life as well as the Christmas, New Year’s Eve, and Chinese Lunar Festival periods. These occasions often serve to strengthen familial bonds and contribute to the overall well-being of family life. They each bring unique socio-cultural backgrounds and migrant trajectories. Pseudonyms are used for all the participants and their family members.



5.2 Bey’s family: the narrative

Bey migrated to Germany from Shanghai in 2007 under the family reunion program to join her then-husband. Originally born in a city in Jiangsu province, Bey pursued her studies in Shanghai. After completing her education at a renowned university in Shanghai, she secured a position at a commercial bank in the city, where she encountered her future spouse. Following her husband’s path, Bey relocated to a major city in Germany, where she has resided. However, her marriage proved short-lived upon her arrival in Germany. Bey shared with me that she felt like a caged bird. Toward the end of their relationship, she was confined against her will. Eventually, Bey made the decision to leave and sought refuge in a women’s shelter. With no knowledge of the German language and lacking any friends or relatives for support, she faced challenges in finding employment.

After transitioning from the women’s shelter to a rented room, Bey enrolled herself in a German language school, where I became acquainted with her life. Her German language skills rapidly improved, and by the end of the term, she had successfully passed her B1 language proficiency exam. Notably, Bey also possessed excellent English language skills and actively participated in various social activities. I vividly recall her taking me to numerous social events where English served as the primary means of communication. Over the course of two to three years, Bey managed to secure a more suitable apartment and eventually met her current husband, a young German man. Together, they have two sons. Throughout the fieldwork period, the couple had been together for over 10 years. Bey’s husband, Fin, is a local German and works as a chief financial officer, with a demanding schedule of over 50 h per week that often keeps him away from home. As a result, Bey made the decision to become a full-time homemaker, devoting herself to caring for their two young boys, aged 5 and 9. The family resides in a three-bedroom apartment located in a prominent area of the city, known for its excellent schools and childcare centers. Additionally, they own a holiday apartment on a coastal island in China, where they spend time together during family vacations.

Bey’s husband earns a very comfortable income, and although Bey is as a highly skilled and well-educated Chinese woman who could easily find employment, she has the choice to concentrate on the household and raising the children. Bey’s experience as a migrant aligns participants portrayed in Simeng’s (2020) study on Chinese migrants residing in Paris. Individuals born in the 1970–1980s who possessed Bachelor’s or Master’s degrees before migrating to Europe. They relocated to Europe with the aim of pursuing their career and establishing a family. In a similar vein, Bey’s personal journey unfolded as she first encountered her former husband in the vibrant cityscape of Shanghai, China, and subsequently embarked on a transformative voyage as a love migrant to Germany.



5.3 Wey’s family2

Wey’s trajectory as a migrant aligns with group of participants described in Wang (2021) study of Chinese migrants to Europe born between 1982 and 1990, who pursued higher education in Europe and later married local citizens. Wey arrived in Germany at the age of 19, following her graduation from a prestigious music high school in Shanghai, China. She was raised in an affluent family in Shanghai, where her father is a successful business owner, and her mother holds a senior nursing position at a renowned hospital. Wey’s upbringing revolved around her musical talents, as she received private singing and piano lessons from the age of 8.

With her parents’ support, Wey embarked on her classical music educational journey in Germany, initially dedicating a year to mastering the German language. Subsequently, she secured admission as an undergraduate student at a distinguished local music college, where she later pursued her Master’s degree in music education. I had the opportunity to meet Wey during her young adult years when she gave piano lessons to my daughter. Wey did not ask for any financial compensation for her teaching services; instead, she used the opportunity to gain valuable experience for her future career in music education. It was during her time at university that she met her husband, Ben, who shared the same dormitory. Ben, a gentle and courteous individual, had relocated from Frankfurt to the city where Wey is.

Upon completing their studies, Wey embarked on music teaching career, working for various schools and different projects, while Ben found employment as a computer programmer in an international company. Before long, they exchanged vows and acquired a residence in an exclusive area of the city based on financial support provided by Wey’s parents in Shanghai. Wey told me that her parents had sold one of their numerous apartments in Shanghai to fund the purchase. The couple had a two-year-old daughter. Wey’s parents frequently visited them in Germany, traveling from Shanghai, while Wey, Ben, and their young daughter often embarked on weekend trips to Ben’s parents’ home in Frankfurt. Wey exemplifies the experiences of Chinese international students in Germany hailing from affluent urban families in China since the turn of the millennium. Her narrative in Germany falls into the category of proactive young students who ventured to Germany for pre-college and undergraduate education.



5.4 Mey’s family

I first encountered Mey during my second year of residence in Germany at a German language school, and our friendship has endured ever since. As a love migrant or family migrant, Mey embarked on her journey to Germany to unite with her then-husband. Hailing from a Chinese farmer family in a small village, Mey relocated to the rapidly developing city of Shenzhen in her early twenties. Despite not having had the opportunity to pursue higher education in China, she displayed determination by attending evening classes in Shenzhen to acquire English language skills and sales expertise. Leveraging her linguistic talents, she successfully honed both competencies and secured a position as an international sales assistant in a Japanese company, where she subsequently encountered her future German spouse at a professional conference3.

Mey’s love blossomed rapidly, and following her German partner’s departure from China to Germany, she eagerly reunited with him in Europe. The couple became engaged at the iconic Eiffel Tower in Paris. Her husband, a CEO of a logistics company, and Mey settled in a suburban area of a major German city, constructing a home together. However, their marriage proved short-lived. Subsequently, Mey entered into a second marriage with a Northern German man employed in the finance department of the German Government. At the time of the fieldwork, they were married and had a teenage daughter. Despite her husband Den’s insistence that Mey reduces her workload, she works for two part-time positions. One is working as a caretaker in a local German school, while the other one is an administrative role in a Chinese company located in the urban city center.

Mey demonstrates remarkable fluency in both English and German. Their adolescent daughter attends a Gymnasium at a nearby high school, where she receives weekly lessons in Chinese Mandarin, swimming, judo, stage performance, and piano. Given Den’s enthusiasm for sports, their daughter actively participates in various athletic endeavors. The family resides in a semi-detached house nestled within a tranquil suburb of the metropolitan area. Mey’s trajectory does not conform to other participants. In a unique manner, she embodies the archetype of a self-determined migrant, finding herself in a foreign land without the customary support of familial or communal bonds, and lacking the privilege of substantial economic or cultural resources to bolster her prospects. While the absence of institutionalized support and a dearth of advanced educational qualifications may put constraints on her, Mey’s exceptional attributes lie in her proficient fluency in German, English, and Mandarin, as well as her relentless involvement in social networking.



5.5 Lin’s family

I encountered Lin approximately 1 year ago while visiting a restaurant where she was employed as a waitress. Our interaction was limited to the customer relationship, and I observed her to be rather reserved. However, she willingly agreed to participate into this study. Lin originates from a financially disadvantaged peasant family in a rural region of China. After completing her high school education, she migrated to the Guangdong province as an internal migrant and secured employment at a Taiwanese-owned electrical factory. Subsequently, Lin’s sister’s marriage to an Italian-Chinese man presented an opportunity for her to join her sister in Italy through their brother-in-law’s kinship. Upon arrival, she found employment in a garment factory owned by an individual from her brother-in-law’s hometown. Initially, her role involved cooking for the 16 Chinese workers employed in the factory. After 8 months, she transitioned to another factory where she not only engaged in cooking but was also permitted to assist with the garment production process, which entailed paid work, unlike the cooking duties. It was during this period that she met her husband, an Italian, leading to their marriage and the birth of their two children. Additionally, Lin established a store specializing in clothing and shoes sourced from her home province, Fujian, in China.

In 2019, Lin divorced her husband and moved to Germany with her two children. Initially, she found employment in a Chinese restaurant but unfortunately lost her job during the Covid-19 lockdown. Following the lifting of restrictions, Lin’s niece, who resided in the big city, assisted her in securing another position. Lin and her daughter relocated from Berlin to the big city, while her young adult son returned to Italy. Throughout the duration of the fieldwork, Lin resided in a one-bedroom apartment with other Chinese kitchen staff from the restaurant. The main bedroom was occupied by the chef, while the staff members lived in the living room. Lin herself resided in the kitchen area. Her daughter lived with Lin’s niece and her niece’s family at another location in the city, and Lin would visit her daughter every 2 weeks. Lin’s migratory trajectory distinctly aligns with labor migrant groups originating from Fujian, Zhejiang, and Guangdong provinces, characterized by the presence of supportive village and kin ties in Germany. These ties facilitated the acquisition of her current employment and provided support for child-rearing, enabling her to work in the restaurant.



5.6 Transnational intergenerational relations – the grandparents in China

The transnational interactions in the family sphere constitute a part of their social contact during their daily activities and are usually oriented by the children. However, the participating families do not visit China as often as imagined, since some of the children are at school-age, and the COVID-19 pandemic also made international traveling more difficult, particularly trips to China. At the end of the fieldwork, Bey and Lin both made a 3-week trip back to China. Bey’s purpose was to visit her elderly parents who were at their eighties as well as to put her Shanghai apartment back on the rental market, while Lin wanted to visit her very sick mother. Lin’s daughter was left to stay with her niece’s family, and Bey’s children were left home with the German grandma and Fin. During my visits to these two families, I observed minimal online communication between the children and their grandparents in China. Lin indicated that her children had no contact with her parents, while Bey described the interactions between her family in Germany and her family of origin in China as sparse:


Lin: “No contact, they grew up here and my parents have so many children and grandchildren in the countryside in China, you know, and they are old and sick, cannot travel, and do not even speak Mandarin.”
Bey: “I will not go back to China to visit them with the children often. My parents are too old, they cannot find any topics to chat with the children. Normally, when we do WeChat they would greet the children and then they are silent. There is also a language problem. Both boys are learning Mandarin, my parents speak Zhejiangnese. The children cannot understand what my parents said once the conversations get longer. Once per year, we four will fly to Hainan for a nice beach holiday. If they want to join us, they can.”



Online communication with grandparents and the challenges in nurturing emotional bonds with grandparents were mentioned by different participatory families in this study. Intergenerational relationships are shaped not only by life stages, health issues, and language barriers but also by the constraints of travel mobility. For instance, during WeChat video calls with her mother, I observed that the interactions between Mey’s daughter and her grandmother were quite brief. Mey’s daughter would typically greet her grandmother in Mandarin, who would reply in Mandarin before switching to the Hunan dialect. Often, the grandmother would continue speaking in Hunanese, leading the grandchild to say goodbye and leave the room. When I inquired about this, Mey explained:


“What can she (Mey’s daughter) talk to them? My father had nothing to talk to small children and my mother cannot understand Mandarin (Mey’s mother only speaks a type of Hunanese). Plus, she is a teenager, probably (she) has no interest in talking to her grandparents in China. And really, they have not seen each other for too long. The relationship between them needs not to be pledged. Too far, we are too far away.”
 

Resonating with Bey, Mey stressed the long-lasting geographic separation and language bias that made her parents and her daughter’s online communication difficult. In addition, the interview concerns over adolescence and its influence on transnational intergenerational communication. When asked if her parents will come over to Germany to visit them, Mey said:


“Forget it, they are farmers, they would have got lost the moment they left the hometown. Traveling abroad and English?! Even when they traveled in China, my brother always needed to accompany them. Forget it. No way.”
 

Recent studies have emphasized the limited traveling mobility of Chinese rural farmers (Huang et al., 2024; Zhao and Yu, 2020, 2021). Data from both Lin’s and Mey’s families reveal that the rural backgrounds and low mobility levels of Chinese mothers’ families in China significantly impact the fragile nature of transnational grandparent-grandchild relationships in the intercultural families. Additionally, the age gap between generations and language barriers emerge as key challenges in establishing and maintaining these grandparent-grandchild connections across all three families. If the former is an unavoidable aspect of life, my question about the latter is why all the mothers of these three families insist on having their children learn only Mandarin while in Germany. This question will be explored in more depth in the next section, which examines how transcultural families navigate their experiences through Mandarin language acquisition and the underlying language ideologies driving this choice.

Having identified the difficulties in transnational intergenerational communication in Bey’s, Lin’s, and Mey’s families, my observation of Wey’s family draws a different picture. As illustrated above, Wey is from a prosperous Shanghai family whose parents are in their late fifties and early sixties. During the time of the fieldwork, Wey’s mother came to Germany to visit her and help the couple with child-rearing. Wey recalls the whole family transnational communication plan:


“My mom is here for three months as it is the longest period for a Chinese national to stay in Germany on this traveling visa, then my father will come over for the next three months. Then mom will come over again. They said they will do this in turn till the child goes to school. My father can manage his business virtually.”
 

During my visit to Wey’s family, I witnessed frequent online communication between the grandma, the toddler, and the grandpa. Sometimes, the conversation with the child would last up to more than an hour. It is also noticeable that whereas in the other three families, the husbands had hardly transnational communication with their in-laws in China, with Wey’s family, the husband Ben was very engaged in communicating with his in-laws in Shanghai. This may be caused by his capability to speak some Shanghainese and Mandarin.

The aforementioned data reveals the contrasting nature of transnational intergenerational communication. On the one hand, life stage and age exert significant influence on transnational family communication. On the other hand, socio-economic and cultural background, along with linguistic capability, wield considerable impact on the divergent patterns of transnational family communication observed within the participating families. For instance, the significant age gap between the grandparents and grandchildren in Lin and Bey’s families has hindered intergenerational transnational communication, while data from Families Lin and Mey emphasize the crucial role of the grandparents’ mobility in their relationship with their grandchildren overseas. Additionally, in all three families, language barriers further complicate transnational communication, as the grandparents lack proficiency in Mandarin, and the grandchildren, raised in Germany, are not fluent in their grandparents’ native language. This linguistic mismatch engenders challenges in effective communication between the generations. Conversely, Wey’s family presents a contrasting scenario, as the grandparents remain relatively youthful and possess the means, both financial and practical, to commute between China and Germany. Consequently, their transnational communication appears notably more fluid. Wey’s family presents a distinct scenario that aligns with the findings of previous studies on the involvement of grandparents in childcare within Chinese communities in France, Britain, and the United States (Wang and Schwartz, 2016; Lie, 2010; Xie and Xia, 2011). The data from Wey’s family supports the conclusions drawn in those studies. Thus, when the involvement of grandparents in childcare is taken into account, it is crucial to consider factors such as their financial status and age, as they can significantly impact the dynamics and outcomes of transnational grandparental caregiving. Notably, Ben, Wey’s husband, exhibits proficiency in Mandarin and even demonstrates a command of the Shanghainese dialect, enabling him to engage in frequent and meaningful communication with his in-laws, both virtually and in person, as observed throughout the field notes. This seems to suggest that the German spouse’s linguistic fluency serves as a catalyst for a more harmonious and fluid transnational communication within the family unit.



5.7 Transcultural family upbringing through mandarin learning

Despite some difficulties in maintaining emotional bonds between the children in Germany and their grandparents in China, there is an overt emphasis on Chinese culture and Mandarin learning in the intercultural family upbringing practice. For instance, I had the opportunity to meet Lin’s daughter, who spoke Mandarin fluently. When I inquired about the reasons behind her daughter’s Mandarin proficiency, Lin shared:


“I taught them, I taught them 5 sentences per day, and we started very early. I also taught them how to write and read, 5 words per day since primary school.”
 

In response to further questioning about the importance of learning Mandarin and her decision to personally teach the children, Lin replied:


“We lived in a suburb, quite far from the Chinese school in the city in Italy. The children had time after school, and I, as the owner of a small shop, had the flexibility to accommodate their learning schedule. It was such a delightful time with my little ones. After school, the three of us would sit together in my small shop in Italy and learn Chinese. I would often laugh at their earnest efforts to learn the language. I brought primary textbooks from China and taught them myself. My husband at that time supported us too, and sometimes he would come to the shop to visit us during our ‘Chinese lessons’. You know, he never really liked the shop…They (the children) learned so quickly. My son can now read Chinese novels, and my daughter only communicates with me in Mandarin on WeChat. Learning Chinese is important, even the foreigners are starting to learn the language. Once the children express a desire to visit China, they can navigate themselves. Learning Chinese is like acquiring an additional language, along with two or three foreign languages.”
 

Despite the Chinese language proficiency of her children, Lin’s family maintains a primary focus on the joy of learning together as ‘transcultural family doing’. What sets them apart is the significant emphasis placed on Chinese language acquisition within a small Chinese shop in Italy. This assemblage introduces a unique element of the transcultural upbringing. Lin’s depiction of the Mandarin language learning, the Chinese shop, her ex-husband’s support by visiting the shop and the host country of Italy suggests a transcultural and transnational orientation where ‘different trajectories of people, semiotic resources and objects meet at particular moments and places’ (Pennycook, 2019, p. 86) to create a meaning-making process in ‘doing the transcultural family’. By engaging with the mother’s national language within the context of an Italian setting, Lin’s family not only exemplifies a transcultural orientation, bridging the gap between Chineseness and the host country’s culture but also the development of a new transcultural family identity during the lessons, in which all members of the intercultural family participated.

During the fieldwork, Bey frequently discussed her older son’s Mandarin language learning journey. She expressed her concerns, worries, frustrations, and satisfactions regarding her sons’ progress in learning Mandarin. The acquisition of the Mandarin language had become a ritual within Bey’s family, permeating their daily lives and activities. In the image on the left below (Figure 1A), we observe the presence of Mandarin characters prominently displayed in Bey’s family kitchen, symbolizing the ‘semiotic assemblage’ (Pennycook, 2019) of the language’s significance and integration into their home environment. Bey explained that she prepared all the pictures, while Fin artfully arranged and hung them throughout the kitchen. Additionally, the image on the right below (Figure 1B) portrays the transnational nature of their Mandarin learning process, which takes place online.

[image: Panel A shows a kitchen with a white refrigerator covered in magnets and papers, situated next to a counter with various household items. Panel B depicts a blurred scene with two people sitting at a table in a room, with a refrigerator and kitchen visible in the background under a ceiling light.]

FIGURE 1
 ‘Semiotic assemblage’ in the kitchen and transnational Mandarin Learning.


The location of the photos taken is in a household in Germany, the focus of the on-line learning is Chinese Mandarin language, the participants are the Chinese mother and the Chinese-German son while the Chinese teacher was in her home in Spain. In the background, the Chinese characters gracing the wall and fridge in the kitchen were created by the Chinese mother and hung by the German father. Following the notion of ‘spatial repertoire’ (Canagarajah, 2017), the data of Bey’s family suggests that the time zone is a more salient factor for the transnational learning whereas various spatial locations were used to support the learning process and the construction of transcultural family making took place in a particular physical locality in Germany.

In a different approach, Mey and her husband opted to enroll their child in a Chinese school which has served as a Chinese learning hub for many Chinese-German children in Germany (Li-Gottwald, 2022). Although the learning journey has presented its challenges, with the unwavering support of her parents, Mey’s daughter had been attending the Chinese school for almost 8 years at the time of the fieldwork. Every Sunday, during the school semesters, the entire family undertakes a 45-min drive from their hometown to the nearby city to ensure their daughter’s attendance at the Chinese school. When I inquired about the potential exhaustion stemming from this routine, the German husband responded to me, highlighting the commitment and dedication they have toward their daughter’s Chinese language education:


“It is not exhausting at all. I get up anyway very early. It is easy to drive on Sunday and afterwards we will go to a Chinese restaurant, like a Sunday family outing.”
 

The wife, Mey later adds:


“It is important to let her to go to the Chinese school so that she has some Chinese culture touch, it is also interesting for me to be embraced by Chinese people, exchange with Chinese or mixed (intercultural) parents and enjoy Chinese cultural activities there.”
 

The data above indicates that in Mey’s family, their focus on learning the Chinese language extends beyond mere linguistic proficiency. It encompasses the entire learning process as well as the family activities associated with it. The involvement of all three members of the family, the inclusion of a family Sunday outing, the enjoyment of delightful Chinese cuisine, the active engagement in Chinese cultural activities, and interactions with other intercultural parents in a German city presented in the interviews with the couple, serve as a tangible manifestation of their ‘transcultural family doing’. This aspect of their upbringing, as partly documented in Li-Gottwald’s (2023) study on parental social interactions at a Chinese complementary school, highlights the significance of these activities associated with Chinese learning in fostering a sense of transcultural family identity for the intercultural Family May in Germany.

The observational data collected from the Wey family illustrates a picture of transcultural family language practices in which multiple languages are engaged. Wey typically speaks to her daughter in Mandarin, the grandparents use Shanghainese, and her German husband communicates in German. However, there is a significant amount of family interaction characterized by translanguaging (Canagarajah, 2013; García, 2009; García and Li, 2014), where multiple languages are used simultaneously. In the interview, Wey emphasizes:

“It is very important that we speak different languages to Carol (our daughter). Sometimes we mix languages, and that’s fine. It’s our family, and we are very open-minded. The most important thing is that Carol grows up in a multilingual environment. Besides Mandarin and German, Shanghainese is also crucial so she can communicate well with my parents, my mother’s Mandarin is rather limited, and my grandparents are also very happy that Carol can understand their Shanghainese. And you (the researcher), should speak to her in English in the future. Hahaha.”

During the interview, Wey’s husband, who was playfully interacting with their child on the floor, chimed in with a playful remark in Mandarin:


“Our family is big and everywhere, we speak all languages.”
 

By the end of the fieldwork, Wey had enrolled their two-year-old daughter in a singing class at a Chinese school.

Observations and interviews with the Wey family suggest that the translanguaging practice (Creese and Blackledge, 2010; Li and Wu, 2009) with the daughter and within the family is one of their approaches to their intercultural family life (including the grandparents). By seamlessly blending Mandarin, Shanghainese, and German in their daily interactions, they foster an environment where multiple languages coexist and enrich their daughter’s upbringing. This multilingual practice not only allows for effective communication across three generations but also promotes a new family identity as a cosmopolitan transcultural family, embracing and embodying the fluidity and interconnectedness of modern global cultures (Canagarajah, 2012). As shown in the interview and field notes, it is important to note that Wey’s husband plays an active role in co-constructing their transcultural cosmopolitan family system, emphasizing both the size of the family and its global scope. Additionally, Wey emphasized the importance of her daughter learning Shanghainese, along with other languages, for intergenerational communication and future relationships.

We observe various strategies in transnational family dynamics through the context of Mandarin language learning. Although Bey’s family places a strong emphasis on language proficiency, the process of actively supporting their children’s Mandarin education is central to developing their transcultural family identity. This involves a blend of objects, pictures, online learning across distances, and engaged parental participation. For Lin’s and Mey’s Families, learning Mandarin becomes a collective ‘doing transcultural family’ endeavor. In these families, the process of learning Mandarin transcends individual achievement and instead becomes a shared activity that involves the entire family unit. Therefore, Mandarin language learning serves as a way to engage in family activities and strengthen intercultural familial bonds. Wey’s family takes a different path in constructing a cosmopolitan transcultural family identity through using multiple linguistic resources. However, it is noteworthy that each family adopts a distinct approach to non-Mandarin Chinese child-rearing. While the Wey family places strong emphasis on nurturing their child in their hometown language to foster close intergenerational relationships with the mother’s family in Shanghai, the other three families minimize the importance of learning their hometown languages. Instead, they emphasize the socio-cultural values embedded in the national language. These contrasting scenarios reflect the concept of family configuration as outlined by Widmer (2016), where families are process-oriented networks of functional interdependencies and individuals cooperate as well as sometimes hinder each other, both voluntarily and involuntarily. Thus, the fulfillment of needs such as emotional support, financial and practical resources, and social recognition is mutual within families (Widmer, 2016, p. 61). This significant difference between Wey’s family and the other families partly explains the close intergenerational relationships in Wey’s family compared to the relatively loose grandparents/children’s relationships in the other three families.




6 Conclusion

The article illustrates the dynamics of transnational intergenerational relationships and transcultural family upbringing through Mandarin language education within four intercultural families, exploring how some of the discourses on these two topics are interrelated. Although numerous previous transnational family studies reveal the frequent online communication with grandparents in nurturing intergenerational family emotional bonds. The current study reveals that establishing stable and enduring transnational grandparent-grandchild relationships necessitates consideration of factors such as age, generational life stages, grandparents’ travel mobility, languages, and financial resources. A stable transnational grandparenting in intercultural families is heavily reliant on the availability of resources, the constellation of various variables and the interdependency of all family members (Widmer, 2016, 2021). Thus, the four intercultural families exhibit diverse dynamics in their transnational grandparent-grandchild relationships, with a notable challenge of the absence of a shared heritage language. While all four families emphasize the importance of learning Mandarin, only one family also highlights the value of learning both Mandarin and a local Chinese dialect, such as Shanghainese, to enhance transnational communication with grandparents. This particular family, which engages in the most intensive transnational parenting, aligns with Widmer’s (2021) concept of family figuration, where family relationships are shaped by various social, economic, and cultural factors, as well as the consequences of each member’s actions.

Interestingly, although all families prioritize Mandarin, the support process for language learning has established a ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 1990, 1994; Fahlander, 2008)/ the ‘thirdness’ (Zhou and Pilcher, 2019) that fosters a transcultural family dynamic (Crippen and Brew, 2007, 2014). Some families construct their transcultural family identity through intercultural and language learning activities, others through translinguistic practice, and some through the assemblage of objects and active parental engagement.

It is important to note that these four families do not represent the entirety of intercultural families in Germany. Ethnographic research is primarily concerned with gaining a profound understanding of the real-life experiences of individuals or groups within their cultural and social milieu. It is worth noting that this article primarily focuses on data related to the theme of Chinese dimensions in the intercultural families. This emphasis is a result of both space constraints and the desire to provide a comprehensive and in-depth examination of this specific aspect. Other themes, such as German dimensions, will be explored in forthcoming articles, allowing for a more comprehensive analysis of the broader context.
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Footnotes

1   In this paper, the concept of ‘migrants’ is based on the IOM’s (International Organisation for Migration) definition for migration: ‘movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an international border (international migration), or within a state (internal migration), encompassing any kind of movement of people, whatever its length, composition and causes’. It includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, economic migrants and persons moving for other purposes, including family reunification. https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/networks/european-migration-network-emn/emn-asylum-and-migration-glossary/glossary/migration_en#:~:text=Thus%20it%20includes%20migration%20of,other%20purposes%2C%20including%20family%20reunification.

2   Pseudonym as requested by the participant families.

3   Pseudonym as requested by the participant family.
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In public debates, transnational families are portrayed as a deviation from the norm of “good childhood.” In Europe, this is emphasized by the term “Euro-orphans,” branding parents’ (especially mothers’) absence as a violation and scandalizing it. Children’s voices are rarely heard in public discourse, and although research is now turning its attention to the “stayer children,” they and their perspectives on transnational family life remain underrepresented, especially in Europe. In a German-Polish project, we investigate how children perceive and evaluate transnational family life based on 27 group discussions with 12-14-year-olds (with and without own transnational family experience) in Poland. The analysis shows that (1) the presence of parents is central to the normative pattern of a good childhood from children’s perspective, but (2) they use differentiated criteria when assessing (temporary) parental migration, i.e., they do not refer to “universal” needs of children. Additionally, (3) children request that they be informed about the migration-decision early on and involved in the organization of the time of separation to make it as acceptable as possible for them. Thereby, they offer interpretations of transnational families that contribute to erode the norm of good childhood. We see our paper as a sociologically and socio-politically relevant contribution to expanding the discussion on transnational families, both from the perspective of children who discuss and problematize transnational family life as more than merely a question of violating the norm of parents’ presence, and with our focus on the European region, which provides specific contextual conditions for transnational families.
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1 Introduction

In the summer of 2023, we three sociologists traveled to a small Polish town on the eastern border. We were warmly welcomed by teachers at the local elementary school. Contact with the school had been established roughly a year earlier when, as part of a German-Polish research project, one of our team was a guest at the school for a few days and interviewed pupils about their views on transnational family life. One year later, the entire project team returned to thank the teachers for their warm and patient support during the data collection, and to talk about transnational families again. We briefly reiterated our interest in transnational families and asked the group whether this family constellation was common there, to which they unanimously answered in the affirmative: Yes, some of the children were “Euro-orphans.” When asked to describe their experiences and perceptions (without mentioning names), one teacher recalled a girl who was suicidal, presumably due to the physical absence of one or both of her parents. With this example—as with the teachers’ use of the term “Euro-orphan”—the conversation begins by referencing the inappropriateness, even dangerousness, of the transnational family arrangement. When we later asked whether transnational family life is often followed by such dramatic consequences for children, a teacher (perhaps the same one) referenced the girl’s brother, who from that teacher’s view stood out positively rather than negatively, with his focused and enthusiastic interest in agriculture—an interest that likely developed thanks to his new care arrangement at his uncle’s.

We recount this episode to show how the teachers’ everyday interpretations could be reminiscent of current public discourses, drawing from the same normative ideal of a family in which both parents are present. The sometimes one-sided discursive linking of the transnational family with the suffering and despair of the children left behind and labeled as “Euro-orphans” (Trusz and Kwiecień, 2012) is exemplary of the “moral panic” that characterizes the discourses on transnational families (Urbańska, 2015). The discourses refer to a specific and narrow norm of good parenting that is closely tied to “presenteeism” (Edgley, 2021). In Poland, this norm of parents’ physical presence in the same place as their children is clearly a powerful one—as in many other countries. The dominance of the norm of parental co-presence has been well established, particularly in the Polish media discourse (Slany et al., 2014), purportedly out of concern for children’s needs and welfare. What is problematic about this—and is the starting point of our contribution—is that this discourse is highly adultist, in the sense that it is determined by adults’ interpretations of the effects of transnational family life on children. We problematize this dominance of adult perspectives against the background of the participatory demand to hear the voice of those affected—in this case the children left behind—rather than (only) talking about them (Prout and Hallett, 2003). Sociological childhood research has methodological approaches and tried and tested instruments at its disposal to (critically) reconstruct the perspective of children (Punch, 2002; Harcourt and Einarsdottir, 2011; for a recent overview on methodological approaches in childhood research, see Spiteri, 2024), from which we draw in this paper. Such reconstruction of children’s perspective makes it possible to feed their voice into the (public) discourse, as a political concern. The second aspect guiding this article is a scientific one: to better understand the complex empirical phenomenon of transnational family life as an increasingly relevant part of the social world. As children occupy specific positions in the social order, especially with regard to its generational structure (Alanen, 2005), their perspectives offer insights into the social world that differ from those of adults. Against the background of these two aspects, we ask in our study how children themselves perceive transnational family arrangements and how they evaluate them—regardless of whether they are growing up in a transnational family themselves. The analysis of group discussions with children aged 12–14 allows us to make a more fundamental contribution to the research in childhood studies on definitions of good childhood (Bühler-Niederberger, 2024) and the construction of the generational order. By reconstructing children’s ideas of a good childhood and their understanding of how both adults and children contribute to it (or fail to do so), our study contributes to overarching sociological questions about the reproduction and negotiation of normative ideas of childhood and family and explores what position children themselves hold.

We explore these questions in an interdisciplinary German-Polish research project called DoDzi1 that took us, among other places, to the small elementary school in eastern Poland. In our project, we define transnational families as core families in which fathers and/or mothers (temporarily) migrate, “yet hold together and create ‘familyhood’ in their ability to reconstruct and redefine themselves through time, space, emotions, and materialities” (Walczak, 2016, p. 29ff.; Cienfuegos et al., 2023, p. 3).

The sociological research part of the project focuses on children’s own perceptions and evaluations of this transnational family form. Accordingly, we utilized group discussions to encourage children to talk about the phenomenon. In the following piece, we will summarize the results of our analysis of the group discussions. First, we will outline in section 2 how transnational families are structured in Poland and examine studies that deal with the evaluation of such family arrangements. In section 3, we will then explain our own approach, on which the presentation of results in section 4 is based. Using empirical evidence, we will show how children position themselves in relation to the norm of parental presence and which problems they identify in transnational family arrangements. From this, we will derive which idea of a good childhood is fundamental from children’s perspectives, which will be summarized and discussed in section 5.



2 Transnational families—specifics of migration from Poland

Transnational families are not a completely new arrangement in Poland (see Thomas and Znaniecki, 1995), but (temporary) labor migration to neighboring European countries has increased significantly since 2004, with the free movement of workers, and has become a widespread practice (GUS, 2021). An estimated 2 million Polish citizens lived abroad temporarily in 2020, the majority in Germany (GUS, 2023, p. 53; Hut, 2023). Temporary labor migration is a model practiced especially by women, and increasingly also by mothers (Kępińska, 2008; Ryan et al., 2008; on forced migration of women: Urbańska, 2016). For Poland, Walczak (2016) reports that maternal migration has almost doubled since 2008 and amounted to 15% of parental migration in 2014. It can be assumed that roughly every fourth child in Poland had experienced (temporary) transnational family life in the 3 years prior to the study (Walczak, 2008, p. 12; Walczak, 2014, p. 17).2 According to teacher estimates, over 6% of their pupils currently live in transnational families, while 20% of pupils self-report doing so (Ostrowska, 2016, p. 15ff.). The discrepancy shown here is already a first indication that this form of family life remains partly invisible. The statistical normality of transnational families stands in contrast to the normative idea of good parenthood, which is primarily characterized by parental presence. In Poland—as in many other countries—labor migration is discussed primarily in terms of parental absence from their children and is frequently scandalized. This can be seen starkly in the term “Euro-orphans,” which emerged in Poland in 2007 (Kawecki and Kwatera, 2015, p. 26) and labels children as parentless. The extent to which the media discourse scandalizes migrating mothers is well documented. Based on an analysis of 500 newspaper articles (including statements by moral entrepreneurs), Urbańska (2015) shows how a moral panic is constructed around the migrating mother (similarly: Walczak, 2016; Lutz, 2018), in which not only the welfare of the child but all of Polish society is threatened. Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck (2012, p. 14) describe the logic of medial discourse as “naming, blaming, shaming.”3 The migrating mother is stylized as a deviation from the normative pattern of good motherhood not only in media targeting adults, but also in Polish books aimed at young children. Jendrzey (in press) shows for the latter that here, too, the migrating mother is suspicious and either fails in her motherhood or is redeemed at the end of the book only when she decides to return to her children for good (see also: Zając, 2023). The books’ endings are hardly surprising: A “good” mother in Poland is closely linked to the image of a present and family-oriented mother, based on the historical myth of the “Mother-Pole” (Imbierowicz, 2012; Pustułka, 2014; König et al., 2021).

Despite changes in the norm and reality of motherhood, current studies indicate the persistence of the image of the “Mother-Pole” who is permanently and physically present for her family (Kocot-Górecka, 2014, p. 43; ROPS, 2015, p. 51; on the division of responsibilities of Polish couples, see CBOS, 2018; Sikorska, 2019). This expectation of permanent presence was promoted in particular by the PiS government’s family-centered national policy, which is closely linked to the values of the Catholic Church. In this context, Wawrzyniak and Sikorska (2024) speak of a return to familism, which aims to strengthen traditional family models and gender-specific roles while alternative lifestyles are increasingly marginalized.

Within this framework, a migrating mother violates the ideal of a present mother and becomes an object of social interest, as proven not only by media and political discourses but also by debates among religious representatives, who have adopted the topic for themselves and repeatedly discuss it in the context of a threat to the family (Szwed, 2018) and to national continuity (Urbańska, 2015, p. 47). Titkow (2007, p. 70) argues in this context that Catholic representatives have reduced Polish women to the areas of “children, kitchen, church.” This underlines the ambivalent position of the (migrant) mother who, as a breadwinner, assumes a central role in improving the quality of life of her family and at the same time must continue to meet the demands placed on her as the family’s “manager of care and everyday life” (Sikorska, 2019, p. 238). In contrast, migrating fathers are less likely to be the subject of public discourse (and scandalization), as their mobilities correspond to the normative pattern of the “male breadwinner” (Slany et al., 2017), and their break with the norm of parental presenteeism can thus conceivably be relativized or legitimized.

Transnational families are a global phenomenon attracting academic attention in various regions of the world. Research has primarily looked at motherhood from a distance and at the impact of women’s migration on the gender order (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997; Parreñas, 2005). For example, studies show how mothers legitimize their absence as sacrificing for their children (Fresnoza-Flot, 2014) or that the responsibilities of migrating mothers are primarily assumed by other women, maintaining the gender order (Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2012, p. 32). Particularly in these early studies, the generational order is not addressed. The focus is not so much on childhood as on motherhood. For some time, family research has also turned its attention to this phenomenon, studying doing family from a distance and how family is created over distance, far beyond remittances. The socio-technical possibilities are being investigated (Greschke and Motowidlo, 2020; Waruwu, 2022) and the contributions of stayer children increasingly considered (Christ, 2017). Children’s agency is identified by their complicity (Nosek-Kozłowska, 2021) and/or resistant practices (Bonizzoni and Leonini, 2013; Hoang et al., 2015). The studies also provide indications of the impositions that arise for children in this arrangement and the limited maneuvering room with which the children are left. Studies in Asian countries provide an explanation for the effectiveness of filial piety for the parent–child arrangement in some regions (Madianou and Miller, 2012; Christ, 2017; Gu, 2022). In these studies, children are conceptualized primarily as family members; their relationships with significant others (for example peers or teachers) are largely neglected. Another line of research focuses on children and examines the effects growing up in such family arrangements has on their objective and subjective well-being. The results are extremely heterogeneous (Antia et al., 2020),4 demonstrating how differently transnational family life can be experienced (see also Nosek-Kozłowska, 2021). One finding from research on children’s subjective well-being (SWB) more generally (not only in transnational families) should be highlighted here, as it is of particular relevance to our analysis. Based on data from the Children’s Worlds Survey of 8-, 10-, and 12-year-olds in 18 countries, Lee and Yoo (2017, p. 19) conclude that “freedom to choose and self are [the] most important factors for determining a country’s overall level of children’s SWB” (emphasis added).

How labor migration is structured, how family life can be and is organized long-distance, and what significance this has for children differ immensely between countries and regions, making research findings hardly comparable or transferable to transnational childhoods in Poland.5 In contrast to frequently studied countries such as Mexico or the Philippines, at least four aspects are specific to Poland. Firstly, labor migration within Europe has been legally possible without restrictions for Polish citizens since its EU accession in 2004. Due to the full freedom of movement for workers, migration patterns in Poland have changed: European migration has replaced transatlantic migration (Okólski and Salt, 2014; PAN, 2014; Ślusarczyk, 2014), and both temporary labor migration and “circular migration” have increased (Goździak and Pawlak, 2016, p. 109). Closely related to this is the fact that, secondly, the transnational space (Faist et al., 2014) within Europe is smaller than for many of the other transnational families typically studied. The geographical proximity allows, for example, for reciprocal visits and for alternating work and family modes. Another characteristic of labor migration from Poland is, thirdly, the lower economic disparity between Poland and other EU-countries. Migration is less a matter of existential need and more an alternative for a better financial livelihood. Fourthly, it must be considered that transnational families also differ in terms of the generational and gender-specific orders of their societies of origin. With regard to variations in the generational order, Bühler-Niederberger (2021), for example, distinguishes between societies that are more strongly based on an interdependence model versus an independence model, indicating which intergenerational solidarities are expected. Filial piety, for example, underpins the interdependence model. What is expected of children and what is considered a “good childhood” varies depending on the historical and social context. Qvortrup (2005, p. 31; authors’ translation) summarizes this idea as follows: “It is significant that the architecture of childhood is fundamentally shaped by society—more precisely: by its prevailing parameters—and that childhood is thus to be understood as an integrated element of and within society, which interacts with other generational groups.” While in many countries children of migrant parents are seen as “left behinds,” in others they are not stigmatized in this way. In Ghana, for instance, the subjective well-being of children of migrant parents is even more pronounced because a culture of migration prevails there, and transnational families are an accepted family form (Cebotari et al., 2018). Other studies, such as from Moldova, show how children whose parents migrate try to conceal this and thus engage in stigma management. Last but not least, the aspect of identification with the traditional role model in the household plays an important role. With regard to the gender order, Parreñas’ (2005, p. 97) study is a classic example: She shows that the children in the Philippines with migrating mothers suffer more from migration than the children of migrating fathers, as the conventional division of labor and traditional notions of motherhood are at odds with their new household configurations.

With regard to the Polish context, there are some studies on transnational family arrangements but little research on how children there evaluate the transnational family arrangement. The few available findings indicate that they differentiate their assessment of transnational family life depending, for example, on family relationships prior to migration, the (active) involvement of the migrating parent(s) in their children’s lives (Danilewicz, 2010), on the family’s material situation (Walczak, 2016), and/or on their involvement in decision-making processes (e.g., Majerek, 2015). Some studies analyze the evaluation of transnational family life retrospectively (Danilewicz, 2021; see also Seidel, 2024 for Moldova). More fundamentally, however, is the lack of findings on how children—regardless of whether they have personal experience with it or not—think about this family arrangement, particularly against the backdrop of the pervasiveness of normative ideas of good childhood and family, as outlined above.



3 Study design

The following analysis is based on the sociological part of the larger bi-national and interdisciplinary research project DoDzi. The study aims to identify conjunctive knowledge about transnational families and good childhood. Group discussions with children were chosen as the instrument for data collection, based on two key considerations. Firstly, group discussions allowed us to identify the implicit, conjunctive knowledge (Bohnsack, 2012) of the participants. Secondly, compared to individual interviews, group discussions make it possible to (at least partly) distract from the power imbalance between the adult researchers and the child interviewees by focusing on interactions between the children (Vogl, 2005) and offering a feeling of safety and protection within the group. The groups were composed homogeneously regarding the children’s experiences with transnational family settings. The group categorization is methodologically relevant insofar as homogeneity in biographical experience is crucial for promoting a dynamic, participant-initiated discourse (Bohnsack, 2012) and a positive group atmosphere. To ascertain the children’s experience with transnational family life ahead of the group discussions, we distributed a short questionnaire at the schools, which the children completed on site. However, as our questionnaires and group discussions show, even families without migrating parents frequently have experience with such arrangements in their extended family circles. Thus, children of both groups—with and without direct experience of migration—were familiar with it to varying degrees. A comparison between those with and without migrating parents is not intended at this point.

As an introduction to the group discussions,6 the researcher read a fragment from the children’s book “Tata gotuj kisiel!” [Papa Makes Jelly; authors’ translation] by Stenka (2016). In the selected fragment, the mother, daughter, and grandmother discuss the mother’s plans to migrate temporarily to England. Nine-year-old Aśka, the book’s protagonist, first learns about these already solidified plans during the conversation. In her reaction, she shows that she disagrees with her mother’s decision and is outraged. During her mother’s three-month absence, Aśka is to live with her grandmother, and their apartment is to be sublet. The father is not mentioned in the passage. When selecting the fragment, we ensured that different perspectives on temporary migration were considered and that children were offered different points of connection, which they could then use to emphasize self-selected aspects from the story. After reading the passage aloud, the researcher first invited participants to recount its contents. The children were then asked to comment on the individual positions in the book and ultimately to talk about their own experiences. The children could choose for themselves to what extent they wished to contribute to the group discussion or to simply listen. In this way, they were offered a form of “exiting” the data collection situation (for “ethics in practice,” see Guillemin and Gillam, 2004; for a reflection on children’s “voice” and “silence,” see Spyrou, 2015).

All group discussions took place in schools. A total of seven schools were involved, with four schools from the western and three from the eastern parts of Poland. The questionnaires were distributed during personal visits to the schools by a native Polish-speaking researcher from the team, who was able to familiarize herself with the schools and obtain detailed information about the data collection. Information material for parents and children was written down and made available in the form of a video. Informed consent was obtained from parents and children on this basis. The data collection process was accompanied by repeated phases of reflection within the team (e.g., on the interviewer’s caution in asking too directly about experiences with parental migration; on dealing with the teachers). Care was taken to ensure that the teachers were not given access to the data collection or the collected data. Between June and December 2022, a total of 27 group discussions were conducted, in each of which three to five children between the ages of 12 and 14 took part. This article is based on 19 of these group discussions,7 which were fully transcribed and translated into German at the time of analysis. The analysis follows the guidelines of Strauss’ (1998) Grounded Theory approach. This means, for example, that the interpretation does not begin with a prefabricated category system, but that the categories and their connections are the result of an iterative-cyclical interpretation process. The generated readings are successively checked, modified, rejected, or (provisionally) confirmed through comparison with other cases. We followed Strauss and Corbin (1996, p. 63ff.) suggestion of contrastive comparison in order to increase theoretical sensitivity and augment the analysis. In this process, parental presence emerged as a central category: All interviewed children identify constant parental presence as an inherent expectation and relate this to the transnational family arrangement. Nevertheless, they do not follow a universalized idea of what children need or how families should look. Rather, they use different categories than those we are familiar with from adult discourses to evaluate this type of arrangement. Children’s contextualization of transnational families and their views on participation in the family strategy are the focus of the analysis in the following section.



4 Good childhood—transnational families from children’s perspectives


4.1 Parental presenteeism—a norm as a recurring benchmark

A relevant point of reference the children use to describe and evaluate the family presented in the book excerpt is the co-presence of family. At least in the beginning of the discussions, some groups evaluate the family presented in the book in the context of this shared understanding, thus identifying the presence of the mother as a natural expectation, in that the “mother is also something like a part of the house” (Leon, GD1). After the passage is read aloud, some children immediately adopt Aśka’s perspective and emphasize what children can reasonably expect from their parents:

 “It’s normal, for example, that she reacted like that, because I would react the same way in a situation like that. It’s understandable that she does not want her mother to leave.” (Maja, GD2)



For many children, the thought of being separated from their mother for a longer period is initially almost inconceivable. Moreover, the physical co-presence of “both” parents is expected. In this way, the children quickly deviate from the book’s premise, in which the mother migrates and the father does not appear. In doing so, they also adopt a different perspective to that of the media discourse, which primarily problematizes the migrating mother. In the group discussions, the father is brought into the interpretations instead, upholding the ideal of co-present, heterosexual parenthood: “It is probably the case that every child needs a father’s and mother’s hand” (Max, GD3). Independent of gender, both parents are mentioned regarding the support they provide. The idea of a parent’s absence is partly fraught with fear, because:


“A parent is basically our closest support. At least they should be the closest support. So if they were many kilometers away from us, it would simply be more difficult to get that support.” (Alicja, GD4)
 

What emerges from the group discussions is, on the one hand, a conjunctive knowledge of the norm of the aforementioned physical co-presence of both parents. On the other hand, we also find an early distancing from this norm—sometimes formulated explicitly, other times rather subliminally. For example, in the quote above, Alicja does not question parental support per se, but rather considers it more difficult to realize from a distance (but even the “distance” is further differentiated, c.f. section 4.4). Such an “erosion” of the expectation of co-presence can be found in almost all passages that refer to this norm. In other words, absence does not automatically call good parenting into question, and migrating mothers are not (necessarily) devaluated. For instance, following Alicja’s statement as cited above, Maja also draws the conclusion that:


“All in all, it’s not a bad thing, because she’s [the mother in the book] been offered a good deal and it’s kind of working out for her. But I would not want to be in that situation myself, for example.” (GD2)
 

Staying with the norm of permanent co-presence for now, we can ask what is associated with it. Parents are described as children’s “closest support” (Alicja, GD4), guaranteed by their physical proximity. Co-presence ensures parents’ immediate availability if problems arise. As Marysia explains it: “If something were to happen, [Aśka] might not feel that support from her mother because she would not be near her” (GD5). In Marysia’s mind, physical proximity makes the support more tangible. Presence is not only required in the event of a crisis, but also for joyful events. In our group discussions, the children also express concern that absence could jeopardize the celebration of special events, such as birthdays they wish to spend together. In addition, the parental presence is also expected in daily life. Everyday interactions in a physically shared location allow space for children and parents to have spontaneous conversations, participate in each other’s lives, and foster closeness. Jonas is convinced that family life is more difficult at a distance:


“because this person who goes abroad, one of the parents, is usually not up to date with these things […] and it’s also just that you do not want to talk about them over the phone, for example, and repeat everything that’s happened all day.” (GD6)
 

In the children’s view, distance does not make closeness impossible, but it does create challenges and requires everyone involved to engage in new ways of “doing family” (Morgan, 1996). Recent studies worldwide show how actively children are involved in this, for example by maintaining contact (Nosek-Kozłowska, 2021; De los Reyes, 2023), controlling emotions toward parents (Gu, 2023), or conducting conversations based on their knowledge of which topics should be avoided over the phone (Hoang and Yeoh, 2014, p. 191). How children in our group discussions position themselves toward distance and closeness and how they imagine a good way of managing and shaping transnational family life is described in greater detail in section 4.4.

The absence of a parent can also mean that children must assume additional tasks previously performed by that parent. For example, Antia et al. (2020, p. 12) show that, “in the African and Eastern European regions, girls in migrant households tend to be more vulnerable than boys, regardless of which parent migrates,” precisely because they must take on more responsibility in the household and for their siblings. However, our analysis shows that children in Poland are primarily concerned about which adult will take on the care work, such as cooking or school drop-offs. Questions of daily routines, or even the wish that parents supervise children’s everyday lives, stand out: “Yes, I would have a problem keeping myself organized because I have a bit of a problem managing my time” (Jarek, GD7). As such, although the children repeatedly express concern as to who would assume their parents’ well-rehearsed routines, the generational order is not seen as fundamentally modifiable.

Physical co-presence is thus seen as a guarantee for an organized, protected, and anxiety-free childhood. Against this backdrop, temporary migration could have a “very negative impact on the child […] because if one parent stays here and the other goes somewhere else, it also means that the child receives less attention” (Zuzanna, GD8), thus risking the child’s central position in the family. A longer separation could “maybe even [be] a bit damaging, maybe even traumatizing, that your mother left you here on purpose, for money” (Ania, GD9). Being deliberately left behind, especially “for money,” contradicts the norm of a sheltered and child-centered childhood. In the latter half of the quotation, the norm of co-presence is highlighted but its relevance is nevertheless somewhat mitigated, insofar as the mother’s absence is not automatically associated with traumatization—instead, it could be either “a bit damaging” or, in extreme cases, “even traumatizing.” However, the deviation from the set norm is limited. Ania (GD9) continues: “But on the other hand, she wanted to do something good for you.” Thus, she does not question that the mother’s intentions (in the book) are in the best interest of her child. Some participants therefore reject Aśka’s indignation. Leon (GD1), for example, would “not be the least bit indignant in Aśka’s place, because mother does it for the whole family, including me, to earn more money and improve our lives.” A sheltered childhood can also align with the idea that parental migration can be the best decision for a child’s well-being, as there are “times when they have to do something for the child’s welfare” (Wiktor, GD10). The common denominator in the group discussions is that the child’s best interests must be the guiding principle of parental action. Permanent parental co-presence is an expected but not obligatory component of this.

Those children in the group discussions who do uphold the norm of co-presence largely agree that migrating parents (should) feel guilty, having failed to meet their children’s legitimate needs. While a few children emphasize the impossibility of making up for the loss of time spent together, some offer suggestions for compensation. For example, one discussant interprets the fictional mother’s plan to take a long-distance trip with her daughter after their separation as “making up for the fact that she is leaving” (Wiktoria, GD11). Others say the mother must “compensate” “for leaving her, for doing something to her, not to upset her, but yes, something she did not necessarily want, or something like that, to apologize to her” (Karol, GD2). Our findings from Poland thus differ significantly from those on transnational families in other countries. Particularly in Asian countries, children’s indebtedness to their parents for the sacrifices they make for their children by migrating for work is well documented (Madianou and Miller, 2012; Christ, 2017; Gu, 2022). In our group discussions, the participants also understand migrating parents to be acting in the interests of their children or family. Nevertheless, they view stayer children as the ones to make sacrifices, justifying any rebellion or demands for compensation. The children are blameless, while the parents must feel guilty for breaking with the norm of co-presence. They are expected to take all possible measures to make their absence as acceptable as possible for their children (c.f. section 4.4). Filial piety, children’s gratitude toward their parents, is not a guiding principle here.

The extent to which parental co-presence as a norm is perceived as effective and essential for the child’s well-being becomes clear in another way during the group discussions, namely when the participants discuss their own experiences with transnational family life. For example, Nadia (GD6) shares the story of how she and other family members promoted the father’s proposal to migrate temporarily to earn money as a confession: “Honestly, we all say that’s good.” Others explain that their peers do not necessarily know that their parents sometimes migrate. Just the idea of their knowing is:


“[…] also a bit depressing because, for example, when your friends, I do not know, come home and there’s your mother and so on, and you are sitting with your grandmother, for example, well…then it’s a bit sad.” (Natalia, GD3)
 

The mother’s absence is interpreted as a deviation from the normative, expected arrangement, which is “a bit depressing” precisely because of the comparison to others who meet this norm. Some participants even describe stigma management, for example by deciding whom they tell about their family life—and whom they do not. The impact of the norm of co-presence can also be observed when discussants describe their cautious interactions with classmates who (might) come from this type of family or from families living translocally for other reasons. Wiktoria (GD11) is unsure how to deal with such information about a classmate:



“When I hear that someone is not living with their parents, I try not to act strangely, but I am sorry. Because I live with my parents, and if my parents had to move out, I would be very sad, so I am sad.”

 

Here, too, are absent parents stigmatized and treated warily, almost as a taboo. Contrastively, some say they are envied for having a “free house”—that is, one free from parental control.

In summary, from the children’s perspective, parental co-presence is seen as an inherent part of the normative pattern of good childhood (see also Danilewicz, 2021, p. 173f.). At the same time, the group discussions reveal a differentiated approach to the phenomenon, far removed from the “moral panic” characteristic of adult discourses on “Euro-orphans.” Rather, the children erode the norm by identifying valid reasons for migration and exploring the options for designing an arrangement that would best suit them (c.f. section 4.4)—precisely because migration can be a vulnerable experience.



4.2 Valid reasons for deviating from the norm



“How did Aśka react to that [mother’s migration]?”



Wiktor: “The way I think any child would probably react. She would not want to let go of her parents and not see them in person for three months.”



Kuba: “Because this child did not understand that you have to leave, that they just need this money.”


Wictor: “For example, she did not understand the situation the family was in.” (GD10)
 

Even those children who adopt Aśka’s negative attitude at the beginning of the group discussion later name legitimate reasons for migration. Rather than categorically negating the possibility of a “good childhood” or “good parenting” despite the parents’ absence, they understand migration as a legitimate family strategy. Some children do not even interpret the book excerpt in the context of the norm of co-presence. Instead, they directly contextualize it for example in the current labor market. Alicja (GD4) summarizes the discussion of the opening stimulus as follows: It is about “how the mother could not find work where she lived. She found a job somewhere abroad.”

The discussants recognize that the mother tried to find a local solution to the problem of unemployment. Though she does follow the norm of a present mother, the context necessitates her legitimate deviation, locating the family as an economic unit in society. Following this line of reasoning, the family is not an island; rather, the members must react to social conditions, such as the poor labor market. Thus, families cannot always be structured the same way. Using Schütz (1932, p. 93ff.) terminology, one could say that the “because motives” are clearly developed. The children determine the reason(s) for the migration plan, for example the dismal job prospects in Poland. A distinction must be made between this and the “in-order-to” motives, which indicate how the action comes about and what the actor intends. The decision to migrate is considered legitimate (although not always desirable) by the children if it is made in the interests of the family: “You have to think that it’s for the good of all of us, that they want money for us too” (Artur, GD9). Hence, the legitimate reason to migrate is not only to secure their livelihood but also to strive for a “better life” by earning money abroad:



“Why do you think Aśka, Aśka’s mom, decided to go abroad?”


Marysia: “Because she found a better job there where she could support everyone so that they could live better.” (GD5)
 

Another discussant, Max (GD3), goes so far as to describe it as “a sin”—“it” referring not to the migration itself but to the mother’s turning down the lucrative offer of a three-month job. This employment could be an investment in their future. In short, families need not be in immediate hardship for children to recognize migration as a legitimate strategy. Instead, it is much more important that the child’s welfare is the recognizable guiding factor for decisions.

Unlike with the “Euro-orphan,” in which leaving for money is equated to abandonment, economy and emotion do not contradict each other here. Family is expected to be both an economic and an emotional unit. Thus, the assessment of migration is rarely unambiguous. Bartek (GD4) considers Aśka’s mother’s decision to migrate as “good on the one hand, but also a bit…wrong on the other…” while Max (GD3) argues that such a decision by the parents to migrate puts them in a “kind of moral dilemma,” as it involves ambivalent consequences.

Aside from the economic factors that legitimize migration as being in the family’s interest, the children identify further factors to consider when evaluating the family arrangement. Firstly, they refer to the quality of the child’s relationship to the migrating parent (for a more detailed discussion, see section 4.4). The discussants do not automatically assume that the relationship between parent and child is always good or that the distance is perceived as a loss. Secondly, they identify certain characteristics of the child to consider. Above all, they cite age as a decisive factor:


“[…] but a child our age, for example, would not mind because they would know that Mom has to earn money, that they can get by with Grandma, that they will help Grandma, that Grandma will help them, at our age. And with a younger one, it would be that they cannot, that they would have to resign themselves to Mom going away.” (Nadia, GD6)
 

Opinions vary as to the age at which an absent parent is problematic, but the dominant view is that the mother’s (and father’s) presence is particularly necessary for young children. A (young) child is depicted as being dependent. Within this context, the discussants also present themselves in the group discussions as actors who would cope well if their parents were absent. The interpretation that especially young children suffer from parental absence suggests that the discussants, who define themselves as adolescents, speak in an enlightened manner about migrating parents.

In summary: The children provide a range of valid reasons and conditions that legitimize the temporary migration of a parent. As Krystian (GD1) succinctly puts it: “There are age limits where certain reasons are permissible. There are age and time limits. There are a lot of limits that make something acceptable or unacceptable to us.” From the children’s perspective, parental migration therefore cannot be regarded categorically as a breach in “good childhood.”



4.3 Children’s role in the decision process and the time before parents depart

At the beginning of the group discussions, when the children review the book passage used as a stimulus, the mother’s decision to migrate is of central importance. However, the fact that the mother made the decision and that her daughter was not involved are problematized less than the point in time at which Aśka is informed of the said decision—namely, far too late:


“But for Aśka it was also like…it was also a shock, because after all, the mother probably knew for a month, and [Aśka] only found out, I do not know, a week before she left.” (Wiktoria, GD11)
 

According to the discussants, the “shock” for the protagonist is that she only learns of her mother’s migration plans last minute. The fact that Aśka is informed so late is repeatedly problematized in the group discussions; this seems to be a bigger grievance than the fact that she is not allowed to participate in the decision itself. This applies not only to the book family, but also to the participants’ own experiences:


“For me, these first trips [of the father] were the most difficult […] I was angry with everyone else that nobody told me earlier, because I was younger at the time, so [the family] did not talk to me a bit, because it did not…it did not affect me then, and now somehow, when someone leaves, I know first because…well, I generally have better contact with my parents.” (Mariusz, GD12)
 

In this quote, Mariusz voices his anger toward his family for not including him in the family affairs earlier. He explicitly ties this secrecy to his young age and the notion that his father’s migration would not “affect” him. However, he seems to have made his dissatisfaction clear to his family, as things have changed for the better: He is now the first to know when someone leaves, and he notes improved contact with his parents.

Secrecy toward children has been discussed and researched in various studies, for example among transnational families in Vietnam (Hoang and Yeoh, 2014) or Switzerland (Roulin and Jurt, 2014). Keeping migration plans secret from children is interpreted by adults as a form of protection, as children are not trusted to understand adult issues; parents also want to spare themselves and their children a long and difficult farewell (Roulin and Jurt, 2014, p. 203; Danilewicz, 2021). While the children interviewed in our study agree that keeping migration plans secret from children is unacceptable (and violates their sense of “doing family” well), they have differentiated views on when to involve children in the face of a possible or imminent (parental) migration:



Wiktoria: “I would say, it if it’s already for sure and does not build up so much tension because it might not work out.”


Emilia: “But maybe, for example [the mother] could say it when they made the offer, for example. It’s not clear what the timing is.” (GD11)
 

Wiktoria and Emilia discuss the pros and cons of different points in time and conditions they consider appropriate for informing the child: When the mother receives an offer, when she has accepted, or when it is certain that she will leave. According to the discussants, parents are required to balance children’s different needs: On the one hand, children should not be burdened with (unnecessary) tension; on the other, they have a legitimate right to be involved in the family’s affairs. However, the participants also consider the parents’ situation, such as the fact that they themselves sometimes find out about job opportunities abroad at very short notice. This example highlights the sensitivity that the discussants expect from parents to handle the situation appropriately and communicate the decision to their children at the right moment and in the right way.

The participants reflect in the group discussions why they consider it so important to know about the parents’ migration decision early on:


“Well, but it’s logical that the child will not make that decision, but [the mother] should… She should take an interest in her opinion and not just ignore it.” (Maciej, GD13)
 

Maciej’s use of the words “interest” and “ignore” make it clear what a significant difference it makes, from his perspective, whether the child’s opinion is heard. For Maciej, as for many other participants who formulate this demand similarly, listening is a question of the parents’ interest in the children—an interest that children expect. The children also emphasize the specificity of their perspective, in terms of their generational position and their individual experiences:


“Because my parents, I mean, they sometimes cannot understand how I feel because they are adults, and in their case, for example, their parents never left. They also kind of do not know, kind of, how me and my siblings kind of feel about it, you know.” (Matylda, GD12)
 

Matylda is referring to the challenge she and her siblings face in making their feelings about the separation accessible to their parents and thus engaging in a particular form of “emotional labor” (Mand, 2015, p. 26). Thereby, she addresses the fundamental problem of an intergenerational shift in perspective. According to her, what separates her and her siblings from their parents is not only the fact that they are adults, but also that the parents do not have their own transnational experiences as children from which to draw. Listening to children’s opinions is not merely a symbolic gesture of showing interest in the child. Rather, it creates a space and time for stayer children to be actively involved:


“In my case, when my father left in September, it had already been planned somewhat since May. And we all talked about it together so that it wasn’t the case that I did not know and my father suddenly left. But we all talked about it around three months beforehand.” (Mariusz, GD12)
 

Mariusz emphasizes the fact that the family discussed the upcoming change together at an early stage, and that the children were involved in the planning; he describes an interactive process that includes all family members. This can be interpreted as the children demanding a “doing family” in which their voices are heard, resonating, for example, with results from a study by Kutsar et al. (2014), which also pinpoints children’s wish to voice their opinions regarding migration-related decisions.

In contrast to the interactive process experienced and valued by Mariusz in the quote above, Natalia (GD3) describes a process taking place within herself:



“I did not really have anything to say because my dad came back from work one day and said, announced, that he was leaving soon for three months. So I had…it’s nice that I had time to process everything in my head, not like from one day to the next, but I actually had a month, I think. And I got used to it and it did not hurt as much.”

 

Although Natalia’s father merely “announced” the decision, she nevertheless emphasizes that it was “nice” to have time to “process everything in [her] head.” The prospect of separation, which Natalia experienced as painful, was at least mitigated by the time she was given to adjust. As in Matylda’s case mentioned above, Natalia also engages in a form of emotional labor by making herself adjust to a painful separation experience. Again, the period between being informed about the migration and the father’s actual departure is of central importance here. In the group discussions, participants name numerous processes that take place during this time: They grapple with the parents’ decision, sometimes protesting it or looking for alternative solutions, for example by suggesting strategies to find work closer to home. The children use this time to develop and express their own opinions, to imagine the time during the separation, and, if necessary, to plan for it. Children are therefore by no means passive, instead working actively to interpret the situation and position themselves within it.



4.4 Shaping and organizing the time of separation: children’s views on spatial, temporal, and relational aspects

It became clear in sections 4.2 and 4.3 that children do not categorically assess their parents’ decision to migrate as problematic, but rather differentiate regarding the legitimacy of migration reasons and the timing and type of communication about the decision. This also applies to the shaping and organizing of the period of separation, which our group discussion participants consider to be important for the evaluation of transnational family life. This subsection reconstructs, which notions of good childhood the participants apply with regard to the time of separation, and how normative expectations can be met—or modified. Numerous differentiations can be reconstructed from the group discussions in terms of the discussants’ perspectives on these questions. We have divided these differentiations into three central levels: the spatial-geographical, the temporal, and the relationship-interaction level.

The relevance of the “spatial-geographical level” concerns, for one, the distance between the parents’ place of migration and the children’s place of residence. For example, Oliwia mentions the need for parents to be able to quickly be with their children. The ability to bridge the gap, in the sense of an experienced or imagined closeness between the stayer child and the migrating parent, defuses the feeling of separation and inaccessibility. Against this background, Oliwia (GD12) rates her own transnational experience as positive—and better than a transnational experience between England and Poland, as in the book passage:



“When my father went to Germany last year to work, yes, then from the beginning, it was about two weeks, it was long, despite everything he still came, you know? He could always get in the car and come, and here [referring to England] that’s not possible.”

 

By emphasizing the possibility that her father was “always [able to] get in the car,” Oliwia affirms her father’s availability—and thus “repairs” the norm of parental presence. This aspect adds to the point mentioned in section 4.1, in which participants express their expectation for parents be close enough to respond quickly to emergencies. Here, the particularity of the European transnational space, which allows for the construction of such (geographical) proximity despite distance, becomes relevant for children. The “proximity” to parents’ place of work can also be produced through children’s own mobilities: “When my father left, I only got used to it when I visited him together with my mother and brother” (Oliwia, GD12).

Through her own experience of mobility to her father’s place of work, Oliwia felt closer to him, making it easier for her to accept and participate in transnational family life. While Oliwia does not elaborate on what exactly visiting her father achieved or changed, other participants talk about the “knowledge” they gain about their migrating parents’ faraway lives, giving them security and confidence:


“And sure, I missed him a bit, but somehow not so much, because he just called me, we talked sometimes, I knew how he was. I know he went there just like that, almost like on vacation. So totally more on vacation. And I did not miss him so much because I also knew where he was going, I knew in advance and I knew what he was up to.” (Alicja, GD4)
 

Alicja’s knowledge of her father’s location, condition, activities, and plans abroad quickly reduce the feeling of missing him and thus mitigates the norm of parental presence. This knowledge also reassures children that their parents are doing well, revealing another aspect of the normative pattern of good childhood: Children should not have to worry about their caretakers. Constructing parental closeness and acquiring knowledge about parents’ well-being are thus means by which children mitigate or repair the normativity of parental presence during their absence.

The spatial-geographical level encompasses not only the mobile parents’ place of migration but also the spatial changes for stayer children that may accompany this migration. This aspect has received attention in recent studies on transnational families, as the mobility experiences of stayer children (Mazzucato and Haagsman, 2022) can be considerable when having to move (usually within the country of origin), sometimes even several times. In our group discussions, the participants reflect on the implications that moving to another place or household can have for stayer children, such as in the case of the book’s protagonist: “If she should go somewhere further away, to another city, let us say that she goes to study for that time. She would simply be cut off from her friends” (Nadia, GD6). The participants consider how, if stayer children are physically separated from friends, they have to organize and maintain contact in other ways. The discussants recommend that adult caregivers actively support this:


“As for this daughter’s grandmother, she could give her a few rules to follow, such as inviting a friend to stay with her for a while to make it a little better, to cover the bad with the good.” (Helena, GD13)
 

Helena describes what can comfort the child during a separation, such as inviting friends to stay overnight. Helena, like other discussants, recognizes that transnational family life may also create challenges “beyond” the family, such as separations from significant others (e.g., friends). Along with parental absence, these disruptions contradict the normative pattern of a sheltered childhood. Nevertheless, the children point out ways in which such ruptures can be addressed to make the situation (more) acceptable. Also here, as with the distant parents, the study participants recommend creating closeness with the friends in new ways, by inviting them to visit or keeping in touch through (social) media.

In addition to the spatial-geographical level, the discussants also deem the “temporal level” significant. Relatively uniformly, longer separations are seen as more challenging and more consequential than shorter ones:


“Well, if someone goes away for a month, that’s fine, a month is a short time, so you meet them again after a month and it’s normal. And if he goes away for six months, you do not really see him for six months. You miss him so much, you kind of do not have that…I do not know what to call it, but they are probably different feelings.” (Natalia, GD3)
 

Natalia believes that, while it is easy to return to normal with the person after a short separation, it becomes more difficult with longer separations. Despite new technological means she is concerned that one cannot “really see” each other, and possibly develop “different feelings.” Although children consider the presence of the other person fundamental to experiencing connectedness, they nevertheless believe it is possible to spend a short time apart, whereby the classification of time periods as “short” varies. Constructing parental absence as “short” and thus as not damaging, in fact as causing no chance at all, is another way of coping with it and repairing the norm of parental presenteeism.

In addition to the question of duration, the group participants discuss the timing of parental migration and differentiate between various scenarios:


“I think if they left during the school year, I would be fine for the first few days and then I would be tired because I would have to look after myself alone.” (Dominik, GD7)
 

This example points to the importance that the study participants attach to the everyday—and normative—obligations of stayer children, for example as school children, and to their temporal structure. Dominik assumes that he would be “tired” of looking after himself after just a few days, presenting parental support to be necessary during the school year. It is considered less necessary during vacation: “It was summer vacation at the time, so it was okay” (Adrian, GD3). This corresponds to children’s expectations that their parents organize and supervise their lives, as discussed in section 4.1 (p.11). Expectations from parents, as well as the demands children place on themselves (being disciplined, getting good grades, planning time for homework and extracurricular activities, etc.), illustrate how demanding being a schoolchild is. The following quote shows that these demands must also be met during parental absence:



“Was there anything difficult when your parents were not there for you?”


Natalia: “Hmm…Not really, because back then I did not have chemistry or physics, and it wasn’t as difficult as it is now in seventh grade, it was easier in fourth grade, and I had to learn some simpler things. And my grandparents are into history and things like that, they know it very well.” (Natalia, GD2)
 

Natalia assesses whether parental absence caused difficulties based on whether it led to problems at school or whether the temporary carers, in this case her grandparents, were able to provide the necessary support. From the children’s perspectives, whether a transnational family arrangement is acceptable is also measured by whether stayer children can fulfill their responsibilities as (good) schoolchildren. The norm of good childhood can thus be met, despite parents’ absence, when being a good schoolchild remains possible and when parental support is substituted by the (temporary) carers.

The quotes above already suggest that, in addition to the spatial-geographical and temporal levels, the participants also consider the “relationship-interaction level” to be significant for shaping the separation period, especially on an emotional level. This becomes evident, for example, when children mention worries that contact with migrating parents may suffer, as in the case of the book:


“And let us assume that [Aśka] then gets an SMS from her mother saying that she can only call in three days because she has some kind of situation there, she has to sacrifice a lot of time, then for the child that’s like…The child might have the feeling that she is simply being rejected by her parents.” (Wiktor, GD10)
 

Like Wiktor, many children in our group discussions express the fear that relationships with migrating parents could deteriorate as a result of less intensive and intimate contact, and they anticipate the additional effort that would have to be invested into rebuilding the relationships after the parents’ return: “So later on, when she arrives, that relationship has to be rebuilt because she did not know what was going on before, a lot may have changed in that time” (Maciej, GD13).

On the other hand, stayer children’s (positive) relationships with their migrating parents are considered a support for upholding an intact family life and a protected childhood. This may be the case when families find effective ways of maintaining contact and intimacy despite the distance, as Robert (GD12) reports from his own experience:



“So for me it’s actually not long, my parents often come, you can visit them, or you can talk via various apps, like Skype and so on. […] My father called my mother every evening and we told each other what we had been doing all day.”

 

Robert emphasizes the mutuality of both his own and his parents’ efforts to maintain a close connection, including reciprocal visits, regular communication, and the readiness to share what is going on in each other’s lives.

The group discussants’ accounts pinpoint the centrality of stayer children’s relationships to their migrating parents (and not, in general, of the parent’s gender) when evaluating transnational families. They focus not only on the question of presence or absence but also on complex processes in which they factor in the individual history of a relationship, the constraints faced by both parents and children, the type of contact they are able to maintain, and the (anticipated) possibility of processing the separation phase, in the sense of “rebuilding” the relationship. Children present parental relationships as dynamic and flexible and develop solutions to maintain a sense of connectedness with one another despite the distance. In this way, children construct transnational families as adaptable and thus as able to meet children’s needs of close and emotional relationships, at least when parents (and children) invest the necessary efforts.

Equally relevant are the relationships with those adults who remain with stayer children. These include the parent who stays behind or other caretakers such as grandparents. In the group discussions, the participants reflect on how they feel about various relatives, what kind of relationships they have with them, and what advantages or disadvantages there are or would be to living with them. Ania and Szymon (GD9) imagine themselves in the role of the book protagonist, who will be staying with her grandmother:



Ania: “It depends on who I would stay with. I mean, if I lived with my grandmother, well, that would be mediocre, because let us not kid ourselves, my grandmother is like, hmm. Anyway, my grandmother lives in the countryside, so I’d be even more….”



Szymon: “There’s no internet.”



Ania: “There is. But in general, well, in general, I do not know, for me on the one hand my grandmother, well, that might actually be pretty cool.”

 

Ania and Szymon’s conversation represents many of the considerations expressed by discussants when assessing (hypothetically) how and where to live with other caretakers during parental absence: Whether in the countryside or in the city, with or without internet, whether the caregiver understands teenage concerns, whether they are too strict or too lenient, etc. These aspects and more are considered by the discussants when evaluating whether a care arrangement contributes to what can be called “adequate presence”—emphasizing the surrounding in which stayer children remain, and complementing their ways of handling parental absence.

Based on their own transnational experiences, participants refer especially to the changes in their everyday life that come from sharing it with other people and having to reorganize it while parents are absent:



Natalia: “Then also when they come back later, it’s so strange because after two days when my grandmother was with me, for example, she had a different way of living with me day by day and my parents had a different way of living with me and it becomes a bit like that…”



Maja: “All in all, that’s true, too.”


Natalia: “You live differently with different people.” (GD2)
 

Living in new care arrangements is accompanied by changes in everyday life to which everyone involved must adapt. This is true not only for the time of separation but also when parents return, requiring children to re-adapt. In the group discussions, this is discussed as a certain imposition that children must bear. Thus, it can be inferred that adults are inherently expected to provide a childhood that keeps children free from this kind of pressure to adapt. Children consider this the parents’ duty to make up for their “guilt” of leaving the children (c.f. section 4.1, p. 8). Adults are thus expected to acknowledge and support children’s “adaptative work.” Part of supporting stayer children with that adaptive work is to prepare and facilitate their transitions to new care arrangements, such as in the book family’s case:



Emilia: “For example, the mother could take her to visit her grandmother more often, then maybe she would get used to living with her grandmother.”


Wiktoria: “And then: ‘Oh, grandma, did you buy a little dog?’ I’m not kidding, the grandma could have bought a puppy.” (GD11).
 

The girls suggest that the mother initiate intensive relationship work between the stayer child and the new caretaker so that the former can adapt to living with the latter and the relationship and trust between them deepens. Interestingly, Wiktoria envisions that the mother takes the child to the grandmother’s and the grandmother’s buying a puppy, explicitly assigning the responsibility for the adaptive support and emotional well-being of the child to the adults. From the discussants’ point of view, such intensive relationship work should be aimed at establishing intimacy and supporting the stayer child’s transition to the new care setting. Again, this adds to the notion of adequate presence and serves to maintain a protected childhood in which competent and emotionally responsive adults are held responsible for the welfare and well-being of the (vulnerable) children.

To summarize, our study participants evaluate the shape and organization of the separation period using diverse aspects of the spatial-geographical, temporal, and relationship-interactional level. Importantly, the children consider the question not only of diminishing the worries connected to parental absence (by establishing closeness through regular communication and possibly visits, substituting for school-related support etc.) but also of adequate presence: The quality of relationships with new carers and appropriateness of new living arrangements form the basis for evaluating the transnational family. However, children also look beyond the family; not only relationships with parents and new carers, but also with friends should be ensured for the time of separation. Children demand to be involved in the planning and development of new care- and living arrangements during parental absence, while simultaneously expressing the expectation that adults (especially the parents) ensure that children’s needs are fulfilled at all times.




5 Discussion

In newspapers, television reports, and children’s books in Poland, transnational families, and particularly (temporarily) migrating mothers, are repeatedly portrayed as deviating from “good parenting” or “good motherhood” by defying the normative ideal of present parents. The weighted term “Euro-orphans” interprets this family form as one that neglects children’s innate needs, stripping it of any legitimacy. However, these are concerns voiced mainly by adults. Based on group discussions with children in Poland, we shift this perspective and ask children how they themselves view and evaluate this family arrangement, and we analyze which norms of good parenting can be identified when they discuss transnational families. The article thus goes beyond the specific subject of transnational families and captures the normative pattern of good childhood and parenthood from the perspective of children, which is closely linked to their experiences of being children in Poland. This childhood is characterized by children’s demands to be listened to, echoing a historical, albeit variable and non-linear, shift of (intergenerational) family interactions toward a more balanced, negotiation-oriented style, which has been described for several European post-war societies (for the Netherlands and Germany: du Bois-Reymond, 1994; for Poland: Adamski, 2002; Tyszka, 2004).

For the participants of our study, their demand for inclusion in family negotiations, in this case on parents’ mobilities, does not mean that they demand the same position as their parents in the family hierarchy. On the contrary, children refer to their vulnerability quite explicitly by expressing their dependency and their need for responsible adults’ care, control, and emotional comfort. Interestingly, the participants of our study offer a different interpretation to those offered in adult discourses: Instead of concluding that children should not be left behind by migrating parents in the first place (as frequently voiced in adult discourses), our discussants request that children be included in the shaping of an appropriate (temporary) substitute care-arrangement—to protect them from the vulnerabilities specific to their subaltern position in the generational order. The children’s notion of a “good family” that can be reconstructed from our group discussions is that of a child-centered family in which children are listened to and involved in the family’s decisions, so that they can view migration as a family strategy. Both parental presence and absence are measured against this backdrop. We will discuss our findings now through this lens.

At the beginning of the group discussions, directly following the book stimulus, the children refer to parental presenteeism as a norm. For them, as for the book’s protagonist, permanent parental presence is a fundamental and shared expectation. Already, the first variance to the media discourse on “Euro-orphans” emerges, insofar as the children also include the father in the family, instead of critically discussing only the mother’s absence—as is the case in our stimulus.

Further, the analysis shows that the norm of parental presenteeism erodes during the discussions, even for those children who initially supported it strongly. Overall, it is striking that the children do not argue based on universal children’s needs, but (also) conceptualize the family as an economic and socially contextualized unit whose actions can be evaluated respective to the specific situation. For example, the state of the labor market can legitimize temporary migration, as it enables a “better life” for the family or/and the children.

Although some children emphasize being happy that both their parents work in the same place the children live, the group discussants are far from scandalizing parental migration categorically. They discuss to what extent migration can be a threatening experience, but they do not reject outright the transnational arrangement itself. Rather, they problematize associated implications, an element missing from adult discourses.

It is less parents’ migration decisions that children criticize, but rather the fact that they are not involved in or informed of the decision-making process. The children’s demand to be informed at an early stage can also be interpreted against the background of Strauss’ (1974) reflections on how people deal with turning points—as the absence of a parent can be understood. Strauss aptly formulates how turning points challenge the self. He gives the example of “betrayal,” in the sense of an event occurring that the individual did not anticipate. With adults in mind, Strauss (1974, p. 106) writes that “an essential aspect of this critical experience is that the self-assessment of the person concerned is deprived of orientation.” But children who are confronted with the planned departure of their parent(s) at short notice also experience their self-assessment as sheltered children in the family and their routines being called into question. They demand to be given time to adjust to this (more or less relevant) turning point and to redesign themselves to some extent. This also includes helping to shape the new arrangement.

This demand by children to be informed early on goes hand in hand with a second requirement: The evaluation of the transnational family arrangement is based not only on parent(s)’ absence but especially on the presence of a (new) caregiver. The children expect a say in when, where, and with whom they will stay. These questions are particularly central for shaping and organizing the separation period and demonstrate a further departure from a universal conception of family and child, instead considering differing contexts, outlined above using the three levels, namely the spatial-geographical, the temporal, and the relationship-interaction level. In addition to focusing on new caregivers, the children also look beyond the family by emphasizing the importance of maintaining friendships and fulfilling their roles as schoolchildren; these can be reconstructed as further aspects the children perceive as “adequate presence.”

The main objective of this article is to identify how children evaluate transnational family arrangements, triggered by the “moral panic” featured in the adult discourses dominating public media. Our study indicates that this moral panic exhibits an adult bias. This does not mean that children do not problematize the family arrangement. Rather, they (also) problematize aspects that adults do not address, which can be related to their specific position in the social and generational order and offer a different perspective on the social world than that of adults. It is apparent that children construct a specific idea of good childhood that predominantly emphasizes space for them to shape their family as well as individual lives, extending the view beyond the intra-family sphere to include, for example, their roles as friends and schoolchildren.

This aspect in particular offers potential starting points for further studies. Existing studies on doing family over distance, important and widespread in research on transnational families, reveal how children contribute to the shaping of family, yet there is a notable lack of reflection on children’s position in the family structure. It is precisely this element children deem relevant when assessing the quality of transnational childhood. Furthermore, the results of this study encourage us to consider children as more than merely family members, insofar as the transnational family arrangement also has ramifications for relationships outside the family.

Furthermore, the group discussions clearly indicate the need to expand research on transnational families on those in Europe. For example, the generational structure in Poland is not built on filial piety, as seen in studies on transnational families in the Philippines. While children there are obligated to demonstrate gratitude toward their parents, some of the children we interviewed formulate an intrinsic demand that parents “make up for” their absence. In contrast, they hardly worry about taking on more responsibilities at home when their parents migrate, instead expecting to be well looked after. These points, which are closely tied to the specific generational (and gender) structure, are rarely found in societies with other generational (and gender) structures. The children in our group discussions refer to specificities of European transnational spaces, including geographical proximity when assessing transnational arrangements. Moreover, labor migration within the EU has become a common and familiar family strategy—everyone has someone in the family who works in another European country. Children increasingly grow up in this transnational reality and our study shows that they on the one hand reproduce the norm of a good childhood, but on the other also erode it, giving insight into children’s agency in a process of re-interpreting society.
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Footnotes

1   The acronym is derived from the Polish title "Dorastanie w rodzinach transnarodowych. ‘Dobre dzieciństwo’ z perspektywy dzieci" (DFG: 465048370). Alexandra König leads the German side of the project and Dorota Michułka the Polish side, which examines from the perspective of literature studies and reception research the way in which children’s books about transnational families are experienced and received. You can find more information about the project at "http://www.uni-due.de/biwi/koenig/dodzi/".

2   To our knowledge, current statistics on temporary parental migration are not available (see also: Doiczman, 2017, p. 316). Further findings from the 2022 census in Poland have yet to be published.

3   Studies on other Eastern European countries show similar findings (see Juozeliūnienė and Budginaitė (2018) for Lithuania, Seidel (2022) for Moldova, and Ducu (2013) for Romania). Instead of “Euro-orphans,” terms are used such as “abandoned children” in Romania, “social orphans” in Ukraine, and “white orphans” in Moldova (Lutz, 2018, p. 69).

4   For example, a study from Poland shows positive effects on the willpower and solution orientation of children living transnationally (Doiczman, 2018), while Sordyl-Lipnicka (2020, p. 234) identifies the highest anxiety levels in children whose mothers or both parents migrate temporarily.

5   The particularities of Polish migration are outlined similarly in the proposal of our follow-up project "(Self-)Positioning in transnational spaces – Children’s narrations and narrations about children living transnationally" (TraNa) which is funded by the DFG/NCN (GEPRIS 465048370).

6   For more detailed information on the implementation of the group discussions and our own reflections, such as on generational power relations and the bi-national and multilingual research project, see also Schwittek and Jendrzey (in press).

7   A table with characterizations of the 19 analyzed group discussions can be found in the Appendix Table 1.
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APPENDIX TABLE 1
 Description und characteristics of the group discussion based on the questionnaire.
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Introduction: This study investigated the association between social inequality and the sport labor career development opportunities in Brazil. We analyzed the interrelation of Brazilian men's elite futsal players' birthplaces, the clubs' locations, and the intra-national (domestic) migratory flow among regions and states within this country. Brazil is a Global South country with a high level of social inequality where futsal is a very popular sport, with one of the most relevant men's national leagues worldwide—the Liga Nacional de Futsal (LNF). This league commonly counts on around 20 clubs, all located in the South or Southeast regions of Brazil, which are socioeconomically wealthier and with a higher Human Development Index (HDI). The aims of this study were: (a) to analyze how men professional futsal players' migratory flow occurs in Brazil, considering and relating the athletes' birthplace and the clubs' location regions; (b) to investigate players' working period in the same club and the tendencies of instability/stability in job positions; (c) to analyze relations between the socioeconomic inequality in different Brazilian regions and the athletes' migratory flow.
Methods: With a quantitative research approach, we analyzed the birthplaces and migratory flow of LNF players between 2013 and 2022. Data discussion was based on Bourdieusian Reflexive Sociology. Results showed that: LNF clubs are located in Brazilian socioeconomic richest regions, with most players born there; a minority of athletes remained working in the same club for 3 years or more.
Discussion and conclusion: We concluded that Brazilian men's elite futsal context reproduces socioeconomic inequalities through a very regionalized athletes' migratory flow, and provides unstable labor conditions to players, who remain for short periods joining the same club.
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domestic move, labor mobility, sport career, Pierre Bourdieu, reflexive sociology, social inequality, social reproduction


1 Introduction


1.1 Context and hypotheses

This study investigated the association between social inequality and the sport labor career development opportunities in Brazil. We analyzed the interrelation of Brazilian men elite futsal players' birthplaces, the clubs' locations, and the intranational migratory flow among regions and states within this country.

Brazil is a Global South country with a high level of social inequality (Graeff et al., 2019; Eguiluz et al., 2022), being the 5th largest and the 7th most populous nation in the world (Worldometer, 2023). This country has a huge cultural diversity across its territory, influencing practices/manifestations in sport, art, food, clothing, leisure, education, marketing, collective identity, and other social dimensions (Marques et al., 2016; Graeff, 2020).

Brazil has a governmental organization divided into 26 states and a federal district, distributed among five regions (Figure 1)—North, Northeast, Centre-West, South, and Southeast, the latter being the most populous, socioeconomic richest, and presenting the highest Human Development Index (HDI) (Atlas Brasil, 2022). Converging to this, the most prominent and wealthier sport clubs are located in the Southeast region, followed by the South region, with both also concentrating the most of the major sport leagues, tournaments, and federations (Almeida and Rubio, 2021; Marques, 2024).


[image: Map of Brazil displaying its states, each labeled with a number corresponding to a list on the right, divided by color into five regions: North, Northeast, Center-West, Southeast, and South according to the legend.]
FIGURE 1
 Brazilian federal regions and states. Source: Adapted from Wikimedia commons—Link: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mapa_do_Brasil_por_regi%C3%B5es.PNG.


Futsal is a very popular sport in Brazil, with ~10 million practitioners (Santos et al., 2019), being the most practiced by children and adolescents in schools (Voser and Giusti, 2015). Furthermore, Brazil is the winner of the highest number of futsal world championships in both men's and women's scenarios (Mascarin et al., 2019).

Futsal in Brazil involves a complex sport system based on leagues, federations, and associations, with clubs across the country promoting senior (amateur or professional) and youth (under-7 to under-20) teams, with several players migrating from family homes since adolescence (Marques et al., 2022). In this country, investment in a professional futsal career can offer prestige and opportunities for social mobility to young and adult athletes, despite a scenario of many instabilities and informalities regarding the labor agreements/contracts between clubs and athletes (Marques et al., 2021).

There are several national senior-level men's futsal tournaments in Brazil, among regional, state, and micro-regional leagues, in all states of the country. Brazil has one of the most important men's national leagues worldwide, the Liga Nacional de Futsal (National Futsal League—LNF), which counted 24 clubs and around 400 players in the 2024 edition (LNF, 2024). An important dimension to consider is that most LNF clubs are located in the South and Southeast regions of the country, which can be regarded as an example of financial wealth concentration and social inequality within the national sport system.

The LNF has as its partner, between 2014 and 2023 editions, the Brazilian Futsal Confederation (CBFS), which nowadays has legal and economic struggles with the LNF. This scenario resulted in the creation of the Brazilian Futsal Championship, an alternative national competition under the control of the CBFS. This competition started in 2024 with 20 clubs in its first edition—8 from the Northeast region, 3 from the Centre-west, 2 from the North, 3 from the Southeast, and 4 from the South. According to the president of the CBFS, the goal of the new tournament is not to make it elitist or restrict it only to the Southern regions. According to this, the CBFS recruited futsal clubs from some of the most important clubs in the men's Brazilian professional football league. These clubs were part of the LNF in its early days, but lost their places to clubs located in the country cities in the Southeast and South regions (Vecchioli, 2023). However, the LNF, as the major futsal league in the country, is present in the wealthier regions (South and Southeast), establishing a strong control over the athletes' market. As the LNF dominates the field, this position attracts more sponsors and income through broadcast rights on television and streaming channels, creating commercial barriers to the CBFS initiatives.

Professional athletes tend to migrate to where there are better labor opportunities (Roderick, 2012; Agergaard et al., 2023). In the case of LNF, they are concentrated in the Southern regions. Considering this, our first hypothesis for this study is that social inequality is a relevant factor that influences the athletes' migratory flow and the development of their careers. This social condition makes athletes' mobility harder for those born in regions without LNF clubs—North, Northeast, and Centre-West. The second hypothesis was that Brazilian men's elite futsal context could symbolize a mechanism of social reproduction. It would happen because the players born in the same regions where the wealthier clubs are located could have privileges to access job opportunities in the LNF, compared to those from other places.

To test these hypotheses, we used a quantitative method based on the following data: the birthplaces of Brazilian men futsal players who joined the LNF; the clubs' locations; the segmented men's Brazilian population birthplaces distributed by the country's regions; the migratory flow of Brazilian men elite futsal players among regions and states; the index of permanency of players in the same club (job stability). This methodological approach is coherent with the study's topic and hypothesis, providing results and answers related to the players' migratory flow and participation in LNF.



1.2 Rationale and aims

Professional sport is a context that involves high competition among athletes, not only related to performance or results, but also to labor career development (Elliott, 2016; Rojo and Starepravo, 2025). In the context of the Global South countries, several athletes struggle to access job positions that commonly present precarious circumstances, based on unstable, short, and informal job agreements (Besnier et al., 2018). One of the consequences of this phenomenon is the athletes' migration, as part of a search for labor opportunities that offer profitable economic gains and better working conditions (Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021). However, in several of the athletes' experiences, these goals are not achieved because of a certain precariousness in labor relations, which imposes a condition of vulnerability on these people (Roderick, 2006; Besnier et al., 2018).

Under the influence of neoliberalism in contemporary society, sport has become a representation of hope for social and economic individuals' legitimation. In this sense, athletes are expected to be flexible agents, capable of mobilizing themselves to accumulate the necessary capital to be part of a professional sport context (Besnier et al., 2018). However, to migrate, the athletes depend not only on their will but also on opportunities for a process with minimal or adequate conditions to be socialized and to work in another location. In other words, they must access capitals as resources for mobility (Marques et al., 2022). In a scenario where athletes are vulnerable, it is not always possible to migrate and/or continue developing their sports career (Agergaard and Ungruhe, 2016).

Considering that labor migration and job opportunities can be related to social inequality in South American countries (Takenaka and Pren, 2010; Robins, 2019) to analyze how the intra-national migratory flow of Brazilian men's professional futsal players is a way to understand the offer of possibilities for athletes' sport career development and their insertion in the elite sport labor market. This kind of investigation can reveal mechanisms for the changing or the reproduction of social inequality, through the analysis of the Brazilian men futsal players' careers and the possibilities of joining the major league in the country.

The high worldwide interest in new sport talents (Poli et al., 2018), including the Global South context, demands a better understanding of the migratory flow of athletes, both in transnational and intranational contexts (Carter, 2016). In the case of football and futsal, Brazil is a prominent place, being the origin of several elite-level players who move around the globe to work (Leeds and Leeds, 2009; Mascarin et al., 2019). A better understanding of sports labor conditions and the migratory flow of Brazilian athletes is a relevant topic to be analyzed, not only related to regional/national impact, but also to an international dimension (Darby et al., 2007; Carter, 2016; Spaaij et al., 2019).

To reflect on this social scenario, the aims of this study were: (a) to analyze how men professional futsal players' migratory flow occurs in Brazil, considering and relating the athletes' birthplace and the clubs' location regions; (b) to investigate players' working period in the same club and the tendencies of instability/stability in job positions; (c) to analyze relations between the socioeconomic inequality in different Brazilian regions and the athletes' migratory flow.

Within this context of social inequality among Brazilian regions, a balanced number of futsal athletes' mobility from their different origin places to where LNF clubs are located could be interpreted as a scenario of more equalitarian opportunities for developing a sport career. On the other hand, a large concentration of players born in the same regions where clubs are located (the wealthier ones in the country) could be understood as a context of social reproduction, where the opportunities to accumulate capitals (through career development) are more accessible to those players that have previous resources (as access to major clubs in their birthplaces). The scientific relevance of understanding this context can be justified as a way to offer theoretical subsidies for sport management and public policy stakeholders. This body of knowledge can provide insights for actions against social inequality within the Brazilian sport field and support other places' sports context analysis and interventions.

Results from this study, developed in a Global South country, are relevant because they present a context of social inequality not so well explored by the literature on Sport Migration. They can also support both the implementation of sport policies, considering the migratory flow of athletes in Brazil, and provide reflections that can influence other countries' landscape analyses on social inequality and the offer of opportunities for sport labor and career development. Furthermore, Brazil is a sending place of futsal migrant athletes to several countries in Europe, Asia, and North America, being mainly the origin and not the destination of them (Poli, 2010; Gavira et al., 2013; Poli et al., 2017; Poli and Ravenel, 2018). However, the majority of sport migration studies focused on data from receiving places and socioeconomically richer countries, mainly from the Global North (Gavira et al., 2013).

Despite futsal's social relevance in Brazil, few studies on men futsal players' labor migration are available in the literature. A small group of articles presents issues and challenges mainly faced by Brazilian men players during their experiences of transnational migration (Dimeo and Ribeiro, 2009; Tedesco, 2014; Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021; Oliveira Filho, 2022). Others analyzed the context of the intra-national migration of Brazilian National team players during youth (Marques et al., 2022), and in the context of adult athletes' labor issues (Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021). Within this scenario, Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021) argued that over the years 2013 and 2019, 11% and 13% of Brazilian men elite futsal players remained working at the same club/city for at least 3 years. These data show a high job instability landscape and a constant athletes' migratory flow. It is important to consider that each LNF club was located in a specific city, which means that every player's club change also meant a move to another town.

Considering all these contributions, the mentioned studies did not analyze the Brazilian LNF players' birthplace as an indicator of the migrant athletes' origin location to invest in a futsal career. This information is relevant because it can show if athletes from different places are receiving equitable opportunities to develop a professional career (Bruner et al., 2011). In the case of Brazilian men's futsal, this knowledge is also useful to provide a better understanding of where these players are moving to join LNF clubs, and a possible necessity of intervention to provide good labor opportunities to athletes from different regions of the country.

Considering that the sociological approach is very suitable for understanding the migratory flow of athletes (Elliott and Maguire, 2008; Carter, 2013; Agergaard et al., 2023), to analyze Brazilian futsal players' migration experiences, we based our study on some categories from Pierre Bourdieu's Reflexive Sociology (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu, 1998). Furthermore, we considered his contributions and reflections on migration as a social phenomenon, and a consequence of the social precariousness experienced in several social conditions/scenarios (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000; Bourdieu, 2004; Bourdieu and Sayad, 2004).

Within this context, the choice of Pierre Bourdieu's Reflexive Sociology as a theoretical framework for this study is justified because of this author's approach to social inequality within the neoliberal society, and his problematization of unequal access to capital as a process that influences agents' dispositions for action and the possibilities of social participation. According to this, we will mainly sustain our analysis on the Bourdieusian concepts of field, capital, and social reproduction.




2 A Bourdieusian approach to migration studies

Pierre Bourdieu's Reflexive Sociology has some important topics for analysis of social inequality, the struggles for capitals, and the ways the hidden mechanisms of the reproduction of social stratification operate (Bourdieu, 1984, 1993). Adding to this, he also provided a consistent analysis of social and labor relations within the neoliberal system (Bourdieu, 2001).

Bourdieu proposed that individuals interact influenced by social rules and stratified structures through several fields, partially autonomous social spaces, with their own rules and history. In the fields, agents and groups are differently positioned, shaping social structures that are configured by the unequal distribution of resources, which creates different social positions (Bourdieu, 1993). Sport is an example of a field (Bourdieu, 1978, 1984, 1988, 1993), as well as its subfields, which, despite having some particularities, respect the major common structure. In this case, futsal can be considered a subfield of sport (Marques et al., 2021).

The social positions occupied by agents and groups within the fields, as their dispositions for action, depend on their access to resources that, when legitimated, can provide power and social recognition (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). These resources are called capitals. Bourdieu proposed four types of capitals: (a) Economic capital, which relates to the possession of money and financial resources; (b) Social capital, which derives from agents' networks and interpersonal relationships. It is the agent's recognition by other agents or groups that have social legitimation; (c) Cultural capital, which relates to embodied knowledge and the possession of goods with cultural value, such as academic certification, books, and pieces of art, among others; and (d) Symbolic capital, which is the forms of capital that in particular contexts are highly valued, according to the rules and social norms of the different fields. The agents can accumulate capitals either through accumulated labor (Bourdieu, 1986) or as an inheritance, transmitted within families (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2014). Capitals are linked among themselves through conversions, when a type of capital can be converted, or transformed, into another. An example is the symbolic power provided by an academic certification (Cultural capital) that produces an increase in the salary of the individual (Economic capital). A similar example can be seen in the sport field. Where the athletic skills or the sport reputation (Symbolic capital) of the agent can be converted into the opportunity to join a better-ranked club, providing higher salaries and other possibilities for financial gains (Economic capital).

According to Bourdieu, the more individuals are well-positioned in the social structure of a field, the greater their chance to accumulate more capitals and power. It also affects those agents who have difficulties accumulating capitals, making it even harder to get their social mobility, because as far they are from these resources, the harder to access new forms of it (Bourdieu, 1977). This process can be called social reproduction. It imposes a tendency to maintain the social structure of the field (Bourdieu, 1973).

The possession of capitals can provide the agent with the power of symbolic violence, in other words, a privileged social position in interpersonal relations, and to decide on the ways of capitals distribution in the field (Bourdieu, 1993). This symbolic power is a product of the agent's social recognition in the field, through the influence of its capitals, being legitimated and reproduced by doxa, the social order accepted by agents (Bourdieu, 1998). To those social agents, who accumulate the capitals and the power to define the criteria for their distribution, there is commonly an interest in the reproduction of the social structure. It can be called an orthodox way of agency. On the contrary, those agents that have less access to capitals tend to act through strategies of subversion and social change, configuring a heterodox agency (Bourdieu, 1993).

Within this context, the agents' dispositions for action can be called habitus (Bourdieu, 1998), “…a system of dispositions acquired by implicit or explicit learning which functions as a system of generative schemes” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 76). Habitus simultaneously works as a structure to agents' perception and acting in the fields, structured by their social position and accumulated capitals, but also influences the functioning of the social structure (Bourdieu, 1984). It works as “…a system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). In each new agent's social position in the fields, its habitus undergoes transformations (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).

Considering this sociological approach, migration can be considered a strategy to maintain or improve the migrant's social position in a specific field (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000). However, while this expectation is attractive, the migrant becomes a displaced person during the moving process (Sayad, 2004, 2008). Moving involves an inherent relationship between groups' backgrounds and migration practices (Rye, 2011). Because of this, it is a process of production and reproduction of symbolic power and social structures through actions and practices, in different communities and networks (O'Reilly, 2013, p. 3).

Migration is a socio-geographic phenomenon that can be analyzed from the sending and/or receiving places' point of view (Bourdieu, 2004). Considering a Bourdieusian approach to migration studies, this analysis involves understanding why and where people migrate, and how capitals influence the migrants' agency (Erel, 2010).



3 Method

This is a quantitative approach study, based on official data from LNF related to: the birthplaces of Brazilian men futsal players who joined the LNF; the clubs' locations; the men Brazilian population birthplaces distributed by the country's regions; the migratory flow of Brazilian men elite futsal players among regions and states; the index of permanency of players in the same club (job stability).

We analyzed the scenarios of four different LNF editions. We intended to compare the distribution of players according to their birthplaces and clubs, as a way to analyze some possible changes over 9 years and understand the scenario of migratory flow in the Brazilian men's elite futsal context. We also compared the distribution of players' birthplaces with the Brazilian percentage of the segmented men's population of the same age to analyze whether the players' sample is similar to what is widely observed in the country. We performed this procedure to investigate whether this study's results are related to the context of elite men's futsal as a particular scenario or whether they are reproduced in the general Brazilian population.


3.1 Sample

The population of this study was composed of Brazilian men futsal elite athletes who participated in at least one of the LNF 2013, 2016, 2019, and 2022 editions (CBFS, 2013; LNF, 2016, 2019, 2022). The choice for a three-year interval between seasons was based on the results from Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021) who indicated this period as the expected time of working in the same club by Brazilian men elite futsal players. The total data corpus of the four studied editions of LNF is 1,628 players.

During data collection related to the players' birthplace and the city where the clubs are located, some information was lost due to imprecision and/or data replication. Considering only the reliable data, the final sample of this study was composed of 1,343 Brazilian LNF players (foreign players did not participate in the LNF studied editions), being distributed as follows: LNF 2013—376 players; LNF 2016—223 players; LNF 2019—343 players; LNF 2022—401 players. The necessary number of players for a representative sample with a 95% confidence level was 311 athletes, with our sample being larger than this.



3.2 Data collection

The athletes' birthplace data were collected on the official websites of LNF 2013, LNF 2016, LNF 2019, and LNF 2022 (CBFS, 2013; LNF, 2016, 2019, 2022). Data related to the birthplaces of the Brazilian men between 0 and 14 years old population (segmented population) were obtained from two different websites that provided official data from the Brazilian Demographic Census: Atlas do Desenvolvimento Humano no Brasil de 1991 (Atlas of Human Development in Brazil of 1991) (Atlas Brasil, 2022), and Censo Demográfico no Brasil de 2000 (Demographic Census in Brazil of 2000) (IBGE, 2010). The first one was used to compare LNF 2013 and LNF 2016 athletes' birthplace distribution by regions with the men's Brazilian population between 0 and 14 years old in 1991. The second one was used to compare LNF 2019 and LNF 2022 athletes' birthplaces with the men's Brazilian population between 0 and 14 years old in 2000. This division was made to approximate the social context and demographic distribution in Brazil when athletes were born and also during their youth, considering that this study sample players' average age of the LNF 2013 and LNF 2016 was 25 years old, and the LNF 2019 and LNF 2022 was 26 years old.

To compare how many players worked at the same club during the interval time of three years, and analyze the migratory flow of athletes within this scenario, we first present the data from Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021) related to the analysis involving the LNF 2013, LNF 2016, and LNF 2019 (see Tables 1, 2). After that, we collected data from LNF 2022, providing a comparison with the LNF 2019, presented in the following results section.

TABLE 1  Players' working period in the same clubs between LNF 2013 and LNF 2016.


	Clubs of LNF 2013
	Players in LNF 2013
	Players that worked at the same club in both LNF 2013 and LNF 2016
	Percentage of players that worked at the same club in both LNF 2013 and 2016





	A
	11
	1
	9.1%



	B
	22
	4
	18.2%



	C
	16
	2
	12.5%



	D
	18
	2
	11.1%



	E
	23
	8
	34.8%



	F
	15
	2
	13.3%



	G
	27
	1
	3.7%



	H
	22
	0
	0.0%



	I
	19
	2
	10.5%



	J
	22
	5
	22.7%



	K
	21
	4
	19.0%



	L
	19
	2
	10.5%



	M
	23
	0
	0.0%



	N
	24
	4
	16.7%



	O
	18
	2
	11.1%



	Pa
	18
	0
	0.0%



	Qa
	17
	0
	0.0%



	Ra
	18
	0
	0.0%



	Sa
	21
	0
	0.0%



	Total
	374
	39
	10.4%



	Total considering clubs that participated in both LNF 2013 and 2016
	300
	39
	13.0%







Source: Adapted from Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021).

Clubs were not identified for ethical reasons.

aClubs that did not participate in LNF 2016.



TABLE 2  Players' working period in the same clubs between LNF 2016 and LNF 2019.


	Clubs of LNF 2016
	Players in LNF 2016
	Players that worked at the same club in both LNF 2016 and LNF 2019
	Percentage of players that worked at the same club in both LNF 2016 and 2019





	A
	21
	3
	14.3%



	B
	17
	3
	17.6%



	C
	20
	3
	15.0%



	D
	19
	1
	5.3%



	E
	24
	2
	8.3%



	Fa
	16
	0
	0.0%



	G
	22
	2
	9.1%



	H
	19
	2
	10.5%



	Ia
	18
	0
	0.0%



	J
	19
	4
	21.0%



	K
	22
	1
	4.5%



	La
	21
	0
	0.0%



	Ma
	24
	0
	0.0%



	N
	24
	4
	16.7%



	O
	21
	2
	9.5%



	Ta
	17
	0
	0.0%



	U
	24
	2
	8.3%



	V
	24
	2
	8.3%



	W
	20
	4
	20.0%



	Total
	392
	35
	8.9%



	Total considering clubs that participated in both LNF 2016 and 2019
	296
	35
	11.8%







Source: Adapted from Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021).

Clubs were not identified for ethical reasons.

aClubs that did not participate in LNF 2019.





3.3 Statistical analysis

We applied the Chi-square test to compare the frequency of the LNF athletes born in each region of Brazil with the population of Brazilian men between 0 and 14 years old in the same locations, with a significance level of α < 0.05.

To compare the data of athletes' birthplaces in different regions of Brazil among the LNF 2013, LNF 2016, LNF 2019, and LNF 2022, we used descriptive statistics (absolute numbers and percentage distribution). The same was done to analyze the athletes' working period in the same club. Data were analyzed using the software Microsoft Excel 2019 and SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science) for Windows® version 20.0.




4 Results

We divided the results section into two subsections: (a) Players' birthplaces and migratory flow; and (b) Players' working period in the same LNF club.


4.1 Players' birthplaces and migratory flow

Table 3 shows, in percentage and absolute numbers, the distribution of players' birthplaces in the five Brazilian regions (North, Northeast, Centre-West, Southeast, and South), considering the LNF 2013, LNF 2016, LNF 2019, and LNF 2022 seasons.

TABLE 3  Absolute numbers and percentage of LNF players' birthplaces by Brazilian regions.


	Regions
	LNF2013
	LNF2016
	LNF2019
	LNF2022





	North
	3 (0.9%)
	1 (0.4%)
	0 (0%)
	4 (1%)



	Northeast
	35 (9.3%)
	22 (9.9%)
	40 (11.7%)
	48 (12%)



	Centre-West
	5 (1.3%)
	1 (0.4%)
	1 (0.3%)
	9 (2.2%)



	Southeast
	166 (44.1%)
	93 (41.8%)
	146 (42.5%)
	172 (42.9%)



	South
	167 (44.4%)
	106 (47.5%)
	156 (45.5%)
	168 (41.9%)



	Total
	376 (100%)
	223 (100%)
	343 (100%)
	401 (100%)







Source: The authors.



The South and Southeast regions are together the birthplaces of a range between 84.8% (LNF, 2022) and 89.3% (LNF, 2016) LNF players, with no < 41.1% in each of them in the same year. Consequently, the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions are together the birthplace of a range between 10.7% (LNF, 2016) and 15.2% (LNF, 2022) of LNF players; the North region in LNF 2019 was the birthplace of no athlete. According to data, there is a predominance of players' birthplaces in the South and Southeast regions, very similar to the distribution of LNF clubs' locations, as shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4  Absolute numbers and percentage of LNF clubs' locations in Brazilian regions.


	Regions
	LNF2013
	LNF2016
	LNF2019
	LNF2022





	North
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)



	Northeast
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)



	Centre-West
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)
	0 (0.0%)



	Southeast
	7 (36.8%)
	5 (26.3%)
	5 (26.3%)
	7 (31.8%)



	South
	12 (63.2%)
	14 (73.7%)
	14 (73.7%)
	15 (68.2%)



	Total
	19 (100%)
	19 (100%)
	19 (100%)
	22 (100%)







Source: The authors.



Table 5 presents the results of the comparison of birthplaces by regions between the LNF athletes and the Brazilian men population between 0 and 14 years old in the years 1991 and 2000.

TABLE 5  Chi-square test results and frequency distribution of birthplaces by regions between the LNF athletes and the Brazilian men population between 0 and 14 years old in 1991 and 2000.


	Regions
	LNF 2013
	Segmented population 1991
	LNF 2016
	Segmented population 1991
	LNF 2019
	Segmented population 2000
	LNF 2022
	Segmented population 2000





	North
	0.9%
	8.4%
	0.4%
	8.5%
	0%
	7.6%
	1%
	7.6%



	Northeast
	9.3%
	32.6%
	9.9%
	32.6%
	11.7%
	28.2%
	12%
	28.2%



	Centre-West
	1.3%
	6.5%
	0.4%
	6.5%
	0.3%
	6.8%
	2.2%
	6.8%



	Southeast
	44.1%
	38.6%
	41.8%
	38.5%
	42.5%
	42.6%
	42.9%
	42.6%



	South
	44.4%
	13.9%
	47.5%
	13.9%
	45.5%
	14.8%
	41.9%
	14.8%



	Total
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%
	100%



	X2
	358.5
	246.5
	59.1
	271.0



	p
	<0.001*
	<0.001*
	<0.001*
	<0.001*







*α < 0.05.

Source: The authors.



Data show that the LNF players' birthplaces are distributed in Brazilian regions differently from the segmented population (Brazilian men between 0 and 14 years old in the years 1991 and 2000). These data demonstrate that LNF players are a particular population, being influenced by a specific social context (Brazilian men's professional futsal).



4.2 Players' working period in the same LNF club

This subsection presents descriptive statistics (absolute numbers and percentual values) about the intra-national migration of LNF athletes. We compared how many players worked at the same club during the interval time of 3 years, and analyzed the migratory flow of athletes within this scenario. Data related to the analysis involving the LNF 2013, 2016, and 2019 (Tables 1, 2) were obtained from the study of Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021) and were exposed in the methods section of the present article.

Following, we present Table 6, which was produced by us to show data from the comparison between the LNF 2019 and LNF 2022, as a continuation of the analysis on the comparisons between the LNF 2013, 2016, and 2019 (Tables 1, 2).

TABLE 6  Players' working period in the same clubs between LNF 2019 and LNF 2022.


	Clubs of LNF 2019 and 2022
	Players in LNF 2019
	Players who worked at the same club in both LNF 2019 and LNF 2022
	Percentage of players who worked at the same club in both LNF 2019 and 2022 (%)





	A
	18
	3
	16.6



	Ba
	17
	0
	0.0



	C
	20
	1
	5.0



	D
	19
	3
	15.7



	E
	22
	3
	13.6



	G
	18
	1
	5.5



	Ha
	17
	0
	0.0



	J
	18
	6
	33.3



	K
	21
	2
	9.5



	L
	21
	1
	4.7



	N
	21
	2
	9.5



	O
	18
	3
	16.6



	V
	20
	2
	10.0



	W
	16
	2
	12.5



	X
	15
	5
	33.3



	Y
	22
	5
	22.7



	Z
	15
	1
	6.6



	AA
	17
	0
	0.0



	AB
	20
	0
	0.0



	AC
	31
	7
	22.5



	Total
	386
	47
	12.2



	Total considering clubs that participated in both LNF 2019 and 2022
	352
	47
	13.3







Source: The authors.

Note: Clubs were not identified for ethical reasons.

aClubs that did not participate in LNF 2022.



Table 1 shows that 13% of the LNF 2013 athletes worked at the same club in LNF 2016. Table 2 presents that 11.8% of the LNF 2016 players were linked to the same club in LNF 2019. Table 6 indicates that 13.3% of the LNF 2019 players continued playing for the same club in LNF 2022. All data are similar, with around 11.8% and 13.3% of the LNF players having worked at the same club for 3 years. It means that LNF had a regular players' permanence rate throughout 2013 and 2022, and that there exists labor instability, with a range between 86.7% and 88.2% of the LNF players moving to another club/city with <3 years of stay in the same workplace.




5 Discussion

The LNF athletes' migratory flow was regular between 2013 and 2022. Data showed that athletes who were born in North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions had less participation in LNF clubs, and because of this, the league clubs don't take advantage of many talented players from these places. Considering that the LNF represents the elite of Brazilian men's futsal, it is a contradiction that, in several seasons, there were no elite clubs in some regions, as well as no elite job opportunities in these places, making this league not a national, but a regional scope championship.

Furthermore, this contradiction is also explicit because other men's elite sport leagues in Brazil present different scenarios of clubs' locations. Possible examples are the men's volleyball, basketball, and football leagues. All of them count on clubs from Northeast and/or Centre-West regions in the 2025 league editions, while LNF has not counted on clubs from these places since the 2019 edition.

The Brazilian Men's Volleyball Superleague counts on 2 clubs from the Centre-West region (Superliga, 2025). The Novo Basquete Brasil—NBB (Brazilian men's national basketball championship) counts on 1 club from the Centre-West and 2 from the Northeast regions (LNB, 2025). The Brazilian Men's Football Championship counts on 4 clubs from the Northeast region (CBF, 2025). In every year since 2008, both the Basketball and Football men's leagues have had at least one club from the North, Northeast, or Centre-West regions (CBF, 2025; LNB, 2025).

Another possible comparison with the LNF's scenario can be made with the Argentinian Men's elite Futsal league. This country presents several similar socioeconomic characteristics in comparison to Brazil. It has a large territory, a large border with Brazil, and is also a Global South country with a considerable social inequality context (Peres, 2024). However, the Argentinian National Futsal League (LNFA) has more egalitarian clubs spreading across the country's regions compared to Brazil. This championship has a regional preliminary phase (in which clubs from all provinces of the country participate). The best-placed clubs play the inter-regional phase. The winner of each group qualifies for the national final phase. The latter counts on 8 clubs, with the four winners of the inter-regional phase, added to four clubs from the “metropolitan phase”, composed by the champion of the LNFA in the previous season, the champion of the “Copa Argentina”, the champion of the “Primera División”, and the champion of the “Copa Oro of the Primera División” (AFA, 2024). The main men's elite futsal league in Argentina counts on clubs from all regions of the country, differently from the LNF in Brazil, offering opportunities to join LNFA clubs for players from different places.

We cannot take the LNF scenario as a standard that would be repeated in all sports in Brazil, but it is possible to affirm that the Brazilian men's elite futsal context promotes a social reproduction of the opportunities to develop a professional elite futsal career. It confirms our second hypothesis. The LNF works as a symbol of social reproduction in Brazil. There is a considerable difference in joining LNF clubs among players that were born in socioeconomic wealthier (mainly Southeast and South) and poorer regions of the country (mainly North and Northeast), being the birthplace, in a Bourdieusian perspective, a type of symbolic capital that provides certain symbolic power to privileged athletes, what confirms our first hypothesis.

Comparing the LNF athletes' migratory flow data with the intra-national (domestic) mobility of the Brazilian general worker population, there are differences among these groups that reinforce the social reproduction of unequal labor opportunities in the context of men's elite futsal in Brazil. Considering the migratory flow of Brazilian general migrant workers between the years 2010 and 2015, the North, Northeast, and Southeast regions had more emigrants than immigrants, with a high migratory flow between the latter two (Dota and Queiroz, 2019), which is very divergent from the context presented by the data in our present study.

Within this context, it is possible also to consider the Centre-West region as the third major Brazilian general migrant workers' destiny (20.47%), and the South region as the fourth one (14.29%) (Dota and Queiroz, 2019), which is considerably different from the Brazilian professional men's elite futsal scenario in all the LNF 2013, LNF 2016, LNF 2019, and LNF 2022 editions, with no migratory flow of elite athletes to the Centre-West region (no clubs were located there), and the higher concentration of clubs in the South region. This Brazilian futsal context is also divergent from the historically high Brazilian general workers' migratory flow from the Northeast to other regions of the country, mainly the Southeast and Centre-West (Baeninger, 2012), which also does not occur in the professional men's elite futsal context. In other words, despite the high concentration of LNF clubs (that can be interpreted as labor position opportunities) in the Southern regions of the country, there is not a high migratory flow of athletes from other places, as these job positions are mainly occupied by players that were born in South and Southeast, in a very regionalized athletes' mobility. Again, the birthplace seems like a symbolic capital that can provide better opportunities to develop a professional sport career.

In a different landscape, comparing the context of this present study with the scenario of athletes' transnational migration from a worldwide perspective, the migratory flow mainly happens from Global South countries, which drains sport talents to the wealthier economic centers—Global North countries -, as exemplified by data related to worldwide men football migratory flow of athletes in the studies of Poli (2010) and Poli and Ravenel (2018).

However, our data show that in the Brazilian men's elite futsal context, the intra-national migratory flow works differently from the worldwide scenario, but still reproduces socioeconomic inequality. In this case, the South and Southeast regions present the major concentration of LNF clubs in Brazil but do not receive many athletes from other regions of the country, privileging the offer of career development opportunities to players born in the Southern states. It is a perverse social reproduction scenario because there is no equitable offer of opportunities to develop a professional elite futsal career in the main men's national league (LNF) to those players born in North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions, segregating many of them from this sport market.

Our data suggest that those athletes who were born in North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions seemed to have difficulties investing in an elite professional futsal as a possibility of an elite labor career, which can also impact their job decision-making, in other words, their habitus (Bourdieu, 1998). The lack of opportunities for these athletes to develop a professional career can limit their processes of habitus transformation during migration, making it harder to compete and train among the elite players of the country in LNF. In other words, their possibilities of becoming better and more competitive players are limited.

This is the effect of the social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). The individuals who had better opportunities to enhance their athletic skills in their birthplace region (those born in the Brazilian Southern regions) also had favorable conditions to develop professional futsal careers. On the other hand, the players who were born in regions without LNF clubs also had fewer opportunities to join these sports institutions. This scenario represents a tendency of the privileged birthplace to influence the possibilities of capitals' conversion (Bourdieu, 1986). For example, the symbolic capital (born in the South or Southeast regions) is converted into economic capital (the salary in an elite LNF club).

Even with the tendency to reproduce their social initial conditions and the instability of a professional career landscape in Brazilian futsal, it is known that when an athlete moves from a region without LNF club to Southeast or South, it is possible to transform his habitus and to accumulate capitals, as economic (being a consequence of the sport job contract and sponsorships), social (networks), cultural (knowledge about the game and sociocultural issues in the receiving place) and symbolic (athletic performance) (Križaj et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2019; Ungruhe and Agergaard, 2020b; Painter and Price, 2021; Marques et al., 2022). So, this information is important and useful for LNF organization systems, to create opportunities for the players from the North, Northeast, and Centre-West Brazilian regions to enhance their athletic skills, join an LNF club, develop their professional futsal career, and influencing other dimensions of their personal life (as economic, for example).

Thus, the players who were born in the South and Southeast regions had better opportunities to train and compete among elite players during a longer period of their careers. In other words, they can accumulate more capitals and improve their skills by sharing experiences with other elite players (Hancock et al., 2013; Marques, 2019). Considering that migration can be interpreted as an opportunity to develop athletic performance (Barker-Ruchti and Schubring, 2016; Lago-Peñas et al., 2019; Marques et al., 2022), chances of a futsal career development were more offered to South/Southeast-born athletes (within an inter-regional mobility scenario) unequally compared to those from the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions (who cannot try the same migration experiences).

There is a symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1989) imposed by the dominant agents of this field (futsal clubs), which decreased the opportunities for developing an elite sport career for the athletes who were born in the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions. The LNF manager board could reflect on how to promote a more equitable distribution of capitals among Brazilian futsal players from different regions of the country, trying to decrease the effects of the reproduction of social inequalities in this context. It can be interesting to LNF because migrant athletes (in this case from the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions) can influence the development of new talents and the level of competition in the receiving places (Elliott and Weedon, 2011; Almeida and Rubio, 2018; Painter and Price, 2021).

Furthermore, at the same time that only a few athletes were born in the North, Northeast, and Centre-West, a minority of LNF players continued joining the same club for at least 3 years. It means that there is a high men futsal players' migratory flow in Brazil, producing an unstable labor conditions context for the majority of athletes. So, this scenario let us consider that Brazilian men elite futsal athletes' careers are unstable and threatening in two ways: for athletes who were born in North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions there is a lack of opportunities to play in an LNF club; for athletes from all regions, the job agreements/contracts with the clubs seemed to work in short-term, continuing the tendency presented by Marques and Marchi Jr. (2021).

This picture of the men's elite futsal market in Brazil can also affect athletes' family relocation and socialization, which influences children's education, friendship ties, and personal/professional goals/careers of players' partners (Roderick, 2014; Van der Meij and Darby, 2017; Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021). Short-term contracts restrict the accumulation of cultural and social capitals, because players don't have enough time to establish themselves in a new city/network (Ungruhe and Agergaard, 2020a; Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021). Thus, the unpredictability of their career continuity diminishes the benefits that came from these capitals' conversions (Bourdieu, 1986) and also constraints, for example, dual-career possibilities (Ungruhe and Agergaard, 2020b; Coelho et al., 2021), which influence the reinsertion of these individuals into another profession during their post-career (Martins et al., 2021; de Souza et al., 2022). Considering that migration is related to social agents' habitus transformation from migrant to local (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000; Bourdieu, 2004; Bourdieu and Sayad, 2004), the lack of time and opportunities to become a member of a well-established network is a barrier to the social integration and acculturation of the migrant (Friberg, 2012; Ungruhe and Agergaard, 2020a; Shekriladze and Javakhishvili, 2024).

These unstable labor conditions are generally caused by short and/or precarious job agreements clubs offer to players, as a consequence of the deficient legal, marketing, and labor relations within sport field (Besnier et al., 2018). As exposed before, Brazilian men's elite futsal athletes (mainly born in the South and Southeast regions) move to different cities several times during their careers, and it seems not to be only an intentional choice. It is necessary to occupy better job positions in the elite sports field (Roderick, 2014; Agergaard et al., 2023). This unstable scenario is based on symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1989) from clubs over players, creating forced labor migration in several cases, mainly because of the short-term or the breaking of job agreements (Marques and Marchi Jr., 2021). Following this, the constant mobility and high migratory flow of athletes could be interpreted as a response to the lack of equitable opportunities across the country's different regions and, consequently, to the fragile labor conditions in which men futsal athletes are involved in Brazil.

This complex context presents a paradoxical scenario. While there exists a tendency of social reproduction of job opportunities for those privileged Southern-born players, at the same time, these same athletes are exposed to an unstable labor condition that forces constant migration among cities within the Southeast and South regions, lasting short periods, in the search for better working conditions.

According to Bourdieu (2001), the neoliberal system has made precarious the most diverse labor sectors. The public sector, through temporary and/or interim positions; the private sector, through ideologies imposed by large corporations, cultural broadcasting companies, educational institutions, and the media. However, this precariousness seems to occur more clearly for agents who participate in this system as employees, in the case of this study, the Brazilian men futsal players. For them, employment as a professional athlete several times is considered a privilege. However, it is a fragile job relationship, due to the instability and the high competition in the labor world. In this context, men futsal players in LNF must constantly migrate among clubs and cities, within a horizon of inequality and instability.



6 Concluding thoughts

The aims of this study were: (a) to analyze how men professional futsal players' migratory flow occurs in Brazil, considering and relating the athletes' birthplace and the clubs' location regions; (b) to investigate players' working period in the same club and the tendencies of instability/stability in job positions; (c) to analyze relations between the socioeconomic inequality in different Brazilian regions and the athletes' migratory flow.

Our results showed that the majority of the Brazilian men elite futsal athletes were born in the South and Southeast regions of Brazil and highlighted the regularity in this scenario over the last decade, considering the LNF 2013, LNF 2016, LNF 2019, and LNF 2022. Then, we concluded that the LNF is regionalized in the South and Southeast, with a monopoly of the clubs concentrated in these places and a small migratory flow from different regions. There is a lack of opportunities for migration and participation in the Brazilian men's elite futsal context for those players born in the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions, even though futsal is a very common sport practice and part of the popular culture in all Brazilian regions.

Furthermore, we found a high athletes' migratory flow among LNF clubs and Southern cities. While there is a small mobility from other regions to the South/Southeast, at the same time, there are also intense athletes' moving within and between Southern regions.

We can still consider that the elite labor career in men's Brazilian futsal is unstable, with a fragile connection between athletes and clubs, which allows players to migrate to keep their athletic habitus and to survive in the elite futsal market, making it possible to continue developing their professional elite careers. This context also reveals the fragility of the LNF organization system in two directions: the league does not take advantage of several sport talents that were born away from the South/Southeast regions; the league restricts career opportunities and, in doing it, imposes limitations to habitus transformation and skills improvement to those players that do not have the opportunity to develop a futsal elite career in a LNF club.

Within this scenario, we consider it relevant that LNF managers could plan a league structure transformation to provide better job stability for athletes in their clubs. In the same sense, we suggest that LNF managers could promote wider exchange/mobility opportunities for athletes born away from the South/Southeast regions to participate in the league. It could be done with advances in two scenarios: to stimulate the participation of clubs from the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions (what has already happened in some editions of LNF, but not in a consistent and long-term way, mainly because fragile clubs' financial conditions/resources); and to hire more athletes that were born in these places.

The LNF clubs are commercial franchises that operate as companies, with sponsors linked to different economic sectors. They are established mostly in-country cities, presenting strong identification with the local population. The symbolic violence practiced by the LNF creates a scenario of social reproduction. Those clubs with greater prestige, located in the wealthier regions, tend to remain in better positions, while those new in the field tend to have difficulties in accessing the league's elite. The recent struggles between LNF and CBFS for the symbolic and economic power in the Brazilian futsal sports market do not allow us to say which actions will promote more egalitarian and less precarious labor opportunities for athletes, especially those born in the North, Northeast, and Central-West regions. However, this is a topic that will demand investigation soon, mainly because of the creation of the new Brazilian Futsal Championship. It is a symbol that the LNF must reflect on changing its structure in the coming years.

The main limitation of this quantitative study was the focus on a macro analysis of the LNF athletes' migration landscape. An in-depth qualitative analysis of players' perspectives in this context, as well as other social agents involved in the futsal social field, such as coaches, managers, and players' families, can be fruitful topics for future studies to understand these agents' perspectives about sport migration/labor conditions, mainly after a significant period inserted in this new landscape (LNF and Brazilian Futsal Championship).

Other possibilities for forthcoming research are to reproduce this study in the Brazilian women's futsal scenario and to analyze men's futsal context in the North, Northeast, and Centre-West regions. A better understanding of the opportunities for the development of futsal at these places, and an in-depth diagnosis of how they are organized to develop sport careers, can be relevant topics to managers and several agents within this field. More than this, it can be a first step to extend the analysis from this present study to other Brazilian sport leagues, offering a wider understanding of sport field in Brazil. The same is true for other countries' sport contexts.
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Social isolation is a significant challenge faced by university students from indigenous Quechua and Aymara communities in Peru, often stemming from language barriers, cultural differences, and the pressure to assimilate into a predominantly Spanish-speaking academic environment. Isolation can negatively affect emotional wellbeing and academic success. This research aims to determine how psychological acculturation and Spanish L2 (second language) proficiency influence social isolation. The study included 202 university students from Quechua and Aymara communities in Peru (aged 18–30; 69.8% female, 30.2% male; 33.7% Quechua, 66.3% Aymara). A newly developed Psychological Acculturation Scale assessed cognitive and emotional adaptation processes, showing good reliability (ω = 0.774) and an adequate model fit in Confirmatory Factor Analysis, with CFI = 0.923, TLI = 0.899, SRMR = 0.0521, and RMSEA = 0.066. The Isolation and Loneliness Questionnaire (CAS), adapted for university students, was used to assess social isolation. Spanish L2 proficiency was evaluated using the CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) descriptors. A non-experimental, quantitative design was employed, using simple linear regression to analyze the predictive power of psychological acculturation and Spanish L2 proficiency on social isolation. ANCOVA tested the moderating effects of gender, culture of origin, and academic performance. Results indicated that Spanish L2 proficiency strongly predicted social isolation, explaining 82.3% of the variance independently and 85.6% when combined with psychological acculturation. Interaction effects between gender, cultural background, and academic performance were not significant. This study provides evidence for the crucial role of language proficiency in the social integration and academic success of indigenous students, calling for targeted interventions that address linguistic barriers and promote cultural understanding.
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1 Introduction

In today's global landscape, cultural interconnectedness shapes the experiences of individuals worldwide (Walkowitz et al., 2022). Accelerated globalization has given rise to the complex and inevitable phenomenon of acculturation, a process that involves the integration of individuals into new cultural contexts and triggers fundamental psychological transformations (Peng et al., 2023). Language, in this context, is not only a communication tool but also a vehicle for cultural negotiation and integration (Berry, 2006, as cited in Ogungbe et al., 2022). However, integration often faces obstacles such as language barriers, unfamiliar academic systems, and sociocultural mismatches that hinder adaptation (Kayama and Yamakawa, 2020; Dornyei and Ryan, 2015).

In the Peruvian context, systemic inequalities within the education system reflect deep-rooted historical and structural barriers (Huaman and Valdiviezo, 2014). These include the longstanding marginalization of Indigenous languages and cultures, the limited availability of intercultural bilingual education in higher education institutions, and the centralized design of academic curricula that often overlooks the sociocultural realities of Indigenous populations (Hidalgo Collazos, 2025). Such conditions perpetuate educational disadvantage and hinder equitable access to resources and opportunities for Quechua and Aymara students (Ortiz-Melgar, 2022; García-Segura, 2017). Spanish, as the dominant academic language in Peru, becomes a key gateway—or barrier—for social inclusion (Mackie and Monroy, 2022). Students with limited L2 proficiency often face increased acculturative stress and social isolation (Martirosyan et al., 2015).

Social isolation in this context refers to the subjective experience of disconnection, loneliness, and exclusion, often linked to low perceived social support and a lack of belonging (Caldas and Silva, 2024; Durat et al., 2023). These psychosocial challenges are particularly evident among Indigenous students from rural backgrounds who migrate to urban academic settings, where the dominant language and culture differ significantly from their own.

Previous studies have shown that factors such as gender, cultural background, and academic performance may influence students' adaptation experiences and levels of social isolation. Gender differences have been documented in relation to perceived social disconnection, with women often reporting greater isolation in academic environments (Rodrigues et al., 2021). Similarly, cultural background can shape identity salience and acculturative stress, particularly among students from Indigenous populations such as the Aymara and Quechua (García-Segura, 2017). Additionally, academic performance may affect students' sense of belonging and self-efficacy, where academic difficulties can increase the risk of marginalization (Selkova, 2020).

Therefore, the general objective of this study is to determine the extent to which psychological acculturation and Spanish language proficiency explain the variability of social isolation among Peruvian university students from Quechua and Aymara Indigenous cultures in a more urban academic environment. The specific objectives aim to determine whether there is a significant association between the acculturation process, the dominant language, and social isolation, also considering the possible moderating effects of factors such as gender, cultural background, and academic performance.


1.1 Literature review

In Peru, the Quechua and Aymara peoples constitute the two largest Indigenous ethnolinguistic groups. According to national census data, ~22.3% of the Peruvian population identifies as Quechua and around 2.4% as Aymara [Instituto Nacional de Estadística e Informática (INEI), 2018]. These communities are predominantly located in the Andean highlands of southern Peru, in regions such as Puno, Cusco, Apurímac, and Ayacucho.

Historically, both groups have endured prolonged cultural and linguistic marginalization since the Spanish colonial period, which imposed Castilian as the dominant language and actively suppressed Indigenous languages, identities, and worldviews. This process continued through successive republican governments, where Spanish-centric educational policies systematically excluded Indigenous knowledge and linguistic rights from the national curriculum (Hornberger, 2011). Although Peru is now officially recognized as a multicultural and multilingual country, and intercultural bilingual education has been promoted in basic education, higher education remains predominantly monolingual and monocultural (García-Segura, 2017). Indigenous students, especially those from rural Andean backgrounds, often encounter an academic system that does not reflect or validate their cultural identities, generating significant challenges of adaptation and belonging (Ortiz-Melgar, 2022). This mismatch is further exacerbated in urban academic environments, where institutional support for linguistic or cultural integration is minimal.

These structural and symbolic barriers contribute not only to educational inequality but also to the persistence of epistemic injustice, whereby Indigenous students must assimilate into dominant discourses and suppress their linguistic-cultural heritage in order to succeed academically (de Sousa Santos, 2017). Understanding this historical and sociopolitical context is essential to interpreting the psychological and social dynamics that Indigenous students experience in higher education.



1.2 Social isolation

Social isolation is a multifaceted psychological and sociological construct, defined by a subjective sense of disconnection from others, low perceived social support, and the absence of meaningful interpersonal relationships (Cornwell and Waite, 2009, as cited in Suwinyattichaiporn and Johnson, 2022; Caldas and Silva, 2024). It differs from objective measures of social contact by emphasizing the perception of isolation, which can occur even in the presence of others.

In university settings—particularly those involving intercultural transitions—social isolation can be exacerbated by language barriers, cultural unfamiliarity, and systemic exclusion (Myles and Cheng, 2003; Schreuders et al., 2023). Its impact is not only emotional—manifesting as loneliness, depression, and anxiety (Decety and Cacioppo, 2011)—but also cognitive and behavioral, reducing academic engagement, motivation, and performance (Kemelgor and Etzkowitz, 2001).

Gender and ethnic background have also been identified as risk factors for isolation in academic and professional environments (Martin-Storey et al., 2021). Women, especially those from historically marginalized communities, are more likely to report higher levels of isolation due to discrimination, lack of representation, and difficulties accessing support networks (Rodrigues et al., 2021; Vézina et al., 2004). Among Indigenous university students, social isolation is intensified by linguistic and cultural dissonance with the institutional environment, leading to emotional distress and reduced persistence in higher education, as demonstrated in other contexts (Walton et al., 2020).

This phenomenon of social isolation is closely intertwined with acculturation processes, particularly in internal migration contexts, where cultural adaptation directly influences students' perceived social integration.



1.3 Acculturation

Acculturation, language, and social isolation have been extensively studied in international contexts, where students face significant pressures to adapt culturally, linguistically, and academically after migrating to foreign countries (Benson, 2016). However, similar phenomena also arise in multilingual and multicultural societies with high internal mobility, such as Peru, where Indigenous students migrate from rural areas to urban centers (García-Segura, 2017; Mamani-Vilchez et al., 2021). In such settings, adaptation transcends the linguistic and academic dimensions and involves deep psychological transformations at the individual level. These transformations lead to a type of acculturation that goes beyond functional integration—such as adherence to basic social norms or participation in academic or work-related activities (Kamalova et al., 2020; Wilczewski and Alon, 2023)—and instead involves internal processes linked to thought, identity, and emotional experience.

This form of acculturation includes both cognitive and emotional processes that take place at the individual level during cultural adaptation (Deng et al., 2025). The cognitive dimension refers to changes in the way people think about their culture of origin and the host culture, while the emotional dimension encompasses factors such as belonging, cultural identity, and the emotional stress associated with adaptation (Yoon et al., 2012).

The cognitive dimension of acculturation involves an internal process of mental adaptation that occurs in immigrant individuals or in contexts of intercultural contact. This process includes various subprocesses that transform how individuals understand and relate to their environment (Sam and Berry, 2016). Each person develops a worldview shaped by their upbringing and sociocultural context, which guides how they interpret the world. When faced with an acculturation process, this worldview is challenged by exposure to new values, norms, ideas, and ways of thinking from the host culture. This encounter may prompt a deep reevaluation of one's beliefs, attitudes, and prior perspectives about the self and the surrounding world (Berry et al., 2002), leading to transformations such as the adoption of new reasoning frameworks or the integration of multiple cultural perspectives. These shifts can cause internal conflict and stress when individuals confront contradictory norms, potentially affecting academic participation, socialization (Morita, 2009), and subjective wellbeing (Yoon et al., 2012). Nevertheless, as the acculturation process advances, individuals often develop greater cognitive flexibility and adaptive capacity (Guzel, 2016) including the adoption of new ways of thinking and potential adjustments to personal identity (Sam and Berry, 2016). These changes do not necessarily imply a loss of the original identity, but rather an evolution or expansion in response to new influences, often preserving a connection to one's cultural heritage (Benson, 2016).

The cognitive component also involves understanding and adopting cultural customs and beliefs—actively acquiring knowledge and accepting the practices and values of the host culture (Lee, 2007). In university contexts, student engagement and the cultural openness of faculty are essential for building inclusive educational spaces (Devereaux et al., 2010). In addition, social support plays a key role in reducing acculturative stress (Kristiana et al., 2022; Martirosyan et al., 2015). Intellectual understanding thus requires ongoing learning and an active pursuit of knowledge about the host culture's history, values, and traditions (Caldas and Silva, 2024).

Beyond cognitive processes, psychological acculturation also involves an emotional dimension (De Leersnyder, 2017). People often maintain a deep emotional attachment to their culture of origin, which constitutes a core element of their identity and significantly influences their adaptation to the new environment (Vishnevskaya, 2020). During cultural adjustment, it is common to experience longing for familiar elements—such as traditions, customs, foods, and social relationships—which can generate sadness and nostalgia for what has been left behind (Sokolova et al., 2022). In this sense, nostalgia becomes an emotional response that may emerge when a person is immersed in a new culture (Zou and Petkanopoulou, 2022). However, persistent nostalgia for the culture of origin may indicate that the individual is facing substantial difficulties adapting to the host culture (Ali et al., 2021). This may stem from a lack of connection with the new cultural environment, challenges in social integration, or a sense of alienation in the new context (Nguyen et al., 2019).

These findings reinforce the need to approach social isolation from an intersectional perspective that recognizes the role of language and acculturation as central psychological mechanisms in the university experience of Indigenous students.




2 Materials and methods

This study employed a non-experimental quantitative design with a correlational, comparative, and explanatory approach.


2.1 Participants

The participants in this study were college students who had migrated to the city of Arequipa, Peru. A total of 202 students were selected through snowball sampling and identified based on their cultural origin (Aymara or Quechua) through recommendations from other students. The sample comprised 61 male students (30.2%) and 141 female students (69.8%) aged between 18 and 30. Regarding cultural background, 68 students identified as Quechua, while 134 identified as Aymara.

Inclusion criteria required that participants (a) be enrolled in an undergraduate program in Arequipa, (b) self-identify as belonging to the Quechua or Aymara Indigenous groups, (c) be between 18 and 30 years old, and (d) possess at least basic functional proficiency in Spanish, as determined by their ability to complete self-report questionnaires and engage in academic activities in Spanish. Exclusion criteria included: (a) being under 18 years of age, (b) lack of sufficient Spanish language skills to comprehend and respond to the instruments, or (c) non-enrollment in university-level studies at the time of the research. All participants were actively enrolled in undergraduate programs, which was an inclusion criterion. Participants had migrated from rural areas to the city of Arequipa between 2020 and 2023, with most of them having resided in the city for at least one academic year at the time of participation. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the instruments, ensuring their voluntary participation and confidentiality.



2.2 Instruments

For the purposes of this study, three instruments were used, the first of which was constructed specifically for this research: the Psychological Acculturation Scale (PAS-10). This scale assesses the cognitive and emotional aspects of psychological acculturation and consists of 10 items−5 corresponding to the cognitive dimension and 5 to the emotional dimension. Each item is responded to using a three-point Likert scale, allowing participants to indicate the degree to which they agree with each statement: “agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” and “disagree.” In the cognitive domain, the items explored changes in thinking patterns when adapting to a new culture, the ability to understand and assimilate the cultural norms of the current environment, and the evolution of cultural identity since the move. Items were also considered with content about the assessment of the importance of understanding and adopting the customs and beliefs of the host culture, as well as maintaining constant learning about that culture's history, values, and traditions. Regarding emotional aspects, the instrument measures the persistence of nostalgia for the culture of origin, emotional connection with people in the new environment, emotional satisfaction with cultural adaptation, and enthusiasm for cultural differences. Item 6, which belongs to the emotional dimension, was reverse-coded due to its negative formulation. The complete Psychological Acculturation Scale (PAS-10), including all items, is available in the Supplementary material.

The second instrument used in this study was the Cuestionario de Aislamiento y Soledad (CAS), a self-report instrument originally developed to assess feelings of loneliness and social isolation. The scale consists of 25 items−12 measuring loneliness and 13 measuring social isolation—rated on a four-point Likert scale (always, often, sometimes, never). Although the original version was designed by Casullo in 1996, its structure and use are described by Tapia et al. (2003), who applied the instrument in a sample of Argentine adolescents. In that study, the CAS showed sensitivity to differences in perceived isolation levels based on percentile rankings and revealed a strong negative association between loneliness-isolation scores and self-concept indicators. Although originally used with adolescents, the CAS was considered appropriate for this study given the relevance of its underlying constructs—loneliness and perceived social disconnection—for Indigenous university students navigating cultural and academic transitions. For the present study, the CAS was linguistically reviewed and contextually adapted for use with this population. Given the differences in population and cultural context, we conducted a psychometric reanalysis to evaluate internal consistency and model fit in this new sample. In this sample, the adapted CAS demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.83.

The third instrument employed in this study was a rubric-based assessment of Spanish language proficiency, aligned with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). A linguistics specialist from the research team conducted the evaluation, assessing the four key communicative skills: listening comprehension, reading comprehension, speaking, and writing. The assessment was carried out through a combination of standardized tasks and spontaneous language production samples. For example, participants listened to short dialogues between students discussing academic challenges (e.g., “What is the main issue they are trying to solve?”) or university announcements (e.g., “What event is being announced, and who is it for?”). Reading tasks included comprehension of personal letters and informational texts related to student life (e.g., “What is the student's main feeling?” or “How can the support service be accessed?”). Speaking activities included describing a personal tradition (“Describe a tradition from your home region and explain its meaning”) or comparing their previous school with their current university experience. Writing tasks asked participants to produce short opinion or descriptive texts, such as “Do you think speaking Spanish helps you feel integrated in class? Explain why” or “Describe your first week at university and how you felt about it.” The rubric followed CEFR performance descriptors, focusing primarily on A2 to B2 levels. This approach ensured a valid and integrative assessment of communicative competence, in line with recommendations by Carbó Marro (2011), who emphasized the importance of evaluating academic language performance in multilingual learners. The evaluation was objective and carried out individually by the linguist, not based on self-assessment. The CEFR descriptors used to evaluate Spanish language proficiency are available in the Supplementary material.



2.3 Procedures

Following the inclusion and exclusion criteria, the research team identified an initial group of participants through targeted outreach directed at Quechua- and Aymara-speaking university students enrolled in higher education institutions in Arequipa. This outreach was facilitated through peer networks, student groups, and academic staff who had regular contact with Indigenous students. Given that two members of the team have family ties to the Aymara and Quechua cultures, a culturally appropriate recruitment process was ensured. These researchers were personally familiar with the initial participants, which helped establish trust and facilitated the first phase of recruitment. Furthermore, initial participants were encouraged to share the study details with their peers, thereby expanding recruitment through culturally resonant and trusted social circles.

The first two instruments, self-administered in person, were completed in an average of 50 min. Both included informed consent, clearly stating that participation was entirely voluntary. The researchers emphasized that participants could choose not to participate or not to complete the instruments without facing any consequences. This respect for their autonomy and the assurance that their responses would remain confidential and be used exclusively for research purposes created a safe environment, fostering honest and open participation. To ensure participant confidentiality, a unique code was assigned to each participant, which was used to link their responses across the different instruments. No information was collected that would allow direct identification of the participants. The third instrument, a rubric, was administered with an approximately average duration of 20 min per participant. The researchers collected data from March to December 2024.



2.4 Analysis of the data

This study employed several statistical models to analyze the relationships among psychological acculturation, Spanish L2 proficiency, and social isolation, considering also other intervening factors. The analysis applied three main models: multiple linear regression, correlation, and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). Correlation analyses were conducted to explore the associations between psychological acculturation and social isolation, as well as between Spanish L2 proficiency and social isolation, quantifying the magnitude and direction of the relationships without establishing causality. Multiple linear regression was performed in two stages: first, the impact of Spanish L2 proficiency on social isolation was evaluated, and then this model was compared with a second model that included both Spanish L2 proficiency and psychological acculturation to assess the combined impact of both independent variables. The ANCOVA model examined how psychological acculturation and Spanish L2 proficiency influence social isolation, considering variables such as gender, culture (Aymara and Quechua), and academic performance, allowing to evaluate if the effect varies according to these factors. Prior to conducting the analyses, key assumptions for parametric testing were verified. Normality of residuals was supported by the Shapiro-Wilk test (W = 0.993, p = 0.440), Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (D = 0.059, p = 0.482), and Anderson-Darling test (A2 = 0.362, p = 0.440). Linearity and homoscedasticity were assessed through residual plots and confirmed by the Goldfeld-Quandt (F = 1.02, p = 0.466) and Harrison-McCabe tests (H = 0.494, p = 0.428), although the Breusch-Pagan test indicated heteroskedasticity (χ2 = 34.9, p < 0.001). Autocorrelation was ruled out (Durbin-Watson = 1.89, p = 0.436). Additionally, no missing data were identified, and multicollinearity was within acceptable limits (VIFs < 1.30). The statistical package used was Jamovi 2.3.21.




3 Results

Before examining the predictive models, the psychometric properties of the newly developed PAS-10 were assessed to ensure the reliability and validity of the instrument used in this study. The instrument demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, with a McDonald's omega coefficient of 0.774 (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Reliability scale statistics.

[image: Table displays the PAS-10 scale with a McDonald’s omega coefficient of zero point seven seven four, indicating internal consistency reliability for the scale as an alternative to Cronbach’s alpha.]

Table 2 presents additional measures from the instrument validation process. The CFI and TLI compare the fit of the proposed model with a null model, with values ranging from 0 to 1. Closer to 1 indicates a better fit, with values >0.90 considered adequate and more significant than 0.95 excellent. In this case, the CFI is 0.923, and the TLI is 0.899, suggesting a good and acceptable fit. The SRMR measures the average discrepancy between observed and estimated correlations in the model, where values below 0.08 are considered good. Here, the SRMR is 0.0521, indicating a perfect fit. The RMSEA measures the model fit of the approximation error in the population. Values below 0.05 are good, between 0.05 and 0.08 acceptable, and above 0.10 deficient. Here, the RMSEA is 0.0667, within the acceptable range. The confidence intervals of the RMSEA provide an estimate of its accuracy, with a narrower interval indicating better precision.


TABLE 2 Fit measures.

[image: Table displaying model fit indices: Comparative Fit Index 0.923, Tucker-Lewis Index 0.899, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual 0.0521, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 0.0667, ninety percent confidence interval of RMSEA ranges from 0.0413 to 0.0913.]

Figure 1 illustrates the statistical analysis's flow of instrument items (PAS-10). The “Minimum Residual” extraction method was combined with an Oblimin rotation to identify the instrument's underlying dimensions. The results indicated a two-factor structure that aligned with the theoretical hypotheses. These factors are cognitive psychological acculturation and emotional psychological acculturation.


[image: Diagram showing ten labeled input nodes (It1 to It10) with arrows pointing to two fully connected layers, Fc1 and Fc2. It1 through It6 connect to Fc1, while It7 through It10 connect to Fc2. Fc1 and Fc2 are connected by a single arrow.]
FIGURE 1
 Psychological acculturation scale (PAS-10). The figure displays the analysis flow of the PAS-10 instrument, revealing two factors and their interactions.


The adapted version of the CAS used in this study yielded a Cronbach's alpha of 0.71, a CFI of 0.91, and an RMSEA of 0.07, indicating acceptable reliability and model fit (see Tables 3, 4).


TABLE 3 Model fit measures.

[image: Table comparing two models with columns for R, R squared, Adjusted R squared, F, degrees of freedom, and p-value. Both models have R values above zero point ninety, high R squared, significant F values, and p-values less than zero point zero zero one, indicating strong statistical significance.]


TABLE 4 Omnibus ANOVA test.

[image: Statistical summary table displaying sources of variance with rows for Spanish L2 proficiency, psychological acculturation, and residuals. Columns list sum of squares, degrees of freedom, mean square, F-values, and p-values. Both Spanish L2 proficiency and psychological acculturation have significant results with p-values less than 0.001. Residuals are provided without p-value or F statistic.   ]

Two linear regression models were conducted to analyze the impact of Spanish L2 proficiency and psychological acculturation on social isolation within Quechua and Aymara communities and compare the explanatory power of each variable.

Table 3 presents both models, which are statistically robust and have considerable explanatory power. Model 1 considers Spanish L2 proficiency as a predictor variable and social isolation as a dependent variable, with a coefficient of determination (R2) of 0.823. That indicates that ~82.3% of the variance in social isolation can be explained by Spanish L2 proficiency. On the other hand, Model 2 incorporates both linguistic competence as a factor and psychological acculturation as a covariate. This model explains an even more significant percentage of variance (R2 = 0.856), indicating that 85.6% of the variability in social isolation can be attributed to the interaction of both predictor variables.

Both models present significant F-values [F(463, 392)], which support the validity of the proposed models. The minimal difference between R2 and adjusted R2 in both models suggests that the fit is not overfitted, reinforcing the results' robustness and minimizing the risk of error due to unnecessary complexity in the model.

The Omnibus ANOVA test applied in the linear regression (Table 4) determined that the model, which includes Spanish L2 proficiency as a factor and psychological acculturation as a covariate, explains a significant proportion of the variance in the dependent variable, social isolation. The statistical significance of the model (p < 0.05) validates that both Spanish L2 proficiency and the processes of psychological acculturation are key elements in predicting social isolation. These results elucidate that the model is statistically robust and an effective predictive tool.

Table 5 shows that the inclusion of psychological acculturation as a predictor variable significantly improves the explanation of social isolation. Incorporating this covariate in Model 2 increases the explanatory power by 3.31% compared to Model 1 (ΔR2 = 0.0328), which represents a relevant advancement in understanding the factors that contribute to isolation. Furthermore, including psychological acculturation significantly improves the model's fit, as indicated by the F test (F = 45.0, p < 0.001). That suggests that psychological integration into the dominant culture has a statistically significant impact on levels of social isolation. These results highlight that linguistic proficiency in L2 influences social isolation, and levels of psychological acculturation play a determining role.


TABLE 5 Model comparison.

[image: Comparison table presents changes in R squared, F statistic, degrees of freedom, and p value for models 1 and 2. Delta R squared is zero point zero three two eight, F is forty five point zero, degrees of freedom one and one hundred ninety-eight, p value less than zero point zero zero one.]

Table 6 presents the coefficient values of the model, which reflect the differences in the dependent variable, social isolation, between the different levels of the categorical variables, taking the highest level of each category as a reference. The coefficient corresponding to the “Low–High” comparison (3.0979) for Spanish L2 proficiency reveals that individual with low linguistic proficiency experience significantly higher levels of social isolation than those with high competence. Similarly, the coefficient for “Moderate–High” (1.5526) indicates that, although to a lesser extent, those with moderate linguistic competence also exhibit greater social isolation than those with high proficiency. As for psychological acculturation, the coefficient of −0.0878 suggests that for each unit increase in this process, the level of social isolation significantly decreases (p < 0.001), even when keeping linguistic competence constant. Its statistical relevance confirms that psychological acculturation acts as a protective factor against isolation.


TABLE 6 Model coefficients—social isolation.

[image: Statistical results table showing predictors, estimators, standard errors, t-values, and p-values. Spanish L2 proficiency variables and psychological acculturation are listed, all with significant p-values less than zero point zero zero one.]

A correlation analysis was conducted because the model coefficients do not always reflect direct correlations or adequately capture the linear relationship between a categorical variable (such as Spanish L2 proficiency) and the dependent variable (social isolation). In this case, Kendall's Tau-b coefficient, suitable for evaluating associations between ordinal variables, was used. The results, presented in Table 7, show a very strong inverse correlation between linguistic competence and social isolation (Tau-b = −0.880, p < 0.001). This negative association indicates that as the level of linguistic competence in L2 increases, the levels of social isolation tend to decrease significantly.


TABLE 7 Correlation matrix.

[image: Data table showing Kendall’s Tau B correlation between Spanish L2 proficiency and social isolation is negative at negative 0.880 with three asterisks indicating statistical significance at p less than 0.001.]

Table 8 presents the results of the correlation between psychological acculturation and social isolation, revealing a significant inverse relationship between both variables (r = −0.678, p < 0.001). This negative association suggests that as individuals achieve greater psychological integration with the dominant culture, levels of social isolation decrease considerably. The strength of this relationship indicates that psychological acculturation is not only a relevant factor but could also play a protective role in preventing social isolation. Individuals who internalize cultural elements of their environment tend to establish stronger social connections, facilitating their adaptation and reducing feelings of exclusion. These results underscore the importance of promoting cultural integration strategies that go beyond linguistic learning and addressing psychological adaptation as an essential component to reducing social isolation in multicultural contexts.


TABLE 8 Correlation matrix.

[image: Data table showing a Spearman correlation coefficient of negative zero point six seven eight, p-value less than zero point zero zero one, and N equals two hundred two between social isolation and psychological acculturation, indicating a significant negative relationship.]

The results presented in Table 9 indicate that the most determining factors in the level of social isolation are psychological acculturation (F = 37.64, p < 0.001) and Spanish L2 proficiency (F = 146.20, p < 0.001). These results highlight the importance of cultural integration processes and language proficiency as key variables that influence the reduction of isolation. In contrast, variables such as sex, culture of origin, academic performance, and their possible interactions do not show statistically significant effects on social isolation. That suggests that, although these factors could influence other aspects of social adaptation, their direct impact on isolation is minimal in this sample. The data support the idea that adaptation to a new cultural environment and language proficiency are the central elements that facilitate social inclusion. Cultural integration processes and linguistic competence are thus configured as the central modulators of social isolation, above other sociodemographic or academic variables.


TABLE 9 ANCOVA—social isolation.

[image: Statistical results table displaying model terms, sum of squares, degrees of freedom, mean square, F values, and p values. Significant effects include psychological acculturation, Spanish L2 proficiency, and the global model, all with p values less than 0.001.]



4 Discussion

This study examined the influence of psychological acculturation and linguistic proficiency in Spanish, the dominant language in the university context, on the levels of social isolation among students. The findings offer a detailed perspective on the influence of psychological acculturation and linguistic proficiency on social isolation within the studied university context. Subsequently, the results obtained will be explored in greater depth, analyzing how psychological acculturation and linguistic proficiency relate to social isolation, and the implications of these findings within the university context will be discussed. Additionally, potential explanations for the lack of significance of other factors analyzed, such as sex, culture, and academic performance, will be explored, and the results will be compared with previous research in the field.

Regarding the first finding, linguistic proficiency in Spanish proved to be a significant predictor of social isolation, explaining 82.3% of the variance in this variable. This result underscores the importance of considering L2 competence as a crucial factor in understanding social isolation in individuals adapting to a new environment, especially in bilingual communities such as Quechua and Aymara. Psychological acculturation, although also significant, explained a smaller percentage of the variance (85.6% in conjunction with linguistic competence), suggesting that the ability to communicate effectively in the dominant language plays a primary role in social integration in these contexts. Competence in L2 plays a fundamental role in mitigating social isolation, particularly in multicultural academic settings where language proficiency directly influences communication and social integration (Saito et al., 2018). Limited proficiency in L2 often exacerbates feelings of exclusion and hinders meaningful participation in academic and social interactions (Yu et al., 2025). Studies highlight that linguistic barrier not only contribute to academic challenges but also reduce opportunities to build social networks (Yeh and Inose, 2003), the risk of isolation (Yeh and Inose, 2003). For indigenous students from linguistically diverse backgrounds, the development of strong L2 skills can foster greater inclusion and help bridge the cultural gap in higher education settings (Durán and Palmer, 2014).

Based on the model's coefficients, it was shown that psychological acculturation has a protective effect against social isolation. Specifically, it was observed that for each unit increase in psychological acculturation, the level of social isolation significantly decreases (p < 0.001), even while keeping L2 competence constant. This result is consistent with the theory that psychological acculturation facilitates social integration and establishes connections within the new community (Arenas and Urzúa, 2015, cited in Mamani-Vilchez et al., 2021). However, it is important to highlight that this acculturation process does not necessarily imply a loss of the original cultural identity. Instead, it can lead to an evolution or expansion of the sense of identity in response to new influences and experiences (Wang et al., 2016). Understanding and adopting the customs and beliefs of the cultural environment is a crucial component of this process, as it involves not only knowledge but also the active integration of these practices into daily life (Kristiana et al., 2022).

The model coefficients presented significant differences in social isolation among the various levels of linguistic competence in Spanish, the dominant language, and psychological acculturation. Consistent with previous research, low competence in the dominant language or L2, like in our case Spanish, is observed to be associated with significantly higher levels of social isolation compared to high competence (Martirosyan et al., 2015; Ogungbe et al., 2022). This underscores the importance of L2 proficiency as a key protective factor against isolation, especially in multicultural settings where mastery of the dominant language facilitates social integration and participation in academic and social interactions (Zorlu and Hartog, 2018). Beyond its communicative utility, language operates as a cultural vehicle that enables individuals to access shared meanings, practices, and values, thereby fostering a sense of belonging. As such, linguistic proficiency not only supports academic success but also serves as an integrative force that mitigates anxiety and social isolation (Xethakis et al., 2024). Similarly, although to a lesser extent, moderate competence in Spanish is also associated with greater isolation compared to high competence. Regarding psychological acculturation, the results indicate that for each unit increase in this process, the level of social isolation decreases significantly (p < 0.001), even when controlling for competence in Spanish. This finding supports the notion that psychological acculturation acts as a protective factor against isolation, facilitating social integration and the establishment of connections within the new community (Kristiana et al., 2022). Taken together, these results highlight the importance of addressing both linguistic barriers in L2 and cultural adaptation processes in interventions aimed at reducing social isolation in diverse contexts.

The results also confirmed the existence of a significant inverse relationship between L2 competence and social isolation. This finding aligns with recent research highlighting the importance of linguistic competence in social integration. For example, a study on reading competence in bilingual communities suggests that proficiency in multiple languages facilitates better adaptation and social cohesion (Mantilla Falcón et al., 2022). Additionally, research in multicultural educational settings indicates that acquiring the dominant language of the school environment among immigrant students not only improves their academic performance but also fosters greater social interaction and reduces feelings of isolation (Álvarez-Sotomayor and Martínez-Cousinou, 2020). These results emphasize the need to implement educational programs that strengthen L2 competence, not only as an academic tool but also as a means to promote inclusion and social wellbeing in multicultural contexts.

The findings furthermore reinforce the role of psychological acculturation in reducing social isolation, in line with contemporary research that emphasizes the importance of cultural integration beyond mere linguistic competence (Girmay and Singh, 2019). The significant inverse correlation found suggests that individuals who achieve higher levels of psychological acculturation experience lower levels of social isolation. This relationship has been consistently reported in studies on immigrant adaptation, where the internalization of cultural norms and values fosters a sense of belonging and strengthens social ties (Hawkins et al., 2021). Moreover, recent research indicates that psychological acculturation enhances emotional wellbeing and reduces the stress associated with cultural displacement, thereby preventing social withdrawal (Benet-Martínez and Repke, 2020). It is important to highlight those interventions promoting cultural integration, such as mentoring programs and community engagement initiatives, have been shown to facilitate social connections and improve psychological adaptation (Nguyen et al., 2019).

The analysis obtained through the ANCOVA test revealed that gender, cultural background (Aymara or Quechua), and academic performance do not significantly affect social isolation in this model, and the interactions between these variables are also not significant. In contrast, various studies have indicated that sociodemographic factors, such as access to social and economic resources, significantly influence individuals' adaptation and, consequently, their level of social isolation (Benet-Martínez and Repke, 2020; Ward et al., 2021). According to Selkova (2020), students in multicultural environments face adaptation challenges resulting from psychological acculturation, a process that can generate internal conflicts and stress due to the need to reconcile cultural differences between their place of origin and their host environment (Girmay and Singh, 2019).

Unlike the findings of the aforementioned studies, our results suggest that variables such as gender and cultural background do not play a determining role in social isolation within this model. While previous research has indicated that women tend to experience greater social isolation in academic and professional settings (Rodrigues et al., 2021), the data obtained in this study do not show significant gender-based differences. Similarly, studies on Indigenous communities have suggested that cultural background may represent an additional barrier to social integration (García-Segura, 2017), but our results do not confirm this association. In this regard, the absence of significant effects in our model could indicate that other factors, such as the educational context or access to institutional support networks, moderate the influence of these variables on social isolation. Nevertheless, future research should explore these mechanisms in greater depth to better understand the factors that truly contribute to the perception of social isolation in different populations.

Despite theoretical expectations, no significant interaction effects were observed between the moderating variables (gender, cultural origin, and academic performance) and the main predictors. This absence of interaction may be explained, first, by sampling limitations, such as the small size of some subgroups, which reduces statistical power to detect subtle effects (Maxwell et al., 2018). Likewise, the low variability between groups in terms of perceived isolation levels may have reduced the detectable differences (Field, 2018 cited in Kyriazos and Poga, 2023). Another possible explanation is that the interaction effects are small or non-linear, and therefore traditional linear models such as ANCOVA may not have adequately captured them (Hayes, 2018). Finally, it is possible that unaccounted factors, such as institutional support or previous experiences of discrimination, play a more relevant role in moderating the effects of acculturation and language proficiency, as suggested by previous studies in intercultural contexts (Berry et al., 2002; Ward and Geeraert, 2016; Ward and Szabó, 2019).

In light of the findings, several culturally relevant interventions are recommended to reduce social isolation among Indigenous university students. First, instead of solely promoting linguistic assimilation, intercultural bilingual education programs could be developed to recognize and integrate Quechua and Aymara languages in academic and institutional spaces, in accordance with constitutional rights. Second, cultural mentorship initiatives, where advanced Indigenous students support newcomers, may foster psychological acculturation and community cohesion. Third, peer-led support networks can serve as safe spaces for dialogue, identity affirmation, and mutual assistance. These strategies should aim not only to integrate students into the dominant culture but also to transform university environments into truly intercultural spaces that validate linguistic and cultural diversity.

This study has some limitations that should be acknowledged regarding the instruments and methodological design. First, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to establish causal relationships among the variables. Second, the sample was composed exclusively of university students from a specific geographical region and cultural background, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings to other populations. Additionally, the use of snowball sampling, while appropriate for reaching Indigenous students in hard-to-access academic contexts, may introduce selection bias by overrepresenting individuals with greater social connectivity. This non-probabilistic recruitment strategy limits the extent to which the results can be generalized to the broader Indigenous university student population. This study has some limitations that should be acknowledged regarding the instruments and methodological design. First, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to establish causal relationships among the variables. Second, the sample was composed exclusively of university students from a specific geographical region and cultural background, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings to other populations. Additionally, the use of snowball sampling, while appropriate for reaching Indigenous students in hard-to-access academic contexts, may introduce selection bias by overrepresenting individuals with greater social connectivity. This non-probabilistic recruitment strategy limits the extent to which the results can be generalized to the broader Indigenous university student population. Moreover, the study relied partially on self-reported data (PAS-10 and CAS), which may be subject to social desirability bias or individual misinterpretations. This is particularly relevant when assessing constructs such as psychological acculturation and social isolation, where subjective experiences play a central role. Lastly, given the cultural and linguistic diversity of the participants, there may have been variations in the interpretation of certain items, even with prior contextual and linguistic adaptations. These potential cultural nuances should be considered when interpreting the results. Furthermore, although the CAS was originally designed for adolescent populations, its structure proved suitable for evaluating social isolation in university students in this context. Nonetheless, future studies should continue to assess its validity and reliability in diverse academic and cultural settings to confirm its broader applicability. Expanding the use of culturally adapted instruments such as the CAS could contribute to a deeper understanding of the multifaceted experiences of isolation in higher education environments.
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Transnational Filipino families arise from temporary labor migration, often with one parent abroad. This reshapes family life, impacting parent-child relationship and gender dynamics, and caregiving for children left-behind. However, non-migrant mothers’ crucial role in sustaining life and providing care is often overlooked in studies. This study examines how non-migrant wives in Filipino transnational families maintain and negotiate their authority in raising their adolescent children. This study utilized qualitative descriptive approach in conducting interviews with 20 Filipino mothers from transnational families in rural Philippines. Findings revealed that non-migrant mothers enforce their authority through various strategies such as the adoption of authoritarian parenting style, leveraging the authority of the Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW) husbands, chore delegation among adolescent children, and engage in negotiations regarding both their authority and their children’s autonomy. In examining Filipino transnational families, this study offers a novel perspective on maternal authority, situating its enforcement within the context of mothers’ significant and often equal financial contributions with their OFW husbands. This paper argues that maternal authority is profoundly shaped by the good motherhood ideology, where mothers actively promote children’s positive behavior and values as a testament to their own efficacy despite the absence of their OFW husbands. The unique contribution of this study lies in demonstrating how mothers primarily achieve this through consistent nagging and reprimanding their adolescent children. A mother’s financial contribution, relative to her husband’s remittances, significantly affects the effectiveness of her maternal control strategies and her perceived authority over their children. Furthermore, when their direct authority is insufficient, mothers strategically leverage the traditional disciplinarian role of their OFW husbands, highlighting a critical, yet under-explored, reciprocal dynamic: non-migrant wives reinforce the OFW father’s authority, while the OFW husband’s involvement simultaneously empowers the mother’s disciplinary actions. This intricate interplay of roles and financial contributions distinguishes our understanding of parental authority in transnational family structures.

Keywords
 Filipino mothering practices; Filipino transnational families; gender dynamics; Filipino adolescents; home-making; mother-adolescent relationship; overseas Filipino families


1 Introduction

Transnational families emerge from temporary labor migration of a family member, leading to the reorganization of family life as members navigate relationships and new roles across distances (Jaji, 2022; König et al., 2024). The emergence of transnational families is largely driven by profound global disparities in income distribution and the availability of viable employment which reproduce new modes of transnational division of labor (Celero, 2022). The creation of transnational families in the Philippines is often associated with temporary overseas migration which started from the 1970s and became a huge source of revenue in the country since then (Ducanes, 2015). Globally, the main driver of temporary overseas migration is economic, specifically toward the improvement of the family’s standard of living and income insurance for the family (De Haas and Fokkema, 2010; Mesnard, 2000; Wong, 2006).

Previous studies acknowledge the impact of temporary overseas migration on the dynamics of transnational families with regards to parent–child relationship (Dreby, 2007; Wong, 2006), gender relations (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992; Montes, 2013), and the provision of care among left-behind children (Asis et al., 2004; Bastia, 2009). Most of these studies examined transnational mothering (Arguillas et al., 2018; Garabiles, 2021; Madianou, 2012; Parreñas, 2005) focusing on the ways motherhood is redefined, challenged and maintained. However, non-migrant mothers often remained overlooked in studies of transnational families, despite their vital role in sustaining family life and providing care and emotional support to left-behind children (Galam, 2015; Gartaula et al., 2012; Nguyen et al., 2006). In this context, the present paper examines how non-migrant mothers from Filipino transnational families negotiate motherhood and authority in the absence of their migrant spouses.



2 Review of related literature


2.1 Filipino transnational families

Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs) represent a significant demographic, with approximately 600,000 workers aged 45 and over comprising the largest share as of April to September 2023 (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2024). Their impact on the Philippines is substantial, with 12 percent of Filipino households having an OFW member (Mapa, 2020) and a total of $38.34 billion in remittances sent to families in 2024 (Fintech News Philippines, 2025). Recognizing their crucial economic contributions, former President Cory Aquino famously dubbed OFWs “Bagong Bayani” (modern-day Heroes) in 1988, a term that acknowledges their role in nation-building (Harvard International Review, 2023). This pervasive phenomenon gives rise to Filipino transnational families, defined as households where members reside in two different nation-states, typically with one parent working abroad while children and other family members remain in the Philippines (Parreñas, 2001).

Studies have increasingly explored how transnational families negotiate their long-distance relationships (see Evergeti and Ryan, 2011). Research consistently highlights the resilience of these families in maintaining cohesion across geographical distances. For instance, Cleofas et al. (2021) conducted a qualitative study showing how OFW families adapted their practices and interactions during the pandemic to reinvent and express their care for one another. Further illustrating this adaptability, Cabalquinto (2018) similarly conducted a qualitative study of Filipino workers in Australia, revealing how mobile devices significantly facilitate the formation and maintenance of intimacy among Filipino transnational families, enabling them to redefine their presence despite their absence.

Beyond general family adaptation, studies also delve into the challenges within these transnational families. Pinzon’s (2021) qualitative study on the left-behind children of OFW fathers illuminated the significant role of non-migrant mothers in mediating family relationships and sustaining communication within the transnational household. This focus on specific care practices is further elaborated by Gotehus (2023), who conducted a multi-sited qualitative study in Norway and the Philippines. Her research, which examined transnational caregiving and well-being among Filipino migrant nurses in Norway and their left-behind families, revealed the resilience of these nurses as they engage in a reciprocal of care with their aging parents in the Philippines, thereby strengthening their familial bonds.

However, despite these adaptive strategies, mother-away transnational families often face unique challenges, as the mother’s physical absence necessitates the practice of transnational mothering to provide care from a distance (Parreñas, 2001).



2.2 Mothering in transnational families

Research in the Philippines on transnational families primarily examines transnational mothers and their non-migrant husbands, revealing layered experiences within these family dynamics (Arguillas et al., 2018; Asis et al., 2004; Garabiles, 2021). Studies have delved into diverse aspects of family relationships, including gender negotiations between migrant mothers and their partners. Parreñas (2005) explored the gender paradox in Filipino transnational families, focusing on how the maintenance of mother-away transnational family structures challenges traditional gender roles assigned to women in domestic settings. Despite this challenge, caregiving practices within these family configurations perpetuate conventional notions of women’s domestic responsibilities. Additionally, external factors such as pressure from kin and community to conform to gender norms, cultural expectations to uphold societal standards of gender morality, and men’s resistance to expanding their roles in response to the formation of female-headed transnational families further complicate gender transformations within these contexts.

Madianou (2012) researched Filipina transnational mothers and discovered that information and communications technology (ICT) played a crucial role in enabling the practice of intensive mothering from afar and in managing the conflicting demands between work and family obligations. Additionally, the study highlighted that ICT usage served as a means to alleviate the heightened ambivalence experienced by these mothers, which stemmed from the cultural conflicts inherent in migration and motherhood. Similarly, in the study of Peng and Wong (2015), Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong negotiate and maintain their motherhood roles despite geographical distances by relying heavily on telecommunication for coordinating with caregivers and husbands and engaging in intensive mothering as they adopt a hands-on approach. Baldassar et al. (2016) coined the term ambient co-presence to denote ICTs’ contribution to the maintenance of familial connections within transnational families that promote the sense of belongingness while at the same time carrying some implications on social surveillance.



2.3 Non-migrant wives

Previous studies on non-migrant wives looked at the impact of the husband’s migration on their wives’ role system (Chereni, 2015). Among Zimbabwean transnational families, wives of migrant workers negatively perceive their intensified parental involvement as the “new father,” considering that their role deviates from the gendered division of labor in the family after the migrant fathers’ return migration (Chereni, 2015). In South and Southeast Asia, the duties and responsibilities left by the male overseas migrant workers pose a burden among their wives as the latter have to fulfill tasks that traditionally their husbands perform (Asis et al., 2004). Moroccan wives of international migrant workers in nuclear households gained authority in decision-making but considered this expansion of roles to be a burden rather than emancipation (De Haas and van Rooij, 2010). Less studies is done to examine how non-migrant wives enforce and negotiate their authority on their adolescent children.



2.4 Mothering adolescent children

Existing research on motherhood has predominantly examined mothers’ ideologies and practices in raising young children, influenced by the prevailing intensive motherhood ideology (Barlow and Chapin, 2010; Guo, 2021; Jiao, 2019; Johnston and Swanson, 2006; McQuillan et al., 2008; Neyer and Bernardi, 2011; Ross, 2016; Valizadeh et al., 2018). This ideology considers motherhood as pivotal to women’s existence (Hays, 1996; Neyer and Bernardi, 2011). This essentialist discourse, influenced by patriarchy, emphasizes how motherhood is defined and controlled by men within a patriarchal society (Ross, 2016; Jiao, 2019). The concept of the “good mother” embodies these patriarchal definitions, shaping women’s identities, choices, and activities based on historical and cultural norms and expectations (Barlow and Cairns, 1997; Ross, 2016). Even when women resist, this ideology has a powerful institutionalized influence. Women face immense pressure to conform to these ideals and utilize them as benchmarks for evaluating their behaviors (Goodwin and Huppatz, 2010).

The ideals of motherhood often demand mothers to be child-centered and nurturing while contributing financially to their families. Hochschild and Machung (1989) highlight working mothers’ experience, which they referred to as the “two shifts,” encompassing paid employment and unpaid household and childcare tasks. This ascertains that women’s entry into the workforce does not free them from domestic responsibilities as long as traditional gender roles in households persist. McQuillan et al. (2008) found that mothers can value both work and motherhood simultaneously, with their evaluations of motherhood influenced by the constraints and challenges they face in different social spheres.

Despite the prevalence of studies on the ideology of good mothering, there is a lack of literature that explores the concept of motherhood across the lifespan, and the focus on mother-adolescent child relationships during adolescence, a critical period for identity formation and exploration, remains limited (Collins and Russell, 1991).

Mothering adolescent children is quite complex, given the incongruence in how mothers regard their mothering practice and how their adolescent children perceive them negatively as either too judgmental or too strict (Bojczyk et al., 2011). Di Stefano (2003) observed that mothers with adolescent children lose their omniscience, affecting their ability to monitor, influence, and control their children’s behavior. The difficulty of dealing with adolescent children was experienced by Iranian parents who ascertained that rebellion against parental authority and assertion of adolescent desire and authority result in conflict in the relationship (Valizadeh et al., 2018).

There needs to be more research specifically focused on the dynamics between non-migrant wives and their adolescent children in overseas Filipino families where the father is working overseas. Previous research on migrant-sending families has primarily investigated how migrant parents maintain and navigate their relationships with their children. Therefore, it is crucial to explore the complexities of the relationship between non-migrant wives in the absence of their OFW husbands.




3 Methods

This qualitative descriptive phenomenology study explores the narratives of mothering among left-behind members of Filipino transnational families, aiming to gather rich, detailed, and contextually grounded data that reveal the nuanced realities of parenting in the context of OFW families. This method allows informants to describe their experiences in their own words, providing a more authentic and subjective understanding of motherhood in the unique circumstances of OFW families.

The informants were selected using purposive sampling techniques with the following criteria: (1) mothers with adolescent children. The World Health Organization defines an adolescent as a child between 10 and 19 years old. Thus, mothers recruited have one child aged between 10 and 19. (2) They were legally married to an OFW. The study recruited legally married mothers to ensure the recognition of the work agency of the OFW husband for sending remittances to support the family. Overall, 20 mothers with adolescent children legally married to an OFW were interviewed as informants in this study.

Consistent with the narrative design, this study used an interview guide tool, the researcher uncovers the mother’s lived experiences and their perceptions of their condition, elucidates the significance of their experiences, and unveils their unique lived realities (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Interviews were conducted in Filipino and translated into English by the author.

The interview guide underwent a pre-test involving five mothers from non-OFW families, highlighting specific requirements. Although the feedback reveals that the questions adequately cover the intended topic, it showed a necessity for follow-up questions and a better understanding of the research instrument, mainly due to the challenge of non-linear flow in qualitative interviews. Questions were organized based on the research inquiries and categorized under distinct subheadings to address this. The instrument’s reliability was confirmed as informants consistently provided a similar understanding of the questions. This feedback highlighted the clarity and ease of answering the questions, indicating a consistent interpretation among informants regarding the intended inquiry.

The initial phase of analysis entails immersing oneself in the transcriptions (Cohen et al., 2000) which are repeatedly reviewed to familiarize oneself with the data and construct a narrative for each informant. Transcriptions are color-coded to streamline matrix preparation, with distinct colors denoting different thematic areas. After analyzing these matrices, codes are developed (Moustakas, 1994). Finally, themes are developed based on the different dimension of maternal authority. Simultaneously, the researcher sought related studies to compare and contrast the study’s findings with existing literature and ongoing debates. This process allowed for a comprehensive analysis and integration of the study’s results within the broader context of previous research.

This study employs reflexive thematic analysis, a method aligned with inductive analytical approaches that emphasize the exploration of theoretical assumptions influencing the analysis process (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Reflexive thematic analysis involves the identification of patterns within qualitative data, often manifesting as narratives derived from the diverse and nuanced perspectives of participants (Braun and Clarke, 2021).

The non-disclosure of personal characteristics are consistent with the research ethics of observing the privacy and confidentiality of information. Privacy is observed by withholding necessary information about the profile of the informant and their family to protect the reputation of the OFW family, as specific information about their financial situation, marital quality, child behavior, and quality of relationship with children may put the family at risk of embarrassment, distress, and shame. To ensure that the relationship with children is not affected by the informants’ self-report of child behavior and the quality of their relationship, the researcher will prevent children’s access to the personal information and accounts shared by their parents. All information remain private and for academic purposes. If informants decide to cancel or withdraw from participating in the study for personal reasons, they will be allowed to do so. Those who participated in the study signed the informed consent form to confirm their awareness of the nature of the study.

One methodological limitation of this study is associated with positionality, which refers to the dynamic ways individuals are defined by socially significant identity dimensions (Secules et al., 2021). It is important to note that all informants are spouses of OFWs specifically located in the province of Nueva Ecija. The researcher’s positionality as a resident and college teacher from the locale being studied, as well as being a mother of an adolescent child, inevitably shapes the outcome of the study on mother-adolescent child relationships. Therefore, the researcher simultaneously embodies an outsider and insider perspective in relation to the study. The etic perspective, emphasizing detached observations, arises from the fact that the researcher does not belong to a transnational family. Conversely, the emic perspective is illustrated by the researcher’s familiarity with the local context, providing a nuanced understanding of socio-cultural dynamics and familial norms.

This insider perspective enables navigation of the research terrain with sensitivity and insight, potentially facilitating deeper connections and richer data collection. Additionally, the researcher’s dual role as a college teacher and a mother offers a unique perspective on parent–child interactions, informed by both academic knowledge and personal experience. However, it is imperative for the researcher to critically reflect on how her positionality may influence her interpretations and biases, striving for reflexivity and ensuring that her insider status does not inadvertently sway the objectivity of the study’s findings.

Mayring (2007) posits that phenomena are inherently bound by time and context. As a result, any analytical generalizations derived from the findings can yield moderatum generalization (Mayring, 2007). This underscores the importance of and interpretation in extrapolating generalizations from qualitative data. Consequently, the findings may not conclusively apply to the same population in a different context or to other populations of non-migrant mothers across diverse geographical areas.

While remote qualitative data collection, such as conducting online interviews during the pandemic, is both relevant and practical, it comes with its drawbacks. Datoon et al. (2022) highlight the challenge of building rapport with respondents during phone interviews. Unlike face-to-face interviews, which may foster rapport and encourage informants to share more of their lived experiences, remote methods may not facilitate the same level of connection.

A more deliberate and focused descriptive-qualitative study specifically examining the mother-adolescent daughter or mother-adolescent son relationship could have provided greater insight into the lived experiences of non-migrant wives. Additionally, including younger children in the study might have added nuance to the findings.



4 Results and discussion


4.1 Discourses of authority: a cultural analysis of parental influence over adolescents in Filipino transnational families

Traditionally, fathers are seen as the primary disciplinarians in Filipino families. However, in their physical absence, the dynamic of parental authority become more complex, particularly during adolescence—a period marked by intense negotiation of parental control and children’s autonomy. Consequently, the task of raising adolescent children in Filipino father-away transnational families demands the enforcement of maternal authority, largely due to deeply embedded cultural norms.

Authoritarian parenting has always been a cornerstone of child-rearing practices in Filipino families, and disciplinary strategies are profoundly shaped by the cultural emphasis on parental authority and filial piety, with children expected to demonstrate obedience as a sign of respect (Tarroja, 2010). This cultural expectation directly impacts non-migrant mothers, who are anticipated to raise well-mannered, obedient, God-fearing, and respectful children to be recognized as “good mothers.” This aligns with familism among Filipinos, which mandates that non-migrant mothers and their left-behind children cultivate strong family cohesion. This is further underpinned by the collectivist nature of Filipino society, where interpersonal relationships and family ties are highly valued (Yau and Smetana, 2003).

Within this collectivist context, the interplay between individual autonomy and parental authority significantly influences adolescent development. Filipino adolescents often exhibit a strong sense of deference to parents, and internalize strong family hierarchy. This predisposition to respect parental authority and downplay their autonomy, as observed by Fuligni (1998), significantly contributes to family cohesion and mitigates family conflict (Fuligni, 1998).

Non-migrant mothers in Filipino transnational families face a complex dilemma: they are caught between enforcing maternal authority to raise well-behaved children and be considered “good mothers,” while simultaneously striving to maintain a positive relationship with their adolescent children, who, in turn also consider them “good mothers.” Thus, these mothers frequently straddle the line between disciplining their adolescent children and granting them autonomy and room for negotiation. This inherent tension explains why non-migrant mothers employ various strategies to enforce their authority. These include adopting authoritarian parenting styles, leveraging the authority of their OFW husbands, and even utilizing approaches that often involve negotiating with their adolescent children for compliance by routinizing their daily schedules and allowing adolescents to negotiate.


4.1.1 Authoritarian parenting style in Filipino transnational families

The physical absence of the OFW husband necessitates that mothers assert their authority over their children, often employing authoritarian mothering techniques characterized by the implementation of strict rules, reprimands, persistent nagging, and other disciplinary actions (Baumrind, 1991; Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Monaghan et al., 2012). According to Kuhar and Reiter (2013), the parental control paradigm frequently includes behavioral control strategies such as exerting parental pressure and domination over their children. Within this framework, children’s behavior is frequently interpreted as an indicator of mother’s success in child rearing. Consequently, to cultivate obedience and instill good moral values, non-migrant mothers tend to adopt an authoritarian parenting style. Mothers themselves acknowledge that adherence to their directives is more readily achieved through the implementation of stringent parenting approaches.

Mothers in this study demonstrate a firm hand in parenting, emphasizing strict adherence to rules and demanding unconditional compliance from their adolescent children. Mothers of early adolescents face the challenge of navigating strategies to elicit compliance from their children. Some resorted to stern gazes, verbal reprimands and persistent nagging. One of the informants revealed that, “when I give orders, I have to raise my voice for them to follow me. I have to get angry.” Consistently, these mothers observe that they should be strict in giving instructions. If they wanted their children to follow them immediately, they have to nag them. Cherry shares that she employs diverse methods to assert her authority and secure obedience from her 12-and 13-year-old sons. According to her, “I give them a stern look while raising my voice, adding a slight threat. Nagging proves effective.”

Authoritarian mothering also entail gender-differentiated restrictions, particularly for daughters, such as prohibitions against entertaining suitors and limitations on time spent on chatting and social media. To ensure compliance, mothers implement minor disciplinary actions, exemplified by the confiscation of a daughter’s phone for staying out late. This protective approach toward girls, aimed at ensuring their “safety and welfare,” aligns with broader cultural norms identified by Liwag et al. (1998).

However, a key finding of the present is that the effectiveness of these maternal control strategies is significantly associated with the non-migrant mother’s financial contribution to the family. Specifically, the mother’s proportionate contribution relative to her husband’s income appear to enhance her perceived authority over their children. This aligns with established sociological literature demonstrating that a women’s increased contribution to household income is linked to both greater personal autonomy and enhanced household control, with her bargaining position strengthening considerably when her earning surpass her husband’s (Alcantara, 1994).

Consider Khaye, whose husband, employed at an Aluminum company in Saudi Arabia, typically remits a modest $200 to $250 monthly. For 11 years, Khaye has worked as a house helper to supplement this income. Through her diligent savings from her husband’s remittances and her own earnings, she has been able to fund significant home repairs and acquire motorcycles for her children. She proudly states that, “I have built up our home with my husband’s small remittances. My rationale then was, even if he sent little, someday he will come home. He probably thought we were living comfortably. Just look at my house now – it was empty before, but now it is complete, and we even have motorcycles. One is already fully paid for, and I am still paying for the other one” (translated by author).

Khaye’s substantial financial contributions have significantly solidified her authority within the family. With this, she informed her children not to have vices. She said, “They also do not have any vices, and I told them that if they ever develop one, they should support themselves – but if they will just rely on me, that is what I do not want” (translated by author).

Within the authoritarian parenting framework, mothers are expected to act as disciplinarians, clearly delineating boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable behavior. Lety, a midwife in her town, believes mother should win over their adolescent children. But she stressed that despite the need to understand their adolescent children’s interests, mothers must still be strict and firmly impart that incorrect actions are unacceptable.

Some mothers wanted their children to adapt a routine where volunteering for household chores is part of. Filipino non-migrant mothers such as Uning promotes efficient routine among her children. The statement below highlights mothers’ expectation for children to contribute in managing their dishes and other household chores. She shares her frustration:


“I really prefer things done in the morning. When they wake up, I want them to eat right away. That way, I have already finished cooking and laundry. But then after they eat, they just dump their plates in the sink, that is what makes me upset. You know how kids are – they do not like being reprimanded. When they hear me raising my voice and getting mad, they do not like that and eventually the dishes get washed” (translated by author).


Tina stood out among the non-migrant mothers for her direct approach in correcting both her children and their adolescent friends, particularly concerning behavior she deemed inappropriate. She articulated her perspective: “Such behaviors were prevalent when they were at school, where group activities were common among boys and girls. One time they stayed here to do their assigned group task. My concern was when the boys acted out flirtatious or improper. My preference was simply for them to be well-behaved” (translated by author).

Filipino non-migrant mothers sometimes resort to physical discipline when they lose their temper, aiming to gain their children’s compliance. This loss of temper in dealing with children is associated with the marital relations quality between OFW fathers and non-migrant mothers. One mother, who just recently severed her relationship with her OFW husband due to his infidelity, recounted a past incident where she struggled to control her anger. She recalled pulling her adolescent daughter’s hair, emphasizing the intensity of her rage, illustrating spillover effect of marital separation to the parenting style of non-migrant mothers.



4.1.2 Leveraging the authority of OFW fathers

In the context of Filipino transnational families, geographical distance of OFW fathers does not necessarily diminish patriarchal authority, instead this study suggests that their remote influence significantly reinforces the disciplinary power of non-migrant mothers. This collaborative disciplinary approach is illustrated by Myra, a participant, who explained, “They are monitored by their father. I inform him about their behavior when they are stubborn. Consequently, both of us (referring to herself and the father, implied) engage in scolding them.” This remote reinforcement of parental authority proves particularly functional in contexts where non-migrant mothers face challenges in establishing or asserting disciplinary control, particularly over adolescent sons. The father’s perceived oversight provides an external locus of control that augments the mother’s immediate authority. When adolescent children seek permission for activities like sleepovers or outings, mothers frequently deny these requests. Should children persist, mothers commonly invoke the father’s disapproval as the definitive reason for refusal. This strategy, “their father did not permit it,” effectively curtails further negotiation. In this sense, the distant father’s decision becomes a crucial tool for maternal boundary setting and reinforces compliance. Thus, by actively involving the OFW father in daily monitoring and disciplinary feedback, non-migrant mothers are empowered through the implicit validation and backing of the father’s overarching authority. This positions non-migrant mothers not merely as surrogate caregivers but as direct extensions of the father’s disciplinary presence, leading greater weight to their directives. This practice does not only reinforce the traditional role of Filipino fathers as strong disciplinarians but also crucially maintains their influence across borders, thereby bolstering the mother’s direct authority within the household in their physical absence.



4.1.3 Chore delegation and adolescent engagement in low-income Filipino transnational families

In low-income Filipino transnational families where fathers are absent, hiring house helpers is uncommon due to financial constraints on remittances. Consequently, non-migrant mothers bear the primary responsibility for household chores. To ease this load, mothers often pass on maternal obligations to their adolescent children. It is particularly common for working Filipino mothers to delegate substantial household chores, to their eldest daughters, especially in the absence of paid domestic help and support from female relatives. Lety, a midwife, illustrates this dynamic: “I trained my eldest daughter early to help me with household chores. That is where I find relief. When I am not around, she is the ‘little mother’ in our house. She cooks, washes clothes, and takes care of her younger siblings” (translated by author).

Recognizing that “kids can be a bit lazy about doing their chores” (translated by author) some mothers create daily task schedules to involve all their adolescent children. Given these circumstances, Filipino non-migrant mothers often strategize to ensure their children’s engagement in household chores. This is particularly crucial for equitably distributing tasks, moving beyond the common reliance on eldest daughters for domestic work. Illustrating this, one mother recounted how establishing a chore timetable empowered her to instruct her son to cook rice and wash dishes at lunchtime. She elaborated, “Whatever tasks is assigned to them, they do it. My son is in charge of cooking rice. When lunchtime comes, he clears the plates” (translated by author).

The involvement of adolescent children in Filipino transnational families in household chores can sometimes be met with subtle resistance, evident in delays or task neglect. Consequently, non-migrant mothers may adopt a stricter, more authoritarian parenting approach.



4.1.4 Negotiating authority: maternal strategies for influence and compliance in Filipino transnational families

Since the perceived legitimacy of maternal authority decreases with late adolescents, mothers negotiate with their children instead (Bernardo, 2010). Filipino non-migrant mothers leverage negotiation as a key tool for enforcing maternal authority, primarily through persuasion and appeals for family. This approach helps them prioritize their adolescents’ education over romantic relationships and secure their active participation in household chores. Lisa, who experienced early teenage pregnancy shares her negotiation with her daughter: “We have an agreement: if you have a boyfriend, you will not study, and if you study you will not have a boyfriend” (translated by author). This negotiation reflects her proactive strategy of addressing the potential disadvantages associated with early commitment. Although options are given to their daughters, this strategy reflects how they negotiate and influence the choices of their adolescent children. Bernardo (2010) explains that in Filipino culture, parents’ expectations and control over their children’s educational striving are seen as normative and legitimate. Thus, parental goals often drive Filipino students’ achievement motivations.

In the sphere of household management, negotiations often manifest as appeals, particularly among non-migrant mothers who frequently eschew physical punishment in favor of more discursive strategies. Instead, these mothers engage in persuasive appeals and collaborative negotiations to secure their adolescents’ participation in housework. This approach highlights a reliance on relational dynamics rather than overt coercion. For instance, one mother’s appeal to her early adolescent son vividly illustrates this: “We need to help each other, and it is just us. No one else will help us because we do not have anyone else here. We do not have a helper. So, we really need to help each other” (translated by author). This appeal not only underscores a sense of shared responsibility but also subtly invokes the absence of external support, framing housework as a collective endeavor essential for the family’s functioning. Such interactions are crucial for the social reproduction of domestic labor, where contributions are solicited through appeals to familial solidarity and mutual aid.

Furthermore, mothers often frame these negotiations as parental advice, subtly shifting the dynamics from a directive guidance to the child’s own benefits. Consider Tina, whose children wear eyeglasses at a young age. She advises them to go to bed early, acknowledging their late nights due to gadget use, and explains that her guidance is ultimately for their own well-being. This strategy positions the mother’s request within a framework of nurturing care and foresight, encouraging compliance through an appeal to child’s self-interest rather than simple command. This demonstrates how mothers utilize affective strategies to navigate household responsibilities and promote desired behaviors without resorting to punitive measures.



4.1.5 Navigating maternal authority: negotiation and autonomy in Filipino transnational families

The willingness to challenge maternal authority is shaped by the family environment and the cultural norms of parenting (De Leon Born and Vasbø, 2025). Although Filipino non-migrant mothers adopt authoritarian parenting strategy, some of them allow their children to negotiate with them. Negotiations can be a form of young people’s resistance to parental control (Solomon et al., 2002). Children are capable of negotiating with their parents. For example, Tina’s children expressed a preference to spend their vacation bonding only with their immediate family, rather than with their cousins, because they did not want their achievements to be compared. Children can also negotiate their responsibilities at home, especially when they are busy with schoolwork. Pinky has noticed a pattern: her daughter gets frustrated and retreats to her room, saying “You always give orders Mama,” whenever Pinky issues too many commands. This behavior highlights a common dynamic with adolescent children, who often resist an authoritarian parenting style. Pinky’s daughter is clearly pushing back against her mother’s perceived controlling approach.

Negotiation between Filipino adolescents and their mothers illustrates how personal autonomy can co-exist with legitimate maternal authority within Filipino transnational families. However, this dynamic is primarily observed among late-adolescent firstborns. Bernardo (2010) explains that such negotiations occur with late adolescents due to weaker perception of parental authority among older adolescents, allowing them to negotiate the domains their mothers can regulate.





5 Conclusion

In Filipino transnational families, non-migrant mothers face a complex challenge: they must embody the “good mother” ideal while navigating the physical absence of their husbands. This ideal is deeply rooted in a culture where authoritarian parenting is a cornerstone of child-rearing. Children are expected to show filial piety and obedience as a sign of deference to parents, and their demeanor is often seen as a direct reflection of their mother’s success. To be considered “good mothers,” non-migrant mothers often assert their authority through authoritarian parenting styles. This can involve common disciplinary tactics like nagging, reprimanding, and stern gazes, all aimed at raising well-mannered children. The study found that a mother’s authority is significantly bolstered by her financial contributions to the family, even when her husband sends remittances. Additionally, mothers effectively leverage the remote influence of the OFW husband. They used his perceived oversight as an external source of control, reinforcing their own directives and ensuring compliance from their children. However, the “good mother” in the Filipino context also involves cultivating a positive relationship with her children. As such, non-migrant mothers increasingly employ negotiation strategies. They appeal to their children’s sense of family solidarity and welfare to encourage contribution to housework, while also allowing adolescents the space to negotiate and exercise their own growing autonomy. This delicate balance highlights the evolving nature of maternal authority in these unique family structures.

This study contributed to family research through a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between culture, migration, family dynamics, and adolescent development that ultimately informs more effective support system for transnational families. The findings regarding mother’s financial contribution and their enhanced authority demonstrated how economic empowerment increased into maternal influence. Future studies may examine the long-term effects of the mediated authority on adolescent development and family cohesion as well as how negotiations in mother-adolescent child relationship evolves over time in transnational families.
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Introduction: Transnational fatherhood presents unique emotional and caregiving challenges, especially for migrant fathers navigating life across borders. Parenthood studies often focused motherhood in the context of transnational families and men are usually seen from the perspectives of labor laws, immigration policies and economy. This phenomenological study explores the lived experiences of Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy, examining how they balance emotional connections and caregiving responsibilities with economic imperatives being away from their families.
Methods: The study adopted phenomenological approach and 30 in depth interviews were conducted with purposively selected Pakistani migrants residing for at least 5 years in Bergamo and Naples, Italy.
Results and discussion: The research highlights six key themes such as (1). Emotional pain of physical separation, (2). Helplessness during family illness/crisis, (3). Emotional impact on special occasions, (4). Fear of weakening family bonds, (5). Guilt, Stress, and Identity conflict, and (6). Coping through faith and hope for relieving emotional sufferings and challenging situations. The results explicate that emotional toll of long-distance fatherhood included feelings of loneliness, guilt and sadness and fathering role was exercised through engaging in digital caregiving and regular communication through audio/video calls using digital technology tools. Extreme feelings of stress and anxiety were reported on the specific occasions including illness or death of a family members and special events like birthdays, marriages or religious festivals. The stories of transnational fathers highlighted their turning to religion and accepting is as fate as vital coping mechanism to relieve emotional strain. The study highlights the need for psychosocial initiatives and engaging activities to reduce the feelings of loneliness.
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Introduction

Transnational fatherhood, particularly within the context of labor migration, introduces a complex set of emotional, relational, and caregiving challenges (Lee and Macías-Ayala, 2025). For Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy, the experience is marked by the constant tension between economic provisioning and emotional caregiving across physical and cultural distances (del Carmen Ernstberger and Adaawen, 2023; Katsampa et al., 2025; Mukhtar, 2020). Migration transforms traditional understandings of fatherhood rooted in physical co-presence, authority, and direct supervision into new, often improvised, forms of remote parenting (Baldassar, 2008; Parreñas, 2005). These fathers must navigate the emotional costs of separation, including loneliness, anxiety, and guilt, while simultaneously striving to fulfill the provider role expected of them by their families and communities (Horton, 2009; Parke and Cookston, 2021). This emotional labor is often rendered invisible within migration discourses that prioritize economic contributions over caregiving roles, thereby obscuring the profound psychological toll fathers endure (Coe, 2011; Kumari and Singh, 2025; Mpaata, 2021).

The emotional dissonance experienced by migrant fathers is not only internal but also relational (del Carmen Ernstberger and Adaawen, 2023; Lan, 2023). Left-behind children may struggle to bond with or recognize the authority of an absent father, especially when reunification occurs after years of separation (Parreñas, 2005; Poeze, 2019). Fathers often report feelings of rejection and emotional estrangement upon return, as family members have developed new dynamics in their absence. The reconstitution of family roles in the host or home country particularly the shift in caregiving responsibilities to mothers or extended kin further complicates paternal re-engagement (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Salazar Parreñas, 2008). For Pakistani fathers, who often derive their social identity from religious and cultural ideals of fatherhood rooted in presence and protection, these disruptions can result in deep emotional insecurity and a perceived loss of authority (Charsley, 2005; Jeong et al., 2018). Additionally, precarious labor markets in Italy, marked by racialized job segregation and limited access to social services, add another layer of vulnerability to their emotional and caregiving capacities (Ba', 2024; Coe, 2011; Molina, 2015).

Despite these constraints, transnational fathers are not passive victims of structural limitations but active agents who develop diverse caregiving strategies. Digital technologies such as WhatsApp, video calls, and social media have become indispensable tools for migrant fathers to remain emotionally and morally present in their children's live (Cogo, 2017; Nedelcu and Wyss, 2016). These technologies facilitate virtual co-presence, allowing fathers to participate in key moments, assist with homework, provide religious instruction, and offer emotional reassurance (Baldassar, 2008; Larrinaga-Bidegain et al., 2024; Madianou and Miller, 2011). Many engage in symbolic caregiving through personalized remittances, gifts, or messages, using these gestures to reinforce their affective ties and cultural values (Cabalquinto, 2020; Molina, 2015; Poeze, 2019). Nevertheless, digital connectedness does not always guarantee emotional intimacy; it may sometimes highlight the distance rather than bridge it, especially when technological literacy, time zones, or labor demands hinder communication (Chen, 2020; Gonzalez and Katz, 2016; Wang and Lim, 2020; Wilding, 2006).

A critical review of the literature reveals important theoretical and methodological gaps. Majority of transnational parenting studies have focused on maternal migration or examined fatherhood primarily in African, Latin American, or Southeast Asian contexts (Bonizzoni and Boccagni, 2013; Caarls et al., 2018; Parreñas, 2005; Pineros-Leano et al., 2021; Raffaeta, 2016). South Asian fathers, particularly from Pakistan, remain significantly underrepresented, especially in Southern European countries like Italy, where distinct migration patterns and sociopolitical dynamics shape caregiving experiences (Tosi and Impicciatore, 2022). Furthermore, the prevailing analytical frameworks often treat fathers as economic actors, neglecting the emotional and symbolic dimensions of their caregiving practices. There is also a lack of ethnographic engagement with fathers' own perspectives, as many studies rely on the accounts of left-behind family members or focus on policy-level analyses (Doucet, 2020; Yeoh and Lam, 2007). This omission limits the field's capacity to understand how migrant fathers construct, negotiate, and reimagine fatherhood in transnational spaces. Statistics also highlight the need as, during year 2021, 2.3 million new immigrants, mostly men, entered EU states and 5.4 migrants per 1,000 inhabitants are in Italy 23. Amongst 1 million Pakistanis in Europe, 58% are males and out of 124,800 documented Pakistani migrants in Italy, men constitute 72%. Pakistanis are currently the second largest diaspora of any nationality in Italy. Additionally, a continuous inflow from South Asia through legal and illegal migration highlight the importance of working with this group.

This study focuses on Pakistani migrant fathers in Bergamo (Lombardy) and Naples (Campania) due to the significant concentration of Pakistani diaspora in these regions, offering a robust sampling frame (Ambrosini, 2017). Furthermore, selecting sites across Italy's economically diverse North (Lombardy) and South (Campania) allows for a nuanced exploration of how contrasting labor markets, social integration dynamics, and regional migration histories shape fathers' transnational experiences and emotional labor (Perrotta and Nocifora, 2019; Sciortino, 2011). It examines how these fathers navigate the emotional strain of family separation, develop cross-border caregiving strategies, and confront shifting gender norms in both home and host societies. By centering fathers' voices through qualitative interviews, the study provides a grounded and nuanced account of transnational fatherhood that challenges conventional binaries of provider vs. caregiver. It contributes to broader discussions on masculinity, migration, and emotional labor. In doing so, this research underscores the importance of culturally sensitive policy interventions that acknowledge both the material and emotional dimensions of transnational caregiving.



Objectives

Following were the main objectives of the study:

	1. To unpack the forms and emotional costs of emotional labor performed by Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy as they strive to maintain cross-border familial ties and fulfill their paternal duties.
	2. To analyze how digital technologies mediate and transform the emotional labor of transnational fatherhood, enabling fathers to navigate physical distance while confronting new relational dynamics and challenges to traditional paternal authority.
	3. To explore how the intersection of cultural ideals of Pakistani fatherhood, host country structural realities, and family dynamics shapes fathers' emotional experiences and the coping strategies they develop in their transnational lives.



Theoretical framework

This study employs Arlie Russell Hochschild's concept of emotional labor as its core theoretical lens, extending it from public service work to the intimate, transnational family sphere (Hochschild, 1983). For Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy, emotional labor involves the active management of feelings to maintain affective ties and paternal roles across physical distance, often entailing significant psychological costs. Integrating this with theories of transnationalism and masculinity, the framework explores how fathers navigate the tension between economic provisioning and their emotional presence, challenging traditional notions of fatherhood and revealing how they reimagine their roles through cross-border emotional work. This approach moves beyond viewing migrant fathers solely as economic actors, offering a nuanced understanding of their complex caregiving practices and the emotional toll they endure.



Methodology

The study employs phenomenological approach to explore the emotional and caregiving experiences of Pakistani transnational fathers living in Italy. This approach seeks to uncover the essence of experiences by describing phenomena as they are lived and perceived by participants (Creswell and Poth, 2016; Dodgson, 2023). In the context of transnational fatherhood, this approach is especially relevant because it allows for deep engagement with subjective emotional realities, including feelings of loss, guilt, longing, and resilience, which are often underexplored in migration research that tends to focus more on structural or economic dimensions (Collinson, 2009; Penninx, 2005).


Setting

This study was conducted in Bergamo and Naples, two Italian cities that host substantial communities of Pakistani migrant workers (Mukhtar, 2020).



Sample and recruitment

The participants of this study were Pakistani migrant fathers residing in Italy for at least 5 years, who had children living in Pakistan. A total of 30 participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling techniques (Keshavarz et al., 2018; Sultan et al., 2020), ensuring representation from varied educational backgrounds, occupations, lengths of stay in Italy, and legal statuses. Fathers were approached at locations that were comfortable and accessible for them.



Data collection

Data were collected through in-depth interviews, which are standard tools in phenomenological research due to their open-ended nature and depth (Seidman, 2006; Smith et al., 2014). Interviews were conducted in Urdu and Punjabi to enable participants to express their feelings in culturally and emotionally resonant terms. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 min and was conducted in a setting chosen by the participants to ensure comfort and openness. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants' consent, transcribed verbatim, and then translated into English by bilingual researchers to ensure cultural and linguistic accuracy.



Data analysis and trustworthiness

The transcribed data were analyzed using thematic analysis, guided by Clarke and Braun (2017) six-step framework. To ensure analytic rigor, two independent researchers reviewed the data and collaboratively developed a codebook. Data analysis was further supported by MAXQDA qualitative analysis software, which allowed for efficient data organization and theme tracking.



Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics committee of Ca Foscari University of Venice. All participants were provided with detailed information about the research objectives, interview process, and confidentiality measures. Verbal informed consent was obtained for both participation and audio recording. Participants' identities were anonymized, and all data were stored securely. Care was taken to respect participants' dignity, emotional comfort, and freedom to withdraw at any stage.




Results and discussion

Most of the participants of this study had been residing in Italy for extended periods, with their duration of stay ranging from 6 to 14 years, and an average of 8–9 years. Most interviewees originated from the Punjab province of Pakistan, particularly from semi-urban or rural backgrounds, where traditional family structures and expectations around masculine responsibility are deeply embedded. In Italy, their livelihoods spanned a range of low-wage, labor intensive sectors including factory work, warehouse operations, restaurant kitchens, food delivery, and retail sales in small shops. Many worked irregular or rotating shifts. Many participants reported daily working hours between 8 and 12 working hours with frequent transitions between morning, evening, and night shifts. Housing arrangements typically involved communal living, with 4–8 men sharing modest rented apartments or shared rooms to minimize expenses. It was observed that the shared living also facilitated informal networks of emotional support and mutual care, particularly among fellow migrants from Pakistan.

Despite their modest earnings, participants routinely sent remittances to support not only their nuclear families but also extended kin in Pakistan, including parents, siblings, and in-laws. Many reported being the sole breadwinners for multigenerational households. Their family structures in Pakistan often included wives and two to four children, and in some cases co-residing elders. This transnational responsibility created a persistent emotional burden, as they strived to maintain fatherhood and familial presence across distance using digital tools, all while navigating precarious working conditions and social isolation in Italy.

Based on the study findings, six thematic areas emerged from the narratives of the transnational Pakistani fathers living in Italy including (1). Emotional pain of physical separation, (2). Helplessness during family illness/crisis, (3). Emotional impact on special occasions, (4). Fear of weakening family bonds, (5). Guilt, Stress, and Identity conflict, and (6). Coping through faith and hope. These themes encapsulate the multifaceted emotional and psychological experiences of individuals living away from their families.



Emotional pain of physical separation

The emotional burden experienced by Pakistani transnational fathers living in Italy was profoundly shaped by the pain of physical separation from their children and families. This pain, often internalized and masked by external composure, reflected a deep emotional struggle that defined their everyday lives. One father in Bergamo shared,

	“Every morning, I wake up with a smile for the world, but deep inside, I carry a constant ache—I haven't hugged my daughter in over two years,”

These sentiments underscore the intense affective cost of transnational caregiving, where geographic distance erodes the immediate intimacy of parenting (Parreñas, 2005). Such narratives reveal the duality of outward resilience and internal suffering, a phenomenon widely observed among migrant fathers who must reconcile their roles as distant providers with their emotional longing for familial closeness (Carling et al., 2012; Madianou and Miller, 2011). Migrant parents often perform emotional labor by projecting strength and financial provision while simultaneously battling internal emotional voids (Fresnoza-Flot, 2009). This dissonance between public performance and private pain reflects the structural constraints of migration that force men into redefined paternal roles, often reduced to economic providers rather than emotional caregivers (Madianou and Miller, 2011). Additionally, the prolonged absence may lead to feelings of guilt, emotional disconnection, and the fear of being forgotten in their children's lives (Carling et al., 2012; Lee and Macías-Ayala, 2025). Another father, based in Naples, recalled,

	“I held my son for the first time when he was five months old during a visit to Pakistan. That memory is what keeps me going, but it also breaks me every night”

This highlights how fragmented moments of physical closeness become both a source of solace and grief. These transient reunions are not merely emotional anchors but potent reminders of lost time, disrupted intimacy, and the emotional labor of long-distance fatherhood. For many migrant fathers, caregiving is not merely financial but deeply emotional, rooted in presence, touch, and daily engagement with their children's growth and wellbeing (Carranza, 2022; Haagsman and Mazzucato, 2014; Kay, 2009). These fathers often navigate a paradox of caregiving from a distance, where their roles are performed through remittances and virtual communication, yet remain insufficient to fulfill the emotional needs of both parent and child (Poeze, 2019; Salazar Parreñas, 2008). The memory of brief, precious moments like holding a child for the first time becomes both a sustaining force and a psychological wound, symbolizing what has been gained through migration and what has been irretrievably lost. Moreover, this emotional pain is not just personal but culturally mediated, as traditional South Asian notions of fatherhood emphasize close paternal involvement and moral guidance, making the absence all the more emotionally taxing (Kay, 2009; Nasar et al., 2025). As such, the emotional cost of migration, especially for fathers, extends beyond economic sacrifice to a profound disruption in the paternal identity and sense of belonging within the family. Similarly, a Pakistani father in Bergamo reflected,

	“I remember the weight of my daughter in my arms when I visited, now she must have grown so much. And I wasn't there to see it”

It highlights the sorrow of missing developmental milestones, which deepens the emotional chasm created by migration. These missed moments such as first words, first steps, birthdays etc. become emblematic of the intangible losses these migrant fathers endure, evoking a sense of time slipping away without the ability to participate meaningfully in their children's lives. Such experiences highlight how transnational fatherhood is not simply a reconfiguration of roles but a fragmentation of paternal identity, where the physical absence compromises emotional bonds despite sustained financial support or virtual communication (Shaw, 2019). Fathers often grapple with an internal conflict between the ideal of involved fatherhood and the practical realities of distance, which can lead to feelings of failure and emotional alienation (Moila, 2023).

It also captures the enduring nature of emotional absence, how a single memory of physical closeness transforms into a painful reminder of everything that followed in their absence. While communication technologies offer ways to remain in contact, they cannot fully substitute the embodied experience of parenting, particularly in cultures like that of Pakistani families where direct, physical care and guidance by fathers remain central to notions of responsible fatherhood (Bacigalupe and Lambe, 2011; Marchetti-Mercer and Swartz, 2020). This emotional toll is exacerbated by gendered expectations and cultural pressures that discourage open expression of vulnerability among men, often forcing migrant fathers to suppress their grief in silence (McNeil et al., 2021). Thus, the pain of being physically distant from a growing child is not just about geography, but about the slow erosion of the father-child relationship, one marked by absence, longing, and a fractured paternal presence.



Helplessness during family illness/crisis

This theme emerged as a powerful emotional burden among Pakistani migrant fathers in Italy, revealing a deep fracture in their perceived roles as protectors and caregivers. Not being able to be physically present to support or care for relatives led to significant emotional turmoil and anxiety. This sense of powerlessness often exacerbated mental health challenges and contributed to chronic stress. One father from Naples expressed,

	“When my wife told me our son had dengue, I felt paralyzed. I couldn't even take him to the doctor myself. That helplessness kills me”

This haunting expression captures the distressing reality of being unable to fulfill even the most basic paternal duty in times of medical emergencies. For migrant fathers, such moments are not only emotionally painful but profoundly disempowering. This emotional paralysis stems from a perceived loss of agency, as migrant fathers are reduced to distant observers rather than active participants in their children's wellbeing, a condition exacerbated by the structural constraints of immigration, legal status, and economic dependency (Adil et al., 2025; Fauk et al., 2024). The inability to respond physically during a child's illness undermines the traditional role of the father as protector and caregiver, central to many South Asian familial and cultural norms (Shari, 2009). Research has shown that the transnational arrangement often leads to fractured or delegated fatherhood, where the caregiving role is involuntarily outsourced to spouses or extended family members back home, while the father struggles with an emotional and symbolic disconnect (Tawodzera, 2021). Another father from Bergamo shared,

	“My youngest got hurt on the stairs, needed stitches. I saw the pictures later, but I wasn't there to hold him, to tell him it's okay. I felt like a useless father”

This deeply personal account reflects how moments of crisis, even seemingly minor injuries, become emotionally charged turning points that amplify a migrant father's sense of regret, inadequacy, and emotional failure. In these instances, the inability to comfort or physically console one's child generates acute self-doubt and internal conflict. This emotional dissonance is especially pronounced in patriarchal cultural contexts, such as that of Pakistani families, where fatherhood is not only measured by economic provision but deeply intertwined with ideals of physical presence, authority, and emotional strength (Chohan and Habib, 2024; Kay, 2009; Shah, 2023). The inability to respond immediately to crises intensifies a father's sense of failure, as reflected in another father's painful question:

	“What kind of father am I if I can't protect my children when they cry or fall sick?”

This rhetorical self-interrogation underlines the moral and emotional conflict inherent in transnational fatherhood, where financial support is often emphasized, yet emotional caregiving and protection remain out of reach. Despite remittances being critical for their families' survival, the migrant fathers often feel that their contributions are emotionally void when they are not physically present to comfort or care for their children (Bryceson, 2019). In moments of family crisis, the distance becomes a cruel reminder of what has been surrendered in pursuit of a better life.



Emotional impact on special occasions

The emotional toll of transnational fatherhood is particularly acute during special occasions such as Eid, birthdays, and religious or cultural celebrations that are traditionally rich in family bonding and shared rituals. These moments reinforced the emotional cost of migration and long-term separation. As one father in Bergamo confided,

	“Eid is the hardest. Everyone here is happy, but I'm crying inside because I'm not with my family. I video call them, but it's not the same as sharing a hug after prayer”

This sentiment illustrates how, despite the affordances of digital technology, emotional presence cannot be fully mediated through screens. Special occasions serve as temporal markers of absence, reinforcing the emotional distance between migrant fathers and their children. Also such absence increases depressive symptoms and feelings of loneliness (Silver, 2014). The symbolic and affective aspects of these moments such as physical embrace, shared meals, communal prayer cannot be replicated virtually, often leaving fathers with a profound sense of isolation and longing (Ngan and Chan, 2022). A father in Naples shared,

	“My daughter's birthday passed last month. I watched her blow the candles over a video call. She smiled, but my heart felt empty”

This poignant reflection illustrates the emotional hollowness that can accompany virtual parenting within transnational families. While digital communication tools such as video calls offer an essential lifeline for maintaining contact, they often fall short in replicating the sensory and emotional richness of physical co-presence (Baldassar and Wilding, 2020; Kelly et al., 2021; Robbins et al., 2023). Moreover, fathers' sense of emotional emptiness speaks to the broader challenges of sustaining paternal identity at a distance. In many South Asian cultural frameworks, fatherhood is intertwined with physical presence during life events, offering guidance, blessing, and support (Kay, 2009). Failing to do so, regardless of financial contributions, can deeply affect a father's self-perception and mental wellbeing. Thus, even as modern technologies help bridge geographic separation, they simultaneously expose the limits of mediated intimacy in the context of transnational family life (Baldassar and Wilding, 2020; Marchetti-Mercer and Swartz, 2020). Another father noted,

	“On Eid, I wear new clothes, go for prayer, but I don't go to friends' gatherings anymore. It hurts too much”

This withdrawal from social celebration reflects the emotional dissonance many migrant fathers experienced, highlighting an internal split between outward participation and inward grief. Scholars have argued that such emotional withdrawal may be a coping mechanism to avoid intensifying the pain of absence, but it also signals a deepening emotional estrangement not only from family but from host-country social life as well (Coe et al., 2011). These accounts underscore how holidays and milestones, normally occasions for joy, become sharp reminders of separation, sacrifice, and the emotional costs of transnational migration.



Fear of weakening family bonds

The fear of weakening family bonds was a profound and recurring concern among migrant fathers, particularly when physical separation became prolonged and routine. As one father from Naples painfully observed,

	“Sometimes I fear they will grow up without knowing who I am. Just a man on a screen every week. That's not fatherhood”

This deeply personal reflection articulates a core anxiety shared by many migrant fathers, the fear that emotional proximity cannot be sustained through digital contact alone. The concept of a “good father” extends beyond the traditional role of being merely a breadwinner; it also emphasizes the importance of close emotional proximity and active participation in the daily lives of one's child (Kay, 2009). Failing which, migrant fathers often face emotional rejection from their children upon returning home, as the long absence creates a sense of distance and unfamiliarity. At the same time, their wives frequently express frustration and fatigue from carrying the full weight of household responsibilities alone, describing themselves as “pseudo-widows” (Mummert, 2005). Another father from Bergamo echoed this sentiment:

	“I worry my children will become distant. They talk more with their mother. I'm becoming just the man who sends money”

This reflects a common narrative in migrant literature, where fathers feel reduced to financial providers, roles that, while essential, do not fulfill the emotional and relational dimensions of fatherhood. On the other hand involved fatherhood makes men happier and healthier in their lives (Behson and Robbins, 2016; Van Bemmelen et al., 2015). The gendered division of caregiving, wherein mothers are physically present and emotionally engaged, often leads to fathers being sidelined in everyday parenting, reinforcing their peripheral status in the emotional life of the child (Kay, 2009; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). Over time, this can cultivate a deep sense of paternal inadequacy and the fear that financial provision is being substituted for meaningful connection. A father from Naples expressed this conflict poignantly:

	“I left to build their future, but what if I'm losing them in the process?”

Migration, while often pursued with the intent of securing better educational and economic outcomes for children, paradoxically places the parent-child bond at risk. This emotional dilemma mirrors what Dreby (2010) calls the “paradox of sacrifice,” where the pursuit of familial wellbeing through migration may undermine the very relational fabric it seeks to protect. Moreover, concerns around moral guidance are evident in another father's reflection:

	“My son is growing up. He needs guidance, but who will tell him right from wrong if I am not there to see what he does?”

The absence of a father during formative years can create anxiety about children's behavioral development, especially in patriarchal cultural settings where the father's role is traditionally linked with discipline, mentorship, and value transmission (Jeong et al., 2023; Lakhani and Nadeem, 2017). These accounts underscore a key finding in transnational family research: that distance not only disrupts daily routines but also reshapes emotional hierarchies within the family, often to the detriment of the migrant father's perceived role and relational intimacy.



Guilt, stress, and identity conflict

The emotional burden of transnational fatherhood is marked by an ongoing conflict between the roles of provider and parent, often leading to deep feelings of guilt, stress, and fractured identity. Such fathers often experience diminished mental health, guilt and feeling of being ill-equipped for parenthood (Barrett and Charlton, 2025). One father from Naples poignantly described,

	“Sometimes I ask myself, am I a provider or a father? Because I feel like I can't be both from here”

This deeply introspective statement captures a central identity conflict experienced by migrant fathers, the painful dichotomy between fulfilling the economic responsibilities traditionally tied to masculinity and fatherhood, and providing the emotional presence and caregiving that define contemporary parental roles (Kay, 2009). This internal conflict reflects what (Souralová and Fialová 2017) identifies as the “provider-only” model of transnational fatherhood, where emotional and caregiving functions are outsourced to the mother or other caregivers in the home country (Tawodzera, 2021). A father in Bergamo shared,

	“I am working twelve hours a day in a warehouse, but at what cost? My son calls me 'uncle' sometimes by mistake”

This moment is not merely a linguistic slip but a symbolic expression of emotional distance and identity loss. It reflects the kind of relational alienation that can occur when caregiving is outsourced to the remaining parent and the migrant father becomes a marginal figure in the child's daily life (Tawodzera, 2021). In many cultural contexts, including Pakistan's, fatherhood is intimately linked to visibility and authority within the family sphere (Bhamani, 2012; Jeong et al., 2018). Therefore, being misrecognized by one's own child strikes at the core of a father's social and emotional identity. This emotional dislocation is compounded by chronic guilt. Another father from Naples confessed,

	“When I see other men with their children in the park, I turn my face away. The guilt is too heavy”

This vivid expression encapsulates the acute emotional distress experienced by migrant fathers who, despite working tirelessly to support their families from abroad, struggle with a profound sense of guilt and loss stemming from their physical absence. This guilt is intensified by the comparison to visibly engaged fathers in the host country. Witnessing their interactions with their children can trigger feelings of failure and exclusion, reinforcing the emotional toll of transnational separation (Chereni, 2015). The impact extended to the home through digital conversations and updates from spouses. A father from Bergamo lamented,

	“My wife tells me the kids ask why I don't come to school events. I tell them I miss them, but inside, I'm breaking”

This statement reveals the deep emotional rupture caused by physical absence in the intimate rhythms of a child's life. School events, though often seen as mundane, hold profound symbolic value in the construction of parent-child relationships. For migrant fathers, missing these milestones became a recurring reminder of their exclusion from everyday family life and a source of acute emotional pain and identity destabilization. Transnational parenting often relies on digital communication and emotional labor to bridge the gap, but these efforts are inherently limited (Gonzalez and Katz, 2016; Wang and Lim, 2020). This absence is felt not only by the children, who interpret it as emotional distance, but also by fathers themselves, who internalize their inability to be present as personal failure (Schwartz, 2020). This emotional fracture, shaped by structural and cultural forces, exposes the limitations of a caregiving model that reduces fatherhood to breadwinning and occasional voice/video calls, while denying father's fundamental human need to be physically present to witness, support, and be seen by their children in real time.



Coping through faith and hope

For many migrant fathers, turning to religion was a vital coping mechanism to relieve emotional strain. They used to offer prayers (salat) and seek assistance from God (Allah) through supplication (dua) that provide a sense of solace and hope as religious faith can serve as a powerful source of emotional resilience, offering comfort and a framework for understanding and enduring hardships (Koenig et al., 2012), especially in the context of transnational migration. As one father in Naples shared,

	“I pray that Allah keeps them safe. That's all I can do from here”

This statement reflects the emotional surrender and spiritual resilience of many Pakistani migrant fathers who grappled with the limits of their physical absence. For these men, prayer became more than a religious obligation. It served as an emotional lifeline and an active form of caregiving across borders. In the context of Islamic belief systems, prayer (Dua) is imbued with meaning as both supplication and trust in divine will (Izzo, 2025), allowing fathers to maintain a sense of agency even when separated from their families. This reliance on faith is intertwined with the belief in future reunification, a hope that provides emotional endurance. A father in Bergamo reiterated,

	“I remind myself this is sacrifice. It's not forever. One day I will return and be the father they deserve”

This statement encapsulates the future-oriented hope that sustained many Pakistani migrant fathers through prolonged emotional hardship and familial separation. Migration, in this context, is framed not as abandonment but as a meaningful sacrifice, a temporary rupture undertaken to secure a better future for one's family (Dreby, 2010). This forward-looking narrative reaffirms their role as moral agents and loving fathers, even when material conditions and physical separation suggest otherwise. Beyond religion, small rituals like watching old videos of their children, became affective lifelines for migrant fathers. As one father noted,

	“Sometimes, I watch old videos of my children laughing. That gives me strength to go back to work the next day”

These moments, though technologically mediated, helped fathers reconnect with their caregiving identities and preserve emotional continuity with their children. Such practices served as emotional anchor points, allowing fathers to reaffirm their emotional bonds even in absence (Wang and Lim, 2021). Faith and hope served as active coping tools, helping migrant fathers preserve their identity and endure the strain of prolonged separation.



Conclusion

This study reveals the deeply emotional and psychologically taxing nature of transnational fatherhood among Pakistani migrants in Italy, where physical separation from children necessitates a renegotiation of traditional paternal roles that emphasize presence, protection, and emotional engagement (Jeong et al., 2023; Kay, 2009). Fathers grapple with profound feelings of guilt, helplessness, and identity conflict as they are reduced to distant providers, often performing emotional labor to mask their distress while coping with the fear of weakening family bonds (Barrett and Charlton, 2025; Carling et al., 2012; Madianou and Miller, 2011). Special occasions and family crises further intensify this emotional chasm, highlighting the limits of digital communication in replicating the intimacy and sensory experience of caregiving (Baldassar and Wilding, 2020; Marchetti-Mercer and Swartz, 2020). Despite these challenges, many fathers find solace in religious faith and the hope of future reunification, which serve as crucial coping mechanisms to sustain emotional resilience and paternal identity (Dreby, 2010; Koenig et al., 2012). These findings call for immigration and family policies that recognize the emotional dimensions of transnational parenting and provide support structures to mitigate the psychological toll on migrant fathers and their families.
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Many women leave their homes in Zimbabwe in the hopes of finding work in South Africa. In this study we investigated the experiences of Zimbabwean transnational mothers working as domestic workers in South Africa with a specific focus on how they navigate motherhood while separated from their children. We conducted semi-structured interviews to explore the visitational, financial, and emotional aspects of their separation. We used thematic analysis to interpret the data, which revealed three key themes, namely, (a) infrequent homecoming shaped by structural barriers, (b) vulnerabilities and unseen challenges of children left behind, and (c) transnational mothering. The findings highlight the emotional tax and structural constraints of mothering across borders. The study calls for a more culturally grounded understanding of parenting, specifically transnational mothering.
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1 Introduction

According to Statistics South Africa (2024), there are 861,000 domestic workers in South Africa. They make up about 25% of the informal labor sector, agriculture excluded. Although the exact numbers are not known, Zimbabwean domestic workers make up a large portion of this group. This is not surprising, given that globally, one in every five domestic workers is employed in a country outside their own (International Labour Organization., 2021). Owing to South Africa's proximity to Zimbabwe and better prospects of finding work there than in other neighboring nations, the country is often an attractive destination for migrant women seeking work opportunities, including domestic work. When women make the decision to leave their homes and countries, the decision is not only economic, but also personal and emotional, especially when they leave children behind. This study examines one aspect of transnational migrant women's lives, that is, mothering from afar. This is an important social phenomenon to study, as it has implications for transnational family cohesion, childhood experiences, and motherhood.

While economic and exploitation aspects of migrant work (e.g., Ruzungunde and Zhou, 2021; Vosloo, 2020) and domestic work (e.g., Fenton and Fitchett, 2025; Maboyana and Sekaja, 2015) in South Africa have been widely studied, the aspect of transnational mothering by Zimbabwean migrants lacks scholarly attention.

Through their work, Madziva and Zontini (2012) demonstrate that it is almost impossible for Zimbabwean transnational mothers to provide for their children and maintain emotional intimacy due the strict immigration laws of the United Kingdom, highlighting the importance of family resilience specifically when it comes to guardians' ability to provide and care for the absent mothers' children. Maintaining emotional connections is not enough for these mothers, they must also send remittances and maintain ongoing communications to show their children and those caring for them they are still present in their absence (Madziva and Zontini, 2012). While transnational mothering often leaves the mother with feelings of failure brought on by the inability to pull their families out of poverty no matter how hard they try (Muñoz, 2019), other findings have challenged dominant narratives about women that leave their children behind. In a study of transnational mothers, their children and their children's caregivers, Takaindisa (2020) shows firstly that separation from family must happen and is for the good of the family as it allows breadwinning to take place; secondly that children are not to be perceived as just individuals in need of care but can themselves show up as necessary caregivers. Further, they can accept the absence of their mothers when they can see perceive this absence as instrumental for family survival; and thirdly that caregivers take care of the left-behind children expecting reciprocity in future. Caregivers also do not take on all the responsibilities of motherhood, leaving aspects such as discipline for their biological mothers.

The necessity of this study lies in adding to the dearth of existing body of knowledge on the mothering experiences of Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa. The studies that exist tend to focus on the experience of the mother, leaving the experiences of the child largely understudied (Asis and Feranil, 2020) although scholarship in this area is growing (Chingwe et al., 2025). This study contributes to the body of knowledge by exploring underrepresented emotional and relational elements of mothering across borders, by looking at the visitation and strategies of mothering left-behind children from a distance. The experiences of children are also considered in understanding transnational parenting.

This research sought to gain insight into how Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa navigate mothering while separated from their children. By conducting in-depth interviews with Zimbabwean mothers who have migrated to South Africa to perform domestic work, we interrogated the effects of prolonged separation on the part of both the mothers and their children.

We chose to focus on Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers for the following reasons. Firstly, there has been an increase in the number of Zimbabwean women who migrate to South Africa (Tame, 2018). Many of them find work as domestic workers because of the low barriers to access that are present in this sector (Tame, 2018). Owing to the nature of domestic work, there is generally little opportunity to visit their families who remain back home. These women work in a foreign country while simultaneously trying to maintain ties with their children who remain in Zimbabwe (Thebe and Maombera, 2019). Secondly, although the experiences of Zimbabwean women in South Africa have been documented in the literature, they have not been explored from the perspective of family separation and parenting across the border. By foregrounding the voices of Zimbabwean domestic workers, this paper contributes a contextually grounded understanding of transnational motherhood by revealing how structural constraints, financial constraints, and emotional burdens shape cross-border parental practices across the border.



2 Literature review and theoretical framing


2.1 South–south migration

Migration is a common human undertaking that is often driven by globalization, politics, and economics. South–South migration, the migration between the developing countries of the Global South (Bakewell et al., 2019), makes up more than one-third of global migrations (Schewel and Debray, 2024). It is propelled by factors such as proximity, informal labor markets, and intra-regional networks. According to the United Nations. (2019), more people move between developing countries than between developing and developed countries. Despite the scale thereof, South–South migration is still understudied. Some 80% of South–South migration takes place between countries that share borders (Shaw and Ratha, 2007). This is because such migration is less costly and the process is eased somewhat by ethnic and community ties with people from the same country and region. Of interest to this study is migration in sub-Saharan Africa, where political and economic strife drives movement within the region. Movement by migrants is often for informal labor purposes, including domestic work, a field dominated by women (International Labour Organization., 2021).

The major factor in the large-scale migration from Zimbabwe is political instability which gave way to major economic challenges (Vorvornator and Enaifoghe, 2024). Unemployment skyrocketed and the highly unfavorable economic conditions caused a surge in poverty levels (Madebwe and Madebwe, 2017; Van Klaveren et al., 2010). These factors diminished people's ability earn a living (Madebwe and Madebwe, 2017). The introduction of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in 1991 was one of the major causes of the exodus (Hadebe, 2022). Its failure has been a key contributor to Zimbabweans exiting their country to becoming labor supply to the care, agricultural, security, teaching and domestic work industries (Crush and Tevera, 2010).

Following Zimbabwe's multi-layered crises of the early 2000s, millions of Zimbabweans have been driven to pursue their livelihoods in other countries (Hammar et al., 2010), with or without documentation (Hansen, 2024). In keeping with the legacy of colonial-era labor migration routes, most have moved to South Africa (Musoni, 2020). With its relatively strong economy, South Africa is particularly attractive to Zimbabweans, as they perceive the country to hold better economic prospects for them (Landau and Segatti, 2009) until they may return home at the end of their working lives (Hansen, 2024).

The number of Zimbabwean women migrating to South Africa has been steadily increasing over the years (Bamu, 2018; Chisale and Gubba, 2018), and many of these women eventually find work as domestic workers in the country. Domestic work is a low-skill job that is popular among immigrants globally because of its low barrier to access (Tame, 2018). However, Chisale and Gubba (2018) argue that the commonly held belief that domestic work is performed only by uneducated women has been proven to be false, as increasingly, educated women are taking employment as domestic workers. In South Africa, the domestic work sector employs educated women migrants from Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries, including Zimbabwe (Chisale and Gubba, 2018).

The demand for domestic workers in South Africa has been on the rise since the late 1990s (Blackett, 2011). This increase in demand is argued to be due to the rise of dual-income households in which women have careers outside the home (Blackett, 2011; Du Toit, 2012). Although there is a large demand for domestic workers, the cost of employing a domestic worker in South Africa has increased since new labor regulations were introduced. Although these labor laws (e.g., the Basic Conditions of Employment Amendment Act, No. 7 of 2018, and the National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018) were designed to protect domestic workers from exploitative labor practices, they may sometimes have unintended consequences. After the National Minimum Wage Act was introduced, local domestic workers became more expensive to hire at the legally mandated minimum wage (Nqambaza, 2016). Employers tend to prefer hiring migrant women to perform domestic work because they are willing to accept less pay (Albin and Mantouvalou, 2012; Motala, 2010) than locals for the same work. Unlike locals, migrant domestic workers who do not possess the appropriate permits are easily exploited and replaceable (Tame, 2018), since they do not enjoy the protection of South Africa's labor laws. These factors increased the demand for the cheaper labor of migrant domestic workers (Nqambaza, 2016).



2.2 Leaving home behind

Bamu (2018) notes that the high costs associated with moving to South Africa preclude Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers from bringing their spouses and children to South Africa. Many of these women are therefore compelled to make the choice to leave their families behind in Zimbabwe (Dinat and Peberdy, 2007; Filippa et al., 2013). This has emotional consequences for these women, which reinforces the need to understand emotion in the context of migration (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Tolla, 2013). Castañeda and Buck (2011) note that individuals who migrate to other countries are confronted with many psychological challenges. Several studies have found that immigrant women may experience post-traumatic stress, loneliness due to separation from family and friends, poor social and support networks, and may also suffer from low self-esteem (Hall et al., 2019).

For migrants who are mothers, leaving their children behind and living far away from them can be experienced as a daily emotional struggle and a highly stressful experience that influences their overall wellbeing (Schmalzbauer, 2004). In their study, Thela et al. (2017) found that leaving one's family behind is associated with depression, and they argue that within the context of the host country, family separation may be experienced through feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. This adjustment usually involves emotional disruptions and disconnections (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012) and may have a negative impact on the worker's emotional wellbeing (Tolla, 2013).

This is the case of these Zimbabwean women who have left their homes and families in Zimbabwe to work for and live with another family in their home. They must cope with the separation from family while finding a job, accommodation, possibly learning a new language and familiarizing themselves with the new culture.

Silver (2011) argues that being separated from family can induce stress and depression. These negative effects are generally more present in women because the family tends to play a more significant role in their lives (Silver, 2011). Regardless of how long family members have been separated, family members in both countries experience emotional strain as a result of being away from family, including feelings of worry, depression, loneliness, and loss (Solheim and Ballard, 2016). (Hall et al. 2019) reveal that female migrant domestic workers tend to also experience a decline in social networks and support. The separation of women migrants from their families can be a stress-inducing life event that causes a breakdown of support networks, which may make it more challenging to cope with everyday life stressors (Silver, 2011).

The children who are left behind may suffer negative consequences as a result of separation from their parent(s). These include feelings of loneliness and anxiety, which may have detrimental effects on the child's academic progress (Filippa et al., 2013). In pursuit of a better life for their children, migrant domestic workers spend long days at work caring for their employers' children, while only parenting their own children from a distance (Phillips, 2011).

Crush et al. (2015) maintain that in South Africa, Zimbabwean migrants generally remain in contact with their family left behind in Zimbabwe. Similarly, Dinat and Peberdy (2007) found that most migrant domestic workers in South Africa, particularly those from countries in the SADC region, preserve their relationships with those they leave behind in their home countries. How they manage to maintain communication over national boundaries, Hoang and Yeoh (2012) suggest, provides an interesting way of exploring how the transnational Zimbabwean–South African family maintains its intimacy and emotional ties. Another way of maintaining contact is by sending money and other material goods to their home countries.



2.3 Remittance-sending

Making a living is the reason for most transnational labor migration, as migrants want to be able to support the families they leave behind (Adem, 2021). Filippa et al. (2013) note that the decision to leave one's family, particularly children, to pursue work is made under the belief that the remittances they send home will provide those left behind with a better life. Research shows that Zimbabwean migrants living in South Africa often send remittances to their families in Zimbabwe (see Nzabamwita, 2018; Sithole, 2022). Remittances, in this context, refers to the money and/or resources that Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers send to their families in Zimbabwe during their stay in South Africa (Castañeda and Buck, 2011). Nzabamwita (2018) and Sithole et al. (2025) distinguish between formal and informal remittance-sending. Formal remittances are those sent through recognized financial institutions such as banks, whereas informal remittances are those sent using informal channels, such as sending cash with friends (Nzabamwita, 2018).

Remittance-sending by migrants points to strong ties between them and the family members back in Zimbabwe (Castañeda and Buck, 2011). Zimbabwean migrants commonly remit grocery staples such as grains (rice, maize meal, and cereals), dairy products, and perishable (fish and meat) and non-perishable foods (Sithole et al., 2025). Nzabamwita (2018) found that Zimbabweans tend to remit more than other African migrants in South Africa. Makina (2013) found that migrant women are generally more consistent than male migrants in the amounts they send back home and tend to remit a higher proportion of their salaries than men do. Younger migrants tend to remit lower amounts and less frequently than their older counterparts (Solidarity Peace Trust., 2009). Furthermore, Nzabamwita (2018) found that a migrant's income and level of education are strong determinants of the value of their remittances. Nzabamwita (2018) found that those with relatively better education and income tend to remit more money than those with little to no education and little income.

Bamu (2018) estimated that Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa may remit over 50% of their wages to their families back home, despite their low income. Castañeda and Buck (2011) found that, in cases where migrants had not made enough earnings to be able to remit, many preferred to stop all communication with their families rather than return to Zimbabwe as a “failure” with no money or resources. According to The Solidarity Peace Trust (2009), the reality is that many migrants do not remit as expected by their families. This includes not sending money at all, sending at very infrequent intervals, bringing goods and money only when they return home for the holidays, or sending money when they first find work but stopping over time. There are several reasons that migrants might not remit goods and money back home, including not being able to secure stable income and developing unhealthy social habits (such as drinking) that take up most of their money.



2.4 Transnational mothering

When migration seems to be the only way to take care of their family, mothers may need to live apart from their children for long periods at a time (Castañeda and Buck, 2011; Dinat and Peberdy, 2007; Nawyn, 2010). It is a persisting phenomenon that has been documented extensively in the literature (see, e.g., Ballaret and Lanada, 2021; DePalma et al., 2022; Haagsman and Mazzucato, 2021; Khosravi Ooryad, 2022). Migrant domestic workers may be compelled to leave their children behind in their home country to be cared for by their spouses, mothers, sisters, or other family members, even extended family (Clarke, 2002; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila (1997) named this phenomenon “transnational mothering.” Migrant domestic workers who are also mothers do not give up their parental duties when they leave; however, they often find it challenging to maintain a bond with their children when they are away for a long time (Hoang and Yeoh, 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Migrant mothers are expected to maintain significant emotional ties with their children despite the distance between them (Dreby, 2006).

To cope with being away from their families, women who mother transnationally experience social and psychological strain, emotional distress, and at worst, depression (Ballaret and Lanada, 2021; Pineros-Leano et al., 2021). They turn to prayer, friends, optimism, and virtual communication to try and counteract these negative effects (Ballaret and Lanada, 2021). Mothers in this situation tend to re-evaluate their mothering and reconstruct financial support as a care (DePalma et al., 2022).

Understanding transnational motherhood involves looking at how parenting is practiced and experienced in the context of geographical separation (Carling et al., 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that the concept of transnational mothering challenges the dominant view about the bond that exists between mother and child and the implications associated with the mother and child's being physically distant from each other. Usually, when mothers migrate, relatives step in to care for the left-behind children (Carling et al., 2012). Baldassar et al. (2014) argue that transnational families continue to maintain their bonds even though they may not be physically present in each other's daily lives.

Children also feel the impact of the mother's absence. Parental migration has left an increased population of children to be cared for by other family members (Chingwe et al., 2025). Since most studies on transnational families tend to focus on mothers (Asis and Feranil, 2020). Chingwe et al. (2025) found that children left behind experience negative psychological, educational, economic and physical effects. Psychologically, their experiences are marked by hopelessness, misery, suicidal thoughts, rage and apprehension (Chingwe and Chakanyuka, 2023). Others also felt a sense of rejection and presented with symptoms of depression (Filippa, 2011). They can also be stigmatized, bullied and abused and vulnerable to abuse with no limited social support and protection (Tawodzera and Themane, 2019). According to Chingwe and Chakanyuka (2023), the psychological impact frequently leads to undesirable vices such as such smoking and drinking as well as violence and crime. Because some children have to take up the role left by their migrant families, these added responsibilities tend to create such a workload burden that they are not always able to meet the demands of school (Chingwe et al., 2025).

Despite the overwhelming negative effects, there are instances where the left-behind children thrive and these tend to be those with healthy coping mechanisms such as extra-curricula activities, participating in social activities (Makondo, 2022). In rare instances, remittances made provision for their educational needs thereby increasing positive outcomes for the children (Ndlovu and Tigere, 2018).



2.5 Experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women

Various researchers have documented the experiences of Zimbabwean female migrants in South Africa. Baison (2021) examined the recruitment and job-seeking strategies utilized by Zimbabwean women care workers in the domestic services sector. The findings of the study pointed to challenges in obtaining valid work visas and thus could not seek employment through formal channels such as recruitment agencies; they therefore favored social networks instead. Hlatshwayo (2019) studied the problems faced by Zimbabwean women, many of whom were domestic workers, when they traveled to South Africa in search of work. He found that women faced the double jeopardy of violence and lack of basic services and goods to maintain basic female hygiene. These women often employed individualized and isolated strategies to deal with these challenges. Makandwa and Vearey (2017) sought to understand the maternal health experiences of Zimbabwean migrant women in inner-city Johannesburg and found that their healthcare-seeking experiences were marred by verbal abuse and delays in receiving medical attention, especially at the critical time of giving birth. Ncube and Bahta (2022) wanted to understand how Zimbabwean migrant women adapted and coped while in South Africa. Their study revealed that human livelihood capital helped them navigate their environment. They also found that the women capitalized on South Africa's equality policies, which helped them survive. In their exploration of the feminized poverty that makes Zimbabwean women leave their home country and the sexual and gendered livelihoods that emerge as part of their survival strategies in South Africa, Batisai and Manjowo (2020) found that sexuality and migrations shape each other—an intersection that has not received academic attention. Their participants' experiences demonstrated that the subsumed sexuality in migration studies adds vulnerability to the Zimbabwean migrant woman identity. Chinyakata et al. (2019) aimed to understand the vulnerability of young female Zimbabwean migrants in Johannesburg, South Africa. The results pointed to the young women's being at risk of abuse (including from their intimate partners), discrimination, xenophobia, and economic marginalization in the workplace, at the hands of authorities, and from society at large. Lastly, Vanyoro (2019), in his study exploring the activism of Zimbabwean migrant workers in South Africa's domestic service sector, highlighted the importance of considering the intersectionality of nationality alongside race, class, and gender when dealing with the challenges faced by this population.

Of the existing research, none has explored the lived experiences of Zimbabwean women domestic workers who leave their families behind to settle in South Africa. Against this background, in this study we focused on the lived experiences of such women. Our aim was to develop an in-depth understanding of how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa experience family separation and transnational mothering. With this research we therefore seek to contribute to the body of literature concerned with migrant domestic work by examining how Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa experience family separation.



2.6 Theory of ambiguous loss

This study, primarily grounded in the experiences of migrant domestic worker mothers, is informed by the theory of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999). Ambiguous loss is experienced when, for the individual, the loss is unclear in terms of how long it is going to last or whether a loss has even occurred Huebner et al., (2007). The uncertainty has much to do with the fact that ambiguous losses are not as easily identifiable as other losses such as death (Betz and Thorngren, 2006). However, (Huebner et al. 2007) note that, although people may experience much uncertainty in such a situation, they are different in how they process that uncertainty, therefore resulting in different experiences of loss, which can either be physical or psychological (Betz and Thorngren, 2006). Individuals also differ in how they are able to cope with ambiguous loss, as some are more resilient than others (Pérez, 2015). De Leon (2005) argues that immigrants may suffer from ambiguous loss. Boss (1999) theory of ambiguous loss therefore offers a useful framework for exploring how migrants experience and cope with separation from family. Boss identifies two types of ambiguous loss: the first is characterized by a physical absence of the individual while maintaining their psychological presence, and the second occurs when the individual is present physically but psychologically absent. The first is relevant to this study. When individuals are separated from their family across national borders, they may experience ambiguous loss (Juabsamai and Taylor, 2018; Mazzarelli et al., 2021). The mother leaves home, but she remains in the minds of the family left behind and vice versa. Ambiguous loss has psychological and psychosocial implications for the migrant and her family and for social and community contexts (Mazzarelli et al., 2021). Consequently, in order to make sense of the ambiguous loss, it is important to understand the ethnic and cultural contexts in which the loss occurs (Boss et al., 2003).

Solheim and Ballard (2016) argue that those immigrants who migrate independently, leaving their families behind, often experience greater levels of stress than those who travel with their families. In such cases, family members in either country can experience grief and loss in their separation. They argue that the ambiguous loss resulting from transnational family separation (when families are separated across national borders but remain psychologically present in each other's lives) may lead to a blurring of boundaries. A migrant may experience ambiguous loss when their family is still alive but far away and they do not have access to them or cannot reach them at will (De Leon, 2005). Unlike the finality of death, in the case of migration, there is always the possibility of dreaming about the return of those who are gone so that they may reconcile with their family. The limited global scholarship on migration and ambiguous loss suggests that when a parent is separated from their children, the parent tries to make up for their physical absence by maintaining their psychological presence through sending remittances or frequent communication (Juabsamai and Taylor, 2018).

Against the background set out in the preceding sections, the central research question for this study was: how do Zimbabwean domestic workers in South Africa experience and navigate transnational motherhood? Specifically:

	• What are the constraints associated with visiting home?
	• What emotional difficulties do migrant mothers experience when leaving their families behind?
	• How does the migration of their mothers affect the left-behind children?
	• What are the challenges that migrant mothers face when sending money home?



2.7 Positionality

In addition to the standard ethical considerations, we evaluated our positionality and the implications it had for our study into a sensitive topic.

The first author was a master's student at the time of data collection. She is a young Black South African woman who recognizes that she holds a complex position in the context of this study. There was racial proximity to the participants which may have helped elicit trust, candor and shared understanding during the interview. Simultaneously, her South African citizenship situates her differently from the participants who hold a marginalized identity as migrant women and face realities she cannot fully comprehend as transnational mothers. Due to her role as researcher, she may be perceived by the participants as a figure of authority, which made it important for her to be aware of the power imbalances and emphasize empathy, respect and their position as experts in their own experiences.

The second author is an academic and supervised the first author during her master's studies. One of her key research focus areas is the Black condition and understanding the experiences of Black people from a social and work perspective. Therefore, this study was of interest to her. Although she is an African mother herself, she came into the study acknowledging her privileged position as a middle-class individual and as an outsider, without first-hand experience or deep understanding of what it means to leave one's children behind out of necessity. Of great importance to her when conducting and supervising this study was the fact that she employs a migrant domestic worker, without whom she could never do what she does. She believes that understanding migrant domestic workers' struggles allows her and others not to become part of their ongoing challenges but to be co-seekers of solutions.




3 Research method

In order to fulfill the research objectives and answer these questions, we adopted a qualitative approach, grounded in a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm. The qualitative approach was suitable in this case because we were concerned with both meaning and context, that is, the meanings that Zimbabwean domestic workers create around their mothering experiences while in South Africa.

We employed purposive sampling to recruit only those participants who had experience of the phenomenon being studied. The study participants had to meet the following inclusion criteria: (a) be a Zimbabwean woman migrant currently working as a domestic worker in South Africa, (b) have been living in South Africa for at least 6 months, and (c) have children back home in Zimbabwe. Additionally, they had to be able to communicate in English. Since we anticipated that the population of Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers might be difficult to find (which proved to be the case), we recruited additional participants using snowball sampling. The first participant put the first author in touch with some of her friends from church who met the selection criteria. No new participants were recruited after we reached data saturation at nine participants.

A summary of the participants' biographical details is given in Table 1.

TABLE 1  Demographics of participants.


	Pseudonym
	Age
	Length of time in South Africa
	Family left behind





	Rudo
	35
	5 years
	Child (7), sister, nieces, and nephews

 
	Tsitsi
	37
	7 years
	Son (16)

 
	Tarisai
	45
	5 years
	Sons (16; twins, 24)

 
	Tatenda
	32
	4 years
	Son (5), daughter (7), mother

 
	Chiedza
	39
	6 years
	Son (9), mother, father, sister

 
	Gamuchirai
	58
	22 years
	Daughter (31), grandson (14)

 
	Rutendo
	36
	7 years
	Daughter (15)

 
	Fadzai
	60
	17 years
	Children, brothers, sisters

 
	Chido
	58
	19 years
	Children, parents






Semi-structured interviews are one of the most widely used methods of gathering data in South African migration research (see Kanayo and Anjofui, 2020; Masebo, 2018). Through face-to-face semi-structured interviews, the first author was able to directly access the experiences of participants and probe for clarifications, examples, and elaborations as needed. Examples of questions and prompts include “How do your kids back home cope with your absence for the greater part of the year?” and “Tell me about your visits home.” All of the interviews were conducted in English.

Both authors analyzed the data, using Braun's and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis technique. This allowed us to identify, analyze, and report themes and capture nuances and complexities in the data. The first author transcribed the interviews verbatim and performed a quality check on the transcripts. We performed open coding on the first two transcripts together. This was done as a way for the second author to train the first author on how to complete the process. For the rest of the transcripts, the second author played a guidance role. She quality checked the final product. Then during manuscript preparation, the second author reviewed and refined the coding framework. Both authors were responsible for ensuring that the themes and subthemes were reflective of the data and research questions. The analysis involved open coding to identify and code data that helped answer the research questions; sorting the codes and grouping like codes; generating subthemes and themes; reviewing the themes to ensure each code was housed under the correct theme and that each theme was sufficiently different from the others; naming the themes; and finally, compiling a report of the findings.

Ethical clearance was granted before data collection commenced. The participants took part in the study voluntarily. They were aware that they could withdraw at any time from the study, without adverse consequences or having to explain themselves. Before the interviews took place, each participant consented by signing a consent form. As we believed that in talking about their experiences the participants might touch on issues of a sensitive nature that could cause them distress, the first author informed the participants that if they shared sensitive information about themselves that led to negative emotional consequences, they would be referred to an experienced counseling psychologist at no cost to them. The participants shared without any perceivable hesitation or discomfort. The data was stored on the password-protected laptops of the researchers, and the participants were made anonymous through the use of pseudonyms.



4 Findings

The analysis yielded three separate but intertwined themes around the participants' transnational mothering experiences.


4.1 Theme 1: infrequent homecoming shaped by structural barriers

This theme encapsulates the participants' experiences of their visits home to their families in Zimbabwe. The participants all expressed that, although they could make the trip home, it was rarely more than once a year and the visit only lasted a few weeks. These holidays were in December–January and coincided with the festive season, when families in South Africa (their employers) would be on leave.

	“Three years ago I was visiting [Zimbabwe]. I just to go there to stay for three weeks then I came back.” (Tatenda)
	“I always visit during December on the 20th. Every year I will be going on the 20th [of December] and coming [back] on the 15th January. Then I will spend the whole year here not seeing my family.” (Tarisai)

The participants felt that this was not enough, as they missed their homes and their children. However, going home is expensive, which limits the frequency of the visits.

“If you don't see your child maybe for a year you only see your child once in December, it's so painful. Because you can't go always. You must budget.” (Tsitsi)

	“Some years I go three times a year and some years when I'm financially constrained, I only go once at the end of the year in December.” (Fadzai)

The participants lamented that, in addition to limited funds, their work requirements were another impediment to their going home—the families they work for need them around all year round and allow for December holiday visits, whose length is determined by the employer's needs.

	“At home, I don't stay for a very long time. It's like I stay according to my boss, how long did she give me. If she say two weeks, it's two weeks, I come back. If she say it's a month, it's a month, I come back.” (Rudo)

The participants in the present study faced challenges visiting home, including limited finances and leave. There is limited literature on Zimbabwean migrant workers' visiting home, but a few issues can be highlighted from what is available. The above stories from the participants reflect brief and sporadic reunions with family at home, indicating prolonged absence from family which may contribute to unresolved longing. This is indicative of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999). Their ability to visit mean that they are never fully present, yet never fully absent.

Thebe and Maombera (2019) note that one of the key reasons for limited visitation for domestic workers is employment terms, which suggests that some domestic workers receive less leave than is due to them by law. The time off given to the domestic workers in the present study was not abnormal, however, as they seemed to receive the same number of leave days as South African workers—or more in some cases. According to the Basic Conditions of Employment Act (No. 75 of 1997), employees are entitled to 21 consecutive days of annual leave. One of the participants spoke of taking only as much time as was given to her by her employer, which alludes to the employer–employee power dynamics that must be negotiated. Due to their vulnerability in this relationship, the domestic workers rely on the goodwill of their employers to determine meaningful and just time off, which should be guided by the Basic Conditions of Employment Act but is often not. A further challenge for migrant workers is that they do not live with or near their families, so the time off seems insufficient (compared with local workers) when they have not seen their families for prolonged periods of time. Furthermore, although this was not mentioned by the participants in our study, since many domestic workers work under exploitative conditions (Nayupe et al., 2023), their freedom to travel may be severely restricted in many cases, which may hamper their ability to maintain bonds with family members.

Financial constraints hindered the participants' ability to visit Zimbabwe because they send much of their income back home through food and monetary remittances, thus limiting their ability to save money to travel back themselves. This finding aligns with those of Namuleme (2019) and Zikhali (2016), who contend that women migrants employed in low-wage jobs such as domestic work are often pressured to be separated from their families for extended periods of time due to financial constraints.

Although we did not ask the participants their legal status, literature points to nuances in the ability of migrants to visit home. For example, if one works in South Africa illegally, this significantly restricts one's movement across borders (Moyo, 2019). Should they want to cross illegally, they need to pay to do so (Moyo, 2016).



4.2 Theme 2: vulnerabilities and unseen challenges of children left behind

This theme captures the experiences of migrant domestic workers' children living in Zimbabwe, through the lens of their mothers, the participants in this study. It describes how having to leave one's children leads to poorer outcomes for them.

Tsitsi detailed how, when she was living with her child, she ensured that scholarly matters were attended to, and her son showed strong academic potential. In her physical absence, her child's academic performance seemed to have declined, and she could not get to the root cause of the issue due to her being far away.

	“My child is suffering. Sometimes— Long back my child was very bright at school but now he's going down down down, which I don't know what's going on.” (Tsitsi)

Furthermore, the children miss their mothers and long for them to be together, which is almost always impossible. Ironically, mothers are separated from their children for the good of their children. Tsitsi relayed the story:

	“He always told me that, ‘Ey, I wish, mama, I was there with you.' … I can't just come and stay with you while I'm doing something for you again, you see.” (Tsitsi)

Tsitsi also reported that migrant workers' children such as hers are mistreated and bullied by other children in the village. She spoke about how some other children took her son's clothes without asking while he was away at school. Her son also reported that another child in the family had beaten and hurt him badly. Both she and her son were powerless to stop the abuses from the other children, and this made her wish that he lived with her instead, so that he did not have to experience these abuses, which caused her distress, in turn.

	“[My son] tells me, ‘When you are buying me clothes, they take my clothes.' … He's 16 years [old] and he's tall, and you'll find that some guys [who] are not going to school; when he's not around, he's at school, they took the clothes and [wore] them. … Last time he was beaten by the other child, by my cousin's child; he beat him badly. I was hurt. He was beaten the whole body. You know that stick which AmaZulu [the Zulus] they are using, that one?” (Tsitsi)

Tsitsi narrated yet another story about her son's being taken advantage of in her absence, this time by the adults who should have been caring for him. He sometimes went without food, even though she made provision for him. She was left to conclude that his caregivers did not like him, and she wondered whether her son received enough love from those around him. All of this was hurtful to Tsitsi.

	“At times he will be telling me that, ‘sometimes I go to school, I do not eat' [‘I go to school without having eaten'] but it's so painful because you are sending money for food. The people who are taking care of him [don't] like him, you see. You see, it's hurting, so in time you realize that, eish, maybe my child doesn't find enough love.” (Tsitsi)

Tarisai believed that her absence might lead to her child's falling into destructive behavior and she would be none the wiser. Tarisai reasoned that, as she could not parent him meaningfully and provide him with the necessary guidance to make healthy choices in his teenage years, he might pick up unhealthy lifestyle habits such as smoking.

	“If a child doesn't have motherly care, he will be like someone who doesn't even have someone who can tell him that ‘that thing which you are doing, this is bad.' No one can tell him. He can even smoke, if I'm there he can't smoke, you see.” (Tarisai)

Nonetheless, this did not deter Tarisai from trying to parent and make the effort to talk to her son to advise him to spend the money she sends responsibly. However, she conceded that she may never know the truth, as he would simply hide any bad habits from her during her short visits.

	“Every month-end when I send him money, I will talk to him. … [My son] respects me very much but a child can even hide the things he does when you are not there. But when I'm there he respects me.” (Tarisai)

In contrast to Tsitsi and Tarisai's distressing accounts, Rudo reported that her child's experiences were positive, and as a result, she had fewer worries about being away from her child. She was happy about the treatment that her daughter received from her caregivers.

	“I'm very happy because when I go there I just see they are living with [her] in a good way. … But if you just see, you see she gets enough food each and every time, she bath each and every time, so you just see she's living proper way.” (Rudo)

These findings echo those of Zikhali (2016), who noted that Zimbabwean migrants often perceive their children to be better off when left in the care of female relatives such as aunts and grandmothers. The study participants' accounts suggest that, although Zimbabwean transnational mothers leave their children in the care of relatives in Zimbabwe, hoping they will be safe and well taken care of, this is often not the reality. While many of the participants in the study expressed satisfaction with the caregiving arrangements they have organized for their children, one reported neglect. According to Asis (2006), when the children receive the required care, their wellbeing is maintained and the void left by the transnational parents is filled as best as possible.

However, the separation carries some risk, as it may expose children to dangers that parents (mothers, in the case of this study) have no sight of or control over (Haagsman, 2018; Larrinaga-Bidegain et al., 2024). This becomes a source of anxiety for mothers, as some of the domestic workers in this study recounted. To try to overcome this anxiety and monitor their children's wellbeing, they maintain regular communication with their children, which also allows them to provide advice, encouragement, and affirmation, as Namuleme (2019) and Thebe and Maombera (2019) found. However, despite these efforts, they worry that their children might associate with negative peer groups and adopt high-risk behaviors. Chib et al. (2014) reported a similar finding in their study: transnational mothers often worried that their children might engage in drug or alcohol abuse and perform poorly in school. The moms feel guilty about this and often blame their absence for the change in their children's behaviors, a pattern also observed by Lockwood et al. (2019).

The term “diaspora orphans,” a term now part of the Zimbabwean public discourse, describes children whose parents have migrated to another country but left their children behind (Kufakurinani et al., 2014). They have been stereotyped as delinquent, emotionally neglected, and lacking structure. According to Kufakurinani et al. (2014), global studies show that such children often develop depression, anxiety, and resentment toward their parents. A Mexican study demonstrated how the children of migrant workers had fewer educational aspirations and were more likely to drop out of school (Dreby, 2007; Zentgraf and Chinchilla, 2012).

Although a plethora of literature acknowledges the trauma of parent–child separation, problematic assumptions underlie this discourse. The psychological damage is evaluated through a Western lens that prioritizes the Western nuclear family and model of attachments and often disregards culturally relevant models (Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). In Africa, extended family caregiving is common and socially accepted; therefore, the same assumptions cannot be made in this context, and a culturally sensitive understanding of transnational mothers and their children is needed for a more nuanced understanding of the matter (Kufakurinani et al., 2014).



4.3 Theme 3: transnational mothering

In exploring how the participants maintained links with those they left behind in Zimbabwe, the theme of transnational mothering emerged. The women in the study, although separated from their children, tried to live up to their role as mothers. This theme, comprising three subthemes, details how the participants experienced mothering across national borders.


4.3.1 Subtheme 1: longing and emotional labor of absence

A very common theme among the women was missing their children, parents, and Zimbabwe as home, an expected phenomenon given ties with family members and the long periods without seeing them. Many of the participants reported feeling these emotions continually.

	“I was thinking of [my child and grandchild] them every day. I was thinking of them.” (Gamuchirai)
	“I took it one step at a time but it was so hard because I would think of my parents every day, I would think of my kids every day.” (Chido)

The moments of missing family back home did not start after long periods of not seeing them, but almost immediately, at the moment of separation, such as on the bus to South Africa, as Tatenda described. Given the extended period of separation and sometimes not knowing how long it would be until they saw their families again, it was a painful experience for the mothers. Although she may be physically in South Africa, a mother's heart is at home with her children, as Rudo put it.

“My heart it was so painful. I remember the time I was crying in the bus. Yes, then I was just— The bus was standing to go in the road. I just, eish— [pause] My mind was still thinking about my kids, yoh.” (Tatenda)

	“I'm here but my mind and my spirit is at home.” (Rudo)

The parents in this study expressed missing their parents and children constantly. Our findings reflect what we already know about transnational mothering. Zimbabwean mothers navigate the complex web of diasporic responsibilities of having to meet economic needs, mother from afar, and live through the separation from their children. Madziva and Zontini (2012) state that prolonged separation from their children is emotionally taxing on mothers, and at times even ambivalent: the migrant mothers balance the necessity of being away from their children to provide financially for them with the emotional bond that makes them want to be with their children physically. This is true for Zimbabwean mothers who seek opportunities in other countries in the hopes of securing better outcomes for their children (McGregor, 2007). These families rely on phones to keep up communication, which can help mitigate the feelings of absence and maintain familial bonds despite physical separation (Madianou, 2012). The use of such technologies allows mothers to participate in parenting practices that reinforce their maternal roles, even from afar.



4.3.2 Subtheme 2: financial remittances and extended obligations

All of the participants shared that their primary reason for migrating to South Africa was to find employment so that they could provide for their children. However, their children are not the only ones that benefit from this money. Caregivers such as the children's grandparents and aunts also receive a share (in addition to the money to cover the children's needs) as gratitude for taking care of the children. Importantly, since the people that immigrant workers leave behind often live in poverty, there is the expectation that such workers will help their family when required. Some of the participants listed their obligations as follows:

	“I send money at home, like [to] my parents, every month. Sometimes at home groceries are too expensive; I have to buy grocery here and send at home to my parents, even to my baby. She's at school but I have also to buy the grocery for her. On top of that, I have many people to take care of.” (Rutendo)
	“I had to take some of my salary and send it to [my son] in Zim. Not to him only, but to my parents as well because no one was taking care of my parents. There's a certain amount that I take home to help there because I've got my aunts there to help at home.” (Chido)

At times, however, those back home must face disappointment from their migrant relatives, since they do not always have the money to meet the demands at home. This is especially true for those who are not employed full-time and therefore have no consistent income. For example, Tsitsi's extended family, who were looking after her son, would sometimes demand more than she had to give. She expressed:

“Once you don't send, yoh, they will call you and tell you something else … and even if you are sending they will still complain that the money that you are sending is too little. And even if you're telling them, ‘these days I'm not working.”' (Tsitsi)

Similarly, Tatenda shared:

	“For now I just [am able] to pay the rent and buy the food [for myself in South Africa]... I don't have the money to send for the home [in Zimbabwe].” (Tatenda)

Fortunately, her family was more understanding than others, and her sister would step in and provide for her children:

	“Sometimes it's my sister [who helps] my kids.” (Tatenda)

Existing literature (e.g., Sithole et al., 2025) clearly describes the difficulties of having to sustain oneself as a Zimbabwean migrant in South Africa while having to send money back home. Remittances are an important source of financial support, especially given the economic hardships in Zimbabwe. For our participants this was also the case. They supported not just their children but their families too, which are broad, by definition in the African sense. However, to our knowledge, no studies detail the dynamics of migrants' depending on family members to use their remittances to pay for necessary expenses in their absence but also having to contend with the misspending of the same.



4.3.3 Subtheme 3: fractured bonds and emotional withdrawal

Having left her daughter in Zimbabwe 22 years before, Gamuchirai believed that their mother–daughter bond was somewhat fractured because they did not communicate as openly as she wished:

	“There are some things she doesn't tell me.” (Gamuchirai)

Similarly, Tarisai believed that in her absence, her sons' behaviors have changed, pointing to how their relationship would have been closer had she been able to be in close proximity to her son while he was growing up:

	“The way I used to be with them and the way they are acting when we are separated, it's different. As a mother, you can see that it is different. It's not the way they were doing when I started having them.” (Tarisai)

Tsitsi relayed that a similar distance had formed between herself and her son. Instead of being excited to hear his mother's voice on the phone, he had become withdrawn.

	“The situation is not that good. So, you find that sometimes you call him he won't say much.” (Tsitsi)

The transnational mothers in this study articulated the distress they experienced in being separated from their children. Adem's (2021) study on transnational families revealed similar findings and suggested that the physical distance created between mothers and their children generated psychological strain for them, a hardship that is structurally imposed and not voluntarily chosen. While migrant mothers face many challenges, sustaining maternal intimacy is chief and most precarious among these (Baldassar, 2008; Ryan, 2008). The accounts of the participants in this study point to the emotional ambiguities that migrant mothers must navigate. Through Boss's ambiguous loss lens (Boss, 1999; Boss et al., 2003), we understand that mothers experience a loss that they cannot clearly define in being separated from their children but remaining invested by calling and caring for them from a distance. It is a loss nonetheless, as the mother is simultaneously absent and present, thereby creating a continual sense of emotional strain.




4.4 Implications

This study extends the application of Boss (1999) Theory of Ambiguous Loss into the Southern African context, particularly the experiences of transnational Zimbabwean domestic worker mothers living and working in South Africa whilst leaving their children back home. While one of the ways in which ambiguous loss is positioned is psychological presence despite physical absence (Boss et al., 2003), our study suggests that this psychological presence is not guaranteed and is often neither stable nor secure. While a participant was satisfied with the care received by her children, in other instances, prolonged separation often led to emotional distancing by the children, strained communication and uncertainty about the state of the children's emotional states, reflecting the blurring of boundaries and unresolved grief that Boss (1999) refers to in her conceptualization of ambiguous loss. This lack of uniformity in experiences challenges the assumption that ambiguous loss leads to emotional distress. This emotional tax may be mediated by the quality of care received by children at home, social support by family and access to communication (see Chib et al., 2014; Madianou, 2012). Future scholarship in migration should pay close attention to this aspect.

South-South migration presents us with ambiguous loss dimensions that are under-researched. Participants described the emotional toll of having to fulfill family obligations to children and other family members whilst simultaneously having to see these remittances misused. These findings align with Castañeda and Buck (2011) and Adem (2021) but add culture-specific insight, that psychological presence can not only be maintained through emotional connections, but also through financial provision that does not always meet the needs of the child. This expands Boss (1999) framework to include financial visibility as a means of maintaining presence, over and above physical and psychological.

Our findings challenge dominant, western-centric discourses that pathologize transnational parenting (Kufakurinani et al., 2014; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011). In African contexts, child-rearing is a communal and involves extended kin networks. Therefore, absence due to migration does not automatically signal deficiency in parenting. Therefore, an African lens must be applied to African family and mothering practices fully understand the meanings of transnational mothering in context. However, even with these networks in place, domestic workers often experience difficulty in intervening in challenges faced by their children from afar, thereby exacerbating ambiguity and helplessness in the loss. Our study both supports the theoretical assumptions of ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999) while simultaneously adding a new lens of how we understand it indicating that ambiguous loss is shaped by relational, socio-economic and cultural structures.

There are implications for domestic workers who mother transnationally. Firstly, the mothers who participated in this study relayed stories of how they were affected by being separated from their children due to socio-economic circumstances. The separation affected them psychologically, as evidenced by their mentioning the pain they felt. Transnational mothers may expect to experience emotions of guilt as a result of the separation and time lost, anxiety and worry about the wellbeing of their children, and powerlessness to intervene in a meaningful way in their children's struggles back home.

Although transnational mothers cannot be with their children as often or for as long as they would like, they may find or form social networks with other domestic workers who are mothers and share the same struggle of being away from their children. This can provide some social support for them and alleviate the psychological burden of being away from their families. Given the number of Zimbabwean women working as domestic workers in South Africa, there should be cooperative savings groups or group savings clubs to help the women save for home visits and emergencies. The South African “stokvel” model could be used: members contribute an agreed-upon amount each month, from which a lump sum is paid out to each member, in turn.



4.5 Limitations

The first author was acutely aware of the power dynamics between the participants—Black immigrant women—and herself—a South African who, although also a Black woman, held more privilege by virtue of her citizenship and socio-economic standing. Many of the interviews took place during a time when there was a spike in xenophobic attacks in the country, and she feared that the participants might assume that she herself was xenophobic. Many of the women she approached plainly refused to participate in the study out of fear, and so, with every participant who did agree to take part in the interviews, she made sure to cultivate trust by reiterating who she was, by stating that the participant's data was being collected for research purposes, and by assuring the participant of her anonymity. She checked in every so often with the participants during the interviews to ensure that they were comfortable continuing. The researcher came to the interviews as an “unknower,” with a stance of readiness to listen so that she might learn what the participants had to share, rather than assuming (Thomas and Sohn, 2023).

Appropriate and matched the interview questions.



4.6 Recommendations for future studies

This study offers an understanding of the transnational mothering experiences of Zimbabwean migrant domestic workers in South Africa. The findings offer a foundation upon which future studies could build. Firstly, the participants spoke of how family members were the ones caring for their young ones in their absence. The experiences for the children were mixed, with some having positive and others negative experiences. This phenomenon of children being cared for by grandmothers and aunts and how this impacts the children, mothers and caregivers, warrants more examination than currently exists. Secondly, when the domestic workers are far from home, they have no choice but to keep contact and “mother by telephone” through calls and WhatsApp. The nature of these conversations and how this impacts their relationships needs to be explored.
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Migration processes should be analyzed in terms of their psychosocial impact within a multisystemic context. This study aims to identify the psychosocial and sociodemographic factors that influence the well-being of Portuguese migrants, focusing on aspects such as educational qualifications, health, employment status, the length of time they have been outside Portugal and where they live. Participants are 395 Portuguese emigrants currently living abroad, aged between 20 and 78 (M = 37.60, SD = 8.65). The participants live in various geographical locations. About three-quarters (77%, n = 302) of respondents lived in European countries, particularly in urban areas (71%, n = 281), mainly women (78%, n = 308). Linear regression models used as independent variables gender, health, marital status, qualifications, professional status, residence, age and years since emigrating and as dependent variables the satisfaction with social ties, connection, cohesion, acculturation and adaptation. Data were collected through an online survey using non-probabilistic recruitment, and analyzed with ANOVA for mean comparisons and stepwise linear regression to identify the strongest predictors of well-being dimensions. The results suggest that interventions aimed at promoting migrants' well-being should integrate the social, physical, and mental dimensions of health, recognizing the importance of support networks, a sense of belonging, employment conditions, and community cohesion for adaptation and integration. The study emphasizes the importance of synergy between individual and contextual well-being in creating healthy spaces, populations and communities.
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1 Introduction

Migration processes cannot be understood solely through individual or collective lenses. Instead, they should be analyzed in terms of their psychosocial impact, where relational dynamics are embedded in a multisystemic context. This perspective is essential to understanding how the migration project is experienced by individuals and groups (Bryceson, 2019; Julca, 2011).

Keyes and Shapiro (2004) describe well-being as an individual's perception of the quality of their relationships with others, particularly with their neighbors and the surrounding community. Although some authors offer a conceptualization of the term, there is no real consensus on its definition in scientific literature, making operationalizing and evaluating this construct more difficult. However, well-being has not only always been at the center of philosophical concerns, when analyzed, it becomes impossible not to address the subject of health (e.g. Larson, 1993).

The relationship between physical and psychological health is now an indisputable fact. Before World War II, the concept of well-being was based on the mere absence of disease. However, after 1948, the World Health Organization (WHO) proposed a more comprehensive definition, considering that well-being is not merely the absence of disease, but above all a comprehensive state of physical, mental and social health (Bobowik et al., 2015; Cooke et al., 2016).

Similarly, Keyes and Shapiro (2004) consider that the relationship between social issues and health—which leads to well-being—is particularly important, despite the fact scientific literature does not adequately address this relationship. The authors point out that well-being must be social and consists of several elements which, together, indicate whether and to what extent individuals function well in their social lives—for example, as neighbors, colleagues and citizens. According to the authors, subjective well-being should be conceptualized on a continuum defined by different levels of analysis, specifically by individual, interpersonal and societal aspects (Keyes and Ryff, 1998).

Recent literature demonstrates there has been an effort to bring the dimension of social health to the center of the discussion. Doyle and Link (2024) present a conceptualization of the dimension itself, covering a person's ability to form and maintain satisfactory relationships, adapt to social norms, contribute to the community and integrate socially, which can be seen simultaneously as a resource—facilitating and sustaining physical and mental health; and as a result—an indicator of overall well-being.

Complementarily, Fleuret and Atkinson (2007) propose a framework based on the concept of spaces of well-being, which identifies four types of spaces that support well-being: spaces of capacity, which facilitate self-realization; integrative spaces, which strengthen social networks and cohesion; spaces of safety, which reduce risks and increase the feeling of protection; and therapeutic spaces, which promote physical, mental and social healing, highlighting that well-being is socially and culturally constructed and depends on the opportunities and constraints of the place where people live, including their ability to participate, connect and feel safe.

From a sociological perspective on well-being, Larson (1993) states that this construct relates to two interrelated dimensions: social adjustment and social support. The first is closely related to individuals‘ satisfaction in interpersonal relationships, their perception of their individual performance in different social roles, and their environmental adjustment; social support, on the other hand, is related to the number and quality of the subject's social contacts, as well as their ability to relate to others. Keyes and Ryff (1998), later corroborated by Keyes and Shapiro (2004), consider that there are five dimensions related to well-being: i) social integration, which refers to the subjective assessment of the type and nature of the relationship that the subject establishes with the surrounding community. Social integration is closely associated with a sense of belonging to the world and to others; ii) social contribution, which relates to the subjective perception of a person's value in society and the active contributions they make or can make to the common good; iii) social coherence—consists of the subjective perception of the quality, organization and mastery of the social world, including a concern for knowledge of aspects of life and its existence; iv) social actualisation, which relates to the subjective assessment of individuals' potential and its expression in the world; and v) social acceptance, which relates to levels of trust in others and the feeling of acceptance in one or more social groups. Complementary evidence suggests that social belonging and cohesion are central predictors of psychological well-being among migrant and minority populations (Martinez-Donate et al., 2023). Similarly, studies on adolescent and family well-being highlight how migration challenges can exacerbate vulnerabilities (Bastia, 2014; Salas-Wright et al., 2022).

The different definitions/conceptualizations of this construct were organized by Cooke et al. (2016) into four theoretical approaches: i) hedonistic approaches, ii) eudaimonistic approaches, iii) approaches related to quality of life, and iv) approaches related to well-being. Despite the differences between each model, they all share common aspects of the concept: “These four categories of approaches to understanding well-being have substantial similarities, with the broadest commonality being each construct's foundational interest in the positive dimension of human experience and functioning” (Cooke et al., 2016, p. 5). Similarly, Zhang et al. (2024), confirms the relevance of this categorization, while advocating the inclusion of complementary dimensions, such as physical health and generic happiness, to more comprehensively capture the complexity of well-being in diverse cultural contexts. Furthermore, contemporary integrative perspectives also emphasize that the hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions should not be seen as mutually exclusive, but as interdependent components of human flourishing (Huta and Waterman, 2014; Ryff, 2018).

Focusing on the migratory context, Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019) provide insights into social well-being through the concept of social integration, a process in which newcomers adapt socially, economically, politically, and culturally, while long-settled populations also adjust, leading to shared relationships, values, and practices. Social integration thus refers to the set of relationships that migrants establish within the host country, whether with individuals of the same national/regional identity or with individuals, institutions, or associations in the destination country (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019).

However, it is still important to consider that this happens in a cultural framework. Culture consists of a kind of collective programming that makes members of one society different from members of another society (Matusitz and Musambira, 2013). In this sense, culture has a decisive impact on perceptions, attitudes and behaviors. Consequently, in order to understand integration, it is necessary to consider acculturation, which can emerge as a cause-and-effect variable originating from migration. Hajro et al. (2019) defines acculturation as the process of change that occurs in individuals' behavioral repertoire at the level of their value system and in their personal identity and social perception after migration. Some authors (Berry, 2005; Hajro et al., 2019) consider that the acculturation process is closely associated with an increased effort to achieve physical and psychological well-being, which can influence life satisfaction, mainly due to adaptation to an environment that is unfamiliar to individuals.

The literature suggests some factors that can enhance or hinder, and even serve as measures of well-being in the migration process. In this sense, (Berry 1997, 2005) refers to four strategies employed by migrants to deal with acculturation in their migration process: i) assimilation, when individuals strive to initiate and maintain interactions with the culture of the country of arrival; ii) separation, when they remain very attached to the cultural values of their country of origin and avoid social interactions in the country of arrival; iii) marginalization, when migrants show little interest in adapting to the culture of the host country, mainly due to the loss of cultural references from their country of origin, leading them to develop a trajectory of exclusion and discrimination in the country of arrival; and iv) integration, when individuals remain attached to the cultural values of their country of origin and, in addition, actively seek to relate to the cultural values of the country of arrival. According to Hajro et al. (2019), there is a relationship between acculturation processes, coping strategies and the successful sociocultural integration of migrants. Research in this field shows that separation and marginalization strategies are associated with low levels of life satisfaction and poor relations among the migrant population, compared to those who use assimilation and integration strategies.

To further situate this study within contemporary European debates, recent empirical evidence has been integrated. (Pollenne and Vargas-Silva 2024) analyzed well-being trajectories of migrants in the United Kingdom, showing that although levels of subjective well-being converge with the local population over time, initial disparities between migrant groups persist. Similarly, Brandt and Kaschowitz (2024) proposed a framework on care and well-being in Europe, highlighting that health systems, social support, and integration policies are key determinants of migrants' well-being. Canova et al. (2024) examined health status upon arrival, emphasizing that pre-, during, and post-migration experiences strongly influence physical and mental health outcomes. Finally, (Schäfer and Morillas 2025) investigated highly skilled migrants in Denmark and showed how professional and personal life intersect with social integration to shape well-being. Together, these studies demonstrate that European migration contexts have specific dynamics that help to understand the specificity (and transversality) of the Portuguese context.

A study of Portuguese migrants by Neto (2019) indicates that acculturation is easier for migrants who have been in the country for longer, pointing to the importance of the length of the migration project. Furthermore, the greater the integration in the destination country, the easier acculturation and adaptation. On the contrary, close ties with the country of origin/community of origin prove to be more difficult for acculturation and adaptation to the host country.

Furthermore, as predictors of well-being in the migration project, the following factors were identified: i) proficiency in the language of the destination country, ii) cultural identity proximity, and iii) defined acculturation strategies are positively related to the migration experience (Neto, 2002, 2006; Neto and Barros, 2007). Thus, some interdisciplinary authors refer to the importance of demographic variables (e.g. age, gender, level of education, marital status, employment status, area of residence) that should be considered for a more nuanced understanding of well-being and creation of social responses for these populations (Barros and Hanenberg, 2024; King, 2011). In particular, research has found that employment setting plays a complex role in the well-being of migrants. Stable employment is often considered a protective factor, but several studies have shown that it can also lead to dissatisfaction under certain conditions. Situations of overqualification, professional mismatch (discrepancies between migrants‘ qualifications and their roles) and work-related stress are common in European migration contexts and can have a negative impact on subjective well-being. For instance, Battisti et al. (2019) discovered that highly qualified migrants frequently encounter overqualification in European labor markets, a phenomenon linked to lower life satisfaction. (Fleischmann and Höhne 2013) also noted that structural job mismatch can hinder migrants' integration and subjective well-being. More recently, (Muñoz-Comet and Miyar-Busto 2025) and Kim (2024) have highlighted that even highly skilled migrants face barriers to recognition in the labor market, resulting in frustration and poorer psychosocial adaptation. These findings emphasize that employment can function as both a resource for economic stability and a potential source of dissatisfaction when expectations and qualifications are not recognized.

This study aims to identify the psychosocial and sociodemographic factors that influence the well-being of Portuguese migrants. In an exploratory approach and focusing on aspects such as educational qualifications, health, employment status, the length of time they have been outside Portugal and where they live, the research attempts to understand how these variables relate to satisfaction with social ties, connection, cohesion, adaptation and acculturation.

To this end, we intend to explore the following research questions: How do sociodemographic factors influence individuals' resources for social integration? How do contextual and personal factors shape well-being? What dimensions underpin sociocultural adaptation? How does the length of the migration process affect integration? Finally, we seek to understand the subjective determinants of social cohesion and connection in mobility.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants

Participants are 395 Portuguese emigrants currently living abroad, aged between 20 and 78 (M = 37.60, SD = 8.65). The participants live in various geographical locations.

About three-quarters (77%, n = 302) of respondents lived in European countries, particularly in urban areas (71%, n = 281). Of all participants residing outside Europe (23%, n = 93), 42 (~10%) resided in North, Central, or South America, 24 (6%) resided in Asian countries, 21 (5%) had residence in Africa, and 6 migrants (~2%) lived in Australia/New Zealand. On average, participants have resided in the host country for 9.72 years (SD = 8.98).

A higher proportion of women (78%, n = 308) were observed, and more than half of these were married (n = 160) or in a common-law relationship (n = 52). Similarly, more than half of the male participants were married (n = 37) or in a common-law relationship (n = 23). Most participants had completed higher education (n = 295, 75%) and around 87% were employed.

A higher percentage of women (81%) have a higher education degree compared to men (55%). Furthermore, although men and women have similar employment rates (91% for men and 86% for women), unemployed men are retired (7%), while unemployed women are either unemployed (5%) or inactive (~ 6%).

On average, life satisfaction was high (M = 5.75, SD =0.93; Mdn = 6.00) with only a small proportion of migrants considering themselves unhealthy (11%), regardless of gender.

We observed that the educational qualifications of migrants increased substantially, from less than 50% of secondary school students in the 1980s to more than 80% in recent years. This trend is accompanied by a decrease in participants with secondary education or lower qualifications, possibly reflecting the development of the educational and social system. Table 1 contains sociodemographic data.

TABLE 1 Categorical sociodemographic characteristics (N = 395).


	
	N
	%





	Gender

 
	Male
	85
	21

 
	Female
	308
	78

 
	Marital status

 
	Single
	97
	24.6

 
	Common-law marriage
	75
	19

 
	Married
	19
	50

 
	Widowed
	1
	0

 
	Divorced—separated
	2
	6

 
	Qualifications

 
	No educational certificate
	13
	3

 
	Primary/basic education
	3
	0

 
	Secondary education
	49
	12

 
	Vocational training
	3
	8.9

 
	Higher education (3 years)
	131
	33

 
	Higher education (4+ years/Master's degree)
	118
	29

 
	Doctorate
	4
	11

 
	Professional status

 
	Employed
	342
	86.6

 
	Student
	12
	3

 
	Unemployed
	17
	4.3

 
	Not in the labor force
	18
	4

 
	Retired
	6
	1

 
	Residence

 
	Rural
	28
	7.1

 
	Suburban
	86
	21

 
	Urban
	281
	71

 
	Geographical area

 
	European area
	303
	76

 
	Rest of the world
	92
	23

 
	Years of emigration
	9
	8







2.2 Instruments
 
2.2.1 Socio-cultural adaptation

Twelve items from the Brief Socio-cultural Adaptation Scale (BSAS; Demes and Geeraert, 2014) were adapted. These items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 “strongly disagree” to 7 “strongly agree” [e.g., I am comfortable with the climate of my host country (temperature, rainfall, humidity)]. Likewise, in the sociocultural adaptation scale, the items chosen seem to reproduce, through the confirmatory factor analysis, the adjusted factorial solution proposed by the authors, revealing a good quality of fit [χ2 (51) = 158.09, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.08, 90% CI RMSEA (0.06, 0.09), SRMR = 0.06], and confirming that the original factor structure of the scale has not changed. Cronbach's alpha revealed good internal consistency (α = 0.80).



2.2.2 Acculturation orientation

Six items (e.g., I have friends in my host country) were adapted from the Brief Acculturation Orientation Scale (BAOS; Demes and Geeraert, 2014). Migrants rated their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The confirmatory factor analysis revealed that, in the acculturation orientation scale, the items chosen seem to reproduce the adjusted factorial solution proposed by the authors, revealing a good quality of fit [χ2 (15) = 29.08, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.85, RMSEA = 0.09, 90% CI RMSEA (0.06, 0.13), SRMR = 0.05] and confirming that the original factor structure of the scale has not changed. Cronbach's alpha revealed satisfactory internal consistency (α = 0.61).



2.2.3 Social cohesion

We used five items adapted from Boreham et al. (2013) to measure social cohesion (e.g. people here are willing to help their neighbors). One item was reverse-coded (e.g. in general, people in this neighborhood do not get along well), so higher scores on the composite index reflect higher levels of social cohesion. The confirmatory factor model, adjusted to the sample, revealed a very good quality of fit [χ2 (4) = 10.57, p = 0.032, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI RMSEA (0.02, 0.12), SRMR = 0.03], confirming that the factorial structure of the scale proposed by the authors does not change. Internal consistency was adequate (α = 0.79).



2.2.4 Perceived satisfaction with social connections

The social connections index included four items (e.g. I spend leisure time with my work colleagues) and was adapted from the World Values Survey (Inglehart and Wenzel, 2005). Responses were given on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘very dissatisfied' to ‘very satisfied'. The confirmatory factor analysis shows that the selected items seem to reproduce the adjusted factorial solution proposed by the authors, revealing a very good quality of fit [χ2 (1) = 1.71, p = 0.191, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI RMSEA (0.00.15), SRMR = 0.01] and confirming that the original factor structure of the scale has not changed. The internal consistency of the composite index was good (α = 0.85).



2.2.5 Perceived health and life satisfaction

Migrants' perception of their health status was measured with an item in which participants were asked to rate their health status on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “poor” to “excellent”. Perceived life satisfaction was calculated using a composite index (α = 0.85 =0.74 in the present study) of 5 items adapted from Boreham et al. (2013). The items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “very dissatisfied” to “very satisfied”, addressing different aspects of the migrant's life (e.g. their leisure opportunities). According to Diener et al. (1985), the alpha correlation coefficient is 0.87, which indicates adequate levels of internal consistency.



2.2.6 Sociodemographic variables

The sociodemographic variables considered included age, gender and marital status (single, cohabiting, married, widowed or divorced) of the participants. Their educational qualifications (from primary to higher education) and professional status (student, employed, unemployed, inactive, retired) were also considered. Finally, participants were also asked to identify their host country and length of residence, as well as the rural, suburban or urban context in which they live.

The variables studied and their respective instruments are summarized in Table 2.

TABLE 2 Study variables and measures.


	Variable type
	Variable
	Instrument/source
	Items
	Scale
	Example item





	Sociodemographic
	Age
	Self-report
	1
	Continuous
	—

 
	Sociodemographic
	Gender
	Self-report
	1
	Male/Female
	—

 
	Sociodemographic
	Marital status
	Self-report
	1
	Categories
	Single, married, divorced, etc.

 
	Sociodemographic
	Education
	Self-report
	1
	Categories
	Secondary, Bachelor, Master, etc.

 
	Sociodemographic
	Professional status
	Self-report
	1
	Categories
	Employed, unemployed, student, etc.

 
	Sociodemographic
	Residence
	Self-report
	1
	Categories
	Rural, suburban, urban

 
	Sociodemographic
	Years emigrated
	Self-report
	1
	Continuous
	—

 
	Psychosocial
	Social ties satisfaction
	World values survey (Inglehart and Wenzel, 2005)
	4
	Likert 1–7
	I spend leisure time with my colleagues.

 
	Psychosocial
	Social connection
	World values survey
	4
	Likert 1–7
	I have strong social bonds in my community.

 
	Psychosocial
	Social cohesion
	Boreham et al. (2013)
	5
	Likert 1–7
	People here are willing to help their neighbors.

 
	Psychosocial
	Acculturation orientation
	BAOS (Demes and Geeraert, 2014)
	6
	Likert 1–7
	I have friends in my host country.

 
	Psychosocial
	Sociocultural adaptation
	BSAS (Demes and Geeraert, 2014)
	12
	Likert 1–7
	I am comfortable with the climate of my host country.

 
	Psychosocial
	Health perception
	Self-report
	1
	Likert 1–5
	How would you rate your health?

 
	Psychosocial
	Life satisfaction
	Boreham et al. (2013)
	5
	Likert 1–7
	How satisfied are you with your leisure opportunities?








2.3 Procedure
 
2.3.1 Data collection

The sampling procedure was non-probabilistic, with emigrants recruited online. The requirements for participation were: i) to be an emigrant of Portuguese nationality in any country in the world; ii) to be over 18 years of age.

With the support of Portuguese communities abroad, parish councils/local authorities in Portugal, the media, emigrant associations, as well as the creation of a website and social media pages for the research project, the study was publicized to recruit participants. Migrants were invited to participate in the study through materials disseminated through these channels and informed about the objectives of the study.

The anonymity of participants' personal and digital data was guaranteed, and only questionnaires for which online consent was approved by participants were included. Survey data were collected online through the Qualtrics platform (Provo, UT) during 2019.

The study followed the codes of ethics of the American Sociological Association (2018) and the American Psychological Association (2018) in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration.



2.3.2.Data analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 30 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Simple basic descriptives were carried out, as shown in Table 3.

TABLE 3 Means and standard deviations.


	
	M
	SD





	Satisfaction with social ties
	5.75
	0.93

 
	Connection
	4.47
	1.36

 
	Cohesion
	5.01
	0.64

 
	Acculturation
	5.24
	0.84

 
	Adaptation
	5.18
	0.88





ANOVA was used, with Tamhane's T2 post-hoc test applied when variances were unequal (heteroscedasticity), and Welch's ANOVA reported when assumptions were violated. Effect sizes (η2 or ω2) are presented alongside p-values. The Stepwise method was used as an exploratory strategy to select independent variables and identify the strongest predictors. Categorical predictors were entered using dummy coding The independent variables used were gender, health, marital status, qualifications, professional status, residence, age and years since emigrating. The dependent variables used were, in order, satisfaction with social ties, connection, cohesion, acculturation and adaptation.

All instruments were translated into European Portuguese with harmonization and pilot testing. Reversed items were recoded. Cross-group comparability was not tested and is noted as a limitation.





3 Results


3.1 Satisfaction (with social ties)

Satisfaction with social ties was compared by category for each of the independent variable.

Regarding qualifications, ANOVA identified significant differences (F= 7.393, p < 0.001). Tamhane's test showed differences between secondary qualification and master's degree (p < 0.05), secondary qualification and doctorate (p < 0.001), professional qualification and master's degree (p < 0.05), professional qualification and doctorate (p < 0.001) and bachelor's degree and doctorate (p < 0.05).

ANOVA also identified significant differences (F = 9.994, p < 0.001) regarding health. The Tamhane's test detected differences between fair and good (p < 0.05) and fair and excellent (p < 0.001).

Regarding professional status, ANOVA identified significant differences (F = 3.963, p < 0.05) between employed and unemployed (p < 0.05). It should be noted that the degree of satisfaction is higher among employed individuals, decreasing among students and even more so among the unemployed, corroborating the conclusion of an inverse association between satisfaction and professional status.

The regression model with these three independent variables (qualifications, health, professional situation and region) was found globally adequate (F = 21.556, p < 0.001), explaining 13,8% of the variance. Qualifications and health both positively influenced satisfaction (β1 = 0.165 and β4 = 0.265). Professional status, on the other hand, although significant (p < 0.05), negatively influenced satisfaction (β3 = −0.147). In summary, more qualifications and better health lead to greater satisfaction; however, better professional status tends to decrease satisfaction. Given that the variance explained by the models ranges only between 4–14%, the results should be seen as exploratory rather than confirmatory.

The results of the regression model for satisfaction with social ties can be consulted in Table 4.

TABLE 4 Regression model for satisfaction with social ties.


	Model
	Unstandardized coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sign.



	





	
	B
	Standard error
	Beta
	
	

 
	(Constant)
	3.659
	0.344
	
	10.634
	< 0.001

 
	Qualifications
	0.165
	0.033
	0.244
	4.977
	< 0.001

 
	Health
	0.265
	0.069
	0.187
	3.855
	< 0.001

 
	Sit_Prof
	−0.147
	0.052
	−0.134
	−2.803
	0.005



a. Dependent variable: satisfaction.





3.2 Connection

The ANOVA identified (F = 6.370, p < 0.001) significant differences in the connection and health, namely between fair and excellent and good and excellent (p < 0.05). As for residence, ANOVA results showed significant difference (F = 4.686, p < 0.05) between suburban and urban areas (p < 0.05). Specifically, the average connection increases from rural to urban regions.

The regression model, with the three selected independent variables, is globally an adequate model (F = 10.342, p < 0.001), explaining 6.8 % of the variance. Health (β1 = 0.403), residence (β2 = 0.336) and years as an emigrant (β3 = 0.020) positively influence connection. In summary, better health, more years as an emigrant, and residing in suburban and urban areas lead to greater connection.

The analysis of the connection model can be seen in Table 5.

TABLE 5 Regression model for connection.


	Model
	Unstandardized coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sig.





	
	B
	Standard error
	Beta
	
	

 
	3
	(Constant)
	1.715
	0.518
	
	3.314
	0.001



	Health
	0.403
	0.101
	0.196
	3.984
	< 0.001



	Residential
	0.336
	0.110
	0.151
	3.054
	0.002



	Years_emigrated
	0.020
	0.008
	0.127
	2.577
	0.010



a. Dependent variable: connection.





3.3 Cohesion

The result of the ANOVA showed a significant difference in cohesion (F= 8.279, p < 0.001) between fair and good health (p < 0.05), as well as between fair and excellent (p < 0.001).

The regression model proved to be acceptable (F = 18.680, p < 0.001), explaining 4.4 % of the variance. Health was found positively influencing cohesion (β = 0.207, p < 0.001), showing that the better the health, the greater the cohesion.

The analysis of the cohesion model can be seen in Table 6.

TABLE 6 Regression model for cohesion.


	Model
	Unstandardized coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sig.





	
	B
	Standard error
	Beta
	
	

 
	1
	(Constant)
	4.142
	0.202
	
	20.470
	< 0.001



	Health
	0.207
	0.048
	0.215
	4.322
	< 0.001



a. Dependent variable: cohesion.





3.4 Acculturation

ANOVA did not identify differences in acculturation means by health status (F= 0.168, p =0.918).

The regression model with the number of years emigrated to explain acculturation was acceptable (F = 4.057, p < 0.05). We found that the number of years emigrated directly influences acculturation (β = 0.01), albeit with a very small weight.

The analysis of the acculturation model is presented in Table 7.

TABLE 7 Regression model for acculturation.


	Model
	Unstandardised coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sig.





	
	B
	Standard error
	Beta
	
	

 
	1
	(Constant)
	5.148
	0.063
	
	81.163
	< 0.001



	Years_emigrated
	0.010
	0.005
	0.102
	2.014
	0.045



a. Dependent variable: acculturation.





3.5 Adaptation

ANOVA revealed that the adaptation means are not all equal in the health categories (F = 10.799, p < 0.001), specifically there was a significant difference between poor and excellent (p < 0.05).

The regression model using health to explain adaptation proved to be globally acceptable (F = 10.799, p < 0.001). The relationship between health and adaptation is direct (β = 0.220, p < 0.05).

The analysis of the adaptation model is presented in Table 8.

TABLE 8 Regression model for adaptation.


	Model
	Unstandardized coefficients
	Standardized coefficients
	t
	Sig.





	
	B
	Standard error
	Beta
	
	

 
	1
	(Constant)
	4.267
	0.283
	
	15.096
	< 0.001



	Health
	0.220
	0.067
	0.166
	3.286
	0.001



a. Dependent variable: adaptation.






4 Discussion

Data highlights the importance of interactions between psychosocial and sociodemographic factors in understanding the well-being of the migratory experience among Portuguese individuals. This finding offers a relevant contribution to understanding the processes of integration, adaptation, and social cohesion in contexts of international mobility.

Beginning with health, which is perceived as cross-cutting and impacting various dimensions, such as satisfaction with social ties, sense of connection, cohesion and adaptation. We highlight the integrated view of perceived health (essential to well-being), in line with more systemic perspectives (Cooke et al., 2016; Keyes and Ryff, 1998; Keyes and Shapiro, 2004; Zhang et al., 2024). In this context, health, usually seen as tied to social integration (Larson, 1993), is again a key part of migration, since people in better health tend to have stronger social ties, community cohesion, and the ability to adapt.

Health is central to the explanation of sociocultural adaptation. Individuals in good health seem to demonstrate greater adjustment to their new context. This result reinforces the need for public policies and community actions that ensure equitable access to health services for migrants and training for professionals to deal with this flow (Barros and Hanenberg, 2024). In addition to individual health, social factors such as access to healthcare, experiences of discrimination and support from transnational families also influence well-being.

Social cohesion was explained exclusively by perceived health. Physical and emotional well-being emerge as catalysts for interpersonal trust and participation in community dynamics. In contrast, states of fragility tend to generate social isolation and feelings of exclusion (Keyes and Shapiro, 2004). Moreover, the concept of social health proposed by Doyle and Link (2024) reinforces this view, defining it as the adequate quantity and quality of relationships necessary to satisfy the human need for meaningful connection, arguing that this is a health outcome in itself and not just a determinant of other dimensions.

The length of residence in the host country proved to be a factor that facilitated the formation of social ties. As pointed out by previous studies, the duration of migration contributes to more stable acculturation processes and stronger interpersonal relationships (Neto, 2019). However, although there is an association between emigration duration and acculturation, the explanatory impact of this factor was modest. This suggests that the simple passing of time is not sufficient to guarantee profound changes in identity or behavioral patterns. Elements such as attitude toward the local culture, level of social exposure and support received must also be considered (Berry, 2005). Furthermore, according to Fleuret and Atkinson's (2007), well-being should be understood within a multidimensional framework that integrates social, economic, environmental and cultural factors, recognizing that health is built through interactions between individuals and the spatial and social contexts in which they live.

The relationship between academic qualifications and social ties shows that higher levels of education are associated with greater satisfaction with social ties. A possible explanation could be benefiting from interpersonal, cultural and linguistic skills that facilitate integration, which come from longer training, people tend to develop more extensive and diverse support networks (Berry, 1997).

Living in urban areas has been associated with a greater perception of belonging and the formation of stronger social networks. The concentration of resources and opportunities to interact in metropolitan areas seems to favor social integration (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). This may also be due to the existence of greater intercultural diversity in urban spaces, as well as the greater presence of services, community groups (e.g. the diaspora), and easier access to employment.

The professional situation had a negative impact on social satisfaction. This effect may arise, in part, from tensions between work demands and the time available to invest in personal relationships; and, on the other hand, could indicate job mismatch and overqualification, as discussed by Battisti et al. (2019) and (Fleischmann and Höhne 2013). These dynamics help to explain why employment can become a source of frustration and reduced well-being among migrants, despite generally being protective.



5 Conclusions

This study invites us to reflect on the importance of considering well-being as a systemic approach, includes psychosocial and demographic dimensions. The findings of this study indicate that perceived health is the primary driver of migratory well-being. The analysis of the data collected from the sample suggests a positive correlation between health status and satisfaction with social ties, connection, cohesion, and sociocultural adaptation. A positive correlation has been observed between academic qualifications and satisfaction with social ties. Conversely, professional status has been found to have an unexpected negative effect, which may be attributable to overqualification and a lack of time for relationships. This phenomenon highlights the ongoing need for work-life balance which in determinant in the well-being. Furthermore, it was found that living in urban areas increases perspectives of social connection, and that longer periods of emigration strengthen connection and, to a modest extent, acculturation. Thus, it is essential to understand that connection to people and services can greatly increase well-being, which should not be viewed solely from an individual perspective, but rather through a systemic community lens.

The results suggest that interventions aimed at promoting migrants' well-being should integrate the social, physical, and mental dimensions of health, recognizing the importance of support networks, a sense of belonging, and community cohesion for adaptation and integration (Doyle and Link, 2024). This perspective is in line with the guidelines of the World Health Organization, which advocates the operationalisation of the social dimension of well-being as an integral part of health policies, promoting social cohesion, inclusion and community participation as key determinants. In this way, strategies that strengthen spaces for well-being (e.g. capacity, integrative, safety, and therapeutic) can create conditions for the development of meaningful and sustainable relationships (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007). It is essential to rethink the approaches taken so far and make them more eclectic, valuing this dimension of social well-being in an applied way, through measures and metrics.


5.1 Pratice implications and limitations

Several practical implications can be identified, namely the development of community programmes that promote intercultural contact and reduce isolation, taking advantage of existing networks such as migrant and diaspora associations, also the transnational network family (Barros and Hanenberg, 2024; Jetten et al., 2017; Guerra and Barros, 2025), the implementation of health policies that consider social health as an indicator of well-being, monitoring not only physical and mental conditions, but also the quality and quantity of social relationships (Doyle and Link, 2024), the creation of spaces of well-being (capacity, integrative, safe and therapeutic) that respond to the specific needs of migrant populations, including cultural and linguistic aspects (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007), the training of health, education and social services professionals to recognize signs of isolation and barriers to integration, intervening early, among others. These ideas can help mitigate the risks of isolation and improve migrants' adaptation.

In order to ensure good practices and their transfer, it is also necessary to consider the limitations of the present study, as well as suggestions for future research: the absence of statistically significant effects associated with gender or marital status may reflect a homogenisation of migratory experiences among traditionally differentiated groups, although this trend may also be conditioned by the composition of the sample analyzed. A further limitation is related to the use of stepwise regression. This method was chosen because it allows an exploratory identification of the most relevant factors, but it is known to have weaknesses, such as producing results that may not always generalisable. Future studies could adopt more robust methods, such as hierarchical regression or structural equation modeling, to strengthen the conclusions. Future research could use more robust methods, like hierarchical regression or structural equation modeling, to strengthen the conclusions. A further limitation is that we did not test whether the measures work the same way across groups (e.g., gender, host country). Intersectional analyses are also necessary to better capture complexity of realities. As the study relies exclusively on self-reported measures, potential biases such as social desirability and subjectivity must be considered. Furthermore, future studies may show the need for a sample that encompasses more profiles especially in terms of age, different educational qualifications, socioeconomic status, or region of residence, limiting the generalization of the results.

Finally, we would like to highlight some practical implications for interventions, such as the operationalization of the social dimension of health, including access to care, community belonging programmes and culturally and linguistically sensitive ‘well-being spaces', as well as attention to professional mismatch and working conditions.
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Purpose: This study focuses on to scrutinize the experiences as well as the varying degrees of helplessness of children born into rag picking families. Within the agenda of Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education) and Goal 10 (Reducing Inequalities), this study demonstrates the systemic holes in learning and deepening cycles of dissimilarity slavery faced by children from migrant rag picking communities.
Method: The study employed a qualitative, phenomenological approach. The research highlights the voices and perspectives of migrant rag picker about their children living in urban slums of Srinagar. These children may not take part in rag picking, but the coarse socio-economic and environmental conditions of the livelihood extremely affect them. The study is grounded on in-depth interviews, focused group discussions and observational data concerning the poor conditions, disenfranchisement, negligible schooling, compromised healthiness and chronic emotional abandon.
Findings: Plentiful participants articulated a sense of disgrace, social isolation and persistent insecurity, often encountering unfairness not just in public spaces, but also in their own communities. Further, children of migrant rag pickers face various health issues and are not able to enroll their children in schools because of culture of poverty. Yet among these challenges, glimpses of hope, along with resilient aspirations infused with deep inner strength, persist.
Conclusion: There is a pressing need for social policy that is both inclusive and intersectional, with a focus on providing educational access while eliminating structural socio-economic exclusion. The research advocates for a child-sensitive empathic approach to policymaking and social action by focusing on the children’s perspectives and offering a greater sense of humanity and respect while ensuring the policies will sustain equity and justice for all.
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1 Introduction

Natural and cultural endowments characterize the union territory of Jammu and Kashmir. However, due to infrastructural stagnation, socio-economic turmoil, the region experiences iniquitous development. The region continues to suffer from backwardness (Owais et al., 2024). One of the most socio-economically disadvantaged groups in the region is the migrant rag pickers, entire families who make a living by harvesting, sorting and marketing city refuse. This activity, although illegal and perilous, is often the only employment option for migrants and local unemployed, as well as the economically disadvantaged people (Lal, 2022). As observed by Wani and Abid (2019) and Teotia and Kumar (2015), in Jammu and Kashmir, Srinagar, most migrant rag pickers originate from other parts of India, in search of the highly competitive informal job market in waste retrieval. This job primarily involves the daily retrieval of plastic, paper and other recyclable materials from the city’s streets and dumps (Teotia and Kumar, 2015; Ground Report, 2023). On a daily, they managed to fetch an average of 50 to 80 kilograms of recyclable materials, which they cart in rickshaws. The recyclables are then sold to scrap dealers for market rates of Rs 8/kg for plastic and 5/kg for cardboard etc. (Teotia and Kumar, 2015; Ground Report, 2023). The income of these families is modest; the money earned is not enough to support family.

Despite the fact that Srinagar produces 450–500 tons of waste daily, the municipal sanitation department only recognizes 4,000 workers as employees, completely overlooking the existence of rag pickers and their informal labour (Muzamil, 2021). These workers lack access to formal contracts and welfare support. The waste pickers also do not receive any medical care and suffer from many ailments, including, but not limited to infections, respiratory, musculoskeletal and cut-related issues (Teotia and Kumar, 2015; Ground Report, 2023). Following the 2019 abrogation of Article 370, many non-Kashmiri waste picker families chose to stay in Srinagar due to purported stable incomes and perceived community support (Wani and Abid, 2019; Ground Report, 2023). About 150 non-Kashmiri families opted to remain, while 300 others, out of an original population of 400 non-Kashmiri families, were living in makeshift shelters (Wani and Abid, 2019).

Children who are born into these families are denied the fundamental rights to a proper education, equality and a dignified life which perpetuates the cycles of poverty within these families. Families of migrant rag-pickers in Jammu and Kashmir are exposed to harsh socio-economic conditions (Gaon Connection, 2022). Children are particularly affected as they are exposed to a grim dual burden of inadequate socio-economic standing coupled with living in environments that are exploitative and riddled with filth. Most of these children are out of school or have dropped out due to poverty, lack of identification documents, and household responsibilities (Ahmed, 2024). The lack of evaluated policies and adaptive frameworks that address the needs of the children and inclusiveness fuel a further absence of education and greater poverty, and urban poverty among children from informal settlements and from nomadic families. Moreover, restricted availability of preschool and supportive services relevant to the specific age group neglects the development of a child’s intellect and social skills (Hassan, 2012).

SDG 4 (Quality Education) seeks to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all,” focusing on primary and secondary education for all, gender parity and equality in education and the education results achieved. For children belonging to rag-picking families, their goal in the economically disadvantaged region of Jammu and Kashmir requires tailored and nuanced strategies to address the context (UNESCO, 2021). Also, SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) urges everyone, no matter age, sex, ethnicity or economic standing to be empowered and have social, economic and political inclusion. Children born to families engaged in the informal economy, such as rag-pickers, are some of the people who are most often excluded from state benefits, institutional assistance, or opportunities which contravenes the core idea of welfare equity (UNDP, 2023). The inequality these children suffer is both social and structural, as it occurs within education, healthcare and the public and governmental systems which due to the lack of legal papers render them invisible and consequently, as a result of neglect, these children are excluded from fundamental measures of health and well-being, literacy and justice (Teotia and Kumar, 2015).



2 Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative research design framed within the phenomenological tradition. Specifically, Edmund Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology which explores the consciousness and human experience of individuals (Husserl, 1970). The aim was to reveal and understand the meaning structures surrounding the lived experiences of children of migrant rag pickers in the urban spaces of Srinagar, Jammu and Kashmir, through the lens of their primary caregivers. This design permits the researchers; in this case, to “bracket” prior assumptions and concentrate on the participants viewpoints that is phenomenology’s process of epoch (Moustakas, 1994). The study was conducted in certain areas of District Srinagar (i.e., Lal chowck, Batamaloo, Khanyar) which are noted for having a considerable concentration of migrating rag picker families. A purposive sampling strategy was used to identify 12 participants (which includes mothers/fathers or any other who member who acted as care taker of the children) from rag-picking families. Mothers/fathers were selected as primary participants because they are the primary caregivers and are the most responsible for their health, nutrition and education. To qualify, participants had to have resided in Srinagar for a minimum of 5 years, were actively engaged in rag-picking and had at least one child younger than 14 years.

To gather rich first-person experiences data collection adhered to phenomenological methods recommended by Creswell (2007) using in-depth semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). A total of 12 in-depth interviews and 4 FGDs were held. Data collection process continued till data saturation point was achieved. Thematic interview guides targeted child health, sanitation, school attendance, social exclusion and emotional well-being. The interviews were held in Urdu language, which was common to both the researchers and the participants. All interviews were recorded with the participant’s permission and subsequently transcribed and translated to English. Maintaining confidentiality and anonymity of participants was adhered to strictly in accordance with ethical research practices. During the course of the interviews, additional probes and follow-up questions were introduced whenever necessary to prompt participants to provide more detailed explanations and to ensure clarity in their responses. The modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of data analysis proposed by Moustakas (1994), using horizontalization, meaning clustering and creation of textural and structural descriptions of experiences was applied to the collected data. This method allowed the researchers to distill the essences of the experiences that participants shared.

To begin with, the researchers immersed themselves in the data by listening to and transcribing audio recorded interviews with rag pickers, observations from the field and focus group discussions (FGDs) alongside noting down field notes. In this early stage of familiarization, researchers recorded a variety of notes that captured powerful impressions such as the predominant health and educational issues surrounding waste work and geopolitics of migration, which were very critical in understanding patterns and layering meanings embedded in the data. In this phase it was also critical to develop systematic initial codes that capture the essence of constituent segments of data within them. For a very precise example, the statement made by a rag picker who said, “People call our children illiterates, dirty and avoid them,” was coded as educational backwardness. Other emerging descriptors also include: low wage, health risks and residential problems. The research team set out using NVivo and under Braun and Clarke (2006) guidelines, made sure all relevant data was captured coded inclusively through an inductive approach. Further, the researchers organized possible themes to capture broader structures using related codes. The themes were articulated and organized into more refined versions capturing their essence and importance.

To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, the study used member checking in which some participants were invited to verify thematic interpretations. Trust was also achieved through member checking and was enhanced by triangulation in which cross-validation between interview narratives and field observations, as well as notes from FGDs was conducted. Also, through interviews, participants were non-structured observers of the physical and environmental conditions through a structured checklist. These narratives were contextualized through the observation of inadequate housing, sanitation and environmental risks. Such observations helped enrich the phenomenological descriptions and build a more complete image of vulnerability. This methodology is based on the premise that subjective human experience is sociologically important, particularly in relation to marginalized communities. Through this approach, the intent of the study was not only to document the suffering, but also to portray the experience, interpretation and narrative frameworks constructed by the sufferers in relation to systemic disregard, poverty and social exclusion.



3 Findings


3.1 Socio-demographic profile of rag pickers

The information gathered from 12 rag-picker families based in UT Jammu and Kashmir indicates a particularly marginalized socio-demographic profile (Table 1 as mentioned below). A sizable majority of families (75%) are nuclear, while a minority (25%) is joint. The population’s caste composition is largely dominated by Scheduled Castes account for (58%) of the population, with a small (42%) segment from Muslim backward classes. No adults in the sample reported being educated, which points towards the population’s persistent challenge of high illiteracy levels. This lack of education is also accompanied by greater child neglect complacency in health and hygiene understanding. Each family has significant number of family members, which contributes to the congested living conditions in makeshift shelters. Within the 12 families, a total of 23 children were recorded. Out of 23 children in the eligible school-going age (6–14 years), only 07 (30%) are actively attending school, while a majority of 16 (70%) are either un-enrolled or dropouts. The study also revealed that on an average, these families earn up to Rs. 5,000–7,000 per month. These statistics clearly indicate intergenerational illiteracy, limited educational opportunities, congested families and possible child neglect. The children under 8 years old seem to spend most of their time trapped in the filthy surroundings with no facilities for education or adult supervision. The data indicate that children, even under very difficult conditions, tend to go unsupported by formal structures. The lack of education possible coupled with the economic conditions of these families suggests that there are structural inequities which restrict children in these families from thriving. Such environments not only threaten children’s wellbeing but violate their fundamental rights and holistic development. These socio-demographic aspects are important in comprehending the lived vulnerabilities of the children of rag-pickers in the region.


TABLE 1 Socio-demographic profile of the participants.


	Theme
	Class
	Response
	Percentage

 

 	Family type 	Joint 	03 	25


 	Nuclear 	09 	75


 	Caste/religion 	Scheduled caste 	07 	58


 	Scheduled tribe 	00 	00


 	Muslim minority 	05 	42


 	Educational status of parents 	Literates 	00 	00


 	Illiterates 	12 	100


 	Family size 	2–3 members 	01 	8


 	4–6 members 	04 	33


 	7–8 members 	05 	42


 	9 and above 	02 	17


 	Children going school (out of 23) 	Yes 	07 	30


 	No 	16 	70


 	Total number of participants 	N = 12




 



3.2 The living conditions of children in temporary settlements

This part analyzes the singular and collective day-to-day experiences of rag-picker’s children living within makeshift settlements in the Union Territory of Jammu and Kashmir. Children in these temporary settlements face multiple forms of structural and environmental violence. Such ephemeral settlements are often situated on the peripheries of the city or in close proximity to dumpsites. In addition to being the epicenter of social isolation, children are bound to face multiple health complications. Most of these families reside in shelters made of discarded plastic sheets, tarpaulin and other scraps that they have collected from the nearby dumps. These shelters do not shield children from the harsh cold of winter or the suffocating heat of summer. The settlements lack basic hygiene services like clean drinking water, sanitation and electricity. This lack of sanitation services makes children and families defecate in the open, vulnerable to infections and diseases. Many children living close to stagnant water pools are further exposed to mosquito and water-borne diseases.

The settlements experience the lowest standards of public infrastructure. The living conditions are filthy because there are piles of garbage everywhere which brings animals and insects. The children have no clue of the health risks and dangers involved as they spend time playing near the garbage and waste. Not only this, but many children are seen barefoot walking on extremely sharp shards of broken glass, rusted metal and filthy waste. Most families do not have legal identification documents which prohibit them from accessing housing or programmes on resettlement. One participant narrated that:


I found always my children not able to sleep properly due to lack of proper heaters or bedding to stay cozy and warm. Winters affects the health of my children badly, as my home is not concrete and lacks all facilities. During winter my children remain ill due to severe cold” (Radika).



These families, despite their difficulties, are seldom included or considered in discussions regarding urban development and are invisible in the municipal documents. Children lack access to basic necessities. These children and their families have almost no chance of accessing the services and resources they require to break free from the persistent cycles of poverty and social isolation.


“Another participant mentioned that the lack of proper clean water sources forces them to fetch water from broken public pipes and nearby filthy drains. I am not rich and cannot afford to purchase water bottles for my children. I am leaving in tent and here I do not have any water facility. My children are living a miserable life and unfortunately I am not able to do anything for my children. My occupation is not helping me to generate enough money” (Kamal).



It can interpreted from the above narratives that migrant rag pickers children are prone to various problems and are living under hazardous conditions that impacts their overall development.



3.3 Vulnerabilities of the children of rag pickers

This segment highlights the primary vulnerabilities of the children of rag-pickers in Union Territory Jammu and Kashmir with regard to four pressing concerns of SDG. This study analyzes the impacts of systemic neglect of marginalized socio-economic groups, health, education and social “invisibility” on children of rag-pickers. The Table 2 below illustrates the realities which have been considered in connection with the certain global development goals. Throughout the findings, pseudonyms are used to maintain the confidentiality and dignity of the participants.


TABLE 2 Field realities concerning vulnerabilities of rag pickers children against selected SDG 4 and SDG 10 targets.


	Targets
	Description
	Field reality

 

 	4.1 	Ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education. 	Frequent dropouts due to work pressure.


 	Lack of school enrollment. Discrimination by peers and teachers.


 	Irregular attendance.


 	4.2 	Ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education. 	Lack of Anganwadi access.


 	Absence of preschool facilities near settlements. Malnourishment affects cognitive development.


 	No structured play or learning environment.


 	10.2 	Empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all. 	Complete social invisibility. Lack of birth certificates or identity documents.


 	Exclusion from government welfare schemes for children. Lack of voice in community affairs.


 	10.3 	Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome. 	Institutional neglect.


 	Caste and occupational stigma.


 	No access to extra-curricular activities.


 	Denied participation in school events.


 	Daily experience of social rejection.




 


3.3.1 Target 4.1: Free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education

The children of rag-pickers, even after the introduction of the Right to Education Act (2009), remain one of the most neglected and outcast groups in the education system. While there are schools near their settlements, there are numerous hurdles to even obtaining the most basic education. It was difficult for families engaged in rag-picking to understand the significance of education in attaining vertical mobility and enhancing one’s quality of life in the future. Rather, the immediate concern was day-to-day survival, which in many cases led to children as young as five joining the workforce either through accompanying parents to the rag-picking sites or assisting with household chores (Ghosh and Maity, 2025).

The majority of rag-pickers children do not attend school not because they cannot attend, but because they face exclusion based on identity, documentation and socio-economic factors. Many families did not own fundamental documents like birth certificates or Aadhar cards, which are often necessary for school admissions. In addition, the identity related stigma and discrimination coming from being part of a rag-pickers family deepened the sense of exclusion. Teachers from such schools were often reported to be indifferent or openly hostile towards such children. The lack of appropriate school uniforms, coupled with lack of books and mid-day meals that were not served on a regular basis exacerbated the difficulties.


“His desire to attend school came to our notice and so we sought to enroll him to a local school. We went to the school, but their stance was that they could not offer admission unless we produced certain paperwork. The principal said he cannot be admitted without them. We went three times. After that, we gave up. Now he goes with his father to pick scrap” (Pooja).



Out of the 12 participants (comprising of 23 children), only 07 children had been enrolled in formal schooling. Even for those enrolled, consistent attendance remained a significant challenge. Reasons included the burden of home or street work, lack of proper clothing and bullying by peers. All families were migrants from diverse linguistic backgrounds, which posed a challenge as well. The absence of inclusive classrooms and culturally relevant pedagogy further de-motivated learners from attending school (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011).

The lack of focused educational strategies like bridge courses and community education centers exacerbates the educational deficit. While initiatives like Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and Government of India, Ministry of Education (2020) strive for inclusivity and the universalization of education, on-the-ground implementation is still fragmented and remains unattainable for the urban poor and migrants (Srivastava and Noronha, 2016). Mid-day meals, which serve as incentives for attendance, were insufficient or irregular. Many families reported that children were turned away for coming school without proper uniforms or shoes.


“We sent our daughter to school but the teacher punished her for the dress she wore on that day. We are not affluent. We never sent her again. She now stays home to look after her younger brother while I go to my job” (Shakeela).



Education is instrumental for addressing poverty in society both at the family level and communal level. In the case of children from rag-picking communities, there is a troubling gap between the policy of inclusive education and its implementation. It is not only a case of human rights violation, but an entire generation’s potential is being lost to the country (Ramachandran and Naorem, 2013).



3.3.2 Target 4.2: Ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education

To facilitate effective development, children need to undergo early childhood development and health care services. Nevertheless, children of rag-pickers residing in urban slum areas are arguably the most neglected when it comes to receiving basic health services, nutrition and routine health checks. Their children often inhabit hovels located around garbage dumps, with vile squalor, polluted stagnant water and no drinking water conditions that are extremely damaging to their health and physical development (UNICEF, 2023).

Throughout the research, the majority of parents openly acknowledged that they had never scheduled routine health check-ups for their children. In most instances, vaccinations were either incomplete or entirely absent. Mothers as well as fathers were unaware of an immunization schedule or any supplemental nutritional aids provided by the government. This supports the argument of Arokiasamy et al. (2013), observing that children living in slums in India suffer from extreme health deprivation because of an absence of information, administrative obstacles and functional spatial inequity to health resources. One participant stated:


“No, I do not think so. My children were never vaccinated. I do not know where or when such vaccinations are done. I had my children at home and never went to hospital for vaccinating my children” (Kumar).



Another major concern is the widespread malnutrition of children, which severely hampers their cognitive skills and readiness for school. Data collected from the participants revealed that children who appeared to be underweight with stunted growth, they frequently appeared ill and lethargic. Their parents admitted to feeding their children stale food collected from the trash or inexpensive processed food that is low in nutritional value.

As reported in the NFHS-5 survey, children from urban poor households face a higher prevalence of wasting and stunting in comparison to children from higher income families (IIPS and MoHFW, 2021; Chakrabarty and Bharati, 2019). One participant stated that:


“We eat what we get. Sometimes food from hotels, sometimes dry bread. Milk is rare. Fruits are for the rich. My child falls ill after every few days. We are not in a position to give nutritious food to our children because of poverty” (Iqbal).



The prosthetic Anganwadi system, which forms the backbone of the India’s early childhood development programme, is inoperative or un-serviced in these informal slums. Parents reported that the closest Anganwadi center was either too far or would not admit the child due to lack of identification papers or due to their caste identity. This exclusion not only strips them of the right to supplementary nutrition and preschool education, but also deepens social discrimination. It has been mentioned that the persistent caste and class-based discrimination in Anganwadi centers acts as a fundamental obstacle to universal access (Dreze and Khera, 2017).

In addition, environmental concerns such as waste exposure, inhalation of noxious fumes and poor hygiene create an environment which is inhospitable for healthy development. Children walk and play in and around garbage, often barefoot, exposing them to infections and skin diseases. During fieldwork, the researchers observed several children were coughing persistently, a common symptom of respiratory infections aggravated by household air pollution and smoke exposure. One participant painfully narrated:


“My son is always sick. Fever, cough, stomach pain are some of the health problems my child faces every week. But we cannot afford hospital or medicines, as the cost of medicines are very high which we being rag pickers cannot afford. We use home remedies or sometimes just wait” (Rukhsana).



From the above narrative of the participant, it can assumed that there is a dire need to respond with a comprehensive and targeted health outreach for the health of children, particularly those living in informal settlements. Without health as a foundation, the aspiration of accessing quality early childhood care and education remains unattainable.



3.3.3 Target 10.2: Empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all

It has been observed that the children of rag-pickers face social exclusion, which renders them vulnerable and strips them of basic human rights. Nearly all participants of the study expressed that their social and political visibility had been eroded both as individuals and as a family unit, signaling the absence of governmental aid. Moreover, children are seldom registered at birth, which results in them lacking crucial identification papers such as Aadhaar and birth certificates. This absence of documentation greatly hampers their ability to access welfare schemes, education and healthcare (Jha, 2017).

According to the research, parents have repeatedly tried to access basic services like mid-day meals and pre-matric scholarships, all these things are hindered by the absence of proof of address or local guardian verification. This severely restricts the number of children eligible to receive social services. Moreover, participants reported that in the absence of such identity documents, they are often omitted from the lists generated for the ration distribution and education enrolment drives conducted by government agencies.


“How can I bring proof when I do not have it?. I am an illiterate and have never heard or applied for these things. We are migrant rag pickers and here in Srinagar we are trying to earn for our children but lack of identity proof is creating a lot of problems for us. Nobody is ready to assist us here in Srinagar” (Salma).



With regard to societal involvement, all participants stated a strong feeling of exclusion owing to their occupation. As the children of migrant rag-pickers are branded as ‘dirty’ or ‘untouchable,’ they are largely dissuaded from developing friendships or engaging in any community activities. This form of socio-economic exclusion is compounded by their caste background and the prejudice linked to the occupation of waste collecting, a phenomenon reported in numerous case studies of urban areas.

Ironically, the participants displayed a distinct lack of interest or concern. The majority seemed not to know about their voting rights or how to register to vote. They stated that no political party or community leader has reached out to them and they have not been to any public engagement or consultation meetings. Their exclusion from political engagement deepens their disempowerment and diminishes their influence in local governance (Sharma, 2020).


“The construction of roads and drains is happening everywhere else, but nothing good is happening for us. We are living in tents and during rains we face many problems, as water enters into our tents. We are migrant workers and up to present day, no political leader or any other government official has come to verify about our conditions and problems” (P, 01, 03, 07, 08, and 12).



On the basis of views of the participants, it can be said that the absence of documentation, combined with stigma stemming from occupation and bureaucratic indifference renders the children of rag-pickers during the socio-political exclusion. Their exclusion is not only actively sustained, but also goes unnoticed and without intervention from state mechanisms. Therefore, they become erasure within policy formulation and implementation and in turn, hinder the realization of SDG 10.2.



3.3.4 Target 10.3: Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome

In Jammu and Kashmir, the children of migrant rag-pickers face persistent and cumulative forms of inequality with regard to education and health services, as well as civic and social engagement. This long standing inequality is maintained by social stigma, occupational discrimination and lack of adequate and appropriate institutional response (Adhikari, 2016; Chatterjee, 2015). Even in the face of statutory safeguards and inclusive policies, the majority of children continue to be excluded from the active participation that is vital for individual development, social integration and citizenship.

Majority of the study participants shared that children within their households are routinely excluded from attending not only school, but also community events, social activities and extracurricular activities. School and community leaders actively discourage their participation in children’s clubs, sports events and cultural activities on grounds of lack of hygiene and appropriate clothing. Consequently, these children are deprived of education and in addition, the necessary character and confidence building (UNICEF, 2022).


“When I inquired from my son’s teacher about participating in the school athletics day, she explained they cannot allow dirty children. My son stopped attending school after that” (Ramesh).



Field interactions indicate that most children have never been enrolled in a formal school, even as many of them are first-generation learners. One participant, a father of three, shared:


“Teachers ask our children to sit at the back and never encourage them to speak. They feel unwanted and stop going after a few days (Abdul).”

One of the Participant revealed that, “there is absence of preschools near the dumping grounds. “My child is four years old but has never held a book. There is no Anganwadi nearby and we cannot leave work to take them far” (Kamla).



Mothers have reported that children of certain lower socioeconomic families are branded and socially ostracized in public spaces such as the market, clinics and parks as a result of rag-picking stains on their clothes and bodies. These forms of social exclusion perpetuate the already existing feelings of social and self-worth that children grapple with. Social exclusion on the basis of caste, occupation and neighborhood identity is not a new phenomenon (Iyer and Rao, 2024).


“Inequitable structures of social welfare also systematically exclude children from rag-pickers families from government sponsored midday meals, scholarship opportunities, or grants for cultural activities because of lack of proper documentation or irregular school registration. They told me the midday meal can only be given when the child has a school ID or caste certificate. My daughter does not have either. So she just stays at home” (Nazira a mother of four children).



The residential invisibility of such families has implications for civic engagement as well. None of the participant narrated being invited to the health camps at the ward level, parent-teacher meetings of the school, or polling booths within their vicinity. The residents within these areas are spatially invisible to municipal planners and are thus eliminated from urban planning considerations and municipal recognition, which spatially renders them publicly invisible.

The children of rag-pickers live with profound disadvantages which profoundly limit their access to opportunities for personal development, belonging and vital support systems. The goal of equal opportunity under SDG 10.3 continues to be elusive in the absence of deliberate strategies which remove barriers of lower caste stigma, identity documentation barriers and the absence of truly open pathways where participation is uninhibited.





4 Discussion

The findings of this study reveal a stark and painful situation where children of migrant rag-pickers in UT Jammu and Kashmir are still intentionally removed from the benefits of early childhood and pre-primary education, in clear violation of the national pledge in relation to Sustainable Development Goal 4.2. These children are spatially situated in marginalized settlements on the edges of urban society, living in grave physiologic and psychosocial deprivation and enduring constant exposure to traumatic stress and violence, living in dangerously neglected conditions near leaking garbage dumps. Economic instability has emerged as the primary barrier to accessing pre-primary education. Most families, because of their socio-economic conditions, push their children to rag-picking or domestic chores, sometimes as early as the age of three. This not only denies children the safety they require for healthy development, but also the critical chances to become developmentally ready for school (Ahmed, 2024). Furthermore, the seasonal or circular migratory patterns of rag-picker families mean that children are frequently displaced, hindering their ability to consistently attend Anganwadi centers or preschools.

Rag-picker children are also overlooked concerning policy execution. Programmes like Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and National Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Policy have provisions, but for some reason, rag-pickers children are not considered under these schemes. The reasons are multi-layered, including but not limited to: lack of identification documents, informal housing not being recorded by the municipal authorities, and limited outreach of field officers to these at-risk areas. Anganwadi workers do not have the specialized training needed to work with children from marginalized and socially-ostracized families. Moreover, the centers are not only understaffed, but also underfunded, making them unable to meet the students’ needs (UNESCO, 2021). Cultural stigma and discrimination based on caste, alongside other forms of discrimination, deeply impact this issue. As a result of social exclusion, bullying and verbal abuse, many parents are hesitant to enroll their kids in Anganwadi centers. Children from families who are labeled as “unclean” due to their parent’s jobs often face bullying. These psychosocial factors create a system of exclusion and inequality (Teotia and Kumar, 2015).

The impact of education on breaking intergenerational poverty is well-studied. Still, in this context, SDG 4.2 cannot be met unless there are specific tailored strategies to address the unique challenges facing the children of rag pickers. This calls for a complete overhaul of how Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is elevated and implemented, such as through mobile Anganwadis, community-based childcare networks, a culturally appropriate curriculum and collaboration with local NGOs and other civil society organizations active in urban informal settlements.



5 Conclusion

This study reveals that the children of migrant rag-pickers in Jammu and Kashmir are one of the most vulnerable populations that are systematically denied access to early and pre-primary education. Their experiences embody systemic abandonment that stems from structural poverty, administrative neglect and pervasive social discrimination. Many children were found to lack Aadhaar cards or a birth certificate, thereby restricting access to enrollment in school, vaccinations and child welfare schemes. The occupational stigma linked to their parents becomes a form of social surveillance that leads to institutional neglect and social ostracism for the children. The data collected in this study highlight how there is a need to create systems that are truly inclusive as well as consider the socio-educational challenges parents face with children of marginalized identities and ensure that these children are treated with dignity and compassion. The omission of these children from early educational provision is a grievous denial of their rights and a clear breach of the aspirations of SDG 4.2. The children of rag pickers also face various health problems because of the unhygienic conditions they are living in. What is essential is that governments, local organizations and NGOs shift to an inclusion and equity-based approach that is centered on the rights of the child. To guarantee access to early childhood education and healthy development as a universal entitlement and that early education is equitably accessible to all children, irrespective of their socio-economic background, policy structures must not adopt a blanket mobile and undocumented population paradigm.
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