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Abstract (150 words):

Transnational families are defined as familial groups where one or more family members
spend all or most of their time geographically separated from each other across borders, but
nevertheless share a collective sense of connection as a ‘family’. Care of older people and
transnational motherhood have been investigated, with considerable policy concern about
children ‘left behind’. Care has been conceptualised as both ‘proximate” and ‘at a distance’,
circulating among family members through time and space. Migration regimes and other
institutional contexts provide parameters for caring arrangements, which are also shaped by
migrants’ agency in negotiating caring arrangements. Children’s caring roles, including
language brokering, may be significant; they are not just ‘dependents’ receiving care, but
provide care and support for older and younger generations and their peers, in ‘proximate’
and ‘at a distance’ relationships. Such caring arrangements may have positive and negative
impacts on family members’ wellbeing and opportunities.

Keywords (6): Transnational Families, Familyhood, Caring arrangements, Lifecourse,
Reciprocity, Young caregiving

Transnational families can be broadly defined as familial groups where one or more family
members live in another country or countries, but they share a collective sense of connection
as a ‘family’. Although family members spend some or most of the time geographically
separated from each other, they nevertheless feel “a sense of collective welfare, unity and
familyhood across national borders” (Bryceson and Vuorela 2002, p.3; see also Baldassar et
al, 2007). While meanings of ‘family’ are contested and vary across cultures, the term is
regarded as helpful in conveying this sense of connection between “close-knit selves”
(Ribbens McCarthy, 2012: 85).

Early work on transnational families focused on care of older people (Baldassar et al, 2007)
and gendered analysis of transnational motherhood and global care chains, where women
from the Majority world migrated to fill care gaps in Minority world (Parrefias, 2005). The
wellbeing of children ‘left behind’ became a major focus for policy and academic concern,
with some commentators suggesting this was leading to a crisis of care in the Majority world
(Kofman et al, 2011; Mazzucato and Schans, 2011).

A burgeoning literature is investigating the dynamics of transnational families and their
caregiving arrangements in diverse migration contexts. Migrants often have important
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responsibilities not only providing ‘proximate’ care for children, disabled or older relatives or
their peers in settlement countries, but also care ‘at a distance’, providing emotional and
social support and sending financial remittances to family members ‘back home’ (Baldassar
and Merla, 2014). Distance may imply a reorganisation of care arrangements and practices
involving new inequalities within transnational families. Older generations may migrate in
order to contribute to family care arrangements, while ‘left-behind’ grandparents (particularly
grandmothers) also play active roles in providing emotional support for their migrant
children, sending them parcels, and caring for grandchildren and other relatives. Expectations
and ideas about ageing, care and family reciprocity, along with caring responsibilities and
obligations, change with the lifecourse. The death of deceased family members in diverse
migration contexts may throw into sharp relief emotional attachments to ‘here’ and ‘there’,
revealing the complexity of multiple belongings, kinship ties and continuing bonds with the
deceased (Mas Giralt, 2019).

Transnational families are thus characterised by complex ties, interactions and caring
responsibilities for family members across multiple locations and social fields shaped by
differing institutional contexts and regimes. Kilkey and Merla (2014, p.216) identify several
aspects of the institutional context that provide parameters for transnational families’
caregiving arrangements: the migration regime, welfare regime, gendered care regime,
working-time regime, transport policies, communication policies. Flows of resources are
often reciprocal and diffuse across time, comprising not only conventional financial
remittances sent from high income countries to countries of origin in the Majority World, but
also financial support, social remittances and care flowing from family members in countries
of origin or other settlement countries to relatives in affluent settlement countries (Palash and
Baby-Collin, 2018).

Migration strategies such as circular, return and onward migration, and immobilities,
intensified among transnational families following the 2008 global financial crisis.
Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020 led to extended periods of ‘care on hold’
and changes in migration strategies for transnational families under ‘immobility regimes’
(Brandhorst et al, 2020). Public health policies had a major impact on migration regimes
during the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in immobilities affecting the general population,
not just transnational families.

While such parameters provide important institutional contexts for the analysis of
transnational families’ caring arrangements, the social location and agency of migrants in
configuring caring practices also need to be recognised. Migration processes intersect with
the lifecourse of transnational family members, resulting in changes in care strategies and
inequalities based on gender and generation among others (Oso and Suarez-Grimalt, 2017).
Indeed, care has increasingly been conceptualised as reciprocal across the lifecourse,
circulating among family members over time and distance:
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“reciprocal, multidirectional and asymmetrical exchange of care that fluctuates over the
life course within transnational family networks subject to the political, economic,
cultural and social contexts of both sending and receiving societies” (Baldassar and
Merla, 2014, p.25).

Within research with transnational families to date, children are often regarded as
‘dependents’ and their active roles in providing care in both settlement countries and
countries of origin/ third countries are neglected. Recognition of children’s agency and more
complex understandings of the circulation of care and how this affects family members’
wellbeing and opportunities are however emerging. Evans et al, (forthcoming) are
investigating the caring responsibilities of young people and young adults in transnational
families and impacts on their opportunities, inequalities and wellbeing. ‘Young carers’,
especially girls, may provide practical and emotional support for older grandparents or
chronically ill or disabled parents, siblings or other relatives, particularly in one-parent
households where no other adults are available (Evans, 2011). Migrant children often provide
care in the form of 'language-brokering'; interpreting for parents and older generations and
helping them to access services in confidential health and social care and legal settings. Such
care may be crucial in helping families to integrate into settlement countries and may be
beneficial for young people, but may also contribute to stress, anxiety or embarrassment that
impacts on their wellbeing (Garcia-Sanchez, 2018). It may also lead to shifts in power
dynamics within families and negatively affect young people’s opportunities and life chances.

Research with transnational family members living in two or more countries is challenging
and has tended to use qualitative and ethnographic approaches with one ethnic group living in
the country of origin and their family members in settlement countries. Quantitative surveys
often focus on households as units of analysis in one country and are not able to capture the
complexity of how caring responsibilities and mobility strategies are negotiated between
geographically dispersed family members. Few studies of transnational families provide
cross-country comparisons or compare the experiences of migrants from differing cultural
backgrounds, which inhibits understanding of the effect of different family practices and
constructions of care on intergenerational roles and responsibilities and on how these may
affect family members’ wellbeing (Mazzucato and Schans, 2011).
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