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Abstract

Social protection refers to resources and strategies to deal with social risks, such as poverty
or obligations and needs of care, which might impede the realization of life chances and
well-being. Previous research has shown that migrants are particularly affected by
challenges when accessing or providing social protection, because of unfamiliar welfare
regulations in the immigration country and their family and friends being located in
various locations, calling for an investigation of gendered dynamics in transnational spaces.
In this special issue we aim to advance these vital debates by elucidating the social
consequences of the articulation and organization of formal and informal social protection
across borders for different actors involved through a joint investigation of gender and
transnationality as key dimensions of social inequality. More specifically, the papers
collected in this special issue are devoted to investigating the link of formal and informal
dimensions of transnational social protection and showing its impact on unequal life
chances of mobile people in Europe. This introduction frames the articles collected in this
special issue from an inequality perspective, thereby pointing to the ways in which gender
and transnationality interact with other dimensions of inequality in the field of social
protection, which currently constitutes one of the most vital issues in the field of migration
scholarship.

Keywords: Transnational social protection, Gender, Inequality, International migration,
Welfare state

Introduction

Although most people change their place of residence to improve their life chances,
international migration often involves a series of social risks such as exclusion from
different social or institutional networks, as well as poverty and underemployment. It
has been argued that international migration and inequality are inextricably linked
(Amelina, 2017; Faist, 2019; Faist & Bilecen, 2015; Jasso, 2011). This special issue fo-
cuses on social protection which refers to resources and strategies to deal with such
social risks that might impede the realization of life chances (Faist, Bilecen, Barglowski,
& Sienkiewicz, 2015) especially because they aim to enhance life chances and well-
being (Locke, Seeley, & Rao, 2013). Although migrants differ in many respects, they
tend to face particular challenges in rearranging their social protection from one wel-
fare regime to another in line with their legal statuses, as well as with their needs, abil-
ities, requirements, and expectations. Those rearrangements can be in the realms of
education health care or workplace as well as in their personal and kin relationships
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providing them a safety net in relation to socio-economic resources and care arrange-
ments. We conceptualize social protection as an assemblage composed of formal (op-
portunity structures codified in nation-state rules and regulations) and informal
elements (resources embedded in personal networks) (Bilecen & Barglowski, 2015). In
the context of migration, these entanglements between formal and informal protection
are embedded in the wider hierarchies operating along gender, age, ethnicity, and class
(Amelina, 2017; Anthias, 2016) within the framework of employment situations and the
existence of bilateral agreements between their state of origin and destination. All pa-
pers in this special issue analyse the linkage of formal and informal dimensions of
transnational social protection and show its impact on unequal life chances of mobile
people. Specifically, they draw attention to how social protection provided between
family and friends plays out in the specific opportunity structure of formal protection
in a transnational perspective.

In both realms of social protection an understanding of gendered practices and
norms is crucial. However, an isolated view on gender alone obscures the relationality
and internal differentiation of social categories which operate alongside intersectional
hierarchies. As such, gender needs to be approached as to its relationality, as “the set of
mutually constitutive structures and practices which produce gender differentiation,
gender inequalities, and gender hierarchy in a given society” (Orloff, 1996, p. 52). Its in-
ternal differentiation plays out in the often ambiguous links with life chances and struc-
tures of inequalities because gender norms have “both positive and possibly negative
effects in terms of social advancement and disadvantage, for example depending on
their social milieu and its structures of opportunities and exclusions” (Anthias, 2009, p.
7). Thus, all the contributions in this special issue are concerned with the central ques-
tions: (1) What is expected of men and women in terms of transnational social protec-
tion and how do these affect gendered life chances in transnational social spaces? (2)
How does this negotiation of social protection influence gender roles and (in-)equal-
ities? (3) Do different areas of social protection, such as healthcare, childcare or finan-
cial exchanges have different gendered dynamics?

Previous research has illustrated the differential access to and outcomes with re-
spect to social protection along gender lines in the provision of care within and
across borders (Boccagni, 2014; Parrefias, 2008). On the one hand, in the realm of
formal social protection, mainly provided by welfare states and their institutions, a
plethora of studies indicate the gendered implications, such as the way child bene-
fits, institutional childcare, parental leave and elderly care are arranged but which
usually reinforce gendered task division within households and families (Daly &
Lewis, 2000; Haberkern, Schmid, & Szydlik, 2013; Pfau-Effinger, 2005). On the
other hand, in the realm of informal social protection, exchanges within interper-
sonal networks rely mainly on women’s unpaid work or unpaid care in families as
part of social reproduction (Kofman, 2014; Kofman & Raghuram, 2015). Current
scholarship has moved away from conceptualizing social protection as a local and
national issue, demanding local resources and people, recently transnational impli-
cations of social protection have been discussed (Boccagni, 2014, 2017; Faist et al,,
2015; Levitt, Viterna, Mueller, & Llyod, 2017). We engage in those debates by elab-
orating the ways in which gender as a relational category interacts with other di-
mensions of inequality, thus offering examples on the various life worlds and
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identities of men and women in the realm of transnational social protection. We
also move forward in offering insights into the transformation of gendered dynam-
ics in relation to men, masculinities and patriarchy as distinct features of trans-
national social protection. Also, the articles collected in this special issue cover
other fields of social protection besides care, which takes a central role in the field
of social protection, such as access to financial resources.

Transnational social protection is a vital field to observe the complexities in
which gender operates together with other markers of difference such as ethni-
city, age, transnationality, and class. Transnational spaces link a variety of social
spaces across nation-state borders, and thus “enable us to consider social and
symbolic attachments to more than one nation-state”, as well as acknowledging
that “nowadays many individuals and their personal networks are not situated
within one single (welfare) state over their life course” (Bilecen & Barglowski,
2015, p. 204; also, Faist, 2014; Levitt et al., 2017). In this special issue we follow
the most recent inequality research, which argues that inequalities nowadays re-
late to stratification alongside social divisions of gender, ethnicity and class (and
more), which intersect at local, national and transnational level (Amelina, 2017;
Anthias, 2016). The position in those socio-spatial hierarchies determines access
to material and symbolic resources, social status and power. At the same time,
the intersections in transnational spaces can produce contradictory social posi-
tions, as is the case when migrants have a high social status in their emigration
country but hold a lower, racialized position in the immigration country. The un-
even patterns of insertion into socio-spatial hierarchies call for an inclusion of
spatiality into analysis of inequality. Hence, we include here transnationality as a
social category which intersects with gender, class and ethnicity. The trans-
national perspective taken here denotes the activities and location of people and
groups across borders; “transnationality encompasses a whole spectrum of cross-
border transactions in various spheres of social life — familial, sociocultural, eco-
nomic and political — ranging from travel to remittances and the multiple ties in-
volved in these practices, to the exchange of thoughts and ideas” (Faist, 2014, p.
212). A transnational perspective, thus, allows for the acknowledgement that mi-
grants are subject to a variety of meanings and cultural norms. In the area of so-
cial protection, this includes negotiating one’s own needs in light of opportunity
structures, like availability and accessibility of formal social protection. Previous re-
search has shown that accessibility cannot be derived from the mere existence of
formal structures, but that migrants organize social protection in line with their
own and their families’ life course considerations and norms of social protection
(Bilecen & Barglowski, 2015; also, Seibel & Hedegaard, 2017). Therefore, contribu-
tions in this special issue are grounded in various empirical cases and forms of so-
cial protection and they all draw attention to the complexity of processes through
which gender intersects with other social categories, such as ethnicity and class, in
the realm of formal and informal social protection. They address migrants’ re-
sources and strategies which largely depend on their position in transnational hier-
archies (see also Weiss, 2005). In doing so, the papers aim to avoid methodological
nationalism (Glick Schiller & Wimmer, 2003) and static, localized views on gender,
ethnicity, and class.
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Transnational social protection and its gendered implications

Previous studies on social protection and migration focused on migrants’ access to welfare
state provisions in immigration countries and indicated the ways in which migration chal-
lenges the welfare states (Briicker et al., 2002; Dorr & Faist, 1997; Sainsbury, 2006). An-
other branch of literature addresses the gendered dynamics of transnational migration,
family ties and care, predominantly focusing on parents (and usually mothers) who mi-
grate without their children (Parrefas, 2001; 2005) and/or who migrate to take care of
other people’s children (Lutz, 2017) and the elderly (Cangiano, Shutes, Spencer, & Leeson,
2009). The informal and formal conjunction of social protection has also been ac-
knowledged (Sabates-Wheeler & Feldman, 2011; Serra Mingot & Mazzucato, 2018).
Yet the nexus of formal and informal social protection and in particular the inequality
implications in migration studies require further analysis. It is precisely here that this
special issue aims to contribute, by drawing attention to the challenges of the trans-
national arrangements of social protection between friends and family as well as to
the complexities of navigating between different systems of formal protection.

Migration and transnational formations often challenge social protection arrange-
ments for those who migrated, as social policies are usually bound to nation-states, and
access is often restricted by legal status or labour market performance. But also, signifi-
cant others who play an important role in migrants’ lives, both in the emigration and
immigration countries, are influenced by migration and transnational arrangements of
social protection. Vullnetari and King (2008) have explored the experiences of older
people in Albania to cope with the situation when many of their younger generations
emigrate from the country and the impacts of such a situation on intergenerational care
regimes. The EU as the receiving context complicates the formal dimension further as
migrants’ legal rights within the EU are a mixture of supranational and national regula-
tions of the member states depending on the migration type. In the EU in particular,
with easy opportunities for travel and accommodation, “mobile” or “flying” grand-
mothers have become a prominent form of transnational family care (Kilkey, Plomien,
& Perrons, 2014). The papers in the special issue are thus grounded on the approach of
social protection comprised of formal and informal elements and the ways in which
they are assembled in the EU as the receiving context.

The papers in this special issue follow up on the ongoing discussions on mi-
grants’ social protection by adding a gender and intersectional lens on formal and
informal social protection linkages and their implications for life chances in trans-
national social spaces that previous studies analysed separately. Moreover, prior re-
search has shown how migrants’ social protection is linked with inequalities in life
chances. Research has extensively analysed inequalities in migrants’ access to for-
mal protection (MacAuslan & Sabates-Wheeler, 2011; Van Ginneken, 2013). With
regards to informal protection it has also shown the manifold inequalities of mi-
grants, in particular focusing on the hardships women face in the realm of care
(Boccagni, 2014, 2017) and the differential access to social protection due to in-
equality within (transnational) families (Caarls, Haagsman, Kraus, & Mazzucato,
2018). For instance, migrants often find it hard to ask for support, in particular fi-
nancial help, as they are supposed to fare better in a more affluent country (Bar-
glowski, 2019a). At the same time, obligations of care in the future, may limit
mobility opportunities alongside gender and generation (Barglowski 2019a). These
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various accounts illustrate that social protection is embedded in different hierarch-
ies, positioning migrants often ambivalently in the hierarchies of their countries of
emigration and of immigration.

Formal and informal social protection are interrelated in many, and often unpredict-
able, ways which complicates a causal analysis of its interrelationship (e.g. Brandt &
Deindl, 2013). Conventionally, the informal was conceived of filling the gaps of formal
protection (MacAuslan & Sabates-Wheeler, 2011). For instance, when migrants cannot
access welfare state benefits mainly due to not being able to transfer their formal rights
and benefits (both from the countries of emigration and later from immigration), they
tend to turn to their personal relationships that are supportive. Equally important is the
lack of labour market inclusion of migrants that may mean a lower provision of formal
protection. This situation might also encourage migrants to rely more on their inter-
personal ties for protection. Through migration though, relevant people may not be
available on short notice in daily lives and in case of emergencies. More generally, in-
formal social protection is a distinct realm of division of responsibilities, exploitation
and dominance depending on gender but also ethnicity, class, transnationality, and age.

In migration studies, previous research investigated both social support derived from
migrants’ personal networks as well as care relationship they exchange within families
and kinship groups. While also being cautious about who gives what kind of support,
research is well-established in depicting the personal relationships migrants have either
locally (Ryan, 2011) or transnationally (Bilecen, 2016; Bilecen & Cardona, 2018; Poeze,
Dankyi, & Mazzucato, 2017). After all, being confined only within ethnic networks
comes not only with advantages such as emotional support and well-being but might
also have disadvantages in terms of ‘integration’ (Anthias, 2007) and being able to reach
only certain kinds of information that might result in employment or housing in certain
‘lower’ stratum (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993). The focus on women in informal pro-
tection, particularly in the realm of care labour and relations, has for a long time
neglected that migration has implications for men too. Very recent literature highlights
migrant men’s fathering (Parrenias, 2008; Roer-Strier, Strier, Este, Shimoni, & Clark,
2005), masculinities (Ramirez, 2011; Vasquez del Aguila, 2014), and their increased in-
volvement in care and household activities (Kilkey, Perrons, & Plomien, 2013), pin-
pointing issues of how gendered identities, expectations, and norms which are also
negotiated by men in the context of migration (see also Fialkowska, 2019). Migration
experiences also intersect with gendered experiences on labour markets and social sta-
tus. As men’s status is often derived from their position in labour markets, an intersec-
tional perspective reveals ambivalences of men’s status in transnational social spaces: in
the immigration country they often suffer from ethnic discrimination, while their lack
of labour market inclusion in the emigration country produces a lack of status, and
lower formal protection (Barglowski, 2019a).

Studies of transnational families usually point at gendered dynamics of care arrange-
ments across borders, for example, when mothers migrate in order to assure a better
future for their children in the emigration countries (Baldassar & Merla, 2014; Bryceson
& Vuorela, 2002; Lutz, 2017). It has been shown recently that gender intersects with
class in the realm of care, for instance in relation to parenting young children in the
immigration context (Barglowski, 2019b; Barglowski & Pustulka, 2018). Care dominates
much of the literature on migration and social protection, though research often faces
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hardships in placing “care work within a wider landscape of activities and sites and to
connect supposedly disparate circuits of migration, in particular labour, family, and
education, which are usually analysed separately but which are in fact interconnected”
(Kofman, 2012, p. 144). The papers in this special issue therefore take into account not
only care relations but also other forms of migrants’ social protection, such as financial
protection (Bilecen, 2019) and labour market inclusion (Castellani & Martin-Diaz,
2019) in due consideration of their transnational networks, stages in their life course
and the impacts on life chances arising from the exchange of protective resources
(Faist, 2014).

Gendered consequences of formal social protection arrangements for
migrants

Migrants do not only rely on informal protection, but also on formal protection
(Sabates-Wheeler & Feldman, 2011). The formal elements of a welfare state include a
wide range of allowances and transfers (Geissler & Pfau-Effinger, 2005; OECD 2007),
such as family and child care allowances and pensions, unemployment benefits, subsi-
dized and social housing, as well as institutional services, such as health services, early
childhood education and care services and long-term care services including homes for
the elderly which may be operated by a range of providers from the state to NGOs.
Legal and immigration status, including purpose of permit (labour, family, humanitar-
ian, study), and occupation are particularly relevant for access to formal provision and
social entitlements. Particularly pertinent is the fact that women are over represented
in informal sectors of work and as family migrants, often in the beginning without an
independent legal status. Indeed, migrants usually negotiate both realms together,
which calls for an integrated perspective which we aim to advance here. In the past 20
years many receiving states have drawn greater distinctions between different categories
of migrants and their access to social rights and protection, thereby generating greater
stratification between them (Kraler, 2010; Morris, 2002).

Similar to the informal social protection, due to international migration formal social pro-
tection regulations go through transformations as social policies are usually bound to nation-
states, and access is often restricted by legal status, citizenship and/or labour market perform-
ance. These dimensions vary across countries and largely influence welfare state arrange-
ments and exchange modes within social relations based mainly on normative ideals of
gendered division of tasks. They constitute particular cultures of social policies and welfare
states in relation to gender (Pfau-Effinger, 2005). Therefore, a more nuanced understanding
of formal and informal protection in mobile contexts can be reached through a joint investi-
gation of gender and transnationality, which play out in distinct welfare state arrangements.

In general, migration is seen as a challenge to the European welfare states’ provisions
(Bommes & Geddes, 2002; Briicker et al., 2002) and portability situations (Sabates-Wheeler
& Feldman, 2011), as welfare states usually assume citizens to be subject to one welfare
state over their life course. Although, the EU supports the rights of EU mobiles through a
synchronization of national social policies, the regulations seem to be rather diverse. Thus,
having only entitlements and legal access to certain welfare provisions does not necessarily
mean that they can be actually accessed or received (MacAuslan & Sabates-Wheeler,
2011). The accessibility of social protection also varies by mobility patterns, which are gen-
dered. People who move as self-employed and for a short amount of time, which is often
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found in the male dominated construction sector, have a severely limited access to social
protection. In some cases, people who move for a short time periods do not perceive them-
selves as beneficiaries of the welfare state arrangements in the countries of immigration
(Fingarova, 2019). Similar patterns can be also found in the care sector, where usually
women are hired on different legal conditions. At the same time, the fact that women often
move as “family migrants” means that they, at least in the initial stage, do not have an inde-
pendent legal status, besides their husbands’ (Barglowski, 2019a). In light of the diversifica-
tion and increasing rates of EU mobility, the intersections between transnationality, gender,
migration patterns and social protection requires more systematic and joint analysis. With
its legal norm of free movement within its borders and the on-going debates about supra-
national social policies, the EU provides an especially interesting case to further investigate
transnational social protection both within and across the EU borders and the ambiguities
between social rights and accessibility of social protection. While the EU facilitates the
movement of its citizens and tends to enable them to access social entitlements and provi-
sions, for non-EU migrants, access to formal social protection is often restricted by legal
status and labour market performance, posing particular challenges to their life chances.
The lack of coverage arising from their labour market participation therefore reduces the
level of social protection available to large numbers of third-country migrants. Akin to in-
formal protection, welfare regimes also reinforce gendered inequalities alongside social cat-
egories. Most prominently, it has been shown how welfare regimes rely on different
concepts of gender and the roles men and women have in societies (Lutz, 2008; Pfau-
Effinger, 2005). Papers in this special issue investigate multiple settings in terms of mi-
grants’ access, use, and negotiation of transnational social protection within the EU in the
receiving as well as in the sending contexts (both EU and non-EU member countries) tak-
ing into account how formal and informal protection are entangled.

The access of third country nationals to formal social protection systems — composed
of social security and social assistance services — of the EU is a recurrent topic because of
its significance in extending and promoting social protection within and among European
societies. From a rights-based perspective, although ‘as a member of society’ (Article 9 of
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms) every person is
entitled to have a right to social security, citizenship plays a role, particularly in access to
social assistance if not to social insurance. The EU is not an exception. EU rules have al-
ways favoured EU over non-EU citizens in access to formal social protection systems such
as the above mentioned; what improved in the past was the position of non-EU citizens
vis-a-vis EU-citizens, thus legitimizing the differences between them, i.e. unequal treat-
ment between EU and non-EU migrants (Davy, 2014). While Article 18 of the EC
Treaty guarantees EU citizens the right of free movement within the common mar-
ket, albeit subject to other conditions' within the Treaty, it draws a clear distinc-
tion between migrants with citizenship of EU member states and those who do

'Other conditions refer to the differences between migrants in terms of labor market inclusion. As the EC
Treaty was originally directed not towards migrants, but to a mobile work force, those who are not
integrated in the labour market and its social security schemes, must prove their self-sufficiency, i.e. students
and retirees have to prove their own health care or retirement benefits (Becker, 2004). Therefore, there are
also differences within EU migrants in terms of their access to formal protection (e.g. De Jong, De Valk, &
Van Mol, 2016; Zabransky & Amelina, 2017). This is so because the harmonization of the EU labour mar-
ket(s) is far more advanced than the social rights people have independently of their labor market status
(Faist, 2014). It is a clear example of “negative integration” (market integration), in contrast to “positive inte-
gration” (social rights) (Scharpf, 1998).
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not. For example, the portability of benefits across borders is an important part in
establishing a common EU labour market. The extent to which migrants can trans-
port their accumulated benefits depends largely on their citizenship and country of
residence indicating that not all third-country nationals are treated alike. For in-
stance, migrants from association countries (e.g. Turkey, Morocco) have privileged
access when it comes to rights regarding employment status. EU directives regulate
the portability for third-country nationals based on the existence and structure of
bilateral agreements. Directive 98/49/EC, for instance claims that vested pension
rights of a person who leaves a pension scheme must be preserved to the same ex-
tent as if the person had not left it. That means that two comparable migrants in
terms of age and education can be after migration subject to very different legal
opportunities and constraints. Suppose we take two women in their thirties, engi-
neers, one from Poland and one from Ukraine who have worked in the same pro-
fession before migrating to the UK. The opportunities for the Polish migrant
woman in transferring the accumulated retirement benefits to the UK are very dif-
ferent than the Ukrainian one, placing the latter in a less privileged position be-
cause of her status as a third-country national.

For third country nationals there is a significant variation in the ways in which
the different member states implement the recommendations and directives by the
EU in terms of the conditions of access, the range and the financing of formal pro-
tection benefits. ‘A majority of Member States require third-country nationals to
hold long-term residence permits in order to access benefits that are financed
through general taxation, especially family benefits, guaranteed minimum resources
and long-term care benefits. However, there are important exceptions to this rule.
For example, third-country nationals holding fixed-term residence permits qualify
to receive non-contributory guaranteed minimum resources in fifteen Member
States; non-contributory family benefits in ten Member States; and non-
contributory old-age pensions in six Member States’ (European Commission, 2014).
For instance, all the insured population reaching retirement age (67 years), and ful-
filling the general five-year period of employment, can claim retirement benefits re-
gardless of their citizenship. When migrants would like to change their residency
from Germany to another country for work or family reasons before they have paid
contributions for 5 years, they can claim their pension contributions paid by them-
selves and not by the employers (which is to be transferred 2years after their de-
parture) (Miller, Mayer, & Bauer, 2014). This policy affects mostly women who
move due to family or care reasons before they have worked 5 years and lose the
employer’s contributions. Another example is Spain with a social security system
with both contributory-based insurance and universal programmes. Under this
welfare system, Spain provides benefits to all citizens and minimum benefits to
residents regardless of their contributions or employment. While migrants need
to be employed and have contributed to receive retirement and unemployment
benefits, a few benefits can also be obtained through non-contributory schemes
(Brey & Stanek, 2013).

Although EU citizens enjoy freedom of movement within the EU, only those who have
worked in the immigration country are entitled to welfare benefits (Ackers & Coldron,
2009). The situation of the workforce from Eastern and South-Eastern European
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countries, such as Romania, Bulgaria and Poland, in Western and Northern (informal)
labour markets is also particularly characterized by the low status of social protection and
limited life chances. Their situation is also shaped by intra-EU inequality and the unequal
terms of EU accession. Examples for intra-EU inequality were found in (albeit temporary)
mobility restrictions imposed on the citizens of new member states, the fact that they
often face de-qualification and precarious work conditions (Kahanec & Zimmermann,
2010; Verwiebe, Wiesbock, & Teitzer, 2014) and lower financial transfers to these coun-
tries (Bohle, 2006), which can be read as an indicator that inequality has not vanished
through the legal and political incorporation of these countries into the EU. This is par-
ticularly true for those who are known to be subject to discrimination, such as ‘Europe’s
largest minority’ the Roma (Barr, 2005) and those who work in precarious employment,
such as migrant women in domestic, agriculture, and tourism sectors, whose employment
situation is characterized by a mix of informality and formality, and those migrants who
are prone to a de-qualification and deskilling after migration. Lutz and Palenga-
Mollenbeck (2010) describe German policies in relation to the intersection of migration
and care as a ‘twilight zone’ of ‘compliance and complicity’ toward the multiple contradic-
tions regarding the declaration of the employment situation of migrant care workers, the
vast majority being women. Inversely, the extent to which the work of a migrant care
worker is undeclared or partially declared has a negative impact on the accumulation and
general access to social protection benefits. The lack of standard contracts common in
much domestic and care work in the household, as well as part-time employment have
considerable impacts on gender inequalities in access to social entitlements during work-
ing life and in retirement, where the gender pension gap is significant in many EU coun-
tries (Burkevica, Humbert, Oetke, & Paats, 2015; Mohring, 2015). Moreover, other
gendered sectors such as construction, workers are sometimes forced to declare that they
are self-employed (Barglowski, 2019a). In both cases, the end result pinpoints to the fact
that no or totally insufficient formal social protection. This kind of exclusion affects both
EU- and third-country-nationals alike.

The legal rights within the EU are a mixture of EU regulations and national reg-
ulations of the member states. Many EU countries have their own bilateral or
multilateral agreements with some of the emigration countries of third country na-
tionals. While the EU has issued directives to regulate the social security channels
for its mobile populations including non-EU citizens, member-states have also con-
cluded bilateral agreements with some of the migrants’ countries of origin. An il-
lustrative example is that requirements for permanent residency status range from
2 years of legal residency in Finland to 15 in Greece (Becker, 2004). For instance,
Spain has bilateral agreements with countries of origin located in Africa, Eastern
Europe (prior to their accession into the EU), and with a number of Latin Ameri-
can countries (Van Ginneken, 2013), while Germany has agreements with Australia,
Bosnia Herzegovina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Israel, Japan, Korea, Kosovo,
Macedonia, Montenegro, Morocco, Serbia, Tunisia, Turkey, and the US in different
sectors varying from healthcare, pensions to child allowances. However, as those
agreements are highly fragmented in terms of their monetary scope and geograph-
ical coverage, thus posing challenges to harmonization of social security of third
country nationals, the EU Commission is considering establishing an EU-wide so-
cial security agreement (European Commission, 2014).



Bilecen et al. Comparative Migration Studies (2019) 7:47 Page 10 of 14

However, the challenge of protecting the rights that migrants might have acquired
prior to their arrival to the countries of destination within the EU remains as an open
question. Some advance has been made in agreements between Spain and Latin Ameri-
can, where there has been a slow, but steady, movement in bilateral and multilateral so-
cial security agreements, between Spain and 11 Latin American countries and the
Ibero-American Multilateral Convention on Social Security which aims to preserve the
rights of Spanish, Portuguese and Latin American workers, ensuring they retain their
social rights and access to adequate social protection irrespective of their migrant status
(Diaz Gorfinkiel & Escriva, 2012).

Overview of the articles

Building on empirical studies, the papers in this special issue reveal the different ways
social protection is organized and negotiated by migrants and their significant others
across the countries of emigration and immigration. All the contributions analyse how
social protection shapes and reshapes social inequalities in the context of migration
with an emphasis on gender. In so doing, the papers contribute to the on-going debates
on life chances of migrant populations in Europe. Specifically, papers aim to rethink
the dynamics through which formal and informal social protection intersect with divi-
sions of gender, ethnicity and class. Most importantly, are the logics of formal and in-
formal protection similar when it comes to the divisions they (re)produce, or do they
differ? In trying to find an answer to this complex question, the empirical studies as-
sembled here are grounded in different methodologies and fields, however using the
same analytical framework in terms of transnational social protection. Thus, the special
issue offers a combination of theoretical, methodological and empirical perspectives on
transnational social protection across many realms such as care, employment, and
health.

The paper by Barglowski and Pustulka, (2018) focuses on the realm of childcare,
which is particularly affected by inequalities for women, and shows how the different
entanglements of formal and informal protections are shaped by gender and class. By
drawing from a comparative study on Polish mothers in the UK and Germany, this
study investigates early childcare choices of mothers as embedded in the different insti-
tutional contexts in Germany and in the UK. Within these different welfare regimes,
migrant mothers strategize their childcare options according to their transnational so-
cial class.

Based on qualitative interviews and participant observation, the paper by Bilecen
(2019) investigates one particular social protection strategy of Turkish migrant women
in Germany that is organizing local networks based on gender, ethnicity, class, and
marital status. Although informally organized, those networks have rather formal rules
being transplanted and transformed from Turkey. Altin Giinii (The Day of Gold) are
the local networks of migrant women functioning as a type of rotating savings and
credit association with implications on their immediate family members in Germany
and extended ones in Turkey. The local networks of days of gold make financial and
social capital available to their members for them to enjoy at rather gendered and hier-
archized costs.

Fiatkowska’s (2019) paper provides a rarely used perspective in research on gender
and social protection, by including males’ accounts on their involvement in family life
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and their understandings of their role as care givers. While men have usually been
studied as providers of economic means, their absence also fundamentally changes the
dynamics within the sending households. Based on fieldwork research both in Poland
and in Germany conducted with seasonal male migrants Fialkowska shows that fathers’
absence might also cause troubles in family life, where family members get used to
their absence. Furthermore, fathers are increasingly affected by changes in fathering
roles, which makes them re-evaluate their position within families resulting in adapta-
tion of their migration to the life stage of their children and to the requirements of
family life.

The contribution of Camargo and Safuta (2019) combines research on domestic care
workers’ working conditions together with the legal regulations. The authors investigate
both intra-EU and international migration to Belgium. The paper demonstrates realities
and consequences of formal regulations, which often officially claim for a betterment of
working conditions particularly for vulnerable groups, might not always be the case.
The authors show that while the introduction of the voucher system in Belgium has
provided domestic workers access to social protection, it did not change its devalued
and underpaid character. As a result, domestic work still mainly attracts racialized and
gendered minorities.

Based on extensive ethnographic research, Castellani and Martin-Diaz (2019) illuminate
that social protection across borders is a source of tensions and conflicts within trans-
national families. The example of Ecuadorian women living in Spain demonstrates the
complex processes through which gender roles transform at the intersection of social pro-
tection and employment, which oscillate between preservation of traditional gender rela-
tions and empowerment. Furthermore, from a capital-perspective, the authors shed light
on the relevance of network-building and various forms of resources that can account as
protective practices.

The paper by Sabates-Wheeler (2019) considers the formal social protection rights
and needs of forcibly displaced populations with a gender lens. Within the context of
the global social development goals, Sabates-Wheeler’s contribution investigates differ-
ent forms of social protection that may be needed by different groups who are forced
to be displaced. The author argues for social protection policies going beyond standard-
ized protection packages and targeting such populations whose needs are different than

other types of mobile populations.
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