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Transformations of transnational care in times of 
the pandemic: spotlights and future prospects
Anna Amelinaa, Karolina Barglowski b and Başak Bilecen c

aInstitute for Philosophy and Social Sciences, BTU Cottbus-Senftenberg, Cottbus, Germany; 
bDepartment of Education and Social Work, University of Luxembourg, Esch-sur-Alzette, 
Luxembourg; cDepartment of Sociology, University of Groningen, Groningen, the 
Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing inequalities in care between 
mobile and immobile populations. It has highlighted the precarious situation of 
many migranticized individuals and their families worldwide, but it has also 
brought their situation into the public eye, providing opportunities for 
advances in social science understanding and policy reform. This Special 
Issue explores the interplay between transnational care arrangements, cross- 
border movement and mobility, and the production of social inequality in 
the post-COVID-19 world. The collected articles provide a comprehensive 
picture from different countries and fields, revealing three interrelated 
processes that reflect the complex dynamics during the pandemic: (1) the 
interruption of transnational care arrangements; (2) the reorganization of 
these arrangements; and (3) coping strategies to adapt to (post)pandemic 
immobilizations, restrictions, and modified patterns of care. In sum, this issue 
aims to contribute to the advancement of social science understanding and 
to benefit vulnerable populations.
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Introduction

Transnational care is becoming an increasingly common phenomenon as 
families and care workers move across borders to provide and receive care 
(Merla et al. 2020). As global mobility increases and populations in many 
countries age, transnational care has emerged as a vital and expanding 
sector of the global economy (Williams 2011; Yeates 2012). As the world 
becomes more interconnected, transnational care is likely to continue to 
grow in importance, creating new challenges and opportunities for policy-
makers, researchers, and caregivers alike.
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In this context, the COVID-19 pandemic posed significant challenges to 
transnational care arrangements, in particular through travel restrictions 
and distancing measures that affected individuals accustomed to flexible 
and accessible international travel (Simola et al. 2023; Triandafyllidou and 
Yeoh 2023). In addition, the pandemic has underscored the untenability of 
viewing migrant workers as merely expendable labor resources in essential 
sectors such as care, construction, and agriculture. It challenges the idea 
that these individuals can be easily returned to their home countries when 
they are no longer needed, and that the continued presence of these essen-
tial workers can still be assured to sustain critical sectors (Triandafyllidou and 
Yeoh 2023). This Special Issue is timely: the pandemic appears to be largely 
over, as many believe, although the medium  – and long-term consequences 
remain to be seen.1 Most importantly, for most people around the world, 
some of the changes and adaptations are linked to broader socio-political 
dynamics related to care and migration. These dynamics relate to the inter-
sections between physical proximity and emotional bonds in family life, as 
well as the ways in which increasing international connections affect the 
lives of individuals and communities (Kara and Wrede 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised conceptual questions about the under-
standing of care. According to Mary Daly (2021), the pandemic has high-
lighted the importance of “care” to society, leading to an increased 
recognition of its importance. However, the breadth of the field presents chal-
lenges in clarifying the notion of “care” (Daly 2021). While some scholars 
approach “social care” and “long-term care” as “highly abstracted philosophi-
cal matters” and “minutes of daily life” (Daly 2021, 109), others use terms such 
as “intergenerational support” (Brandt et al. 2021), “reproduction” (Kofman 
and Raghuram 2015) or “affinities” (Mason 2018). The common denominator 
of these different understandings of care relates to affectivity and gendered 
logics of reciprocity and support, which include not only care repertoires of 
hands-on and practical care for children, the sick or the elderly, but also 
emotional, informational and financial practices of care that can occur in 
the informal (e.g. kinship), semi-formal (e.g. associations, initiatives) and 
formal (e.g. day care or elderly centers) settings (Amelina and Bause 2020). 
It can be argued that the COVID-19 pandemic drew attention to the politics 
of migration and the precarious situation of many “key workers” (Koinova 
et al. 2023). Thus, migration scholars agree that “the pandemic has exacer-
bated existing securitisation of ‘migrants’ and migration controls and 
created simultaneously more visibility for migrant workers, [their] rights, 
and diaspora connectivities to countries of origin” (243). As a result, the pan-
demic not only negatively changed the situation of many migranticized 
actors and their families around the world, but has also brought their situ-
ation to public attention, with the potential to improve migration and care 
policies.
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This Special Issue aims to comprehensively examine the interplay between 
transnational care arrangements, cross-border migrati(cizati)on and mobility, 
and the production of social inequality in the post-COVID-19 world. Transna-
tional care arrangements that include networks, families, kinship groups, 
public and private organizations, and labor markets, have long been associ-
ated with the production of unequal social relations (Hochschild 2000; Lutz 
2008; 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has further widened the gap 
between rich and poor countries, thus reinforcing the unequal social relations 
associated with transnational care arrangements (Narayan et al. 2022). Care 
workers in health facilities and households are crucial in the fight against 
COVID-19 infection, but they often have precarious contracts, low wages, 
and low social status due to the perception that much of their work is an 
extension of unpaid care work. Domestic workers are particularly vulnerable 
to exploitation due to the lack of labor or social protection policies, and 
because these roles are often filled by women from marginalized back-
grounds. Despite being classified as “essential”, these workers continue to 
face significant challenges in terms of recognition and support (Camilletti 
and Nesbitt-Ahmed 2022). Therefore, scholars argue that patterns of inequal-
ity based on gender, ethnicity/race, and class have been exacerbated during 
the pandemic, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations, particu-
larly migrant(icized) workers in precarious care settings, whether formal or 
informal (Gottardo and Cyment 2020; Maestripieri 2021).

Transnational care in pandemic times: interruption, 
reorganization and coping

In order to unravel the complex interdependencies between cross-border 
movements and transnational care arrangements with different degrees of 
(in)formality, the Special Issue focuses on reconfigurations of “transnational 
care circulation” within interpersonal networks and kinship groups and trans-
national families (Baldassar and Merla 2014; Barglowski 2023; Bilecen 2020; 
Brandhorst, Baldassar, and Wilding 2020; Kordasiewicz, Radziwinowiczówna, 
and Kloc-Nowak 2018; Yarris 2017). Therefore, in this editorial we would 
like to distinguish between three interrelated processes to reflect on the 
complex dynamics during the COVID-19 pandemic: (1) interruption of transna-
tional care arrangements, (2) reorganization of these arrangements and (3) 
adaptation and coping strategies that take into account the multiple inequal-
ities that shape care arrangements.

First, restrictions on international mobility imposed at the onset of the 
pandemic have contributed to the interruption of transnational care arrange-
ments, especially for those who relied on flexible and easily accessible inter-
national travel (Simola et al. 2023). To put it bluntly, these restrictions were 
based on the political imagination of populations composed of working, 
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genderless and self-sufficient adults without emotional and kinship ties and 
care obligations (Dowling 2021; Kabeer, Razavi, and van der Meulen 
Rodgers 2021; Maestripieri 2021). Given the large-scale quality of constraints 
– from local lockdown measures to long-term barriers to international mobi-
lity – caregivers and care recipients experienced limitations in the frequency, 
scope, and quality of the formal and informal care resources that they 
exchanged (Brandt et al. 2021; Möhring et al. 2021). In other words, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the forefront the relationship between 
the governmentality of borders, and the need to address public health con-
cerns. In response to the pandemic, many nation-states have implemented 
measures to restrict the movement of people across borders, including sus-
pending international travel and closing borders. These measures have 
been justified on the grounds of public health and have been framed as 
necessary to protect the population from the spread of COVID-19 (Kirk and 
McDonald 2021). Such measures can also be seen as an extension of 
migration governmentality, as states have used their power to regulate and 
control the movement of people across borders in the context of the “politics 
of exceptionalism” (Kirk and McDonald 2021). It is therefore not surprising 
that both immobilized caregivers and care recipients (Beach et al. 2021; 
Kasar and Karaman 2021) have expressed feelings of loneliness and insecurity 
in the context of the pandemic. Thus, the interruption of transnational (and 
local) care arrangements (that are an essential part of the reproductive 
work, Federici 2012; 2014) has contributed to major losses in subjective 
and collective well-being, as argued for example in the paper by Conely de 
Leon and Jenna Blower-Nassiri (2024).

Second, the articles in this Special Issue also address the reorganization of 
transnational care arrangements as a crucial aspect of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The interruption of cross-border care chains and the transnational cir-
culation of care has been accompanied by changes in the selectivity of 
migration and mobility regimes (Simola et al. 2023) and subsequently the 
change in collective movement patterns (IOM 2021; WHO 2020). This has 
led to what Tazzioli and Stierl (2021) have termed as the restructuring of 
“the security-humanitarian rationale that underpins migration governmental-
ity […] by and inflected in light of hygienic-sanitary borders which enforce 
racialised confinement in the name of both migrants’ and citizens’ safety 
from infection by Covid-19” (539). The reorganization of care arrangements 
involved the adaptation of immobilized populations to recently emerging 
biopolitical strategies of state and non-state actors such as regular testing, 
vaccination and the use of QR codes, which were incorporated into 
(im-)mobility regimes both within and beyond Europe (Leese, Noori, and 
Scheel 2022). The changes and uncertainties during the COVID-19 pandemic 
had a significant impact on the lives of family members who are separated by 
international borders. This situation created emotional and financial 
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hardships for transnational families, as well as complicating caregiving 
responsibilities among (distant) family members, as argued, for example, in 
Kloc-Nowak and Ryan’s article on Polish transnational family-making argue. 
These dynamics of reorganization were influenced by constant social uncer-
tainty about the planned COVID-19 measures and different regional waves of 
the pandemic, which required transnationally networked care actors to con-
stantly adapt to changing conditions (Simola et al. 2023).

Third, reflecting the above dynamics, the articles in this Special Issue also 
provide a fresh account of the different coping strategies developed by 
actors (individual, collective, state) to deal with care voids, care interrup-
tions and care reorganization within and across borders. The collected 
articles show that women have shouldered the greatest burden of care 
work, often reducing their working hours or quitting work with serious con-
sequences for their health, well-being, and future life chances. This gen-
dered exploitation is linked to the fact that during the pandemic nation- 
states around the world regressed to gendered patterns of care work in 
private households (Dias et al. 2020). The paper by Susanne Willers 
addresses this very issue, drawing on a study with migranticized women 
from different backgrounds in Berlin to represent their views and strategies 
for coping with the pandemic. Another highly affected group were transna-
tional workers, especially care workers. One of the key lessons of the pan-
demic is, thus, the irreplaceability of the figure of the migranticized2

women as an essential caregiver in formal and informal settings. Thus, the 
naturalization of the “feminine traits” in coping strategies goes hand in 
hand with different types of resources available to mobile and immobile 
populations as Kristin Noack and Başak Bilecen argue in their paper on 
gender-mixed care worker teams in Germany’s formal care settings. 
However, not only gender, but also class, race, ethnicity, and age shape 
the coping strategies developed (Swan 2020). The articles in this issue 
show that while highly skilled, privileged groups have partly benefitted 
from teleworking and reduced mobility pressures, less privileged groups 
including migranticised and racialised workers in essential care sectors, 
have not had the opportunity to work from home and reduce their face- 
to-face contacts (see e.g. Willers and Barglowski 2023). Moreover, less privi-
leged migranticised actors have experienced difficulties in coping with 
restrictions on international mobility, which, in turn, have exacerbated the 
economic vulnerabilities of those in the emigration countries who rely on 
the income earned by their (female) family members through (care) work 
abroad (Foley and Piper 2020). In this sense, social science reflection on 
the welfare measures adopted during the pandemic to cope with the 
new vulnerabilities is of great importance, especially because of their 
ambivalent outcomes. Although measures such as part-time work, insur-
ance-funded treatment, and additional social benefits were introduced, 
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they were based on the idea of the normality of a sedentary way of life. Fur-
thermore, they largely ignored existing local and transnational care 
relations, not to mention the gendered and racialised nature of (some 
types of) these relations (see the critical reflection on current data and con-
cepts by Brandt and Kaschowitz 2024).

Contributions in this special issue

The papers collected in this Special Issue provide an insightful picture of 
different (European and non-European) transnational contexts, revealing 
multiple transformations of transnational care during the pandemic. In 
essence, the papers address a number of relevant questions such as: How 
have transnational care arrangements at different levels (networks, families, 
institutions, labor markets and organizations) adapted to the constantly 
changing pandemic context? Which new inequalities can be observed at 
different temporal and spatial levels in the individual and family life- 
courses of migranticised groups? What were the dynamics or precariousness 
and uncertainty associated with the regulations to combat the spread of the 
COVID-19 virus in the context of transnational care arrangements? To answer 
these questions, the papers collected in this issue relate to three above 
mentioned processes such as (1) the interruption of transnational care 
arrangements during the pandemic; (2) the reorganization of these transna-
tional care arrangements; and (3) coping strategies for adapting to (post)pan-
demic immobilisations, restrictions and changed patterns of care.

Reflecting the interruptions of transnational care, the contributors to this 
Special Issue provide two important sociological accounts. The first account 
concerns the rapidly changing perceptions of time, space, and mobility 
resources during the pandemic. Lena Näre and Isaksen (2024) point to a 
very peculiar situation on a global scale, namely the simultaneity of “time– 
space compression” and “time–space expansion” generated by the con-
straints of the pandemic. “Time–space compression” refers to the collective 
perception of a “shrinking world” due to the global reach of the pandemic 
and the increased use of the information and communication technologies 
in everyday life. “Time–space expansion” arises from national, regional, and 
local lockdowns, resulting in an unexpected collective experience that 
more time seems to be available, but previously accessible locations 
become inaccessible due to travel restrictions and other pandemic regu-
lations. Kloc-Nowak and Ryan (2024), for example, analyze this effect noting 
that while family visits abroad are impossible, the pandemic has increased 
the time for some groups to practice co-presence communication using 
ICTs. This oxymoronic situation has specific implications for the interruption 
of transnational care-arrangements in several ways. The articles in this issue 
point to a common theme of access to restricted mobility resources, 
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whether international or domestic, for the purpose of providing transnational 
(and local) care. In this context, interruptions can be understood as an 
obstacle to cross-border care chains and the cross-border circulation of 
care, as both movers and non-movers have been affected by lockdown 
measures, resulting in restricted local and international mobility. These 
topics are covered in this issue by Brandt and Kaschowitz in their conceptu-
alization of caring for migrant populations during the pandemic, by Sime, 
Käkelä and Behrens (2024) in their research on European youth in Britain, 
by Noack and Bilecen on “migrant” caregivers in Germany, and by Willers 
in their analysis of (international) mobility in the city of Berlin.

The second account related to the interruptions of transnational care is the 
Special Issue authors’ observation of the reinforcement of dominant patterns of 
social inequalities within both transnational and local care arrangements. The 
deficit of various forms of care (such as childcare, eldercare, medical care, 
and emotional support) has become strikingly visible through the lockdowns 
and restrictions. As a result, what was once a hidden and “private” issue, 
“care” became a “fundamental social infrastructure” that was publicly desir-
able by all, as noted by Näre and Isaksen in this issue. Despite variations 
across countries and transnational settings, a common feature of this 
reinforcement of pre-existing inequalities is the exploitative and gendered 
nature of (transnational) care relationships. The multiple care burdens of 
female caregivers (both within formal and informal care settings) during 
the pandemic have been highlighted in several articles (Näre and Isaksen 
2024; Noack and Bilecen 2024; de Leon and Blower-Nassiri 2024; Willers 
2024). These articles critically expose the problematic everyday assumption 
that women are a naturally available “caregiver pool” (Näre and Isaksen 
2024). For example, Susanne Willers’ research on migrant mothers in Berlin 
shows that these women, who were not classified as “system-relevant”, had 
multiple experiences of discretion in using the formally available right to 
public kindergarten care during the pandemic. This finding also suggests 
that pathways of access to kindergarten care are implicitly based on ideals 
of the heterosexual family, which in turn limit these mothers’ options to par-
ticipate in the formal labor market. Another common observation regarding 
the exacerbation of existing inequalities concerns the impact of age and/or 
life course on vulnerability during the pandemic. Interruptions to existing 
intergenerational relationships in transnational families have been reported, 
such as those experienced by Polish grandparents caring for their grandchil-
dren across borders (Kloc-Nowak and Ryan), and the immobilization of trans-
national youth lifestyles (Sime, Käkelä and Behrens for the UK-EU context) and 
the older population (de Leon and Blower-Nassiri for the Canadian context). 
Articles also point to the process of social translation of (international) mobi-
lity restrictions into the “consolidation” of national membership boundaries 
(such as the interruption of transnational British-Polish and British-EU 
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spaces as analyzed by Sime, Käkelä and Behrens and Kloc-Nowak and Ryan) 
and into ethicized/racializedsed patterns of vulnerability (Willers in the 
German context).

However, as argued above, the interruption of transnational care arrange-
ments has been accompanied by a reorganization of care provision. The col-
lected articles provide a detailed analysis of these reorganizations in both 
formal (Noack and Bilecen 2024) and informal (Willers 2024) care settings. 
With respect to formal care settings, Noack and Bilecen note an increase in 
workload (particularly in residential care for the elderly), and, as a conse-
quence, to the formation of new forms of solidarity between migrant(cized) 
and non-migrant(cized) care workers in Germany. Susanne Willers also high-
lights the work overload and work pressure faced by kindergartens in 
Germany, which has led to an overload of informal care by migranticized 
mothers in Berlin. Willers explains that migranticized mothers’ strategies for 
coping with increased care responsibilities are influenced by limited access 
to the labor market and kindergartens, which were already problematic 
before the pandemic. Another important observation concerns the reorgan-
ization of intergenerational care patterns within transnational families whose 
physical mobility was restricted by local and international (im-)mobility 
measures. For example, the article by Daniela Sime and colleagues describes 
“new constellations of care” of young EU citizens living in the UK that 
emerged after the beginning of the pandemic. These constellations include 
not only distant family members of young EU citizens, but also peer contacts 
with local initiatives in the place of residence through roles in support initiat-
ives or volunteering. The article by Kloc-Nowak and Ryan shows the chal-
lenges of dealing with such a reversal of intergenerational obligations, as 
Polish grandparents caring for their grandchildren in the UK had to 
become more familiar with the internet and communication technologies 
than before the pandemic. Similarly, de Leon and Blower-Nassiri address 
the experiences of elderly Filipina, particularly care workers and retired 
nurses living in Canada with transnational ties to the Philippines, “who 
were prevented from seeing loved ones and being present for end-of-life 
events, such as funerals” of their distant relatives (ibid.). Thus, this group 
had to reorganize the cross-border circulation of emotional resources, self- 
care practices, and meanings of proximity.

In terms of coping and adaptation strategies, transnational families and 
interpersonal networks of (non)migranticized persons, digitization has 
become a common informal practice to overcome mobility barriers, and 
this has become relevant also for non-migranticized populations as well. 
De Leon and Blower-Nassiri argue that in terms of digital media use the pan-
demic has become a “great equalizer” between “migrants” and “non- 
migrants”. Similarly, Näre and Isaksen emphasize that the “translocal” or 
“virtual” care has become a common experience for the non-migranticised 
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citizens in Finland. However, despite the multiple articulations of the agency 
of female caregivers during the pandemic (in terms of virtual co-suffering in 
co-presence with the “significant others”), the ability to accumulate and trans-
form care resources seems to depend on the pre-pandemic positioning of 
caregivers, as Susanne Willers argues in her study of the gendered arrange-
ments of migranticized mothers in Berlin. At the same time, all the articles 
suggest that digitized ways of caring are perceived as inadequate by their 
respective groups. In other words, the experiences of physical vulnerability 
of (non)migranticised families, young and old people, including the associ-
ated feelings of isolation, could not be fully compensated for by virtual 
coping strategies. While these strategies are supportive, they cannot fully 
replace face-to-face co-presence.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this special issue has highlighted the complex interactions 
between transnational care arrangements and social inequalities that have 
been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The crisis has not only exacer-
bated pre-existing inequalities, but has also posed significant challenges to 
the care sector, which is central to the management of global health emer-
gencies. We have observed that restrictive immigration systems, com-
pounded by the barriers and challenges posed by the pandemic, have 
exacerbated these existing intersectional inequalities and further strained 
transnational care arrangements. The articles in this issue have collectively 
underscored the urgent need for comprehensive reforms to improve the con-
ditions and recognition of care workers, particularly those from migrant and 
marginalized communities.

The COVID-19 pandemic has thus taught important lessons about transna-
tional care and families. It has highlighted the critical role of migranticised 
care workers in the care for young, old, and vulnerable individuals and the 
importance of ensuring their safety and protection during health crises. 
The pandemic has also underscored the critical importance of unpaid 
kinship  – and friendship-based care arrangements across borders, especially 
given that migranticised and diaspora communities have been disproportio-
nately affected by the virus. In essence, the pandemic has also underscored 
the critical importance of informal care networks, particularly in transnational 
families, as families have had to rely more heavily on each other for social 
support during periods of lockdown, quarantine, and social isolation. In our 
reading, it becomes clear that the solution lies in building immigration 
systems and institutions based on an ethic of care and responsiveness to 
intersectional inequalities. Such systems would not only address the vulner-
abilities and inequalities inherent in public health and social protection 
systems but also foster a more inclusive and supportive environment for 
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transnational care arrangements and families. This approach would promote 
the mental and physical health and well-being of all individuals, regardless of 
their migration status, and ensure access to health care and social protection 
for all.

As we reflect on these findings, it is clear that many of the long-term con-
sequences of the pandemic on transnational care dynamics and migrant 
communities are not yet fully understood. Future research and policy 
efforts will be critical in identifying and addressing these lasting effects, par-
ticularly as they relate to the stability and sustainability of transnational care 
networks. Ultimately, a comprehensive assessment of the long-term impact 
of the pandemic on transnational families and care systems will be essential 
for developing more resilient health and social protection frameworks in a 
globally interconnected world.

Notes

1. This Special Issue is based on a workshop held at the annual international 
IMISCOE (International Migration Research Network) conference in Oslo in 
July 2022.

2. This editorial doesn’t have enough space to demigranticize the “figure of a 
migrant” (Dahinden 2016), but to avoid the naturalization of migration, this edi-
torial uses the expression “migranticized” person or “mover” (cf. Anderson 2019; 
see also Amelina 2021).
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