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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 
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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 

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/”.

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 

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.
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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 

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).

(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 

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).
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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 

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).
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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, 

7 A table with characterizations of the 19 analyzed group discussions can 

be found in the Appendix Table 1.

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). 
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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 
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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)

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


König et al. 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541

Frontiers in Sociology 08 frontiersin.org

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 
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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.
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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.
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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 
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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.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


König et al. 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541

Frontiers in Sociology 13 frontiersin.org

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by the Ethics 
Committee of the Interdisciplinary Centre for Educational Research 
(IZfB), University of Duisburg-Essen. The studies were conducted in 
accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. 
Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided 
by the participants' legal guardians/next of kin. Written informed 
consent was obtained from the minor(s)' legal guardian/next of kin 
for the publication of any potentially identifiable images or data 
included in this article.

Author contributions

AK: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, 
Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Supervision, 
Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing, 
Investigation, Data curation. JS: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, 
Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project 
administration, Resources, Supervision, Validation, Writing – original 
draft, Writing – review & editing. KJ: Conceptualization, Data 
curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Writing – 
original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the 
research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This study 
was funded by German Research Foundation (DFG, Grant No. 
465048370) and National Science Centre (NCN, Grant No. 
2020/39/G/HS6/01633).

Acknowledgments

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to Maraia 
Bonsignore for the meticulous proofreading. Additionally, we extend 
our thanks to the Open Access Publication Fund of the University of 
Duisburg-Essen (UDE) for the financial support.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

References
Adamski, F. (2002). Rodzina: wymiar społeczno – kulturowy. Kraków: Wydawnictwo 

Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego.

Alanen, L. (2005). “Kindheit als generationales Konzept” in Kindheit soziologisch. 
eds. H. Hengst and H. Zeiher (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften), 65–82.

Antia, K., Boucsein, J., Deckert, A., Dambach, P., Račaitė, J., Šurkienė, G., et al. (2020). 
Effects of international labour migration on the mental health and well-being of left-
behind children: a systematic literature review. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 17:12. 
doi: 10.3390/ijerph17124335

Bohnsack, R. (2012). “Orientierungsschemata, Orientierungsrahmen und Habitus” in 
Qualitative Bildungs- und Arbeitsmarktforschung. Grundlagen, Perspektiven, 
Methoden. ed. K. Schittenhelm (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 119–153.

Bonizzoni, P., and Leonini, L. (2013). Shifting geographical configurations in migrant 
families: narratives of children reunited with their mothers in Italy. Comp. Popul. Stud. 
38, 465–498. doi: 10.12765/CPoS-2013-01

Bühler-Niederberger, D. (2021). “Intergenerational solidarities – toward a structural 
approach to childhood sociology” in The future of childhood studies. ed. R. Braches-
Chyrek (Leverkusen: Barbara Budrich), 54–69.

Bühler-Niederberger, D. (2024). “The normative pattern of ‘good childhood’ and 
intergenerational relations” in Kind(er) und Kindheit(en) im Blick der Forschung. 
Kinder, Kindheiten und Kindheitsforschung 30. eds. A. Schierbaum, M. Diederichs and 
K. Schierbaum (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 103–131.

CBOS (2018). Kobiety i mężczyźni w domu. Available at: www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.
POL/2018/K_127_18.PDF (Accessed October 12, 2024).

Cebotari, V., Mazzucato, V., and Appiah, E. (2018). A longitudinal analysis of well-
being of Ghanaian children in transnational families. Child Dev. 89, 1768–1785. doi: 
10.1111/cdev.12879

Christ, S. (2017). “You are supposed to treat them like your mum and dad”: narratives 
about transnational family lives by middle-class Filipino children. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 
43, 902–918. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2016.1274563

Cienfuegos, J., Brandhorst, R., and Bryceson, F. (Eds.) (2023). Handbook of 
transnational families around the world. Cham: Springer.

Danilewicz, W. (2010). Rodzina ponad granicami: transnarodowe doświadczenia 
wspólnoty rodzinnej. Białystok: Trans Humana.

Danilewicz, W. (2021). Moi rodzice pracowali za granicą. Dorosłe dzieci migrantów 
o praktykach rodzinnej codzienności. Białystok: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu w 
Białymstoku.

De los Reyes, E. J. (2023). “Refusing the mobility imperative among the left-behind 
generation in the northern Philippines” in The emerald handbook of childhood and 
youth in Asian societies: generations between local and global dynamics. eds. D. 
Bühler-Niederberger, X. Gu, J. Schwittek and E. Kim (London: Emerald Publishing 
Limited), 301–320.

Doiczman, N. (2017). Wizerunek rodziny transnarodowej w świetle koncepcji piętna 
i  stygmatyzacji. Ruch Prawniczy, Ekonomiczny I  Socjologiczny 79, 313–326. doi: 
10.14746/rpeis.2017.79.4.24

Doiczman, N. (2018). Szanse rozwojowe młodzieży dorastającej w rodzinach 
migracyjnych w kontekście nadziei na sukces. Praca Soc. 33, 42–69. doi: 10.5604/01. 
3001.0012.7382

du Bois-Reymond, M. (1994). “Die moderne Familie als Verhandlungshaushalt. 
Eltern-Kind-Beziehungen in West- und Ostdeutschland und in den Niederlanden” 
in Kinderleben. Modernisierung von Kindheit im interkulturellen Vergleich. eds. 
M. Bois-Reymond, P. Büchner, J. Ecarius and B. Fuhs (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 
137–220.

Ducu, V. (2013). “Romanian migrant Women’s response to their discrimination” in 
Migration, Familie und soziale Lage. eds. T. Geisen, T. Studer and E. Yildiz (Wiesbaden: 
VS Verlag), 195–212.

Edgley, A. (2021). Maternal presenteeism: theorizing the importance for working 
mothers of “being there” for their children beyond infancy. Gender Work Organ. 28, 
1023–1039. doi: 10.1111/gwao.12619

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17124335
https://doi.org/10.12765/CPoS-2013-01
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2018/K_127_18.PDF
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2018/K_127_18.PDF
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12879
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1274563
https://doi.org/10.14746/rpeis.2017.79.4.24
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0012.7382
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0012.7382
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12619


König et al. 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541

Frontiers in Sociology 14 frontiersin.org

Faist, T., Fauser, M., and Reisenauer, E. (2014). Das Transnationale in der Migration: 
eine Einführung. Grundlagentexte Soziologie. Weinheim: Beltz Juventa.

Fresnoza-Flot, A. (2014). “Negotiating interests and identities in transnational family: 
migrant Filipinas in France and their families in the Philippines” in Migration, Familie 
und Gesellschaft: Beiträge zu Theorie, Kultur und Politik. eds. T. Geisen, T. Studer and 
E. Yildiz (Wiesbaden: Springer VS), 239–255.

Goździak, E., and Pawlak, M. (2016). Theorizing polish migration across Europe: 
perspectives, concepts, and methodologies. Sprawy Narodowościowe Seria nowa 48, 
106–127. doi: 10.11649/sn.2016.007

Greschke, H., and Motowidlo, J. (2020). “Getrennt zusammenleben: Soziotechnische 
Konstellationen und Praktiken der Fürsorge und Erziehung im Kontext von 
Transmigration” in Soziologie des Digitalen  - Digitale Soziologie? Soziale Welt  - 
Sonderband 23. ed. S. Maasen (Baden-Baden: Nomos), 225–246.

Gu, X. (2022). Sacrifice and indebtedness: the intergenerational contract in 
Chinese rural migrant families. J. Fam. Issues 43, 509–533. doi: 10.1177/0192513X 
21993890

Gu, X. (2023). “Can subaltern children speak? What China’s children of migrants say 
about mobility, inequality and agency” in The emerald handbook of childhood and 
youth in Asian societies: Generations between local and global dynamics. eds. D. 
Bühler-Niederberger, X. Gu, J. Schwittek and E. Kim (London: Emerald Publishing 
Limited), 25–42.

Guillemin, M., and Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, reflexivity, and “ethically important 
moments” in research. Qual. Inq. 10, 261–280. doi: 10.1177/1077800403262360

GUS (2021). Informacja o rozmiarach i kierunkach czasowej emigracji z Polski w 
latach 2004–2020. Warszawa. Główny Urząd Statystyczny. Available at: https://stat.gov.
pl/download/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5471/2/14/1/informacja_o_
rozmiarach_i_kierunkach_czasowej_emigracji_z_polski_w_latach_2004-2020.pdf 
(Accessed April 12, 2024).

GUS (2023). Sytuacja demograficzna Polski do 2022 r. Warszawa: Główny Urząd 
Statystyczny. Available at: https://stat.gov.pl/files/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/
defaultaktualnosci/5468/40/3/1/sytuacja_demograficzna_polski_do_2022.pdf (Accessed 
April 12, 2024).

Harcourt, D., and Einarsdottir, J. (2011). Introducing children's perspectives and 
participation in research. Eur. Early Child. Educ. Res. J. 19, 301–307. doi: 
10.1080/1350293X.2011.597962

Hoang, L. A., Lam, T., Yeoh, B. S. A., and Graham, E. (2015). Transnational migration, 
changing care arrangements and left-behind children's responses in south-East Asia. 
Child. Geogr. 13, 263–277. doi: 10.1080/14733285.2015.972653

Hoang, L. A., and Yeoh, B. S. A. (2014). Children's agency and its contradictions in 
the context of transnational labour migration from Vietnam. Global Netw. 15, 180–197. 
doi: 10.1111/glob.12057

Hondagneu-Sotelo, P., and Avila, E. (1997). “I'm Here, but I'm there”: the meanings of 
Latina transnational motherhood. Gend. Soc. 11, 548–571. doi: 10.1177/089124397011005003

Hut, P. (2023). “Migracje międzynarodowe” in Sytuacja demograficzna Polski. 
Raport 2021–2022. ed. R. R. Ludnościowa (Warszawa: Rządowa Rada Ludnościowa), 
153–181.

Imbierowicz, A. (2012). Matka Polka w defensywie? Przemiany mitu i jego wpływ na 
sytuację kobiet w polskim społeczeństwie. Ogrody Nauk i  Sztuk 2, 430–442. doi: 
10.15503/onis2012.430.442

Jendrzey, K. (in press). Representation of migrating mothers in children’s and young 
adult literature on transnational families. Families, relationships and societies.

Juozeliūnienė, I., and Budginaitė, I. (2018). How transnational mothering is seen to 
be “troubling”: contesting and reframing mothering. Sociol. Res. Online 23, 262–281. doi: 
10.1177/1360780417749464

Kawecki, I., and Kwatera, A. (2015). “Obraz sytuacji edukacyjnej dzieci migrantów 
wahadłowych w publikacjach prasowych i  naukowych” in Dzieci migrantów 
zarobkowych. Obywatele Europy czy eurosieroty? eds. I. Kawecki, S. Trusz, A. Kwatera 
and B. Majerek (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Naukowe UP), 17–31.

Kępińska, E. (2008). Migracje sezonowe z Polski do Niemiec: mechanizmy rekrutacji, 
rola rodziny i  zróżnicowanie według płci. Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu 
Warszawskiego.

Kocot-Górecka, K. (2014). Społeczno-ekonomiczne predyktory poglądów kobiet 
i mężczyzn dotyczących kulturowych ról płci w Polsce. Stud. Demogr. 165, 29–53. doi: 
10.33119/SD.2014.1.2

König, A., Bühler-Niederberger, D., and Jendrzey, K. (2021). “Good mothers – good 
children: Temporary labour migration of Polish women”, in Kindheit in gesellschaftlichen 
Umbrüchen. eds. C. Dreke and B. Hungerland (Weinheim: Beltz Juventa) 204–221.

Kutsar, D., Darmody, M., and Lahesoo, L. (2014). “Borders separating families: 
Children’s perspectives of labour migration in Estonia” in Children and Borders. Studies 
in childhood and youth. eds. S. Spyrou and M. Christou (London: Palgrave Macmillan 
UK), 261–275.

Lee, B. J., and Yoo, M. S. (2017). What accounts for the variations in children's 
subjective well-being across nations? A decomposition method study. Child Youth Serv. 
Rev. 80, 15–21. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.06.065

Lutz, H. (2018). Die Hinterbühne der Care-Arbeit. Transnationale Perspektiven auf 
Care-Migration im geteilten Europa. Weinheim: Beltz Juventa.

Lutz, H., and Palenga-Möllenbeck, E. (2012). Care workers, care drain, and care 
chains. Reflections on care, migration, and citizenship. Soc. Polit. 19, 15–37. doi: 
10.1093/sp/jxr026

Madianou, M., and Miller, D. (2012). Migration and new media: transnational families 
and polymedia. London: Routledge.

Majerek, B. (2015). “Rodzinne decyzje migracyjne” in Dzieci migrantów zarobkowych. 
Obywatele Europy czy eurosieroty? eds. I. Kawecki, S. Trusz, A. Kwatera and B. Majerek 
(Kraków: Wydawnictwo Naukowe UP), 111–123.

Mand, K. (2015). Childhood, emotions and the labour of transnational families. 
Diskurs Kindheits- und Jugendforschung/discourse. J. Childh. Adolesc. Res. 10, 25–39. 
doi: 10.3224/diskurs.v10i1.17696

Mazzucato, V., and Haagsman, K. (2022). Transnational youth mobility: new 
categories for migrant youth research. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 48, 2473–2492. doi: 
10.1080/1369183X.2022.2031926

Morgan, D. H. J. (1996). Family connections: an introduction to family studies. 
Cambridge: Polity.

Nosek-Kozłowska, K. (2021). Obraz rodzin transnarodowych w pryzmacie 
doświadczeń wychowujących się w nich dzieci. Kwartalnik Naukowy Fides Et Ratio 45, 
125–136. doi: 10.34766/fetr.v45i1.694

Okólski, M., and Salt, J. (2014). Polish emigration to the UK after 2004; why did so 
many come? Centr. East. Eur. Migr. Rev. 3, 11–37. Available at: http://www.ceemr.uw.edu.
pl/sites/default/files/Okolski_Salt_Polish_Emigration_to_the_UK_after_2004.pdf 
(Accessed November 6, 2024).

Ostrowska, K. (2016). O sytuacji dzieci, których rodzice wyjechali za granicę w celach 
zarobkowych. Raport ORE 2016. Available at: https://ore.edu.pl/2017/12/o-sytuacji- 
dzieci-ktorych-rodzice-wyjechali-za-granice-w-celach-zarobkowych-raport-2016/ 
(Accessed September 16, 2023).

PAN (2014). Społeczne skutki poakcesyjnych migracji ludności Polski: Raport 
Komitetu Badań nad Migracjami Polskiej Akademii Nauk. Warszawa: Komitet Badań 
nad Migracjami.

Parreñas, R. P. (2005). Children of global migration: Transnational families and 
gendered woes. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Prout, A., and Hallett, C. (2003). “Introduction” in Hearing the voices of children: 
social policy for a new century. eds. A. Prout and C. Hallett (London: Routledge), 1–8.

Punch, S. (2002). Research with children: the same or different from research with 
adults? Childhood 9, 321–341. doi: 10.1177/0907568202009003005

Pustułka, P. (2014). Polish mothers on the move: gendering migratory experiences of 
polish women parenting in Germany and the United Kingdom [dissertation]. Bangor: 
University of Bangor. Available at: https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/files/20580692/
null (Accessed April 14, 2024).

Qvortrup, J. (2005). Kinder und Kindheit in der Sozialstruktur. in Kindheit 
soziologisch, eds. Hengst, H., and Zeiher, H., Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften, 22–47.

ROPS (2015). Społeczna rola matki – wyzwania współczesnego macierzyństwa. 
Raport z badania. Available at: https://old.rops-katowice.pl/dopobrania/2015.07.31-
raport.pdf (Accessed April 12, 2023).

Roulin, C., and Jurt, L. (2014). Partizipation von Kindern und Jugendlichen bei 
familiären Migrationsentscheiden. Diskurs Kindheits- und Jugendforschung 9, 199–209. 
doi: 10.3224/diskurs.v9i2.16282

Ryan, L., Sales, R., Tilki, M., and Siara, B. (2008). Family strategies and transnational 
migration. Recent polish migrants in London. J. Ethn. Migr. Stud. 35, 61–77. doi: 
10.1080/13691830802489176

Schütz, A. (1932). Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt. Eine Einleitung in die 
verstehende Soziologie. Wien: Springer.

Schwittek, J., and Jendrzey, K. (in press). “Kindheitsforschung in internationalen und 
mehrsprachigen Kontexten” in Methoden der Kindheitsforschung. ed. F. Heinzel 3rd 
edition (Weinheim: Beltz Juventa).

Seidel, F. (2022). Zurückgelassene Kinder in der Republik Moldau. Familiendynamik 
47, 192–199. doi: 10.21706/fd-47-3-192

Seidel, F. (2024). Zurückgelassene Kinder im Kontext moldauischer Arbeitsmigration. 
Eine qualitative Fallstudie zur Perspektive ehemals Betroffener. Biographie – Interaktion 
– soziale Welten. Leverkusen: Verlag Barbara Budrich.

Sikorska, M. (2019). Praktyki rodzinne i  rodzicielskie we  współczesnej Polsce – 
rekonstrukcja codzienności. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar.

Slany, K., Ślusarczyk, M., and Krzyżowski, Ł. (2014). Wpływ współczesnych migracji 
Polaków na przemiany więzi społecznych, relacje w rodzinie i relacje międzygeneracyjne. 
Available at: https://kbnm.pan.pl/images/Ekspertyza_KBnM_Polskie_rodziny_
transnarodowe.pdf (Accessed September 16, 2023).

Slany, K., Ślusarczyk, M., and Pustułka, P. (2017). Polskie rodziny transnarodowe: 
dzieci, rodzice, instytucje i  więzi z krajem w Świetle raportu Komitetu Badań nad 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.11649/sn.2016.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X21993890
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X21993890
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403262360
https://stat.gov.pl/download/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5471/2/14/1/informacja_o_rozmiarach_i_kierunkach_czasowej_emigracji_z_polski_w_latach_2004-2020.pdf
https://stat.gov.pl/download/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5471/2/14/1/informacja_o_rozmiarach_i_kierunkach_czasowej_emigracji_z_polski_w_latach_2004-2020.pdf
https://stat.gov.pl/download/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5471/2/14/1/informacja_o_rozmiarach_i_kierunkach_czasowej_emigracji_z_polski_w_latach_2004-2020.pdf
https://stat.gov.pl/files/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5468/40/3/1/sytuacja_demograficzna_polski_do_2022.pdf
https://stat.gov.pl/files/gfx/portalinformacyjny/pl/defaultaktualnosci/5468/40/3/1/sytuacja_demograficzna_polski_do_2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/1350293X.2011.597962
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2015.972653
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12057
https://doi.org/10.1177/089124397011005003
https://doi.org/10.15503/onis2012.430.442
https://doi.org/10.1177/1360780417749464
https://doi.org/10.33119/SD.2014.1.2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.06.065
https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxr026
https://doi.org/10.3224/diskurs.v10i1.17696
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2022.2031926
https://doi.org/10.34766/fetr.v45i1.694
http://www.ceemr.uw.edu.pl/sites/default/files/Okolski_Salt_Polish_Emigration_to_the_UK_after_2004.pdf
http://www.ceemr.uw.edu.pl/sites/default/files/Okolski_Salt_Polish_Emigration_to_the_UK_after_2004.pdf
https://ore.edu.pl/2017/12/o-sytuacji-dzieci-ktorych-rodzice-wyjechali-za-granice-w-celach-zarobkowych-raport-2016/
https://ore.edu.pl/2017/12/o-sytuacji-dzieci-ktorych-rodzice-wyjechali-za-granice-w-celach-zarobkowych-raport-2016/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/files/20580692/null
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/files/20580692/null
https://old.rops-katowice.pl/dopobrania/2015.07.31-raport.pdf
https://old.rops-katowice.pl/dopobrania/2015.07.31-raport.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3224/diskurs.v9i2.16282
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830802489176
https://doi.org/10.21706/fd-47-3-192
https://kbnm.pan.pl/images/Ekspertyza_KBnM_Polskie_rodziny_transnarodowe.pdf
https://kbnm.pan.pl/images/Ekspertyza_KBnM_Polskie_rodziny_transnarodowe.pdf


König et al. 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541

Frontiers in Sociology 15 frontiersin.org

Migracjami Polskiej Akademii Nauk. Kraków-Warszawa: Opracowanie przygotowane 
na zlecenie Komitetu Badań nad Migracjami Polskiej Akademii Nauk.

Ślusarczyk, M. (2014). Migracje rodziców, migracje dzieci – wyzwania dla instytucji 
opiekuńczych, pomocowych oraz edukacyjnych. Zeszyty Pracy Soc. 19, 75–89. doi: 
10.4467/24496138PS.14.007.3723

Sordyl-Lipnicka, B. (2020). Dziecko i  rodzina w obliczu emigracji zarobkowej. 
Kraków: Uniwersytet Papieski Jana Pawła II w Krakowie.

Spiteri, J. (2024). Children's voices and agency: ways of listening in early childhood 
quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Spyrou, S. (2015). Researching children’s silences: exploring the fullness of voice in 
childhood research. Childhood 23, 7–21. doi: 10.1177/0907568215571618

Stenka, B. (2016). Tata gotuj kisiel! Łódź: Wydawnictwo Literatura.

Strauss, A. L. (1974). Spiegel und Masken. Die Suche nach Identität. Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp.

Strauss, A. L. (1998). Grundlagen qualitativer Sozialforschung: Datenanalyse und 
Theoriebildung in der empirischen soziologischen Forschung. München: Fink.

Strauss, A. L., and Corbin, J. (1996). Grounded theory: Grundlagen qualitativer 
Sozialforschung. Weinheim: Beltz PVU.
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robotnic 1989–2010. Toruń: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Mikołaja 
Kopernika.

Urbańska, S. (2016). Transnational motherhood and forced migration. Causes and 
consequences of the migration of polish working-class women 1989–2010. Central 
Eastern Eur. Migr. Rev. 5, 109–128. doi: 10.17467/ceemr.2016.11

Vogl, S. (2005). Gruppendiskussionen mit Kindern: methodische und 
methodologische Besonderheiten. ZA 57, 28–60. Available at: https://nbn-resolving.org/
urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-198469 (Accessed November 6, 2024).

Walczak, B. (2008). Społeczne, edukacyjne i wychowawcze konsekwencje migracji 
rodziców i  opiekunów prawnych uczniów szkól podstawowych, gimnazjalnych 
i ponadgimnazjalnych. Warszawa: Pedagogium.

Walczak, B. (2014). Dziecko, rodzina i szkoła, wobec migracji rodzicielskich: 10 lat 
po akcesji do Unii Europejskiej. Warszawa: Pedagogium WSNS. Rzecznik Praw 
Dziecka.

Walczak, B. (2016). Rodzina transnarodowa. Konteksty i  implikacje. Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar.

Waruwu, B. K. (2022). Smartphone mothering and mediated family display: 
transnational family practices in a polymedia environment among Indonesian 
mothers in Hong Kong. Mob. Media Commun. 10, 97–114. doi: 10.1177/2050 
157921998408

Wawrzyniak, J., and Sikorska, M. (2024). Narrative(s) of return and the gendered 
memory politics of post-1989 transformation: Populist familism, catholic 
fundamentalism, and liberal feminism in Poland. East European Politics and Societies 
and Cultures. 38, 639–661. doi: 10.1177/08883254231198879

Zając, J. (2023). Motyw samotności we  współczesnej literaturze dziecięco-
modzieżowej poświęconej migracjom zarobkowym. Anna. UMCS Sectio N Educ. Nova 
8, 227–293. doi: 10.17951/en.2023.8.277-293

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.4467/24496138PS.14.007.3723
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568215571618
https://www.ptr.edu.pl/images/Przeglad_Religioznawczy/PR_2018/22_2018/6.%20Anna%20Szwed%20(1).pdf
https://www.ptr.edu.pl/images/Przeglad_Religioznawczy/PR_2018/22_2018/6.%20Anna%20Szwed%20(1).pdf
https://doi.org/10.17467/ceemr.2016.11
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-198469
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-198469
https://doi.org/10.1177/2050157921998408
https://doi.org/10.1177/2050157921998408
https://doi.org/10.1177/08883254231198879
https://doi.org/10.17951/en.2023.8.277-293


König et al. 10.3389/fsoc.2024.1470541

Frontiers in Sociology 16 frontiersin.org

Appendix

APPENDIX TABLE 1 Description und characteristics of the group discussion based on the questionnaire.

Name of the group discussion Group characteristics: children’s experience with migrating parents and 
geographic area

GD1 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; western Poland

GD2 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD3 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD4 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD5 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD6 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; eastern Poland

GD7 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; western Poland

GD8 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD9 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD10 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; western Poland

GD11 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD12 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; western Poland

GD13 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); urban area; eastern Poland

GD14 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD15 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD16 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD17 Children without experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; western Poland

GD18 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; eastern Poland

GD19 Children with experience of migrating parent(s); rural area; eastern Poland
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