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Abstract 

 

Objectives. The main objective of this paper is to explore the current situation with the transnational 

families in Bulgaria and Romania, their profile and the consequences of the transnational way of life 

for the children left behind.  

Material and methods. The paper presents a comparative analysis of the risk factors for the 

children from transnational families, identified and interpreted in two studies supported by UNICEF 

in Bulgaria and Romania. Two methods are used in the paper – secondary analysis of existing data 

and comparative method.  

Results. The phenomenon “children left behind in Bulgaria with parents working abroad” affects 

between 265,102 and 271,782 children at the end of 2012. Among them, there is a growing 

nuisance. They don’t receive the necessary health care, often drop out the school and become 

dependent on drugs, alcohol, and cigarettes. In Romania, the phenomenon “alone at home” affects 

about 350,000 children. The risks identified for the Romanian children are: physical, psychological 

and emotional vulnerability, the risk of sexual abuse and harassment, the risk of trafficking and 

prostitution, early start of sexual life and others.  

Conclusions. The children from transnational families are subject to many risk factors. The 

responsible institutions are not able to provide the necessary support and the qualified personnel in 

these institutions is not sufficient. There are many gaps in the national policy in relation to the 

children of migrant parents. 

 

Keywords: transnational families; labor migration; risk factors; children left behind; home alone 

children; safety. 

 

Introduction 

 

In the process of globalization, a significant increase of the migration flows can be 

observed due to the natural human strife for overcoming the poverty and unemployment, as well as 

because of the interest towards education abroad or the need for a better living standard. One of the 

newly-appearing phenomena in these conditions is the transnational family – a family unit in which 

one or both parents become migrants and leave their relatives, mostly children, in the country of 

origin.  

In the context of the Millennium goals of UN and the Strategy 2020 of the European Union, 

the phenomenon of “transnational families” is increasingly focusing the public opinion and is put in 
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the attention of the family policy of the European Union. This issue has been recently introduced 

and discussed within the framework of the family policy of Bulgaria and Romania not only as 

member states of the European Union but also as countries which are directly affected by the scale 

of this phenomenon, having its consequences for the children left behind by their parents.  

The concept of “transnational family” is comparatively new. The phenomenon started to 

attract the attention of migrant researchers in the early 90s of the 20
th

 century. In the same period, 

the concept of “transnationalism” was introduced, explaining the migration as multifaceted social 

space, experienced by the communities across the borders (Glick-Schiller et al., 1999). Unlike 

traditional migration theories, the transnationalism offers an alternative approach to the exploration 

of migrants’ experience, based on their simultaneous positioning in several social and territorial 

locations (Glick-Schiller et al., 1999). In the light of the transnationalism, the traditional 

understanding of the family as a unit for cohabitation at one and the same place is changing towards 

the perception of the family as territorially scattered and fragmented (Glick-Schiller et al., 1999). 

At present, there are a number of terms that essentially refer to the concept of transnational 

family, such as multi-sited family (Ong and Nonini, 1997), multi-local binational family (Guarnizo, 

1997), transcontinental family (Kelly, 1990), international family (Ho, 1993) and others. These 

terms are used interchangeably although there are differences in the research perspective for 

defining each concept. The researchers have reached a consensus on the idea about the geographical 

dispersal of the family, i.e. for a new geography of the family unit (Lam et al., 2002), as well as for 

the maintenance of close contacts with the relatives in the country of origin. However, the authors 

put different meanings in the analyzed subject that varies both in terms of family size – 

nuclear/extended – and its composition – uni-national or bi-national (mixed).  

The different points of view about the concept of transnational family are reflected in the 

variety of its definitions. As one of the basic definitions is accepted that of Bryceson and Vuorela, 

according to which those families whose members are living apart from each other for a shorter or 

longer time, but maintaining common relationships and a spirit of collective welfare and unity even 

across the borders of separate countries can be defined as transnational (Bryceson and Vuorela, 

2002). 

Wiltshire defines the transnational family as a large amorphous structure, consisting of 

kinship segments, which are scattered across the national boundaries (Wiltshire, 1992). 

According to Le Gal, the transnational family is a modernized model of family relations 

characterized by geographic dispersion due to the migration of one or more of the family members 

(Le Gal, 2005). 

Bjeren interprets the transnational family as collective kinship relations with residence in at 

least two countries (Bjeren, 1997). These transnational units are not static but may change over time 

by changing the status of the constituent members – emigrants, immigrants or returning to the 

country of origin (Zontini, 2007). An important clarification about the transnational families made 

by Zontini is that their members are separated geographically but maintain social, cultural, 

reproductive and financial links across the borders (Zontini, 2007). 

Despite the fact that the members of the transnational families continue to keep their 

relations across the borders, the researchers are united around the view that the separated 

cohabitation affects the fulfilment of the fundamental functions of the family unit, namely: 

reproductive, socializing, economic, function of primary social control, recreational, protective and 

hedonistic function (Tolstokorova, 2013). 
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Nowadays there is a steady trend of increasing attention towards the phenomenon of the 

transnational families in a global perspective. The term care drain is used in analogy with brain 

drain (Rossi, 2008). 

In the recent years, the topic has also become sensitive for the countries in Eastern Europe 

because of the significant migration flows in these countries. Detailed studies on the topic are 

carried out in Moldova (Cheianu et al., 2011), Romania (Toth et al., 2007), Ukraine (Tolstokorova, 

2009) and Bulgaria (Kabakchieva et al., 2016). 

The phenomenon of the transnational family scientifically difficult to explore, since 

different forms and manifestations of it were identified. The most widespread form of its existence 

is the transnational parenting in which there are four cases of separate cohabitation:  

 when the mother works abroad and has left her children and the other members of the family 

in the country of origin (transnational motherhood);  

 when the migrant father is away from his family (transnational fatherhood); 

 when the two parents are migrants and they either live abroad with their child/children or 

have left them to the care of relatives in the country of origin;  

 when the child lives abroad and is far from his/her parents, most often by reason of obtaining 

an education.  

There are a number of studies dedicated to the experience of women who have gone abroad 

to work as support staff. The working conditions, the lack of resources and their low social status 

make them leave their children in the country of origin. In these situations, defined as “global care 

chains” (Hochschild, 2000), the women, in addition to fulfilling their role as “mothers from a 

distance” (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 2003), provide a financial support for their children left in 

the care of grandparents or other relatives in the country of origin. This type of family configuration 

is embedded in many studies for Caribbean women who have gone to work in the United States 

(Guarnizo, 1997), women from Latin Amerika (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 2003) and from the 

Philippines (Parrenas, 2003). 

Although fewer in number, there are studies exploring the transnational fatherhood and its 

impact on the children left in the country of origin. In this relation, the study of Nobles (2011), 

which explores the effects on children from Mexico, whose fathers have migrated or whose parents 

are divorced, stands out. Nobles finds that in cases of migration, the interaction with the children is 

more intensive than in divorce cases, regardless of the geographic distance. Furthermore, the 

connection with the migrant father positively affects the school results of children (Nobles, 2011). 

In the third form of configuration, when both parents are migrants, the researchers explore 

the role of those who are left to take care of children, most often their grandmothers or aunts. 

Bernardi (2011) offers a methodological approach, oriented to the social networks, established in 

connection with the care for the children left at home. The focus on these networks allows the 

inclusion of units bigger than the nuclear family, e.g. the extended family that is a dominating 

institution when both parents are abroad (Bernardi, 2011). 

Another type of family configuration stems from the migration of the children – alone or 

accompanied by a parent. In this case, the researchers speak about “astronaut families” or “children 

paratroopers” (Ho, 2002). Such families are usually rich, most often from Asia, e.g. China, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan or South Korea.  

There are two main approaches to the clarification of the issue about the types of 

transnational families. In the first one, the transnational family is interpreted as a transnational 

household, defined as a household where at least one family member lives abroad. Here the 
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migration is an opportunity for economic survival of the family as a whole, including its members 

left in the country of origin (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 2003). 

The second approach focuses on the transnational kinship networks and the existence of 

many households. Within the frames of this approach, a number of researchers have worked, among 

which those from the USA - Sutton, 2004; France - Streiff-Fenart, 1999; Canada - Le Gall, 2005; 

UK – Plaza, 2000, Australia - Hage, 2004 and many others. This phenomenon relates to migrants 

from many countries around the world, in one or another stage of their history, who are affected by 

large migratory waves, e.g. from Tunisia, Lebanon, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, in recent 

times from Syria and others.  

The current paper is focusing on the third form from the types of transnational families 

listed above, that in which both parents are economic migrants and their children are left in the care 

of relatives, most often grandparents, in the country of origin.  

In connection with the clarification of the phenomenon of transnational families, it is also 

necessary to discuss the concept of the children left by their parents-economic migrants, in the 

country of origin for a period longer than 3 months. Recently, in relation to this, the term Children 

Left Behind was introduced as a result of a discussion in the European Parliament in 2009 and one 

publication of UNICEF (UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 2010). The latter argue that the 

absence of the parents may have a negative effect on the children left behind, including a risk for 

their physical and mental health, depression, difficulties in the development, passivity at school, 

dropping-out of the education system, etc. The children left behind in the country of origin belong to 

the group of vulnerable children at risk. Most of them develop a sense of deprivation and lack of 

interest, refusal to participate in school and out-of-school activities. A direct consequence of the 

parents’ migration is the fact that the child doesn’t receive parental love and the necessary 

surveillance of his/her development. As a result of this, the physical and mental health of the child is 

disturbed and, in some cases, he/she starts to demonstrate a non-typical behavior or is exposed to the 

risk of different types of exploitation and abuse (Minkovski, 2014). 

After a study conducted with the support of UNICEF-Romania in 2008 (Toth et al., 2008) 

about the children from transnational families, the term Home Alone Children was introduced to 

qualify the group of children left in the country of origin without parental care because of the labor 

migration of their parents. 

In relation to the concepts discussed above, the researchers differentiate a number of 

phenomena as a result of the appearance of the transnational families and their impact on the 

children, such as “dead mothers syndrome” in young children, overly-aggressive behavior among 

adolescents aiming to attract the attention of their parents, social anxiety (avoidance behavior), 

emotional isolation and others (Kabakchieva, 2009, p.311). 

Last but not least, in connection with the problems discussed, the concept Children at Risk 

has to be clarified. It is interpreted with several meanings: а) a child whose parents are deceased, 
unknown, deprived of parental rights or with limited parental rights, or the child has been left 

without their care; b) a child who is a victim of abuse, violence, exploitation or any other inhuman 

or degrading treatment or punishment within or outside his or her family; c) a child who is in danger 

of harming his/her physical, mental, moral, intellectual and social development; d) a child, suffering 

from disability, as well as from diseases difficult to treat and diagnosed by a specialist; e) a child 

who is at risk of dropping out of school or has dropped out of school (Additional acts to the Child 

Protection Law, 2009). The paper seeks to answer the question whether the children from 

transnational families are children at risk by the indicators listed.  
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The main objective of this paper is to explore the current situation with the transnational 

families in Bulgaria, their profile and the consequences of the transnational way of life on the 

children left behind. 

  

Material and methods 

 

On the basis of two studies, carried out with the support of UNICEF-Bulgaria “Effects on 

the children left behind by their parents, working and living abroad” (2016) and UNICEF-Romania 

“National analysis of the phenomenon “children left at home by their parents migrating abroad for 

employability” (2008), the current paper explores in a comparative perspective the risk factors for 

the children from transnational families, as well as the gaps in the national policies in the two 

countries, in relation to such children. Although covering different periods of time, the cited studies 

use one and the same methodology and are very close in their final conclusions. That is why the 

current paper uses the data collected in the two studies for a secondary analysis and, applying the 

comparative method, looks for similarities and differences in the identified effects and consequences 

for the children from transnational families.   

  

Results 

 

The exploration of the situation with the transnational families in Bulgaria gives evidence 

about the fact, that at the current moment the responsible institutions do not collect systematic 

information about the number of the children whose parents are labor migrants. In the existing 

migration studies, this problem is reflected peripherally (Bogdanov and Rangelova, 2012).  

The children with parents abroad, left in Bulgaria, are still not in the focus of the 

information systems of the Agency for Social Assistance, the State Agency for Child Protection, as 

well as the bodies dealing with the antisocial actions – the Ministry of the Interior and the 

Commission for Combating Juvenile Delinquency, as these children are not identified by the 

indicated institutions as children at risk, i.e. the existence of risk is not proven for them. The main 

bodies for child protection collect information about concrete cases in their work, including family 

status, but it is not summarized (Kabakchieva et al., 2016). 

The situation is similar in Romania where there is only one governmental source of 

information – the National Authority for the Protection of Children’s Rights (NAPCR), which has 

been collecting data since 2006 (Toth et al., 2008). 

The data from the Bulgarian UNICEF study indicate that at least one parent of every fifth 

child in Bulgaria is abroad. According to the National Statistical Institute (as of 31.12.2012), there 

are 1,325,511 children in Bulgaria aged 0 to 19 years. One-fifth of them is equal to 265,102, but 

another study calculates their number at 271,782. The Bulgarian UNICEF study also indicates a 

break from the classic, nuclear family with children and two parents. The transnational families 

whose members live in different countries are 26% from all Bulgarian families, as in 3% of cases 

both parents are abroad. Most of the children with both parents abroad are raised by their 

grandmother – 65.5%; 13,7% live with relatives, and 5.1% live in foster families (Kabakchieva et 

al., 2016). 

At the national level in Romania, it is estimated that the phenomenon “alone at home” 

involves around 350,000 children (about 7 % of the total population aged 0-18 years) having at least 

one parent abroad. Approximately 126,000 of these children have two parents abroad, and more than 

a half of all children live in rural areas.  
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For all young people aged 0-18 years, another approximately 400,000 children have 

experienced the absence of one of the parents as a result of his/her labor migration. This means that 

almost 750,000 children, out of approximately 5 million children in Romania, have been suffered by 

their parents’ migration (Toth et al., 2008). 

If we compare the children affected by the phenomenon of transnational families on the 

basis of the aforementioned numbers, we can argue that it causes negative consequences for about 

20% of the children in Bulgaria and 15% of the children in Romania.  

The authors of the Bulgarian study draw attention to the fact that nearly 6% of the children 

placed in boarding schools have parents abroad. Also, about 20% of the children using the Animus 

hotline to share their problems have parents abroad.  

A similar conclusion is drawn for Romania - by 30 June 2007, 30,757 children were 

benefiting from the services for prevention of child separation from their parents, e.g. day-care 

centers, counseling centers, etc.  

The two studies also indicate unfavorable facts about the health and well-being of the 

children with parents abroad. In Bulgaria, these children have more health problems compared to the 

children whose parents are at home, mostly because they do not go to a doctor when they are ill. 

With an average of 5.2% for all children, 12% of the children with two parents abroad are often 

hungry. They lack home-made food and their menu includes mainly pasta and potatoes. The absence 

of both parents working abroad is one of the reasons for the lower success of child at school, for the 

repetition of class or so-called “hidden dropout of school”, especially during the seasonal migration 

(Kabakchieva et al., 2016). 

In 22% of the Romanian cases when the mother is abroad, the children have taken 

medications that were not prescribed by a doctor, compared to 15% of those who live with their 

parents. There is a higher prevalence of cases of a chronic disease or handicap among the children 

with both parents abroad (11%), compared to those who live with their parents (5%). 2% of the 

families with current migrants report that at least one of the children has dropped out of school, 

especially in cases where the mothers are abroad (Toth et al., 2008). 

Both studies report a higher percentage of anti-social actions and problems with the police 

among the children with parents abroad. For example, in Bulgaria, the share of the children with 

both parents abroad who have had problems with a director or deputy director of a school is nearly 

three times bigger than the children with parents at home. 40% of the children with both parents 

abroad (5 times more than the children with parents at home) have visited a Pedagogic Room, which 

is an indicator of antisocial behavior. 

 

Discussions 

 

On the basis of the quantitative data from UNICEF’s studies in Bulgaria and Romania it 

can be argued that the children from transnational families experience a number of negative effects 

by the separated cohabitation with their parents – poor health and emotional status, downgrading or 

dropping out of school, growth of the antisocial actions among them and others.  

Both studies try to draw the public attention to the fact that children from transnational 

families have infringed rights and are at risk. Four out of the 5 characteristics of the concept 

“children at risk”, listed at the beginning of the present study, can be identified for these children. 

They are the following: 

 The children from transnational families are left without parental care. The absence of 

one or both parents causes a sense of loneliness, anxiety, social isolation and self-closure. 
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For example, the Romanian study shows that 10% of these children become more reserved 

and start spending more time in front of the TV or computer (Toth et al., 2008). When in 

trouble, the children from transnational families are trying to cope alone. On the one hand, 

this fact is positive, as it contributes to the development of qualities such as independence 

and self-confidence, but on the other hand, such children feel like outsiders and often fall 

into isolation from their peers. The disturbed communication with the parents abroad forces 

these children to share with friends, which sometimes prompts the risk of falling into 

unfavorable influence. In the Romanian study, it is pointed out that in the cases described, 

the child’s right to not be separated from his/her parents, formulated in the Convention on 

the rights of the child (1990) is infringed. An additional argument is the fact that the cases of 

divorce in the transnational families are very common (in 43% of such families) and they 

cause a mental trauma in the children.  

 For the children from transnational families, there is an increased risk of harming their 
physical, mental, moral, intellectual and social development. As was pointed out above, 

the children with parents abroad have unsatisfactory health status and need psychological 

support to overcome the deprivation and mental disorders. However, it is necessary to 

emphasize the more serious risks for such children, connected with the alcohol abuse, 

smoking, drug abuse, early onset of sexual life, and the development of deviant or 

criminogenic behavior. For example, in the Bulgarian study, it is presented that 60% of the 

children with both parents abroad smoke in comparison with 39% smokers among the 

children with both parents at home. The same is valid for the alcohol abuse – 72% of the 

children with both parents abroad drink, compared to an average of 59.6%. The children 

themselves report that they use the alcohol as a means of coping with the tension. 25% of the 

children with both parents abroad have tried marijuana compared to 13% of the children with 

parents at home. The children from transnational families have also more liberated views 

about sexual life. On the question “Who can be your eventual sexual partner”, 30% of the 

children with both partners abroad have answered “Everyone I like” (Kabakchieva et al., 

2016). The alcohol and drug abuse often lead to deviant behavior and problems with the 

police. As it is argued in the Bulgarian study, this puts the children with parents abroad at a 

greater risk to be stigmatized as individuals with antisocial behavior, as small criminals. In 

the Romanian study, it is pointed out that the cases of negative effects on the children from 

transnational families described demonstrate an infringed children’s right to an adequate 

standard of living and right to health which explicitly puts them in the group of children at 

risk. 

 For the children from transnational families, there exists a serious risk of dropping out 
from school. As was mentioned above, there is a downgrading of their success at school, 

repetition of the class and hidden drop-out in the cases of seasonal migration. The Romanian 

study presents data from a representative study in which more than 60% of the respondents 

think that the children with parents abroad perform worse than their peers at school and miss 

many classes. This means an infringed right to education of these children.  

 For the children from transnational families, there is an increased risk of being abused 
and exploited. Both the Bulgarian and the Romanian study report many cases of such risks 

for the children left without parental control and raised in the country of origin by relatives: 

risk of sexual abuse and harassment, trafficking and prostitution, exploitation at work and 

others.  
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Conclusions 

 

Together with the serious dangers and risks for the safety of children from transnational 

families indicated above, the Bulgarian and the Romanian studies have also identified many 

problematic zones in connection with the lack or ineffective policies regarding these families. The 

more important of them are as follows:  

 Lack of synchronized inter-institutional collection of reliable information about the children 

whose parents work abroad. This fact allows people to draw conclusions about the 

unreliability of the responsible institutions and the regulatory framework. All institutions for 

child protection or for combating antisocial actions work with the children from 

transnational families when they fall into risk, but not before that, by way of prevention.  

 Infringed rights of the children, left to be raised by extended family or on their own due to 

the unsettled guardianship or guardianship status. 

 Non-identification of the children with parents working abroad as children at risk.   

 Lack of adequate measures and legislative initiatives for improvement of the policies, 

normative acts and real outcomes for the children from transnational families (Kabakchieva 

et al., 2016). 

The strong evidence in the two studies presented about defining children from transnational 

families as children at risk justify the recommendations given for attracting the attention of the 

society and the responsible institutions to this significant social phenomenon. These 

recommendations are the following: 

 Identifying the children from transnational families as potential children at risk with the aim 

to provide a preventive and timely support according to their specific needs. 

 Developing mechanisms for monitoring and assessment of the phenomenon at the local level 

and collecting reliable data on children left behind because of labor migration of their 

parents.  

 Review of the legislative framework and the good practices in this field. 

 Development of community-based services addressing the needs of children of migrant 

parents – e.g. day-care centers. 

 Developing human resources to support the children from transnational families who are 

excluded or marginalized, especially in the rural areas. 

 Introduction of legislative changes connected with the protection of children’s rights when 

one of the parents is abroad and the other one, who is in the country, is unable to provide 

care and protection for the child/children.  

 Participation of all responsible institutions for children’s rights protection at the local level in 

the process of identifying the children with migrant-parents (departments for child 

protection, schools, police); creation of a coordination mechanism of the process of 

identification.  

 Assessment of the risks for all children with migrant-parents, including the capacity of the 

person/persons taking care of them in the country of origin. 

 Developing the capacity of the public services for social support at national level. 

 Raising the awareness of the population about the phenomenon “home alone children” 

because of labor migration of their parents. 
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 Creating of a concrete and clear mechanism of institutional cooperation and interaction in 

order to guarantee a joint intervention for decreasing the negative effects on the children 

stemming from the migration of their parents. 

 Developing of local networks for supporting local stakeholders who can resolve the complex 

problems of transnational families and guarantee their support (Toth et al., 2008). 

The data presented from the two UNICEF’s studies, as well as the identified risks for the 

children from transnational families demonstrate the seriousness of this problem, generated by the 

labor migration in Bulgaria and Romania. It is clear that some legislative initiatives and institutional 

measures have to be undertaken, in order to guarantee the social safety of the children left behind 

and their adequate socialization, as well as to prevent their possible deprivation and deviant 

behavior.  
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