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Abstract
The rapid dissemination of information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) in contemporary societies has given rise to a new technological, 
geographical, and social (TGS) space that defines the e-migrant. This 
analytical perspective allows us to address the relationship between 
mobile phone use and the maintenance of family relationships from 
a distance. In this article, we focus on the transnational communica-
tion practices of three distinct groups of migrant women in Catalonia: 
Ecuadorian, Moroccan, and Romanian. The results show that the three 
groups of women tend to use mobile phone mainly for (transnational) 
family communications. Mobile phone use allows migrant women to 
move into a new TGS space where family relationships are significantly 
redefined in technological and geographical terms, but far less in social 
terms. Their self or socially perceived traditional family roles perpetu-
ate, but in a different way, as distance transforms familial patterns of 
interaction. 
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Introduction

In recent years, women have been migrating in greater numbers, particu-
larly with a view to improving their economic situation and employment 
opportunities. Such has been the increase in the ratio of migrant women 
to men in the world’s total foreign-born population that many authors 
have begun to talk of the feminization of contemporary migration 
(Castles & Miller, 2003). According to United Nations statistics (2006), 
the percentage of female migrants worldwide rose from 46.7 percent in 
1960 to 49.6 percent in 2005. Due to the rapid penetration of new infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICTs) in contemporary socie-
ties, migrant populations are increasingly connected to networks and 
engage in a range of activities (social, economic, political, and cultural) 
that transcend conventional nation-state borders. 

Contemporary societies can now be envisaged through the metaphor 
of the network society—a global social structure based on social net-
works activated by the use of digital information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) (Castells, 2009). Within the consolidation of global 
markets, terms such as “different” and “unequal” have been replaced by 
“included” and “excluded” (García Canclini, 2004). Accordingly, exclu-
sion from information and communication networks represents a new 
form of social exclusion (Castells, 2004; van Dijk, 2012; Warschauer, 
2004). 

Various studies have shown that while the gender gap in ICT equip-
ment is decreasing, gender still has a significant effect on digital skills 
and ICT usage (Hafkin & Huyer, 2006; van Dijk & Hacker, 2003). The 
inclusion of migrant women in destination network societies is crucial as 
this collective tends to experience various forms of discrimination on 
grounds of social class, gender, and ethnicity. Employment segregation 
on grounds of ethnicity tends to compound more traditional forms of 
gender discrimination, which explains why it is so common in service 
industries that are strongly feminized and socially less valued, such as, 
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people care, especially for the elderly or sick; and domestic work, such 
as, house-cleaning and ironing (Parella, 2003; Torns, 1997, 1999). Exclusion 
of migrant women from the digital networks of ICTs will only add to the 
multiple forms of discrimination they already experience in most 
destination societies. 

Contemporary international migrants question state borders and 
national sovereignty through their multiple forms of belongings, cosmo-
politan self-identification, or transnational practices and activities (Beck 
& Grande, 2010; Beck & Sznaider, 2006; Georgiou, 2010; Maharaj, 2010; 
Portes, 2003). The transnational shift in the study of international migra-
tion offers social researchers a new theoretical lens for examining the 
social, cultural, economic, and political practices and ties that many 
immigrants maintain with their counterparts in their societies of origin 
(Parella & Cavalcanti, 2008; Portes, 2003). 

Families in the age of globalization are based on new types of family 
relationships maintained by the art of “living together with and beyond 
boundaries” through the use of new technologies (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim, 2012). The use of transnational lens for analyzing transna-
tional migrant families reveals their changing nature as a strategic 
socioeconomic unit in such a way that family ties, both economic as well 
as those having to do with social reproduction, are re-elaborated and re-
accommodated over time and space (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2008).

ICTs allow news about family members abroad to be received and 
money to be transferred almost instantaneously to nearly all places in the 
world. As such, many social studies have focused on the use of new 
technologies by migrant women to communicate with and maintain their 
families across state borders. They have highlighted the need for transna-
tional communication and the remote family care provided through ICTs 
to different groups of migrant women (Madianou & Miller, 2011; Parella, 
2007; Parreñas, 2005). 

Some studies have acknowledged family separation as one of the social 
costs of migration affecting many emigration countries. Maintenance of 
relationships within such transnational families depends heavily on long-
distance communication (Madianou & Miller, 2011). With phone services 
becoming increasingly accessible worldwide, more and more women 
migrants can get involved in day-to-day decisions from a distance 
(Parreñas, 2005, p. 318). Other studies have employed the notion of virtual 
co-presence or connected presence to theorize the feeling of togetherness 
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that ICTs bring about to overcome family distance (Baldassar, 2007, 
2008; Horst, 2006; Kang, 2012; Wilding, 2006). 

In the next section, we define some key concepts, such as, the techno-
logical, geographical, and social (TGS) space and its consequent e-migrant 
configuration. We will then present empirical evidence of an e-migrant 
configuration within this new TGS space, based on the results of our 
study of Ecuadorian, Moroccan, and Romanian women in Catalonia and 
their communication practices with their families abroad. Subsequently, 
we employ the TGS dimensions of the new space created through the use 
of ICT as analytical categories to explore the e-migrant women in tran-
snational family contexts. 

E-migrant: A New TGS Space Configuration

The global flows of communication and information have changed our 
notions of space and time. We experience a time–space compression that 
gives rise to new TGS spaces wherein the e-migrant, as a connected 
migrant, overcomes space and time boundaries through the use of new 
technologies (Olivera, 2012). 

Contemporary societies are configured as new TGS spaces where 
people from multiple geographic and cultural backgrounds coexist. The 
rapid growth of digital technology in the last decade has undoubtedly 
changed individual forms of consumption (online shopping, download-
ing of movies, music, books, etc.), working and learning, social interac-
tions, and political participation. ICTs have enabled the emergence of 
new social practices and activities, shaping new social relationships and 
identities that transcend space and time boundaries. 

Mobile phones, for example, allow connectivity among individuals 
around the globe through satellite communications. In today’s network 
societies, the use of mobile phones can be regarded as both a conse-
quence and cause of migration and globalization (Madianou & Miller, 
2011). Many migrants can be pictured as modern nomads connected to 
an intelligent technological device by which they access information and 
communicate throughout the globe. This smart device allows them to 
harmoniously combine their global/cosmopolitan/transnational forms of 
communication and interaction with their families. 
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ICTs have given rise to a new techno-sociability process that affects 
and includes migrants in a privileged way, allowing them to develop new 
forms of social interaction, communication, and participation practices 
that transcend state borders (Escobar, 2000; Gómez Cruz, 2003; Graham 
& Marvin, 2001; Nedelcu, 2009; Olivera, 2012). The term “e-migrant” 
proposed in this article permits us to dialectically articulate the relation-
ship between the present migration processes and the multiple techno-
logical, spatial, and social dimensions of contemporary network 
societies. 

The use of the term e-migrant, as a connected migrant, is also rein-
forced by the difficulty to independently analyze immigrant and emi-
grant experiences. Morphologically, the prefix “im-” to the term migrant 
provides a semantic change of incorporation or inclusion in a destination 
society. In turn, the prefix “e-” to the term migrant adds the meaning of 
leaving the country of origin. Thanks to the use of ICTs, today’s migrants, 
though they cannot always traverse migration laws and nation-state 
boundaries, might benefit from the multiple technological, spatial, and 
social dimensions of the global network society. 

Moreover, if we analyze migration as a process of continuous mobil-
ity, connectivity, and ubiquity, the idea of “leaving” or “entering” a social 
space becomes contentious. In other words, migrants’ integration into 
destination societies seems to be, at present, more physical than eco-
nomic, sociocultural, or political. Thus, the e-migrant would be an indi-
vidual who physically leaves one country to enter another one, but 
remains connected to both of them, unlike migrants from earlier decades. 
While it is true that previous migrants could communicate with or inform 
themselves about their home countries through, for example, snail mail, 
landline, radio, or cable TV programs, the changes that have occurred 
after the digitization of all communication and information devices are 
irreversible and radical. 

Methodology

This article uses data from 35 semi-structured interviews with migrant 
women in Catalonia to explore the use of mobile phones in the mainte-
nance of family relationships. To fully understand how migrant women 
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use mobile phones to keep up their family relationships, we need to 
understand the social mechanisms that define the communication and 
information behaviors of migrant women, as well as the nature of their 
family relationships. The use of qualitative methodology was considered 
the most appropriate strategy for capturing the perceptions, motivations, 
and specific circumstances that influence the relationships between the 
variables (mobile phone use and maintenance of family relationships). 
Hence, the open answers obtained during the interviews with the 
migrant women formed the empirical evidence from which we cap-
tured the use of mobile phones by migrant women for upholding 
family relationships. 

For this study, we conducted 35 semi-structured interviews with 
migrant women from three different ethnic backgrounds (Ecuadorian, 
Moroccan, and Romanian) living in four Catalan cities, all with high 
concentrations of these three population groups. Following the criteria of 
King, Keohane, and Verba (1994), the sample of migrant women partici-
pating in the study was selected by maximizing the variation in the fac-
tors considered by specialized literature to be key to understanding 
technological and communication behaviors in transnational family con-
texts. These factors include: (a) type of family (reunited/transnational); 
(b) cultural background; (c) educational level; (d) age; and (e) characteristics 
of the city of residence.

Transnational family was defined as a domestic group separated in 
space, and many times present in two or more continents (Camarero, 
2010). In spite of geographical separation, a transnational family is 
characterized by the strength and continuity of emotional ties (Parella, 
2007). In this study, we used the nuclear family (parents and children) 
as our main unit of analysis, but we have also incorporated grandpar-
ents, sisters, and brothers since they often play a key role in transna-
tional families. 

By transnational communication, we refer to the cross-border flow of 
texts and images, information, feelings, and emotions. The technological 
variables explored by this study included: type of mobile phone (simple 
or with advanced features); frequency and type of use of mobile phone; 
Internet connection to the mobile phone; and the use of Internet. 

Cultural variation is considered to be a determining factor in the 
access to and use of ICTs. While groups from the EU27, North America, 
and Latin America are strongly integrated into the Catalan network society 
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(in the sense that they are users of several ICTs), the remaining groups 
seem to focus on the use of mobile phones. The population groups born 
in the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa are the most poorly equipped in 
technological terms (Ros & Boso, 2010). It was, therefore, decided to 
select participants from three different ethnic backgrounds. The three 
largest migrant groups in Catalonia were from Ecuador, Morocco, and 
Romania, which determined our choice of these three nationalities for 
our study. The sample was also segmented by educational level (differ-
entiating between basic, intermediate, and higher categories) and by age 
(differentiating between “young” participants, aged between 18 and 35 
years, and “adults” over the age of 35).

The four towns and cities chosen for the study had high concentra-
tions of these three migrant populations and were of varying population 
sizes. It is well known that the size of a town or city can determine public 
and private investment in technology and that this can affect the relation-
ship between the factors studied here (Salvador, Cortés, Sánchez & 
Ferrer, 2004). Thus, in the final selection of the towns and cities of resi-
dence, we chose three with more than 20,000 inhabitants (Reus, Lleida, 
and Hospitalet de Llobregat) and one with fewer than 20,000 inhabitants 
(Santa Margarida i els Monjos).1

To recruit participants, we used a combination of judgment sampling 
and snowball sampling (Corbetta, 2003). Interviews were initially held 
with participants in the four cities. After these initial interviews, several 
visits were made to the four cities to complete the quotas required for 
judgment sampling using the snowball technique. The interviews were 
conducted at different locations, the majority of which were proposed by 
the participants in order to set a suitable ambience for data collection. 
The interviews were held in Spanish or Catalan, depending on the request 
of the participant. An audio recording was made of each interview, which 
was transcribed verbatim and analyzed. 

Results

The results of the analysis of the transcripts are presented in the follow-
ing together with an exploration of the use of mobile phones by migrant 
women for (transnational) family communication. The most relevant 

 at University of Sussex Library on July 6, 2015gtd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gtd.sagepub.com/


186	 Mihaela Vancea and Nihil Olivera

Gender, Technology and Development, 17, 2 (2013): 179–203

questions we analyzed were: For what purposes and how do you use 
mobile phone? Does the mobile phone help you to maintain (transna-
tional) family relationships? What are the positive and negative aspects 
of this type of (transnational) family communication? 

In our analysis of the interview data, we explored how the new TGS 
space configures the e-migrant woman by focusing on three dimensions: 
technological (equipment and frequency of use); geographical (virtual 
vs. physical presence); and social (social roles, patterns of communica-
tion and interaction). Besides assessing factors widely recognized as 
being determinants of inclusion in the network society (such as age, level 
of education, or employment status), we also tried to examine the hypoth-
esis of whether origin is a key differentiating factor. 

The Technological Dimension of Migrant Women’s 
(Transnational) Communication

According to the Survey on ICT Equipment and Use in Spanish house-
holds conducted by the Institute of National Statistics (INE, 2011), the 
percentage of Spanish users of Internet (67.3 percent) is about two per-
centage point below that of foreign-born users (69.8 percent). However, 
frequent Spanish Internet users (62.1 percent) exceed foreign-born 
Internet users (58.2 percent) by nearly four percentage points. Mobile 
phone use is about three percentage points higher in the foreign-born 
population (95.9 percent) than in the case of Spaniards (92.6 percent). 

Households in the Spanish Autonomous Community of Madrid are 
the most technologically equipped in Spain, both in services and equip-
ment, followed closely by the households in Catalonia. Regarding mobile 
phone use, all the Spanish Autonomous Communities are very close to 
the national medium value (92.8 percent) but Catalonia is slightly higher, 
with 94.5 percent of its people using mobile phones. Nevertheless, the 
percentage of mobile users accessing the Internet is lower in Catalonia 
(17.7 percent) than the national level (20.3 percent).2 

These data illustrate that immigrant women in Spain present approxi-
mately the same level of ICT use, in particular mobile phone use, as 
native women, and that the digital divide by gender has substantially 
decreased (see Figure 1).
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Other quantitative data in Catalonia show that the foreign-born popu-
lation demonstrates a higher percentage of ICT use than the native popu-
lation. For example, the percentage of mobile phone users is higher in 
the foreign-born population than in the native population. Moreover, the 
percentage of foreigner mobile phone users, in particular immigrants 
from Romania and the Maghreb, exceeds the native mobile phone users 
(Ros & Boso, 2010).

Overall, the use of mobile phones seems to be quite commonplace 
among the Spanish and Catalan populations. However, the immigrant 
population tends to use mobile phones to a slightly greater degree than 
the native population, while the differences in mobile phone use by gender 
have considerably decreased. Immigrants seem to be a segment of the 
population highly connected through new technologies that allow them 
to be actively engaged in everyday life back home in fundamentally dif-
ferent ways than in the past (Levitt, 2001; Portes, Escobar, & Walton 
Radford, 2007). 

All migrant women studied had a mobile phone at the time of their 
interview. However, when asked about the type of mobile phone they 

Figure 1. ICT Use by Origin and Gender (%) in Spain

Source: Personal elaboration based on data from the Survey on ICT Equipment and Use 
in Spanish households (INE, 2011). 
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used, Ecuadorian women had more technologically advanced sets, with 
88.9 percent stating they had mobile phones with advanced features, 
such as, touch screen and 3G, as compared to 52.9 percent of Moroccan 
women and 37.5 percent of Romanian women. 

The migrant women who used the mobile phone most frequently were 
the Ecuadorians (all of them), followed by the Romanians (77.8 percent) 
and the Moroccans (52.9 percent). Only three Ecuadorian women said 
they were connected to the Internet from their mobile phones. Generally, 
young women under the age of 35 (regardless of their origin) used mobile 
phones most frequently. Also, women with a higher educational level 
made more frequent and more generalized use of their mobile phones, 
regardless of their origin. 

Ecuadorian and Romanian women were also found to be more likely 
to be in full-time employment (55.6 percent and 44.4 percent, respec-
tively) than the Moroccan women (17.6 percent). Most of the Ecuadorian 
(66.7 percent) and Romanian women (55.6 percent) interviewed worked 
in unskilled jobs, such as, hotel and catering services or domestic clean-
ing. The Moroccan women had higher levels of temporary employment 
(17.6 percent) and unemployment (64.7 percent). Those who did work, 
did so well below their educational level.

Most of the women interviewed used mainly transnational communi-
cation arguments to justify their interest in a mobile phone: the need to 
keep in touch with family members in home countries. Some of the 
Ecuadorian and Romanian women interviewed also used ICTs, particu-
larly mobile phones, to find/maintain jobs or improve their employment 
status. Mobile phones are essential to them mainly for using their social 
networks to find work. But their use is also localized by present or 
potential employers.

Generally, all the women interviewed used a combination of different 
technologies, including mobile and landline phones, with prepaid cards 
for both or either, and the Internet, to maintain family relationships from 
a distance. Most used mobile phones just for beeping or giving missed 
calls, and for calling their family members in their country of origin in 
case of emergency.

The Ecuadorian women, regardless of their age and educational level, 
seemed to be permanently connected to their mobile phones. Most 
declared that the first thing they did when they arrived in Catalonia was 
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to visit a calling center, and call up their family members in Ecuador to 
tell them that they were fine. Then, after they had found a room to stay 
and saved some money, they bought a mobile phone. In order to cut 
costs, Ecuadorian women combined different technologies to communi-
cate with family members abroad: mobile and landline phones, calling 
centers and prepaid cards for landline and mobile phones, Internet video 
calling and chats. As a 30-year-old Ecuadorian woman said: “I prefer a 
calling centre because…I can speak a lot and I can pay for it...I pay for 
everything. I can control how long I have spoken with my family...as I 
can see the minutes.” 

In the case of the Romanian women, landline phones seem to be the 
most used technology for transnational family communication, though 
they also tend to combine different technologies (landline and mobile 
phones, Internet chats, prepaid cards, or calling centers). A 33-year-old 
Romanian woman explained how she combined different technologies to 
communicate with her family members abroad, depending on the tech-
nological resources available in different parts of Romania, and also on 
her household’s economy: 

Depending on the available technological resources back in Romania, I use 
mobile phone, landline phone or Internet. For example, I use both mobile and 
landline phone to speak with my mother, as she does not have Internet and I 
believe she will never get used to it. I use “messenger” with my brothers since 
Internet is a free communication medium. Nevertheless, communication with 
my family in Romania always depends on the economy of our household. 

The Moroccan women interviewed were less equipped technologi-
cally than the Ecuadorian or Romanian women. Most of their households 
did not have landline phones or Internet connections, and they also 
tended to make less use of mobile phones than the other two groups of 
migrant women. Moroccan women consider mobile phones to be impor-
tant for maintaining family relationships from a distance. In order to 
communicate with older members of the family in their country of origin 
(parents, grandparents), Moroccan women need phone-based communi-
cation, be it mobile or landline. Some of the Moroccan women inter-
viewed combined mobile phones with calling centers for transnational 
family communication. 
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For younger Moroccan women, mobile phones represent an important 
information and communication technological device. A 21-year-old 
Moroccan woman, who had three mobile phones, all with prepaid cards 
from different phone companies, said: “I have three mobile phones, all for 
me, because I bought one and then I liked another one and so on...I use all 
three of them...all three have touch-screen and Internet connection.” 

Moroccan women with higher levels of education are also more 
likely to use the Internet (Messenger, Facebook, or video-calling via 
Skype) to communicate with their families in Morocco. Transnational 
communication becomes easier when families live in urban areas in 
Morocco with better technological infrastructure. A 40-year-old 
Moroccan woman with a high level of education explained: “Earlier, I 
used to communicate with my family in Morocco by email, but ever 
since they have got their own computer with Internet connection, I also 
communicate with them through ‘Messenger’ or Skype.” 

The Geographical Dimension of Migrant Women’s 
(Transnational) Communication

All women interviewed belonged to transnational families, meaning 
family units that do not coexist or reside in the same household, and at 
least one unit of the household lives in a different country (Camarero, 
2010, p. 49). Most Ecuadorian women emigrated alone in a desire to 
secure a better life for themselves, or more likely, for their children. At 
the time of the interviews, most lived with their husbands and children in 
Catalonia. Most still had parents, sisters and brothers, or grandparents in 
Ecuador. 

Romanian women came to Catalonia because of their husbands, who 
arrived first. As one Romanian woman said: “I am here for love.” Some 
of them had left their children back in Romania, while others had brought 
them along. Moroccan women too came to Catalonia due to their husbands. 
Some of them had recently arrived, while others had lived for a long time 
in Catalonia with their husbands and children. 

Although Ecuadorian women appeared to be better equipped techno-
logically, there are infrastructure and time differences between Ecuador 
and Catalonia that make it difficult for them to communicate with their 
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families in Ecuador. Calling up their family members in Ecuador makes 
them feel closer to their families, besides keeping them abreast of events 
at home. For example, a 23-year-old Ecuadorian woman, who lives with 
her parents in Catalonia, said: 

I phone my grandmother every week. I am very close to my grandmother who 
is like my own mother. I always phone her up to see if she is ill...or how she 
feels... On my birthday, my grandmother phones me up and puts some music 
on the phone...she is like this.

Mobile phones also allow Romanian women to feel closer to their 
families in Romania. Transnational family communication provides 
Romanian women emotional comfort and tranquility. A 33-year-old 
Romania woman said: “Mobile phones can help you maintain your family 
relationships from a distance as family members feel you are close to 
them, and you can attend to them whenever they need.”

Mobile phones also make the migrant women feel that they can tran-
scend the barriers of time and space. For example, a 20-year-old Ecuadorian 
woman, who owned a smart phone with an Internet connection, and who 
had family members in Catalonia, Ecuador, and Italy, declared: “Mobile 
phones allow you the luxury to call from wherever you are, and whenever 
you feel you want to communicate with your family.” 

A 40-year-old Romanian woman also acknowledged the role of the 
new technology in transcending time and space: “Mobile phone or 
Internet allows you to communicate faster, and of course there are no 
space barriers. We live here but we can easily speak with and see people 
who live back in Romania.” Another 43-year-old Romanian woman 
emphasized the fast nature of mobile phone communication in the con-
text of a transnational family: 

Mobile phone facilitates my life as I can communicate with my family when-
ever I want. Earlier, if you wanted to talk to your family you needed to write 
letters and wait a lot for their answer. Now if I want to tell them something, I 
just pick up my mobile and call them up.

Sometimes communication through mobile phones makes up for 
physical absence so well that families no longer feel the urgency to visit 
home. A 28-year-old Romanian expressed this with frustration: 
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Mobile phone is very good because I can speak a lot with my mother in 
Romania, but thanks to it I do not feel the need to go and see her. As I fre-
quently speak with her by phone, I do not go to Romania to visit her. In the 
end, I do not get to see her at all.

Echoing her sentiments, a 20-year-old Moroccan woman said: “I 
believe that technology use can also be negative. For example, if you 
speak too much on the Internet or by mobile phone with your family in 
the home country, you might not feel like going to visit them.” 

Nevertheless, this feeling of co-presence through a phone call is not 
very strong among the three groups of women interviewed. Many of 
them declared that phone calls cannot replace physical presence. As a 
42-year-old Ecuadorian woman put it: “I do not believe that a phone call 
makes you feel closer to your homeland. On the contrary, I believe that 
it makes you feel that you are far away from home...You can call your 
family back home, but they are still far away from you.” 

A 33-year-old Romanian woman expressed the importance of physi-
cal presence in family communication and the danger of addiction to 
technology: 

Nothing can replace physical presence. However, if you make a phone call 
and give your family support, at least they will know that you are behind 
them. I believe that technology abuse is problematic. When you abuse, you 
give more importance to virtual than physical presence. It is an abuse. You 
can easily become addicted to technology.

A 39-year-old Moroccan woman also emphasized the danger of addic-
tion to technology, especially among youngsters: 

I do not like my children to be addicted to computer...or to Facebook or to 
mobile phones. I believe that they are too young and they still have to expe-
rience many things, and they have to go out with their friends, read books, 
and play. But if they are addicted to technology, they can miss out all this. I 
believe many children and teenagers today neglect this part of life. Of course, 
they should use technology but in a limited way.

Migrant women with higher educational level also perceived this 
danger of becoming disconnected from reality because of technology 
use. A 30-year-old Moroccan with a good education said: 
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You can lose a lot of things. I connect to Internet at home only when I need. 
Internet connection to your mobile phone might become addictive. It is like 
with video games. They disconnect you from your surroundings. Yesterday, 
I told one of my workmates: “I will throw your mobile phone out of the 
window.” He is totally addicted to texting.

Some of the migrant women interviewed felt that phone calls might 
hide things from them as they cannot actually see the faces and expres-
sions of their interlocutor. For example, a 34-year-old Ecuadorian 
woman, whose father was keeping poor health in Ecuador, explained 
why she preferred to video-call her parents instead of just speaking to 
them on phone: “It is not the same to just speak with them... through the 
webcam you can receive an image of tranquility or of anguish...I need to 
see my father, face to face, so that I can assure myself about his health.” 

The Social Dimension of Migrant Women’s  
(Transnational) Communication

The results of our study show that mobile phones allow migrant women 
to be localized by or to localize their family members; communicate 
with their families in Catalonia, Ecuador, or other countries; take care of 
their children by monitoring them; maintain their ties with friends from 
different cultural backgrounds; and look for a job and improve their 
employment opportunities or status. 

Transnational families depend on long-distance communication for 
preserving their bonds. Many government agencies and telecommunica-
tion companies in both destination and home countries also facilitate and 
encourage mobile phone use among transnational families (Madianou & 
Miller, 2011). Many migrant women studied are ambivalent about the 
role of the mobile phone in transnational family communication. Most of 
them felt empowered as it allowed them to partially reconstruct their role 
as mothers, spouses, sisters, or daughters through (transnational) family 
communication. But some also felt a sort of family pressure or obligation 
to maintain transnational communication. As a 30-year-old Ecuadorian 
woman explained: 

If I do not call my mother, then after a week or ten days my brother phones me 
up or sends me messages to ask me what has happened to me, and he urges 
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me to call my mother. And my mother, crying, asks me: “My dear daughter, 
what has happened to you that you have not called me until now?” She has 
got used to the fact that I call her every week. It is not an obligation. It is...as 
she is my mother, I care for her.

Missed calls from family members back home bring certain anxiety 
to migrant women and a feeling of obligation to call back. A 34-year-old 
Ecuadorian woman said: 

Sometimes, my sister phones me up to say: “Ñaña call me as it is urgent!” 
Then, she hangs up because the phone calls are expensive there too… But she 
does not even let me tell her that I am at work, and I will phone her back later 
when I get home. I become very nervous and end up calling her back and then 
we start talking and I do not realize that minutes just pass away and this for 
my salary…it means a lot.

Transnational families have their own mechanisms of family organi-
zation and division. Normally, economic power and decision-making is 
transferred to the displaced members, while family care remains largely 
the responsibility of the non-displaced members (Camarero, 2010). That 
explains why many of the Ecuadorian women interviewed had invested 
in new technologies (computer and Internet, mobile phone) not only in 
the destination country but also in their country of origin. Some of them 
even re-charge the prepaid cards of their family members abroad, or send 
them money. A 30-year-old Ecuadorian woman declared:

As a daughter, I send my mother money every month. I help her with money. 
If one month I cannot do it, then I tell her: “Mother, this month I cannot 
send you money.” Since I arrived here, I have always sent her money. I send 
money to my mother and she distributes it among family members according 
to their needs. I also send my family mobile phones and computers, and other 
things from here.

Sometimes, young Ecuadorian women are forced to give up their 
education, and enter the job market abroad to economically help their 
(transnational) family.

Mobile phones allow Ecuadorian women to find or maintain jobs, par-
ticularly in domestic cleaning. These phones are essential to them for using 
their social networks to find work, or to be localized by their employers. 
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Romanian women use their jobs (as shop assistants, cultural media-
tors, psychologists, waitresses in restaurants, cleaning ladies, or as care-
givers for the elderly) to meet people of different origins, especially 
natives, from whom they manage to secure the necessary social resources 
for living in Catalonia. In general, Romanian women show a greater 
interest in their future in Catalonia than the other two communities of 
women. Their discourse suggests that, although they want to keep in 
touch with their families back home, they also want to live their lives 
fully in Catalonia. 

Most of the Romanian women interviewed use mobile phones mainly 
to communicate with their family members in Catalonia or to take care 
of their children. A 43-year-old Romanian woman explained how she 
tries to combine her work with caring for her children: “I use mobile 
phone to monitor my daughters. I work ten hours outside home, so when 
my daughters arrive from school I phone them up. When they go to 
school, they phone me up, and if they have any problem I try to resolve 
it over the phone.” To communicate with their family members in 
Romania, they prefer the Internet or calling centers. 

The Romanian women also tends to use mobile phones to stimulate 
their social networks and find jobs, mostly in domestic cleaning or in 
hotel and catering services. Some Romanian women with higher levels 
of education and more specialized professions, such as, cultural media-
tors or psychologists, use mobile phones for work as well. 

Moroccan women who have recently arrived in Catalonia (generally 
young, newly-married women) have very limited social ties as com-
pared to those who have lived in Catalonia for long and who have 
developed relations with people of different origins. In fact, some 
young women who came to Catalonia as children, now have more ties 
with Catalans, Moroccans, and people of other nationalities in Catalonia 
by virtue of socializing in various public spaces, such as, schools, 
workplace, and neighborhood. A 32-year-old Moroccan woman, who 
came to Catalonia to join her family when she was 12, said: “I have all 
my family and friends here in Catalonia. I use the mobile phone to 
communicate with them.”

This is one reason why younger Moroccan women tend to make a 
more generalized use of their mobile phones. As a 21-year-old Moroccan 
woman put it: “I have three mobile phones… I use them to phone, send 
messages, connect to the Internet, listen to the radio, watch YouTube and 
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videos...I use them to phone up the three friends I have here, my aunt and 
grandmother in Morocco, and my cousin in Barcelona.”

Most older Moroccan women have spent most of their time looking 
after their homes and caring for their husbands and children, and have 
not developed strong bonds with other people, except within their com-
munity. In their case, longer residence in Catalonia has not led to further 
development of more heterogeneous social ties. In this context, mobile 
phones play an important role, especially for maintaining family bonds 
and friendship with people from their own community. And these ties 
provide them the necessary emotional and economic sustenance for 
living in Catalonia. 

Moroccan women with basic education tend to make very limited use 
of their mobile phones, often using these only to call up their husbands or 
family members living in Catalonia. To communicate with their family 
members in Morocco, they prefer a calling center. Since some of them 
cannot even read or write, they use a notebook in which they write down 
all the phone numbers in the order of preference. A 38-year-old Moroccan 
woman explained: “I know who calls me up because I remember the first 
or the last two digits of the phone numbers. I also keep a notebook in 
which I write down all the numbers in the order of preference: first, that of 
my father, and so on, depending on who I phone most often.” 

But educated Moroccan women tend to use mobile phones not only 
for family communication and to monitor their children, but also for 
work. 

Conclusion

Global network society, through its inherent condition of transcending 
state borders, creates the illusion of addressing existing global inequal-
ities based on income, employment, education, age, gender, and ethnic-
ity. Nonetheless, the digital divide in terms of ICT equipment, access, 
and usage adds to existing social inequalities in contemporary network 
societies. Women, and in particular migrant women, represent a major 
vulnerable group in terms of new technology use. 

Several studies have shown that many migrant women have pro-
gressed from no access to new technology to possession of a mobile 
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phone, or from not knowing how to use a computer to regularly surfing 
the Internet. Recent quantitative data illustrate that migrant women in 
Catalonia tend to use ICTs at a similar level as native women, and that 
the digital divide by gender has considerably diminished. However, not 
all migrant women know how to use ICTs for their personal empower-
ment. In this context, understanding the role of ICTs for migrant women’s 
empowerment in contemporary network societies is an important scien-
tific endeavor needed to re-design inclusion policies for this segment of 
population. 

ICT dissemination in most domains of women’s life, such as, family 
communication, work, civic and political participation, has produced 
radical changes in their information and communication practices. The 
use of mobile phones, for example, has brought in new forms of transna-
tional communication and social interaction, as well as new logics of text 
and image production and transmission. Through the use of this smart 
technological device, migrant women move and live in a new TGS space 
where their individual and collective imaginaries (set of values, institu-
tions, laws, and symbols common to a particular social group and the 
corresponding society) are continuously redefined. This new TGS space 
configures the e-migrant woman, a new type of migrant woman who 
requires different policy measures for her inclusion in contemporary 
network societies. 

The three group of migrant women studied—Ecuadorian, Romanian, 
and Moroccan—own mobile phones and use them. Ecuadorian women 
seem to own more technologically advanced mobile phones than their 
Romanian and Moroccan peers. Ecuadorian women, followed by 
Romanian women, also make more frequent use of their mobile phones 
than Moroccan women. These differences in ICT equipment and use 
among the three groups of migrant women might also be due to the dif-
ferences in their employment status. All migrant women interviewed 
spend on average around 40 Euros per month on family communication, 
whether national or transnational. 

All three groups of migrant women in this study use mobile phones, 
particularly for (transnational) family communication. However, the 
most common form of transnational family communication through the 
use of mobile phone tends to be through beeping or missed calls so that 
members involved can connect through cheaper communication tech-
nologies like Internet or landline telephone. Texting is seldom used. 
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Ecuadorian and Romanian women also seem to use mobile phones to 
find or maintain jobs. Women with better education and more special-
ized professional qualifications tend to make more generalized use of 
their mobile phone, regardless of their origin. 

Ecuadorian women derive emotional sustenance mainly from their 
strong bonds with family or friends in their own community in both 
Catalonia and Ecuador. Most of these women cite family or friends from 
the same group as the people they call most from their mobile phones. 
These phones also allow them to use their social networks in Catalonia 
to find or maintain jobs. Ecuadorian women would like to continue their 
lives in Catalonia, as most of them have brought their children to 
Catalonia, many of whom are enrolled in the Catalan education system. 

Most of the young Ecuadorian women interviewed arrived in Catalonia 
to join their spouses or families. These young women communicate with 
their family members (grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins) through 
the phone or Internet (chats, video-calling, social networking sites such as 
Facebook). Adult Ecuadorian women tend to employ both landline and 
mobile phones to stay in touch with their transnational families, using a 
mix of direct calling facility, special mobile phone plans for their home 
countries, calling centers, or prepaid cards. Many of these women 
migrated alone, but brought their nuclear families (husbands and chil-
dren) to Catalonia over time under the family reunification policy.3

All the Romanian women interviewed lived with their nuclear fami-
lies (husbands and children), as most of them arrived in Catalonia to join 
their husbands. For these women, the mobile phone is primarily an 
instrument of communication with their husbands and children living 
with them in Catalonia. Only in case of emergency do they use mobile 
phones to communicate with their family members in Romania. For tran-
snational family communication, they tend to combine landline and 
mobile phones, or Internet and calling centers. 

Romanian women seem to have forged better and more widespread 
relations with the Catalan population as compared to Ecuadorian and 
Moroccan women. But like Ecuadorian women, Romanian women too 
tend to use mobile phones to keep up with their social contacts in order 
to find jobs and continue their lives in Catalonia. 

Like the Romanian women, the Moroccan women interviewed 
also lived with their nuclear families (husbands and children), as most of 
them had arrived in Catalonia through family reunification policy. 
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Moroccan women use mobile phones mainly to communicate with their 
family members in Catalonia, while using the Internet (particularly 
“messenger”), calling centers, and prepaid cards for transnational family 
communication. 

E-migrant women live their everyday lives in a new TGS space that 
provides them with new opportunities to maintain contact with family 
members in their home countries. In this new TGS space, the family 
relationships of migrant women are significantly redefined in techno-
logical and geographical terms, but far less in social terms. E-migrant 
women cannot always escape family and community-based social net-
works, and continue to maintain their traditional roles as mothers, daugh-
ters, sisters, and spouses from a distance. These self or socially perceived 
roles do not change, but rather are perpetuated in a different way in the 
new TGS space, as distance significantly transforms the patterns of 
interaction among families. 

Legal, social, cultural, economic, and digital constraints play an impor-
tant role when analyzing the inclusion of migrant women in contemporary 
network societies. The emergence of a new TGS space that accommodates 
the e-migrant woman should compel social scientists to analyze more 
deeply the role of ICTs in different aspects of women’s empowerment—
from the maintenance of family relationships from a distance to different 
forms of economic, social, and political participation—to come up with 
more innovative and effective inclusion policies.
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Notes
1.	 Foreign population by place of geographical origin, the Catalan Institute of 

Statistics (Idescat, 2010).
2.	 Survey on ICT Equipment and Use in Spanish Households, the National 

Institute of Statistics (INE, 2011).
3.	 See Chapter II of the Spanish Organic Law 4/2000, on rights of for-

eigners in Spain and their social integration (http://www.interior.gob.
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es/normativa-89/leyes-organicas-1273/ley-organica-4-2000-de-11-de-enero-
1341#Pre%C3%A1mbulo%20LO%202/2009). 
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