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Latinoamerikatik iritsitako emakumeak paradoxa konplexu batean bizi 
dira Espainian: jatorrizko herrialdean geratu diren senideak ekonomikoki 
mantentzen dituzte, haien egoera ekonomiko eta soziala hobetzeko, 
baina beraiek Espainiako ongizate sozialeko oinarrizko zerbitzuetatik 
kanpo geratzen dira maiz. Beharrezkoa da haien lan-baldintzak 
hobetzea, zaintza-sistema publikoa indartzea eta zaintzaile profesionalak 
kontratatzeko diru-partiden egokitasuna berrikustea.

Europar Batasunean bizi den biztanleria migra-
tzaile latinoamerikarraren %  49,1 Espainian fin-
katu da. Horretan eragin zuzena izan dute Es-
painiako biztanleria zahartzeak eta adinekoak 
zaintzeko sistema publikoaren gabeziek, gero 
eta etxeko langile gehiago behar baitira. Bes-
tetik, migratzaile latinoamerikarrei besteei bai-
no migrazio-politika laxoagoa ezarri izanak ere 
ekarri du gehienak Espainian finkatzea. 2020an, 
454.000 etxeko langileetatik % 64 ziren emaku-
me migratzaileak. 

Aipatutako emakume latinoamerikarrentzat, Es-
painian egiten duten zaintza-lan profesionala 
ezinbestekoa da jatorrizko herrialdean geratu den 
familia-egitura ekonomikoki mantentzeko ere. 
Belaunaldi arteko ezkutuko akordioek behartu 
egiten dituzte guraso, aiton-amona, seme-alaba 
eta bestelako senideei dirua bidaltzera. Askotan, 
gainera, gerora ere, Espainian familia berria sortu-
ta ere, ezkutuan egiten dute, fideltasunez.

«Etorkin latinoamerikarrek 
jatorrizko familiari eskaintzen 
dioten ongizatea nekez lortzen 
dute eurentzat Espainian»

Beraz, belaunaldien arteko akordio informal ho-
rien eta gero gerta daitezkeen bikote-hausturen 
arteko orekak baldintzatzen ditu emakume ho-
rien estatuz gaindiko babeserako estrategiak. Aldi 
berean, urrutiko amatasunak kostu emozional 
handia du emakume migratzaileentzat, jatorrizko 
herrialdean geratu diren seme-alabei behar du-

ten arreta eta maitasuna eman ezin izateagatik. 
Horrek guztiak zaurgarritasun handiko egoera 
batean jartzen ditu emakume migratzaileak.

Alabaina, paradoxa betean bizi dira: jatorrizko fa-
miliari eskaintzen dioten ongizatea nekez lortzen 
dute eurentzat Espainian. Izan ere, Espainian lan-
egonkortasunak eta erresidentzia-estatutuak 
ematen dute zerbitzu sozialetarako eskubidea; 
beraz, emakume migratzaile zaintzaileek ez dute 
izaten babes sozial formalik. Politika honek ez du 
ondo egituratzen ongizatearen hartu-emana. 

Politika publikoen albo-ondorioak

Ikertzaileen ustez, politika publiko espainiarren 
eragin zuzena da “ongizatearen paradoxa”. Bate-
tik, etxeko langileak kontratatzea sustatzen du, 
familiei laguntza ekonomikoak ematen baitizkie 
etxeko langileak har ditzaten, zaintza-sistema 
publikoa indartu beharrean. Eta, era berean, lan-
araudiak blokeatu egiten du etxeko langile migra-
tzaile horien oinarrizko zerbitzu sozialetarako es-
kubidea. Egiturazko faktoreek baldintzatzen dute 
haien ongizatea.

Beraz, ikertzaileek diote berraztertu egin behar 
dela egokiak ote diren etxekoen zaintzarako ema-
ten diren diru-partidak, legedia-testuinguru ho-
rretan eragiten dituzten albo-ondorioak direla 
eta. Mantentzekotan, emakume migratzaile ho-
rien guztien baldintzak hobetzeko neurriak hartu 
beharko dira. Ezinbestekoa ikusten dute, halaber, 
zaintza-sistema publiko indartsu bat izateko neu-
rri politikoak hartzea.

Etorkin latinoamerikarrek 
«ongizatearen paradoxa» 
pairatzen dute
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ABSTRACT: This article analyses the relationship between migration, care work and welfare provision, 
highlighting the role of Latin American migrants in Spain as providers of formal and informal social pro-
tection on a transnational scale. It contributes to the debate on “transnational social protection” and “trans-
national social inequalities” from the perspective of “welfare paradoxes” and “interpersonal pacts”. Migrant 
women in Spain have become a resource for the provision of formal social protection through their em-
ployment as domestic care workers. Nevertheless, given that access to social rights in Spain depends on job 
stability and residency status, they have difficulties in accessing formal social protection themselves. This 
process constitutes a “welfare paradox”, based on “commodification and exclusion paradoxes”, explained by 
structural factors such as the characteristics of the welfare regime (a family model with privatization based 
on hiring migrant caregivers); the migration regime (feminised and with a clear leaning towards Latin Amer-
ican women); and the economic landscape resulting from two systemic crises: the Great Recession of 2008 
and the COVID-19 crisis. Interpersonal pacts, rooted in marriage/couple and intergenerational agreements, 
and their infringements, are analysed to explain the transnational and informal social protection strate-
gies in a context of the “exclusion paradox” and the breach of the “welfare pact”. The research draws on the 
exploitation of secondary data and a multi-sited, longitudinal fieldwork, based on biographical interviews 
conducted with various members of transnational families in Spain and Ecuador (41 interviews). 
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1.  Introduction

Scholarship studying the link between migration, 
care work and welfare provision has traditionally fo-
cused on the drivers of “global care chains” (Hoch-

schild, 2000), “social care” analysis (Daly & Lewis, 2000) 
and the “circulation of care” (Baldassar & Merla, 2014). 
In recent years, “transnational social protection” stud-
ies (hereafter TSP) have reviewed reflections on these 
analyses and contributed new approaches to them. 
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Recently, this analytical framework has been used to 
argue that the “global care chain” concept was focused 
principally on highlighting the emotional costs of dis-
tance mothering paid by migrant women employed as 
caregivers and unable to provide their children with 
the necessary attention and affection. Likewise, the 
“social care theory” has provide extremely useful in 
analysing the social models of care and their evolu-
tion, despite the fact that they are rooted in the notion 
of social rights associated with nation-states, thereby 
complicating the identification of transnational pro-
tection needs (Parella & Speroni, 2018). Furthermore, 
it assimilates social protection with the formal sphere, 
overlooking the informal protection practices that 
are forged in personal interaction networks. Finally, 
and although the “circulation of care” concept creates 
broader areas of care than the previous concepts, it is 
unable to link the demand for care with “the precari-
ous labour market conditions for migrant care givers” 
(Lutz, 2018, p. 582), and therefore fails to articulate the 
exchange of welfare with the structure of global ine-
quality that is the natural habitat of these workers. 

In an attempt to bridge these gaps, TSP research has 
introduced new conceptualisations that have con-
tributed to an understanding of how the global in-
equality processes of migrant families (in particular 
those of female migrant domestic care workers) are 
articulated with their own transnational care strat-
egies. As example of this is the term “assemblage of 
care”, coined by Amelina (2020, 2017). This author 
argues that the concept allows care to be distanced 
from the territorial category in which its provision 
is articulated, allowing for the identification of pat-
terns of inequality that emerge precisely during this 
assemblage. A further contribution to this process 
is the use of the term “transnational social inequal-
ity” (Lutz & Amelina, 2019), which refers to the way 
in which the transnational nature of care implies the 
creation of new hierarchical patterns, which nat-
urally stem from gendered and racialised cultural 
values regarding care provision, but also from the 
support for their organisation proffered by pub-
lic regulations in the host countries, the economic 
situation and the regulations governing domestic 
service. This concept, studied mainly in relation to 
migrant domestic care workers, links the disadvan-

taged position of these workers in both the labour 
market and in the social structure of the host coun-
try. This inequality has a localised impact, reflected 
in migrant marginalisation in relation to the public 
schemes of social protection, but it also operates in a 
transnational space as it generates the deployment 
of cross-border support practices within the family 
in order to overcome situations of social risk.

Rooted in the intention to move forward with the the-
oretical and empirical articulation between the struc-
tural processes conditioning global inequalities in ac-
cess to welfare and the informal practices of mutual 
support and solidarity deployed among transnational 
families, the principal objective of this article is to ap-
ply the concepts of “welfare paradoxes” and “interper-
sonal pacts” (focusing on intergenerational and mar-
riage/couple pacts) to the analysis of the formal and 
informal strategies for the transnational social pro-
tection of Ecuadorian migrants in Spain. This article 
contributes to scholarship in this field firstly through 
its application of the concept “welfare paradox” to 
the study of the adverse effects of welfare policies 
and their connection with cross-border inequalities 
resulting specifically from formal welfare provision. 
The “welfare paradox” concept was initially used to 
analyse the redistribution capacity of universalist wel-
fare policies (Korpi & Palme, 1998), and more recently 
to assess the gender-equality impact of work-family 
reconciliation policies (Kowalewska, 2021). In this 
reading, we use the “welfare paradox” to consider the 
impact of Spanish long-term care policies, based on 
cash transfers, on the demand for domestic migrant 
and care workers, as well as the conditioning labour 
factors that block these workers’ access to basic social 
rights. We argue that this “welfare paradox” is sup-
ported by a further two paradoxes, that are conceptu-
alised and discussed here, namely the “commodifica-
tion paradox” and the “exclusion paradox”. 

Secondly, the article contributes to scientific produc-
tion debates, using the concepts of “intergenerational 
and couple/marriage pacts” to explore informal TSP 
strategies. We have defined the concept of “intergen-
erational pact” as an implicit agreement, rooted in cul-
tural norms underlying the family sense of solidarity 
regarding the provision of care between generations 
(Ayuso, 2012). Beyond the formal marriage contract, 
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which implies a series of rights and obligations for the 
couple regulated by law, we consider marriage/cou-
ple pacts as a series of informal agreements based on 
their relationship and which organise the provision of 
family welfare. These pacts are obstructed by cultural 
norms and gender impositions, which traditional-
ly reserve reproductive work for women, and confer 
the traditional role of “breadwinner” on men. The 
article highlights the way in which intergeneration-
al and marriage pacts account for the articulation of 
transnational strategies of informal social protection. 
Such strategies are used by transnational families to 
offset the effects of the “welfare paradoxes” and their 
exclusion from the social pacts that are implicit in the 
nature of welfare states. The originality of our arti-
cle lies not merely in the fact that it analyses mutual 
assistance and family support strategies, which have 
been amply addressed in literature, but also because 
it highlights the manner in which conflicts and the 
breakdown of “intergenerational and marriage/cou-
ple pacts” account for the explanation of the formal 
and informal social protection strategies deployed in 
the transnational space. 

Thirdly, the article contextualises transnational 
social protection from a top-down approach, con-
sidering informal assistance practices, Spanish 
welfare policies and the economic landscape. Pre-
vious analyses have been limited to understanding 
the exchange of goods and services in the regions 
where migrants settle, whilst structural factors 
shaping these practices have been overlooked (Hell-
gren & Serrano, 2017). “Welfare paradoxes” and “in-
terpersonal pacts” are essentially conceptual tools 
that connect responsibilities for care (both those 
held with the transnational family and those that 
emerge as a result of entering into paid care work) 
with the economic and political situation of the host 
country, whilst also revealing how these scenarios 
activate specific transnational welfare practices. 

The paper is structured as follows: the next section de-
scribes the methodology used, and is followed by a re-
view of the manner in which Latin American migrant 
women have become the main providers of “formal 
social protection” in Spain, addressing in particular 
social policies aimed at long-term care and describing 
the “welfare paradox”. The following section broadens 

this examination by detailing the informal social pro-
tection strategies deployed by Ecuadorian transna-
tional families through the application of the concept 
of “intergenerational and marriage/couple pacts”. The 
final section presents the principal conclusions. 

2.  Methodology

The methodology is based on the analysis of second-
ary data to consider the position of Latin American 
migrant women within the Spanish care model and to 
explore the scope of formal social protection. The data 
were obtained from the Spanish Labour Force Survey 
(hereafter EPA), the Municipal Residents’ Census and 
social service statistics from the Spanish Institute for 
the Elderly and Social Services (IMSERSO in its Span-
ish initials) (Martínez-Buján, dir., 2021-2024) 

Secondly, the analysis of transnational family social 
protection strategies is based on multi-sited field-
work conducted in Madrid and Quito. Biographical 
interviews with transnational families were held, 
thereby introducing dimensional, time, spatial and 
intergenerational factors into the analysis of trans-
national social protection strategies. This methodol-
ogy also allows the “crossing” of family member nar-
ratives, shedding further light on how “interpersonal 
pacts” are formed and breakdown, as well as on in-
tergenerational and gender relations (for further de-
tails see Oso & Suárez-Grimalt, 2017). Our selection 
of interviewees was based on gender and generation 
variables, as well as the type of transnational family, 
depending on who initiated the migratory process 
(mothers, fathers; children; or siblings). 

The fieldwork also had a longitudinal dimension, as 
it was conducted over two time periods. Phase one of 
this research was carried out in 2008, coinciding with 
the outbreak of the financial crisis, although its im-
pact was yet to make itself felt. It included biograph-
ical interviews with persons with family members in 
Spain, held in a district of southern Quito, together 
with interviews with key informants. This was fol-
lowed by interviews with relatives of some of the peo-
ple contacted in Quito, who had settled in Madrid. 
Eighteen people were interviewed during the initial 
phase of our fieldwork (11 women and 7 men).
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In order to analyse the impact of the Great Crisis of 
2008 on transnational social protection dynamics, a 
second phase of fieldwork took place in 2015. Con-
tact was re-established with four families who had 
been interviewed in 2008. Some of the interviews 
were repeated in Quito and Madrid (eight in total), 
and new members of the same families were also 
interviewed for the first time. This longitudinal ap-
proach allowed us to monitor the biographical nar-
ratives of these families over time. The fieldwork was 
completed with interviews with other residents of 
the district, key informants and a number of return-
ees in Quito. In this second phase of the fieldwork 23 
interviews (13 women and 10 men) were carried out.

A total of 41 interviews, with 33 people (8 persons 
were interviewed twice), were carried out over the 

course of the two fieldworks: 19 women and 14 
men (15 of whom were members of the chosen four 
monitored families). A further phase of the field-
work was initiated in 2021 in order to analyse the 
impact of the COVID-19 crisis. To date, one of the 
four monitored families has been interviewed (Oso, 
dir., 2007-2010; Oso, dir., 2015-2020; Oso, dir., 2021-
2024).

We have illustrated the analysis of empirical data 
with the interviews of the monitored family cases, 
discussing those testimonies that best illustrate 
the articulation of interpersonal pacts and their 
infringements for TSP provision. The analysis is 
based on the “grounded theory” approach (Char-
maz, 2005).
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TRANSNATIONAL 
FAMILY DESCRIPTION FAMILY MEMBERS 

IN ECUADOR 
FAMILY MEMBERS 

IN SPAIN 
FAMILY MEMBERS INTERVIEWED; 

INTERVIEW PLACE AND DATE 

María 

Family comprising the 
mother, Magdalena, 
her three daughters 
(María, single, Lucía 
and Ana, separated) 

and their three 
descendants  

Mother, youngest 
daughter (Ana) 

and Ana’s 
daughter  

María, Lucía and 
their two 
daughters 

Magdalena  
and younger 
sister, Quito, 
2008/2015 

María and Lucía 
Madrid, 2008/2015 

Ana 

Family comprising a 
divorced couple and 

two sisters (one is 
married and has two 

descendants)   

Father, who is 
currently living 
with another 

woman (who has 
two children from 
a previous union) 

and has had a 
daughter with her  

Ana, mother and 
sister, together 

with the husband 
and descendants   

Ana’s father, 
Quito 2008 

Ana, Madrid, 
2008/2015/2021 

Manuel 

Family comprising a 
divorced couple, four 

children and a 
grandchild   

Mother, two 
middle sons and 

the youngest 
daughter 

Manuel, eldest 
daughter and 

granddaughter 

Mother, two 
middle sons 

and the 
youngest 
daughter  

Quito, 
2008/2015 

Manuel, Madrid, 
2008/2015 

Elvira 

Family comprising a 
couple, three children 

(Elvira and another 
two) and two 
grandchildren   

Father (in a union 
with another 

woman following 
the mother’s 
death), elder 

brother (with his 
wife and son), 
youngest sister  

Elvira, who lived in 
Madrid, but who 
was residing in 
Buenos Aires in 

2017   

Mother, eldest 
brother and 

Elvira’s father, 
Quito, 2008-

2015 

Elvira interviewed 
in Madrid in 2008 

and in Buenos Aires 
in 2017 

TOTAL NUMBER OF 
MONITORED 

FAMILY MEMBERS 
15     

OTHER PEOPLE 
INTERVIEWED 18     

 Source: Authors’ own.

Figure 1.  Description of the transnational families interviewed
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3.   Migration, Domestic Care Work and the Welfare 
Paradox from a Transnational Approach

According to Eurostat, 49.1% of the Latin Ameri-
can migrant population resident in the European 
Union has settled in Spain (Bayona-i-Carrasco & 
Avila-Tàpies, 2019), where this group accounts for 
3.1% of the total population and 40.2% of the for-
eign-born population (data from Spanish Munici-
pal Population Census 2021, that is an administra-
tive register that includes demographic data and, 
in the case of the migrant population, also includes 
those people with an irregular status. In Spain, reg-
istration is compulsory and it is a reliable source of 
foreign population data, as inclusion on this regis-
ter is a requirement for access to healthcare and ed-
ucation). Spain’s economic growth, migration poli-
cies drawn up in a context of post-colonial relations 
con visa regulations and less restrictive citizenship 
requirements for the Latin American population 
(hereafter LAC. For instance, the LAC population 
are entitled to Spanish citizenship after two years 
of legal residence in the country, compared to ten 
years for people from other regions such as Africa), 
together with a growing demand in Spain for do-
mestic and care workers, have been the key triggers 
for the settlement of migrants, in particular wom-
en (Bertoli & Fernández-Huertas, 2013). In 2020, 
the feminisation rate stood at 56.9%.

Domestic service is the biggest sector of employ-
ment for female migrant workers, who account for 
17.8% of the workforce. This figure is higher in the 
case of women from the LAC region, which pro-
vides 64.3% of the workers in domestic service (data 
from Spanish Labour Force Survey 2020, which in-
clude workers both in a regular and an irregular sit-
uation), in contrast to 24.9% of domestic and care 
workers from Europe, 3.8% from Asia, and 7.1% 
from Africa. In 2020, the number of domestic work-
ers stood at 454,000 and it is estimated that around 
63.7% of these employees are female migrants. The 
concentration capacity of the migrant population 
in this sector has been addressed in numerous 
studies which indicate that growth in this sector is 
linked mainly to household care requirements that 
are inherent to population ageing, changes in fam-

ily structures and the increasing participation of 
women in the labour market (Moré, 2018). Scholars 
also agree that the spread of this activity is associ-
ated with the increasingly international nature of 
the gendered work division, which would explain 
why it includes a large number of female migrant 
workers (Barañano & Marchetti, 2016). The concen-
tration of LAC workers is attributable to the fact 
that this group fits in with the image of an ideal 
postcolonial Spanish-speaking worker with catho-
lic values that are perfectly aligned with domestic 
tasks in general and care work in particular (Castel-
lani & Martín-Díaz, 2019).

The spread of public policies addressing long-term 
care based on cash transfers rather than social ser-
vices is another key factor in the consolidation of 
the commodification of these tasks on care work 
to migrants (Picchi, 2016). These cash transfers act 
as a kind of subsidy given directly to the families, 
enabling them to acquire, in the private market, 
the social service deemed appropriate by the public 
system (“Economic benefit linked a social care ser-
vice”: 10.7% of long-term public care system users 
in 2019) or alternatively, close relatives providing 
care work (“Economic benefit for care in the family 
environment”: 30.3% of users in 2019). A number of 
studies (Díaz & Martínez-Buján, 2018) have shown 
that the money granted for the care of family mem-
bers through “Economic benefit for care in the fam-
ily environment” is being used to pay private car-
ers hired through domestic service, partly because 
there is no way of monitoring the way the money 
received is used. The co-pay mechanism linked to 
service-related financial subsidies has also con-
tributed to this process. It was established in the 
light of the austerity policies introduced during the 
global financial crisis of 2008 and consists of users 
making a financial contribution that would com-
plete the cost of the social service acquired through 
this programme. The issue is that co-payment is 
income-indexed and the principal limitation is that 
this amount is very high, even for those on average 
or low incomes. 

As an example, the average cost of a place in a care 
home in Spain is 1,800 euros (IMSERSO, 2019). 
For a person with a high degree of dependence, 
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the maximum subsidy is 715 euros, provided that 
their monthly income does not exceed 565 euros. 
This user would have to pay the difference; in oth-
er words, 1,085 euros, more than their disposable 
income. The same is true of home-based care. The 
cost per hour for this service in an average sized 
municipality is 12.70 euros. A severely dependent 
person would receive a maximum of 70 hours per 
month (Martínez-Virto & Hermoso, 2021) at a cost 
of some 889 euros. Considering that according to 
Social Security data the average pension in Spain in 
1,140 euros, co-payment for this service would be 
30%, whereby the user would pay 267 euros for just 
two hours of care per day. As a result, many users 
are unable to pay the stipulated co-pay and resort to 
domestic service as a more economical and flexible 
way of filling their care requirements.

This situation indicates a contradiction between 
the philosophy underlying the design of public re-
sources and the adverse effects that arise during 
their application. We have coined this process as a 
“welfare paradox” (in line with the terminology of 
earlier authors mentioned in the “Introduction”) 
that impacts not only on the actual users, but also 
on the care strategies of the family environment 
and other provision areas. We posit that two clearly 
differentiated “welfare paradoxes” can be identi-
fied. On the one hand, the social resources referred 
to above are immersed in a “commodification par-
adox”, in that they have proved incapable of de-
commodifying care, and are reduced to subsidies 
that complement the hiring of domestic service, or 
discourage the use of public social services due to 
the cost involved for beneficiary families. In other 
words, these measures fail to reduce individuals’ 
dependence on the market. Back in the 1990s, fem-
inist scholars were already calling for the need to 
highlight the “commodified” dimension in order to 
guarantee equal access to public resources (Orloff, 
1993). If we include co-payment in the equation, 
stratification regarding who can or cannot access 
certain social services becomes even more pro-
nounced. On the other hand, this contradiction in-
teracts simultaneously with the strategies adopted 
by Spanish families in order to resolve their needs, 
and is also connected with the conception of a du-

alized welfare state that differentiates workers on 
the basis of their entitlement to labour and social 
rights. In this way, we find, at one extreme, with 
well-paid workers who have access to welfare pro-
tection and, at the other extreme, we have precari-
ous, low-paid and unprotected workers. “This seg-
mentation has configured a dualized welfare, which 
creates a class of “worker citizens”, the “insiders”, 
who contribute to the welfare state and are enti-
tled to its benefit and a subclass of “working poor”, 
the “outsiders”, who have limited access to welfare 
benefits” (Castellani, 2020, p. 3). This segmentation 
is complemented with a further stratification layer 
among domestic migrant care workers comprising 
ethnicity, legal status and migration policies. All 
these processes create an “exclusion paradox” that 
blocks the migrant population’s access to the social 
rights enjoyed by other citizens, as they experience 
greater difficulties in maintaining contributions 
throughout their labour trajectory. 

This impact is particularly harsh in the case of do-
mestic migrant care workers, who are also bound by 
a much more restrictive framework for the protec-
tion of their labour rights than other workers. This 
legal framework permits cease and desist dismissal 
(whereby the employing family can fire a worker at 
any time they deem fit); non-entitlement to un-
employment benefit (even though they are legally 
employed); exclusion from the “Occupational Risks 
Prevention Law”; and the absence of work inspec-
tions in the private households that employ them 
(Molero-Marañón, 2020). This situation places them 
in a position of extreme vulnerability, particularly 
during periods of systemic crisis. During the Great 
Recession of 2008, even though many domestic care 
workers remained in work, the continuous wage 
cuts and worsening working conditions were clear-
ly in evidence on multiple occasions (Hellgren & 
Serrano, 2017). During the COVID-19 crisis, when 
they suddenly became essential workers, due to the 
particular vulnerability to the virus of the elderly 
population, their working conditions were so pre-
carious that they became the most vulnerable work-
ers of the pandemic (ILO, 2020). The introduction of 
Spanish government’s “extra subsidy for domestic 
service workers” for workers who had lost their jobs 
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or had seen their working hours reduced as a result 
of the health emergency, did little to ease the situ-
ation (the subsidy was up to 70% of their contribu-
tion-based earnings, up to a maximum of 950 eu-
ros, the minimum salary for 2020). The condition of 
being registered with the Social Security detracted 
from its universalising effect as it is estimated that 
30% of domestic and care workers are in the under-
ground economy (Díaz & Martínez-Buján, 2018). 
This situation together with the delay in its intro-
duction (applications were not accepted until May 
2020) and late payments (which in some cases ex-
tended to up to three months following application) 
have further worsened these workers’ living condi-
tions, forcing them to resort to informal means of 
support or seek aid from voluntary organisations in 
order to cover their essential needs (Díaz & Elizal-
de, 2021). Consequently, distanced from the “social 
pact” that formed the foundations for the welfare 
state and the inability of social protection mecha-
nisms to act quickly and effectively in the light of an 
emergency, adopting transnational strategies for 
achieving social protection has become an essential 
resistance strategy.

The following section, based on our fieldwork, pre-
sents the arguments that show how these informal 
social protection strategies, aimed at offsetting the 
paradox of exclusion and the breach of the “welfare 
pact”, are based on interpersonal agreements root-
ed in marriage/couple and intergenerational pacts 
and their infringements. The tension between re-
lationships of solidarity and conflicts underlie the 
adoption of informal social protection strategies 
and their articulation with formal ones on a trans-
national scale, within the framework of the “welfare 
paradox”. 

4.   Intergenerational and Marriage/Couple 
Pacts in the Articulation of Social Protection 
Strategies of Transnational Families

Transnational social protection strategies are based 
on intergenerational family pacts that may involve 
mothers/fathers, grandmothers/grandfathers, sons/
daughters, brothers/sisters and nephews/nieces, 

underpinned by the sense of family solidarity and 
the obligation to provide welfare (Ayuso, 2012), as re-
flected in María’s testimony: 

“For us, the mother and father are sacred. It’s 
as if they were our children; like we have a lifelong 
obligation to repay them for everything they have 
given us. As they have protected us and continue 
to do so up till now, now that they are older and 
have worked so hard, it’s time for the children to 
play their part” (María, Madrid, 2008).

Transnational protection strategies are also artic-
ulated through marriage/couple pacts. In addition 
to their legal basis, which implies certain welfare 
rights and obligations for the partners thereto, is 
also grounded in cultural values and gender im-
peratives. As Pateman explained (1988), the sexual 
contract is also the principle of the marriage con-
tract. Indeed, both the intergenerational and mar-
riage/couple pacts are conditioned by gender roles. 
As Cortés and Oso (2017) point out, women are ex-
pected to play a greater role in the provision of wel-
fare through care, whilst men’s contribution to the 
family welfare is essentially through their status 
as the “breadwinner”. However, the roles in inter-
generational pact are disrupted in the case of those 
families in which the woman acts as the pioneer in 
the migratory chain, leaving the children behind in 
Ecuador. The gender rules are broken when these 
women leave their role as “in-person carers” dele-
gating it to a third person in the country of origin, 
and assume the responsibility for family welfare 
through remittances. This situation is occasionally 
sanctioned by the children left behind in the coun-
try of origin, who may perceive that the emotional 
dimension of the intergenerational pact has been 
broken. It occurs less in the case of men who mi-
grate alone, leaving their wives and descendants 
behind in Ecuador, as they assume the traditional 
role of breadwinner. 

Ana’s mother was one of the women that pioneered 
the migration process following Ecuador’s eco-
nomic crisis at the end of the 20th century, travel-
ling to Spain to work as a domestic and care worker. 
Her migration was part of an intergenerational TSP 
strategy in order to provide their daughters, who 
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initially remained in Quito with their father, with a 
university education, which is very expensive in Ec-
uador. The interview with Anna reveals our inform-
ant’s perception of an emotional breakdown of the 
intergenerational pact after her mother migrated: 
“I was 13 when my mother emigrated, and my feel-
ings were of abandonment” (Ana, Madrid, 2015). In 
turn, Manuel’s children, who were left with their 
mother in Quito, see their father’s emigration in a 
more positive light, even though he separated and 
settled down with a new family in Madrid (couple 
and daughter) and his wife accepted this new rela-
tionship. This is attributable to the fact that, even 
though he had broken the emotional dimension of 
the marriage pact with her, he upheld his respon-
sibilities regarding the intergenerational welfare 
pact, sending remittances and therefore complying 
with his assigned role of breadwinner. Thanks to 
their father’s financial support, all three children 
were able to attend private schools in Ecuador and 
undertake vocational training or university cours-
es, as part of an education-based transnational so-
cial protection strategy. Nevertheless, the mother 
did not want to grant him a divorce, because she 
feared that, after the formal break-up of the mar-
riage pact, he would marry the other woman. A new 
marriage formal pact could have an impact on the 
children’s inheritance (intergenerational pact).

“I’m not giving him the divorce, because he 
left to look after the family. He is with another 
woman, but she doesn’t stop him from sending 
me money. If I want him to continue to support 
me financially, I can’t say anything” (Manuel’s 
wife, Quito, 2015)

It is therefore clear that emotions also play a part in 
intergenerational pacts. A connection can be drawn 
between the emotional ties and the strength of the 
pact: the severance of these ties, the loss of affection 
or family quarrels can articulate the agreements on 
which the transnational social protection is based. 

Magdalena’s oldest daughter (Lucía) was the first 
to leave the country, followed by her husband, their 
two daughters and her middle sister, María, the 
only one who remained single and had no children. 

Lucía separated from her husband in Spain, short-
ly after he arrived in Madrid. The two sisters and 
Lucía’s two daughters lived together in an apart-
ment and worked in the domestic, care and clean-
ing sectors. The situation helped Lucía, as a strategy 
of informal social protection, after the breakdown 
of her marriage pact and her ex-husband’s lack of 
responsibility towards their daughters. The two 
sisters shared the care of the daughters, who were 
still young children at the time. María took care of 
her nieces, as part of an intergenerational family 
welfare pact. Likewise, at the beginning of the mi-
gration cycle, the two migrant sisters, Lucía and 
María, provided financial support for the family 
who had remained in Quito, acting as a buffer, as 
a measure of transnational informal social pro-
tection, in the face of the mother’s ineligibility for 
a retirement pension and public healthcare; the 
medical expenses incurred by the premature birth 
of the niece; and the fact that both their sister Ana 
and her husband were unemployed in Quito. As a 
result, the remittances sent by the migrant sisters 
were the principal source of income for the house-
hold in Ecuador. In addition to the money they 
sent from Spain for the daily expenses, María sent 
money to build an apartment for herself at the top 
of the house where her mother lived. This apart-
ment was occupied by her youngest sister’s family 
(Ana, her husband and the niece) as a form of in-
formal social protection in terms of the provision 
of housing. 

“My family depend on us 100 %. My mother 
doesn’t work, nor does my sister. The youngest, 
my niece, was born prematurely and we paid for 
all the hospital fees from here. Now, her husband 
is unemployed after he was dismissed, and we 
have to feed the four of them and the child, who 
is still a baby. (...) We work for others to live (…) 
My mother no longer receives public healthcare, 
she now has a private doctor to treat her ailments” 
(Maria, Madrid, 2008)

However, the family in Ecuador is aware of the need 
to have a good relationship with Maria to ensure 
that she will not question the intergenerational 
pact that guarantees remittances:
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“Now that we are so far apart, my sister back in 
Ecuador is much more affectionate towards me, 
just like my mum. She is closer to us and respects 
us more. She used to say whatever she felt like, but 
now she bites her tongue. Firstly, because she says 
that we are the elder sisters, and secondly because 
they depend on us - because otherwise we would 
stop sending money. Because when I get mad, I 
stop everything” (María, Madrid, 2015).

The onset of the 2008 economic crisis entailed the 
restructuring of the social protection strategies 
of the transnational family. Both Lucía and María 
experienced a sharp reduction in their working 
hours in domestic service and cleaning, which led 
to a substantial decrease in their income. They were 
blocked by the “exclusion paradox”. The two sisters 
had a row, which prompted María to move into a 
small apartment all by herself, in another area of 
Madrid where she was living in 2015. Lucia’s finan-
cial situation was quite precarious, after the break-
down of the intergenerational pact with her sister. 
She had to turn to the church as a form of social pro-
tection in order to receive food. She also occasional-
ly received remittances sent by her mother in Ecua-
dor, as the economic situation of the family back in 
Quito had improved considerably (Magdalena was 
awarded a pension and her daughter found a job). 
María is still helping her nieces, giving them mon-
ey for food and clothing whenever she sees that the 
financial situation is dire. The youngest niece had 
moved in with her in 2015, as a means of social pro-
tection, in view of the difficult situation that Lucía 
was going through. This indicates that intergener-
ational social welfare pacts are re-established over 
time, and that transnational social protection strat-
egies are forged in accordance with the strength or 
breakdown of emotional ties, but also in the light of 
the impact of the “exclusion paradox”. 

The intergenerational support pact of descendants 
towards their parents, or uncles and aunts towards 
their nephews and nieces, should supposedly be 
stronger in the case of single family members. This 
is due to the conflict between intergenerational 
pacts and marriage/couple pacts, especially where 
descendants are involved. Some of our female in-
formants explained how they had to conceal the 

remittances they sent to their parents and siblings 
from their partners. Indeed, parents’ intergener-
ational pacts with their children take precedence 
over all others. 

“I send money to my mother every month 
without fail. My sister was off sick for around six 
months and she said ‘I can’t send money to mum, 
because those ten euros are for my daughters’ 
milk’. Or don’t have children, if you have a part-
ner, as they won’t let you send money back to the 
family. Because the money is for the family, in 
other word the husband, wife and their children. 
As I’m single, they expect more from me. She says: 
‘It’s because you don’t have any expenses; you’re 
single; you don’t have children’. It’s like, you have 
to send money, because you just have to” (María, 
Madrid, 2008)

This clash between intergenerational and mar-
riage/couple pacts is also reflected in the case of El-
vira, who, at the start of her migratory experience 
sent back half her salary, working in the domestic/
care and catering sectors, to her mother. The mon-
ey was invested in expanding the family business 
in Quito as part of an intergenerational social pro-
tection strategy. This safeguarded her brother’s job 
and led to an overall improvement in the family’s 
circumstances, and also enabled her younger sis-
ter to study at university. However, following our 
informant’s marriage to a fellow Ecuadorian she 
met in Madrid put a stop to these remittances over 
several years, and they were only renewed following 
the couple’s separation: 

“At the beginning I would send money back to 
my mother, which enabled her to purchase com-
puters to set up a business, and also to help my 
brother and my sister (…) There was a period when 
I didn’t send anything —that was when I got mar-
ried— because you have other responsibilities. We 
had a mortgage and he [in reference to her hus-
band] and I had to find the money for our expens-
es (…) Later, when we separated, I was able to start 
sending money again (…)” (Elvira, Madrid, 2008) 

Following the onset of the economic crisis in 2008, 
Elvira, faced with the “exclusion paradox”, decided 
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to return to Ecuador in 2014. However, she is un-
able to find her place in Quito. After the death of 
her mother, her father embarks on a sentimental 
relationship with another woman (a new couple 
pact), which interferes with the intergenerational 
pact. Elvira does not accept this union and begins 
to claim her space, questioning the father’s author-
ity, leading to family rows. She decides to migrate 
again, this time to Buenos Aires. All this leads to the 
rupture of the intergenerational pact. 

“(...) for me it was not positive that she has 
built a bigger house, a better business (...) she 
no longer has the same respect that she had back 
then, the respect seems to have gone... (Elvira’s fa-
ther, Quito, 2015).

In turn, intergenerational pacts are a means of 
ensuring social protection when a marriage/part-
nership breaks down. This is the case of Lucía, 
who, after separating from her husband, turned to 
her sister María for help. To further illustrate this 
idea, we return to the family history of Ana, who 
initially stayed in Ecuador following her mother’s 
migration. After the family regrouped, Ana’s father 
felt unsettled in Spain and ended up going back to 
Ecuador. He and his wife separated and finally di-
vorced, thereby resulting in the breakdown of the 
“marriage pact”. In 2021, the father was living with 
a new partner, and the couple had a daughter three 
years ago. His partner has two older children from 
a previous relationship who are studying at univer-
sity. Ana has made it clear to her father that he must 
cherish the relationship with his new daughter and 
her step-siblings, because they will have to care 
for him when he is older. The abuse that the three 
women of the family suffered (domestic violence) 
and his decision to settle permanently in Quito, 
brought about a breach of the marriage and the 
intergenerational contract between the father and 
the three women. Ana has urged her father to safe-
guard the new pact with the younger generation of 
his family and his partner in Ecuador as a means 
of social protection that will ensure he is cared for 
in the future: “I tell my dad: behave towards them 
as you didn’t behave towards us – be a father. I tell 
him: take advantage of this opportunity, maybe 

they will look after you when you are old, because 
we won’t be able to” (Ana, Madrid, 2021).

The breakdown of the marriage pact with the father 
lies at the heart of the precariousness the family 
experienced in the wake of the 2008 recession. The 
mother lost her job and had no form of social pro-
tection, because as a domestic service worker she 
was not entitled to any form of unemployment ben-
efits, as we saw in the first part of the article. She 
was also blocked by the “exclusion paradox”. Her 
husband, settled in Quito, was not sending money 
to Spain, instead employing his financial resources 
for his own upkeep in Ecuador. In this case, he fails 
to assume his role as breadwinner.

The intergenerational pact forged between the 
three women became the sole form of social protec-
tion open to the family in order to face the welfare 
paradox, providing various degrees of support. The 
elder sister, who got married in Spain, had two chil-
dren and moved to another flat with her husband, 
acted as a permanent link in this chain of intergen-
erational social protection support. Thanks to her 
husband’s financial support (a new marriage pact) 
in paying their own household expenses, the elder 
sister was able to finance the costs of the flat Ana 
and her mother lived in and also provided meals for 
her mother during the times of greatest hardship. 
Thanks to her sister’s help, Ana was able to study at 
the university, and as a result of those studies our 
informant found a skilled job in Madrid that ena-
bled her to send remittances to her mother. In turn, 
the mother cares for the grandchildren and helps 
with domestic chores, thereby supporting her el-
der daughter, whose working hours in the catering 
industry and the lack of state support for families 
in Spain make securing a life-work balance a chal-
lenging task. 

Unlike the 2008 recession, which impacted most se-
verely on the building industry, the COVID-19 cri-
sis had a devastating impact on the catering sector, 
where Ana’s elder sister and brother-in-law worked. 
Thanks to state social protection, and specific aid 
for workers who lost their jobs during the health 
emergency (the furlough scheme known as ERTE), 
the couple were able to get through the recession, 
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albeit on a far lower income. However, all members 
of the family who had settled in Spain, with the 
exception of Ana, caught coronavirus (her sister, 
brother-in-law, mother, niece and nephew). This 
situation placed Ana under great emotional stress, 
as she was in Madrid and extremely concerned 
about her family’s health. Her mother also suf-
fered, as she was afraid of dying due to her age and 
health problems. In turn, the elder sister suffered 
panic attacks because of concerns over the family’s 
health problems and the after-effects of the disease 
she was personally experiencing. The fact that the 
family is separated, (Ana is alone in Madrid) and 
the lack of a solid social network, made it difficult 
for them to manage the health emergency: 

“We don’t have a family network here (in ref-
erence to Spain). My sister is ill, and I’m not there 
to look after the children and take the medication 
to my mum. We don’t have a strong, consolidated 
network. The fact that we don’t have a family net-
work, which I really miss, makes everything very 
difficult” (Ana, Madrid, 2021). 

In turn, Ana was forced to go through the health 
emergency alone, working from home without see-
ing anyone, which also caused health issues. Faced 
with an emotional crisis, the intergenerational pact 
between women is activated, this time based on si-
lence: 

“A close bond of solidarity has been forged be-
tween us: we look after one another, by not talking 
about what we’re going through. How are you? 
Great, fantastic, even though we all have health 
problems… How are you? I’m fine. Sure? Yes Mum, 
I’m good” (Ana, Madrid, 2021). 

This family’s history highlights the way in which the 
pacts and their eventual breakdown shape informal 
social protection strategies, which are combined 
with others of a more formal nature. The break-
down of the marriage pact between husband and 
wife, together with the mother’s low income and 
her non-entitlement to unemployment benefits as 
a domestic service worker (“exclusion paradox”), 
worsened the precarious position of the family in 
Spain after the 2008 crisis. In turn, an intergener-

ational social protection chain formed by the three 
women was forged to secure the younger daughter’s 
education and offset the mother’s unemployment 
and the elder daughter’s difficulties in balancing 
work and family. In addition to this chain, a pact 
of silence was established after the COVID-19 crisis 
which guarantees emotional stability. In Ecuador, 
the crisis caused by COVID-19 is solved thanks to 
state social protection in the form of the father’s 
pension, as well as the possibility of informal em-
ployment in the workshop, helped by his partner 
when she loses her job as domestic worker in Quito. 
In addition, the family members living in Ecuador 
occasionally call on Ana’s sense of solidarity when 
they are in debt or need to make a particular pur-
chase. Finally, due to the father’s abusive behaviour, 
together with the distancing result from his deci-
sion to settle in Ecuador, and his failure to assume 
the role of breadwinner, any future care of the pro-
genitor will depend on the strength of a new inter-
generational pact with his youngest daughter and 
his new partner’s other children in Quito. 

Source: Authors’ own.

Figure 2.  The “welfare paradox” and the “interpersonal 
pacts” in transnational social protection

5.  Conclusions

The first contribution of this article to the debate on 
TSP, is the application of the “welfare paradox” con-
cept to show how formal social protection of long-
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term care in Spain has resulted in the emergence of 
a labour market for domestic service which centres 
the activity of migrant women, in particular of Lat-
in American origin (“commodification paradox”). 
Simultaneously, this process interacts with the dif-
ficulties these workers experience in accessing pub-
lic social benefits, due to their non-contribution to 
the social security system and the legal framework 
that regulates domestic service (“exclusion para-
dox”). Expelling these workers from the “social wel-
fare contract” in turn leads to the configuration of 
informal TSP strategies, particularly in contexts of 
crisis and social risk. A review of the public system 
for long-term care in Spain is also necessary in or-
der to revert this situation. The elimination of the 
co-pay mechanism and the option of hiring profes-
sional carers through monetary transfers are two 
criteria that could be monitored in the mid-term. 
The ratification of ILO conventions 189 and 190 and 
the equation of the working conditions of domestic 
caregivers to other employees are key criteria in or-
der to minimise processes of social exclusion.

A second contribution of this article is the analysis 
of the fieldwork conducted with Ecuadorian trans-
national families, which has revealed how these 
informal social protection strategies are supported 
by interpersonal pacts (intergenerational and mar-
riage/couples) that are sustained by cultural norms 
and gender imperatives. These pacts are the result 
of relationships of solidarity, although they are not 
free from conflict. As a result, any breakdown in 
these pacts may also determine the nature of the 
transnational social protection strategies deployed. 
This tends to result in the activation of intergenera-
tional pacts when marriage/couple pacts are weak-
ened and vice versa. It is in the interplay of this 
tension between interpersonal pacts of solidarity, 
their breakdown and the exclusion in terms of the 
“social welfare pact” in the host country, that formal 
and informal social protection strategies come into 
play, applied within the transnational space. 

Finally, the article highlights how the exchange of 
welfare between transnational families is linked to 
structural factors, which shape these practices. This 
top-down analysis has been overlooked in studies 
on TSP and is therefore our third contribution. 
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