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ABSTRACT
Care and support are central determinants of social work. However, 
the needs and specificities for an integral perception of this assis
tance need to be drawn in the context of a globalizing society and 
increasingly evident macro and micro contextual phenomena. By 
taking care of aging people in the context of Portuguese transna
tional families as an example, this paper aims to be a space of 
dialogue between challenges and possible answers in an attempt 
to reflect on the main issues of care in transnational families. The 
main results/reflections emphasize the need to broaden educa
tional training to recognize care as inherently interdisciplinary and 
rooted in cross-cultural knowledge. Digital communication tech
nologies play a crucial role in enabling care that transcends geo
graphical boundaries, improving both the quality of interactions 
with care-related elements and social responses.
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1. Introduction

Even though the increase in average life expectancy is a sign of social evolution, it is 
important to recognize that new challenges are emerging for which societies were 
unprepared, especially in Western societies (Albert & Ferring, 2018; Bengston et al.,  
2005). The challenges include: a) the sustainability of social protection systems, due to 
a smaller working population, making it difficult to maintain protection systems; b) the 
need to rethink social typologies that is, existing social responses or idealize new solu
tions that are in fact for people who live longer, with more autonomy, favoring their 
permanence in the environment where they have always lived and belonged; c) lifestyle 
changes to live longer and healthier lives; d) the effects of longevity on family income, due 
to increased care costs between generations; and e) the fulfillment of fundamental rights 
and ageism (Doetsch et al., 2017; Oliveira, 2008). However, the commitment to aware
ness of the appropriate use of space, services and respective accessibility enhances the 
quantity and quality of social support in the face of aging (Doetsch et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, in addition to the challenges mentioned above, it is important to emphasize 
the importance of addressing transnational challenges, as they are a central element in the 
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current debate. This includes issues arising from care relationships and social support 
systems that extend beyond national borders, and how people can live interconnected 
(Baldassar & Merla, 2014; Bryceson, 2019).

For all these reasons, it is believed to be necessary to reflect on social work from 
a transnational perspective, reflecting on the main challenges facing professionals and an 
increasingly aging population, since it is necessary to identify challenges and suggest 
solutions that suit intercultural social needs.

1.1. Care in (transnational) context

For Papadaniel and collaborators (2009), care arises as a response to current social 
situations of suffering. The main aim of social support is to help people build and rebuild 
their social ties, and it can therefore be understood as an instance of socialization. 
Support practices are uncertain and are gradually invented and recreated in the context 
of the practice of social workers. These practices are difficult to define for those involved 
in the field, as they are unable to define their content a priori. The concept of accom
paniment takes us back to a pragmatic conception of action, based on concrete cases to 
which those involved constantly refer. The methodology of accompaniment is built on 
experience in the field, which allows for great freedom of intervention. Papadaniel et al. 
(2009) also adds that accompaniment practices arise from intolerable social situations 
and are one of the responses to the various problems presented. Some of these counseling 
practices are individual initiatives and are part of deeper devices and institutions.

According to the author, the device guides action and is situated between the institu
tions/structure and what emerges, which is the space where practices are constructed. It is 
important to note that in Social Work, devices can be a set of practices, norms, structures 
and instruments designed and organized to intervene in specific social situations, which 
can include public policies, social projects, care methodologies and techniques that guide 
the intervention of professionals.

In this sense, the professionals must adopt a logic of individualized intervention based 
on the uniqueness of users (Branco, 2008), understanding the person as a whole, identi
fying the singularities that make them up, and their life trajectory, which makes them an 
integral being (Barros & Hanenberg, 2024). Establishing and sustaining a relationship 
based on trust and empathy is fundamental to this understanding (Peng, 2024).

Nevertheless, with increasingly globalized societies, marked by migration and trans
national relational dynamics, social work is acquiring new forms as an academic area in 
constant reconstruction with the needs that emerge from cross-cultural well-being and 
integration issues (Köngeter et al., 2015; Schrooten, 2021).

With a stronger scientific expression since the beginning of the 21st century, inter
national social work has emerged as the practice and study of social work that transcends 
national borders, allowing for the expansion of cross-cultural thinking, since it focuses on 
global issues and the interconnection of social problems in different cultures and 
countries (Midgley & Tang, 2001). It involves the practice of social work principles and 
practices in an international context, addressing issues such as poverty, human rights, 
social justice and community development on a global scale (Furman et al., 2010; 
Midgley & Tang, 2001). This perspective challenges the traditional view of social work, 
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which typically assumes that migrants sever ties with their home countries and follow 
a linear path of acculturation and assimilation.

Some fundamental aspects of international social work have been described (Midgley & 
Tang, 2001), and have progressively evolved over the last few years (please see: Furman et al.,  
2010; Gray, 2005; Healy & Thomas, 2020): being: i) a global perspective, which recognizes that 
social issues such as migration and inequality are global and interconnected; ii) increased 
cultural competencies, which requires sensitivity to cultural differences and approaches 
adapted to diverse populations; iii) collaboration and advocacy, which involves working 
with local organizations and governments to promote social change and improve well- 
being; iv) a human rights focus, which promotes and protects human rights following 
frameworks such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; v) a sustainable development 
perspective: It engages with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to address issues 
such as poverty, health and education; and vi) the research-education connection, as it 
contributes to research on international issues and educates future social workers on global 
challenges.

It is therefore important to consider that international social work focuses on comparisons 
and collaborations between countries, and that is essential to develop and understand the 
transnational social work perspective, which in turn focuses on cross-border dynamics and 
the ongoing connections that individuals and communities maintain across national borders. 
In this context, reflecting on care that takes on unique characteristics is important, as it 
introduces the dimension of distance. Distance is, in fact, a very relevant factor when it comes 
to support or care provision (Baldassar & Merla, 2014; Bryceson, 2019).

To offer a more coherent analytical outline, it is important to describe the main 
challenges that transnationals face concerning specific areas of intervention. 
Noteworthy examples include: i) space and technology, i.e. using digital technologies to 
overcome spatial barriers (Baldassar et al., 2016); ii) system diversity and information 
exchange, which is the need to understand and communicate between different social 
service systems (Schrooten, 2021); iii) cultural aspects and values, i.e. the importance of 
addressing cultural differences both in the local context and between generations of these 
families (Androff & Mathis, 2021; Schrooten, 2021). Furthermore, iv) the fluidity and 
circulation of care, in which we highlight that the roles and practices of technicians and 
beneficiaries change and transform with the care that circulates across borders (Baldassar 
& Merla, 2014; Barros & Hanenberg, 2024; Bryceson, 2019).

The transnational approach recognizes that individuals and communities maintain 
enduring ties and identities that span national boundaries. It emphasizes the complex, 
interconnected and multifaceted nature of social work practice in a globalized world and 
the perception of structures of care and well-being in different countries (Baldassar & 
Merla, 2014; Schrooten, 2021).

To answer this challenge of ‘global accompanying’, the authors Baldassar and Merla 
(2014) developed the concept of care circulation, which reflects the fluidity of care 
between members of transnational families very well. Asymmetrically, crossing genera
tions, countries and care expectations, this challenge combines other important social 
variables such as gender, age, socio-professional status and the use of resources between 
different countries. The intersectionality of the care of the many variables makes us 
consider several essential aspects that are central in human interaction. Firstly, consider 
that these are groups with geographical distance and reinvention of the space for 
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intervention and care by the various members (Baldassar & Merla, 2014; Barros & 
Hanenberg, 2024; Schrooten, 2021).

The physical separation between family members due to migration can make accom
paniment more complex and challenging, especially when the social service intervention 
is based on a face-to-face relationship, and it is essential to understand transnational care 
with characteristics that have a hybrid form between face-to-face and digital (Baldassar 
et al., 2016; Barros, 2023; Barros et al., 2024).

Cultural and social differences in each country/society also impact access to services 
and resources. Thus, members of transnational families may find it difficult to access 
local services and resources due to a lack of knowledge about each country’s specific 
systems and policies, making it even more challenging (Androff & Mathis, 2021; Jofre- 
Monseny et al., 2016). In this sense, we highlight the emotional and psychosocial 
challenges that migration and separation between family members can add, which can 
lead to anxiety, loneliness and other health concerns, possibly requiring emotional and 
psychosocial support to cope with the distance (Neto, 2019).

Overall, accompanying transnational families presents a series of complex challenges 
that require a sensitive, culturally competent and collaborative approach on the part of all 
social professionals, which involves the idea of integrating the norms and values of users 
and different countries into best intervention practices (Barros & Hanenberg, 2024).

Social workers supporting transnational families must understand the situation of the 
individual and their family in order to provide an appropriate response; they must also be 
proactive and creative in resolving social issues that arise in different contexts. This 
specialized support requires practitioners to be entrepreneurial when building innovative 
and creative responses. It is also important to consider the need for greater participation 
in planning responses that are properly framed in cross-cultural contexts (Bryceson,  
2019).

Barros and collaborators (2023, 2024, 2025) point out that supporting transnational 
families in Portugal can have different challenges depending on whether they are on or 
off the European continent, as there is free movement of people, goods and services, with 
European policies that protect the common space. The fact that families are on different 
continents, where distances are much longer and even the time zone can be different, as 
well as the legislative basis, can make it difficult to support and contact family members.

For all interdisciplinary practitioners, especially social workers, it is a challenge to 
rethink the current forms of support for these families. Portugal is an aging country, with 
many elderly people in institutions whose adult children have emigrated. The distance 
involved adds complexity to the assistance provided.

1.2. Ageing in Portugal: a case study for reflection

Botelho and Branco (2022) pointed out that ‘ageing is a dynamic process that confers 
vulnerability and signals finitude, and the distinction between ageing and chronic 
illness is difficult but partly possible and desirable’ (p. 42). According to Harper 
(2010), it can be analyzed from a social point of view, as an opportunity, since 
longevity is a civilizational achievement and an indicator of development. In the 
same way of thinking, Walker (2008) adds that aging is also an indicator of social and 
economic progress. Additionally, the author considers that the increase in average life 
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expectancy has been the success of transformations in science and public policy. 
Furthermore, the large increase in the elderly population is having a significant 
impact, particularly on health systems, in terms of economic, scientific, technological 
and cultural development (Barbosa, 2015).

Given the significant increase in specialized support needs, social workers and 
technicians in interdisciplinary teams have been challenged to rethink the social 
support provided to this population. Social support must treat people individually 
in accordance with their individual relationships, affections, history and biography 
(Astier, 2015; Astier & Duvoux, 2006). According to Astier and Duvoux (2006), there 
is an attention to the other person as a unique individual and the need for persona
lized treatment. The logic of action has changed from target groups (or groups) at 
risk to one that is more focused on individuality, on the person as a singular being 
(Astier & Duvoux, 2006). As a result, there is a need to consider the person’s living 
conditions and particularities/singularities when designing the social aid that is 
proposed.

Although the aging phenomenon is global, the situation in Portugal stands out as 
a particularly relevant area for research. According to the PORDATA database (2022), 
Portugal is getting older. In 1960, there were 708,569 people aged 65 or over; in 2021, the 
figure rose to 2.424,122 people aged 65 or over. The rate of births went from 24.1 per cent 
in 1960 to around 7.7 per cent in 2021. Average life expectancy rose from 67.1 years in 
1970 to 80.7 years in 2020.

Currently Portugal is the oldest countries in the European Union and there is 
a forecast in 2050 it should effectively be the oldest in the EU (INE, 2020). This may be 
the result from the conjugation of two causes: the decrease in the birth rate and the 
increase in the average life expectancy of populations (INE, 2020).

The key factor that alerts us to the difference in the Portuguese context is a socio- 
historical context characterized by the systematic emigration of people of active age 
(Gomes et al., 2015; Pires et al., 2022). However, the new migratory profiles that followed 
the Brain Drain in the last decade, have modified the patterns of support between 
generations (Gomes et al., 2015), since the expectations of return (caring for more elderly 
people) seem to have changed substantially (Barros, 2023), making it more important to 
understand how the entire family social group can be united to give it more resilience in 
the psychosocial approach to care (Barros & Hanenberg, 2024).

In percentage terms, in 2022, the resident population in Portugal was constituted of 
12.9% of young people, 63.1% of people of working age and 24.0% of the elderly. 
Estimates indicate that the number of people who left Portugal to reside abroad for 
a period equal to or greater than one year (permanent emigrants) reached a total of 
30,954 people (25,079 in 2021, corresponding to an annual rate of change of + 23.4%), of 
which 64.6% were male and 35.4% female (INE, 2023).

In light of the above, the aging population in Portugal is a political and social issue 
with very specific and worrying contours, which require specific intervention. In 
Portugal, many elderly people are attending social centers, which accompany the elderly 
person, but also their transnational family, as they are a point of communication and 
support at a distance. Thus, the current aging of the Portuguese population requires 
a renewed reflection that responds to families that are far away and at the same time to 
the elderly who remain in Portugal.
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Considering that social interaction is multifaceted and integrates problems and solu
tions, this paper aims to be a space of dialogue between challenges and possible answers 
to reflect on the main issues of care in transnational families.

2. Reflection and discussion

2.1. Challenges that require new answers

Support for transnational families—just with adult generations in interaction—can be 
analyzed from different perspectives: the perspective of family members who are far away 
but want to be close to their relatives: especially the ascendants in the country of origin 
who are in concrete needs of the aging process (Albert & Ferring, 2018). These families 
often feel that they can’t be there at a time when close family support is needed. This 
impossibility can be accentuated by a lower availability for mobility due to professional 
commitments, but above all by the distance to which they are subject. The fact that they 
can’t be close and accompany their relatives generates anxiety and uncertainty in the 
decisions they make to ensure the utmost well-being of their relatives (Jofre-Monseny 
et al., 2016; Neto, 2019), which justifies the need for a new way of conception of services 
and care.

From a social services perspective, many of these families are accompanied by social 
workers and some psychologists as part of their service in social institutions, such as 
ERPI in Portugal (Residential Structures for the Elderly), home care, social centers, 
and day centers. As well as having to accompany the people they care for within the 
scope of their social response, these professionals have the dual challenge of accompany
ing the users’ families. They often mediate between the responses, needs, family and user 
(Guerra, 2019). On the other hand, the distance makes it difficult to get a contextual 
understanding of the family member’s social and health situation. Social workers often 
have to mediate between service users, their families and social structures to respond to 
the needs that arise (Furman & Negi, 2007).

Nevertheless, from the users’ perspective, who feel more vulnerable (and for this 
reason need support from some social organizations), the fact that the family is distant 
can generate feelings of loneliness or even insecurity about their situation (Guerra, 2019).

In a global macrosystemic context, the COVID-19 pandemic has forced social services 
to rethink their social support practices. Previously, social support meant that there had 
to be a face-to-face relationship. The pandemic forced social workers to provide social 
support at a distance because they had to protect the population they were working with. 
On the other, families were also forced to accompany their relatives from a distance, 
which brought several consequences. With this global context, social work realized that it 
would also be possible to carry out social accompaniment via online platforms or by 
telephone (Mishna et al., 2021).

2.2. Future directions (for now)

Being a member of a transnational family redefines the way in which each person in 
the family group understands the idea of the ‘other’ in their lives, inserting them 
into a systemic framework that can foster behaviors of inclusion or exclusion 
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(Barros et al., 2024; Neto, 2019). The same happens with social workers, who have 
to reframe their perception of the family network in which the person they are 
assisting belongs—be it due to cultural diversity, geographical distance, belonging to 
families with more or less community-based behaviors, or even access to digital 
means.

Therefore, it is important to discuss how transnationality can (and should) influence 
specific practices in social work. Schrooten (2021) alerts us to the need for a culturally 
competent intervention that integrates the realities of the various countries involved and 
the specific regions where these people live, going beyond the beliefs, values and norms of 
a predominant culture to provide ground for transdisciplinary thinking.

Transnational social work researchers (e.g. Boccagni, 2015; Schrooten, 2021) warn of 
the problems of a ‘generic’ approach to social work only embedded in a cultural reality 
when a cross-cultural and cross-countries strategy is needed.

With the undeniable advance of communication technologies, which create more 
space for interaction between members of transnational families, boosting the frequency 
and intensity of contact and support (Baldassar et al., 2016; Barros et al., 2024), they also 
increase the number of structures and resources that social workers can turn to obtain 
a more comprehensive solution to the user’s needs.

Consider the example of elderly people who are institutionalized and have family 
descendants who have emigrated: these family members can provide support and be 
present by telephone or digital means, often organized by the staff. Although this was 
already a relatively well-known process in transnational cases, the pandemic had a certain 
impact as it accelerated a process with the massive use of online platforms by the 
population and institutions, enabling interaction not only between transnational 
families, but also between practitioners trying to negotiate common well-being (Banks 
et al., 2020).

The growing connection and digital communication between carers, users and 
families is in itself a significant facilitator of social work. However, it is necessary to 
address the even greater challenges regarding the needs of the cared-for person as an 
individual element in a context (Branco, 2008; Schrooten, 2021). Perceptions of aging 
and the need for support (e.g. including digital literacy) are increasing according to the 
globalized context in which all players interact (Barros & Hanenberg, 2024). Therefore, 
the use of technologies of communication is a huge opportunity to social intervention, 
but there are some barriers to use, both by users and institutions, such as the difficulties 
of use by users or the lack of access to technologies or the internet, which can be 
simultaneously a challenge for the technicians and a problem to the infrastructures 
(Barros et al., 2024; Walsh, 2020).

Although this approach is new in the Portuguese context, previous interdisciplinary 
studies (e.g. Barros & Ganito, 2024; Barros et al., 2024), which looked at parents of 
Portuguese emigrants, found that digital technologies play a central role in maintaining 
contact and providing support to older generations. These authors also referred to the 
need for digital literacy for a balanced digital ecosystem. In other words, vulnerabilities 
are also reflected in the digital world, as people with lower socio-cultural levels tend to be 
more exposed to risk (e.g. digital fraud) and do not know how to use basic tools. Thus, 
the importance of community workers in training older people in digital use is high
lighted, offering useful tips for application in the social work profession.
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This search for diverse and multifaceted interaction is more challenging, but also more 
empowering for the role of social teams, as it requires continuous training, whether 
formal or informal, making each of the technicians more sensitive and closer to the 
intercultural realities that shape the world. At the same time, it can also be a way of 
recognizing the impact of transnational social work, which aims to integrate the ‘generic’ 
support that guides the area, but enhancing their integrative profile of multifaceted 
knowledge (Androff & Mathis, 2021; Jofre-Monseny et al., 2016) and care as 
a circulation concept which can be downwards or upwards, trying to work with the 
generation gap resulting for the geographical distance (Baldassar & Merla, 2014).

2.3. Training strategies for social workers

Training strategies for social workers in transnational family care require a deep under
standing of transnational contexts and the development of relevant knowledge and skills 
(Pulman & Fenge, 2024; Schrooten, 2021). Both pre- and post-qualification training 
should be significantly improved to ensure high-quality preparation for social workers 
entering this field. Professionals need to understand why different generations with 
different perspectives and objectives have a common ground of interactions and support 
(Baldassar & Merla, 2014).

They must recognize the connections between these individual concerns and the 
macro and micro-level forces that shape the transnational care phenomenon in 
a multifaced perception of the family as a multichallenged group (Barros & 
Hanenberg, 2024), where the person’s dynamic with the surrounding social network 
(in their own country or another country) interferes, but also the interaction with 
services that can help to overcome challenges (Baldassar & Merla, 2014).

For these reasons, the challenges of integrating global and cross-cultural perspectives 
into social work programme curriculums must be addressed, as noted in the literature.

Curriculum design in social work should integrate transnational perspectives by 
including specific modules or courses on transnational care. These courses could address 
topics such as global migration patterns, global care chains, and the role of technology in 
maintaining long-distance care relationships (Baldassar & Merla, 2014). Content such as 
the impact of migration on family dynamics, the policies and practices that shape 
transnational care, and comparative analysis of care systems in different countries are 
essential to help students understand how transnational care is intertwined with the 
foundations of social work (e.g. Debruyne et al., 2023; Schrooten, 2021; Webster et al.,  
2010). This approach can be strengthened by incorporating global perspectives into core 
disciplines such as human behavior in social contexts and public policy analysis. 
Integrating case studies and real-life narratives is another effective strategy. Studies 
based on the experiences of migrant carers, transnational families and refugees provide 
practical contexts to complement theory, highlighting the challenges and resilience 
associated with care networks (Parreñas, 2005). This resource allows students to analyze 
the intersections of social status, gender, race and migration, promoting culturally 
sensitive interventions. Critical analysis of concrete cases can enrich students’ under
standing and strengthen their capacity to respond in practice. Guest lectures and inter
cultural partnerships further enhance the training of future professionals. Inviting 
experts, politicians, or people directly involved in transnational care provides access to 
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different perspectives. Collaboration with international programmes or social work 
organizations offers opportunities such as virtual classrooms, discussions with colleagues 
from other countries on the challenges of transnational care, partnerships with NGOs 
linked to migrant communities, and field visits that simulate real care scenarios.

The use of technology in global learning is also crucial. Digital tools such as virtual 
exchange platforms, webinars and online resources allow students to connect with 
professionals and communities from different geographical contexts. Meanwhile, digital 
storytelling effectively documents and explores transnational care experiences, fostering 
a deeper and more engaging understanding of these dynamics (Chamberlain & 
Leydesdorff, 2004; Ganito, 2018).

In addition, policy and advocacy training are essential to prepare students for larger- 
scale interventions. This component should emphasize critical analysis of policies that 
affect migrant carers, including labor immigration laws, family reunification and global 
labor rights (Yeates, 2009). Skills such as defending inclusive policies, challenging 
inequalities in care provision and promoting human rights justice are essential for the 
development of conscious and active professionals.

Experiential learning through internships and field placements is a practical approach 
that links theory and practice. Partnerships with local organizations and global agencies 
allow students to experience the context of transnational care first-hand, providing 
insights into the systemic, interpersonal and cultural factors that shape it. Critical 
reflection on these experiences helps to consolidate learning.

Finally, it is important to encourage critical reflection and examination of the ethical 
implications associated with transnational care. Issues such as the emotional costs of care 
work, power imbalances in global care chains, and the responsibilities of home and host 
countries deserve attention (Hochschild, 2012). Activities such as reflective journals, 
group discussions and the development of position papers encourage students to exam
ine values and prejudices and prepare them for ethical and culturally sensitive practice.

In summary, a broader global perspective that questions borders and boundaries is 
essential, with a specific sensibilization for cross-cultural dynamics that can promote 
better comprehension of the Other (Ramos, 2013).

3. Conclusions

Social work needs to keep in line with the natural needs of a globalizing society with 
constant micro- and macro-social challenges. A good example is precisely the considera
tion of the intersection between support for the aging of people with migrant descendants 
and transnational networks.

Transnational families add immediate challenges to intervention, whether with insti
tutionalized or not, more or less close families, as well as adjusting social measures, since 
communication technologies (and distance) are now interacting as constant variables in 
this search for comprehensive support.

This transnational awareness in future (or current) social workers will enable a deeper 
understanding of person-society complexities, as well as increasing sensitivity to the 
specific needs of these people, offering appropriate and ‘tailored’ support.

Best practices in this area emphasize the need for intercultural and transdisciplinary 
thinking that is open to new ways of helping to ‘see the other’ as a whole. A clear example 
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was the pandemic situation. Although it is a specific emergency context, it has underlined 
the need for quick adjustment of social interaction, and social workers must be at the 
forefront of these changes to promote the dignity of each person.

To conclude, this reflection leads us to believe that including the concepts of transna
tional families in bachelor’s/master’s degree curricula in the areas of social work can 
enrich future professionals’ understanding of human mobility/migration, global systemic 
interactions, as well as the urgent need to consider the multiple interactions within the 
family group. Updating curricula should guarantee the necessary scientific training and 
practical and methodological preparation to intervene with this group of people. In this 
context, where the intervention of social workers is essential, it has become indispensable 
for universities to be able to contribute with training that responds to this emerging 
reality, with the capacity to innovate methodologies and intervention practices in order 
to provide effective support to the needs felt by transnational families.

The aim is to provide support that involves families, social workers and users with the 
aim of improving or maintaining the well-being and support provided so far.

It is therefore necessary nowadays to innovate and rethink an area of intervention that 
is so significant for Social Work and for current and future social workers.
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