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Does gender matter in the context of immigration? What 
significance does it gain through time? Does transition 
from one gender role to another result in redistribution 
of family roles? These are the main questions which this 
paper addresses through scientific discourse and empiric 
research. In particular the paper deals with the question 
whether the transition from one gender role to another 
in the course of immigration triggers the liberalization 
of gender roles in the families of East-European immi-
grants (from Ukraine, Russia, Kazakhstan, and Armenia) 
in Germany. This is investigated through semi-structured 
biographical interviews with female immigrants to Ger-
many conducted by the author in 2012-2014. The findings 
illustrate a specific shift of gender roles in the context of 
migration. On the one hand, willingly or through circum-
stances, immigrant women are more likely to be involved 
in the decision-making process, to adapt to a breadwinner 
role, and to undertake the communication functions with 
official institutions (often due to better language proficien-
cy). On the other hand, men are more likely to be more 

engaged in the caregiver roles for offspring, to maintain 
native language in communication with children (from 
mother tongue to ‘father tongue’), and to fulfill house-
keeping duties. These patterns are rather untypical for 
post-soviet gender roles, with their increasing tendency to 
the renaissance of traditional gender roles.
The question of whether a shift in gender roles related to 
migration from one country to another leads towards the 
greater liberalization of gender roles still remains debat-
able. But migration experience reinforces the transforma-
tion of gender roles which initially are not only distinct but 
also unequal. Thus, migration can accelerate restructuring 
of the gender relationship. In turn, a new social order im-
poses – on immigrants – a demand for greater flexibility 
of gender roles in the family and for diversity in household 
strategies.
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background

The significance of the gender dimension in the glob-
al migration process has changed with time. Initially 
defined as passive or even deviant and mere follow-
ers of their male partners, female contributions were 
ignored in the international migration (Lutz, 2010). 
Rapid feminization of migration flows in the middle 
of the last century required revision of migration with 
greater consideration towards both genders (Castles 
& Miller, 2009; Donato, Gabaccia, Holdaway, Mana-
lansan, & Pessar, 2006). The latter was also intensified 
with the development of feminist and gender studies, 
which made gender an integral part of understanding 
and explaining migratory processes (Andall, 2003; 
Anthias, Kontos, &  Morokvasic-Müller, 2013; Buijs, 
1996; Dausien, Calloni, & Friese, 2000; Forbes Mar-
tin, 2004; Krummel, 2012; Moreno, 2002; Piper, 2009). 
Thus, disregard of women in migrant studies was fol-
lowed by the increase of a research body investigat-
ing feminization of migration. As June Rush argues, 
this was essential in order to gain distance from the 
notions of “woman as homemaker, circumscribed by 
domestic routines” which has remained prevalent 
in different societies (Nash, 1999, p. 3). But at some 
point, focusing only on women-related issues slowed 
down the investigation to what extent gender “con-
textualizes migration processes for all immigrants, 
men and women” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2000, p. 114).

To understand the relation between migration and 
gender, scholars Susie Jolly and Hazel Reeves offer the 
following interrelation scheme. On one hand, migra-
tion as a  multidimensional process is able to either 
increase inequalities by entrenching traditional roles 
or bring changes by challenging them. On the other 
hand, gender aspects of migration indicate who mi-
grates and why, and how the process of decision-mak-
ing proceeds, i.e. the role of human agency (Jolly 
& Reeves, 2005). These mutual influences demonstrate 
interdependence between migration and gender.

Following this logic of interdependence, the ob-
jectives of the present paper are, firstly, to distinguish 

how gender variables are embedded in migration and 
how they shape modern migration dynamics, i.e. 
gender migratory trends. Secondly, attention is fo-
cused on the transformation of gender roles which 
occurs under the impact of migration experience.  
The latter is analyzed in the case of female East-Euro-
pean immigrants to Germany.

Migration trends froM  
the gender perspective: 

european context

Available data allow us to illustrate some trends in 
the development of gender variables in the relation 
to migration. Even though the focus of the article 
is concentrated on the European context, there are 
worldwide commonalities which demonstrate inter-
links between local and global trends (Eurostat, 2011; 
United Nations, 2010; United Nations, 2009).

As mentioned above, migration flows of the twen-
tieth century became rather feminized, which led to 
sex-balanced migration. According to the United Na-
tions estimation, almost half of actual migration stock, 
i.e. 105 million, is composed of women (United Na-
tions, 2010). Moreover, in some regions of the world, 
such as Eastern and Northern Europe, and Central 
and Eastern Asia, women have already outnumbered 
men among immigrants. In certain countries of the 
European Union such as Cyprus, Italy, Spain, France 
and Ireland, female migrants outnumber their male 
peers, as Figure 1 shows.

Since 1985 there has been a tendency toward evo-
lution of migration drivers. Change of pull factors 
has been defined by the decrease of family-related 
and by the increase in importance of employment- 
related migration, which in particular has greater 
significance in relation to women. Thus, in 1985-1989, 
among migrants who arrived in the European Union 
for employment reasons, 41% were men and 18% 
women. In 2005-2008 these percentages were 55% and 
32% respectively (Eurostat, 2011).

Figure 1. Immigrants by gender, EU-27 and EFTA, 2008 (%) (Eurostat, 2011, p. 19).
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In spite of the increase of employment-driven mi-
gration, it has not prevented problems related to la-
bor market integration in the destination countries, 
and female migrants are subjected to these issues 
to a  greater extent than their male peers (Eurostat, 
2011). Access to the particular gendered labor niche of 
the host country, language and cultural obstacles, lack 
of networks or demanded qualification, and pitfalls of 
gender stereotypes are a few of those problems. Addi-
tionally, the gender roles of the home country and cul-
tural traditions partially explain the issues of female 
labor market integration and employment rates in the 
receiving countries. The similarities of the economic 
activity rates between genders in the home country 
and the destination country indicate a certain correla-
tion (Eurostat, 2011) (See Table 1).

For instance, according to United Nations data, 
in 2011 the gap between male and female economic 
activity rate was 60% in Pakistan, 49% in Morocco,  
57% in Algeria, 43% in Turkey, 52% in India, 15% in 
Russia, and 14% in Ukraine (United Nations Statistics 
Division, 2011). Thus, a gender gap in labor force par-
ticipation among immigrants in the receiving coun-
tries is considerably similar to the existing situation 
in the labor market in the home country.

Another phenomenon, which is not only related to 
migration but finds larger extension after migration, 
is overqualification or the gap between high educa-
tional level and low- or medium-skilled jobs. Both 
migrant men and women face this issue in the post- 
migration period, even though women are affected 

slightly more by it than men, 38% and 35% respective-
ly (Eurostat, 2011).

The gender demarcation of occupational spheres 
exists beyond the migration context, but what makes 
it more specific through migration is the fact that mi-
grants are excluded from or restricted in access to 
jobs in the public sectors as public administration, de-
fense, and education. With different proportions, but 
both men and women immigrants are involved pre-
dominantly in such spheres of employment as man-
ufacturing, wholesale and retail trade, accommoda-
tion and food service activities. While construction, 
transportation and storage are predominated by men, 
human health, social work as well as paid activities 
in households are the preserve of female migrants 
(Eurostat, 2011). This, of course, anchors their posi-
tions in particular sectors of the labor market: paid 
household services, health, child and elderly care for 
women and construction and logistics for men.

The presented gender patterns illustrate a certain 
liberalization of the role of women in the migratory 
context. Women have grown in numbers in the inter-
national arena and on the global labor market. They 
have become a  more active part of the world pop-
ulation, and employment has decreased their eco-
nomic dependency on men. In spite of this, certain 
disparities and inequalities still do exist in relation to 
women when viewed through the migration prism: 
low activity rates among particular ethnic groups, 
and troubles related to labor market integration and 
gendered sectors of the economy.

Table 1

Activity rate of persons aged 25-54 in the 13 main citizenship groups of third-country nationals in the EU-27 by 
gender, 2008 (%) (Eurostat, 2011, p. 84)

Men, % Women, % Gap (percentage points)

National 92 78 14

Pakistan 90 17 73

Morocco 89 43 47

Algeria 88 43 45

Turkey 90 47 43

Albania 97 55 42

India 94 58 37

Serbia 89 61 29

United States of America 90 68 23

Russia 87 66 21

Bosnia 91 71 20

Brazil 97 78 19

Ukraine 93 76 17

China 81 66 15
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Migration experience and 
transition of gender roles

As a  starting point of the transition in the physical 
and social spaces, migration influences personal-
ity from different angles. On the one hand, these 
are transformations in terms of self-perception and 
self-reflection, i.e. identity, ethnic, religious or group 
affiliations. On the other hand, these are alterations 
in terms of behavioral practices, i.e. revision of roles 
and restructuring of household strategies. Once set 
on the move, human agency is challenged to a great-
er extent; it requires active strategic actions and per-
sonal transformations in order to adjust to the new 
socio-economic and socio-cultural contexts (Bauman, 
2006). The second part of this article aims to answer 
whether the migration experience reshapes the gen-
der roles in the new surroundings.

Shift in Social (gendered) order

A major part of migration flows from the Eastern to 
Western, from the Southern to Northern countries, 
in other words, from developing to developed soci-
eties (United Nations, 2009). The latter are advanced 
with respect to human rights and political freedoms, 
in accordance with cultural progress, economic and 
well-being development indices, and also in terms of 
gender relations embedded in the particular gender 
roles (UN Development Programme, 2014). We will 
pay close attention to the latter phenomenon.

Disparities in gender roles between home and re-
ceiving countries which men and women face during 
migration may lead to clashes (scenario 1), compar-
ison and inclination towards the new gender roles 
(scenario 2) or preservation of the home country 
gender traditions (scenario 3).

In the case of the first and second scenarios, the 
former role division is not taken for granted anymore 
but falls under the influence of reevaluation within 
the new contextual perspective. Optionally, it may 
lead either to the restructuring of family roles or to 
a  separation or even a  divorce (Nash, 1999). Men’s 
home authority is questioned, which may be con-
nected to a loss of prestige at home or at work. Male 
unemployment and connected to that personal disor-
ders intensifies this situation even more.

In other words, scholars Monica Boynd and Eliza-
beth Grieco define the shift in gender roles within the 
migratory process as a  transition from one type of 
a gender stratification system to another or ‘one sys-
tem of patriarchy to another’ (Boyd & Grieco, 2003). 
This transfer can lead to empowerment of migrant 
women, improvement of their social positions in the 
receiving society and within their family, as well as 
liberalization of social positioning for both men and 
women.

eaSt-european immigrantS to germany: 
‘Shift in gender roleS’

In the case of East-European migrants from the post- 
Soviet region to Germany, we can witness the shift 
from artificially enforced official USSR top-down 
feminism with state-encouraged emancipation to-
wards bottom-up and top-down feminist traditions 
with consecutive emancipation in the German context 
(Zherebkina et al., 2007; Carstensen & Groß, 2006).

Describing new tendencies connected to the gen-
der roles in the post-Soviet epoch, Tatiana Zhurzhen-
ko in her work “Old Ideology of a New Family” depicts 
them in terms of ‘patriarchy renaissance’. She argues 
that this revival was partially stipulated in reaction to 
the Soviet official egalitarianism (Zhurzhenko, 2004). 
‘A  super-woman strategy’ based on ‘double shift’, 
paid and unpaid, was exposed to critical revision  
(Tureckaja, 2001, p. 72).

The findings of the qualitative research “The Bot-
tom-Up Integration of Immigrants from Former So-
viet Countries to Germany” (Havlin, 2013), on which 
this part of the article is based, indicate that there are 
a few noticeable twists in the restructuring of gender 
roles which have taken place in the post-migration 
period. From this standpoint, gender is viewed as 
a dynamic social construct which shapes behavior-
al and household strategies, family relationships and 
roles (Lorber, 1994; Havlin (Sklyaruk), 2005).

Interviewees’ profile. Fourteen semi-structured 
biographical interviews with migrant women from 
post-Soviet countries (Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, 
and Armenia) were conducted by the author during 
the period 2012-2014 in the city of Kaiserslautern, 
Rhineland-Palatinate, Germany. The age range of the 
interviewees varies between 22 and 60 years. The mi-
gration experience ranges from 5 to over 20 years in 
some cases. All women have had experience in rela-
tionships: eight of them are married (or remarried), 
seven out of fourteen have had experience with di-
vorce, and three have partners. Six participants have 
two children, four have one child, and the rest (most-
ly in their 20s or early 30s) are without children.  
The majority of interviewees with higher education 
are employed (permanent as well as temporary jobs 
or in the form of self-employment through entre-
preneurship activities), two were completing their 
studies, one was searching for a  job at the time of 
the interview, and another recognized her status as 
a housewife with readiness to work, given an oppor-
tunity.

Findings. Analyzing the influence of the migration 
experience on the reshaping of gender roles, it is rea-
sonable to perceive it at two interdependent levels: 
pre- and post-migration stages.

Apparently, the precondition of female agency 
was initially demonstrated in the pre-migration peri-
od, as some participants pointed out. Already at that 
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time they were decision makers or push factors for 
families to immigrate: It was ’92. The coup d’état had 
happened and… we applied (to leave for Germany). 
Well, I initiated it… My husband didn’t want it, Elena 
(51); With or without you, but I am leaving for Germa-
ny, Svetlana (39).

The post-migration stage intensifies the tenden-
cy of female agency and challenges it even more 
in the new foreign setting. According to the inter-
viewees, their faster response to language training, 
to the demands of re-qualification, employment and 
self-employment, and readiness for flexible or incon-
venient working schedules consolidated their active 
and independent positions inside their families and 
relationships.

Thus, the capacity to learn German language 
quicker in comparison to their husbands/partners 
put some of the participants in the position of a com-
municator and a negotiator with the official or out-
side world. …Only when he has some official affairs 
does he have to know German. And then WE, or rather 
my mom, has to do that because he has troubles with 
German, as Irina (21) describes the situation with her 
father, who has been in Germany for fourteen years.

There are a  few situations which led women to 
take over the role of a breadwinner in their families:
•  re-qualification and subsequent employment, as 

it was in the case of Svetlana through mastering 
a qualified job as a social worker while her husband 
remained in a  low-skilled occupation as a manual 
worker. As a result, the difference in earnings be-
tween spouses is 600 euro to Svetlana’s advantage;

•  multiple jobs with night and weekend shifts in the 
case of Olga, employed in the sphere of health and 
elderly care, earning 1700 euro monthly while her 
husband’s wage is 1300 as a long-distance driver;

•  entrepreneurial involvement in services, such as 
wellness and therapy, party management, catering 
and entertainment, or sales of cosmetics and house-
hold goods works as a tool to fight unemployment 
and a way towards gaining economic independence 
from men. Thus, Elena describes her situation when 
she started a  sale business alone, engaging after 
some time her unemployed husband and making 
a family business out of it. In general, self-employ-
ment practices are especially popular among eth-
nic minorities and serve as a coping strategy with 
joblessness and integration into the labor market of 
the receiving country (Crow, 1989).

Another essential field of migrant women em-
powerment and their social visibility is their active 
network engagement. The feature ‘women empower 
women’ was described previously by the researcher 
June Rush in her observation of other migrant groups 
in the USA (Nash, 1999, p. 8). Through involvement 
in public social work, e.g. migration integration 
counseling, ethnic unions, religious communities, or 
creative activities, such as dancing groups or choirs, 

they build networks or gain access to already exist-
ing ones. This means access to useful information 
such as job opportunities, to services provided by 
other immigrants, for instance, health, elderly or 
child care, catering, entertainment, or simply moral 
support and encouragement. Men are less present in 
such networks.

Immigrant men, compliant to changes in the new 
setting, share roles of care givers for children as, for 
example, Elena (51) describes her husband’s situa-
tion: They didn’t give him German classes any further. 
So he was raising Zhenja (daughter). She was learning 
German with her father. He was helping her at school… 
Under the circumstances, men take over housekeep-
ing responsibilities, as Svetlana (39) recalls her times 
of re-qualification in Germany: I  was just calming 
myself down that if he didn’t want it, he would never 
get into that, or as Elena (51) draws attention toward 
the changing role of her husband at home after his 
injuries and professional disability: Misha was stay-
ing at home, he completely adopted the role of Haus-
mann (househusband).

In this trend of increasing female agency, it is 
worth paying attention to how diverse the female 
perceptions depicted above of the ‘twist of gender 
roles’ are. Describing her family situation, Svetla-
na (49) designates it with the idiom head over heels, 
i.e. ‘upside-down’. With this expression she tried to 
signify that it does not fall under accepted tradition-
al gender patterns. Instead they are replaced with 
a more flexible form of interaction based on a dou-
ble-income household with shared responsibilities in 
housekeeping and child care. Others, as it is in the 
case of Elena, employ the strategy ‘you are the boss’ 
(a husband), but ‘I am the one who is in charge here’. 
For some East-European women it remains essen-
tial to retain and support their husbands’ authority 
and dominance. To some extent, it takes the form of 
‘show-off dominance’.

In the situation of Karina, after divorcing her Ar-
menian husband, she came to the conclusion that she 
did not want to be involved in a  relationship with 
any ‘Russak’ anymore, perceiving them as carriers of 
the traditional role models. ‘Russak’, a slang version 
of the word ‘Russian’ which applies to men, bears 
a slightly negative connotation and generalizes men 
from the former Soviet-countries with a  particular 
type of behavior. Her later relationships with Ger-
man men only vindicate her beliefs.

Analyzing the relationship between her parents 
shaped in accordance with male dominance and fe-
male subordination, i.e. the basis of a  classical role 
model, Irina (21), who migrated with her family at an 
early age, criticizes this role pattern and rejects this 
adoption into her own relationship with a  Russian 
immigrant young man.

The gender role frame allowed us to see how mi-
gration experiences influence family structure and 
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reshape perception and division of gender roles. 
Enforcement of female agency through migration 
undermines traditional division of gender roles und 
challenges their male partners to respond flexibly to 
the newly established situation at home and outside. 
For some women from the sample, the migration ex-
perience meant an increase of their social mobility, 
economic independence, and relative autonomy. Par-
tially, it may be influenced by the fact that almost all 
participants at the time of the interviews were in-
volved in the labor market or had an intention to be 
engaged in the near future. Thus, new economic and 
social settings of the receiving country and efficien-
cy of more flexible gender roles may lead to the bal-
anced re-distribution of power and authority within 
the families. These may also cause positive transfor-
mations in the relationships inside of the families. 
Of course, these are qualitative changes which have 
been taking place in the migrant families. In quanti-
tative terms, as we could see from the first part of the 
article, women are still at a disadvantage in the labor 
marked and remain as a dependent part.

conclusions

In spite of gender inequalities and disparities pre-
served within migration processes, female migrants 
and their issues are becoming more visible in relat-
ed statistics and research. The emergence among the 
migrant families of female-based households places 
migrant women in the positions of a family breadwin-
ner and a decision-maker, and as a bridge between the 
family and the outside world. It also challenges male 
migrants to compromise with respect to the restruc-
turing of family and gender roles. This phenomenon 
can be seen, on the one hand, as gender emancipation 
and escape ‘from patriarchal and abusive social rela-
tions’ (Billson & Fluehr-Lobban, 2005, p. 57). On the 
other hand, it can be viewed as part of a household 
strategy aimed at survival in the foreign setting.

The question of whether a shift in gender roles re-
lated to migration from one country to another leads 
towards the greater liberalization of gender roles 
still remains debatable. But migration experience 
reinforces the transformation of gender roles which 
are ‘not only distinct but are also unequal’ (Halford, 
1992, pp. 156-157). Thus, migration can accelerate re-
structuring of the gender relationship, and the new 
social order imposes on migrants a demand for great-
er flexibility in gender roles within the family and for 
diversity in household strategies.

The tendency to greater egalitarianism linked to 
the post-migration period is also described by Pier-
rette Hondagneu-Sotelo with the example of undoc-
umented Mexican families in the USA (Hondagneu- 
Sotelo, 2000). She argues that these families exhibit 
a more egalitarian approach in the household division 

of labor or family decision-making process than they 
demonstrated prior to migration. Thus, the migration 
experience misbalances to some extent previous sets 
of gender roles which may not be efficient in the new 
surroundings anymore, as the findings of the present 
research showed, and leads to the reshaping of gender 
discourse.

This paper was presented previously during 10th In-
ternational Conference “Woman in Culture: Gender, 
Culture & Migration” held at University of Gdansk, 
Poland, in March 2015. The conference was co-funded 
from Norway Grants in the Polish-Norwegian Research 
Programme operated by the National Centre for Re-
search and Development.
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