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Chapter 10
Migration of Ukrainian Nationals to Italy: 
Women on the Move

Francesca Alice Vianello

10.1  Introduction

Historically Italy has been a country of outward migration. Until the 1970s Italians 
emigrated to Northern Europe, the Americas and Australia (Monticelli 1967). The 
year that symbolizes the transformation of Italy from a country of emigration to one 
of immigration is 1981, when for the first time the census registered positive net 
migration. Following the oil crisis of 1973 Italian emigration reduced drastically 
and instead, inflows started to grow. This does not mean that immigration to Italy 
began because of the oil crisis. As noted by Colombo and Sciortino (2004), Italy 
was already a destination for some migratory movements, such as the seasonal 
immigration of Tunisian men in Sicily and female immigration from East Africa – 
linked to Italy by its colonial past – and from the Philippines (Marchetti 2014).

In the 1980s and 1990s, Italy was an important destination for migrants from 
North Africa, especially from Morocco but also from Egypt, the former Yugoslavia 
and Albania. Finally, in the second half of the 1990s Italy became one of the most 
important destinations for Eastern European migrants: Romanians, Poles, Ukrainians 
and Moldovans.

This chapter describes the main characteristics of Ukrainian migration to Italy 
and the major studies of this migratory process, one which is characterized by the 
key role of middle-aged women. Ukrainian migration is contextualized within 
Italian migration as a whole and analyzed in terms of its main socio-demographic 
features: gender, age, education, entry route, participation in the Italian labour mar-
ket and geographical settlement. The most detailed and interesting studies of 
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Ukrainian migration to Italy are also discussed. The majority of them are PhD the-
ses investigating women’s migratory trajectories, transnational motherhood, care 
chains, global families and migrants’ incorporation in the domestic and care sector. 
Thereafter, the most typical profiles of Ukrainian migrant women living and work-
ing in Italy will be illustrated – “the migrant in transit” and “the permanent 
migrant” – in order to show the plurality of migration patterns and the role of struc-
tural constraints, but without losing sight of migrants’ subjectivity. The chapter con-
cludes with some considerations on future development of research on the Ukrainian 
presence in Italy.

10.2  Facts and Figures of the Ukrainian Presence in Italy

The most striking characteristic of immigration to Italy is its heterogeneity. The top 
three national groups currently are Romanians, Moroccans and Albanians, followed 
by Chinese, Ukrainians, Filipinos, Indians, Moldovans, Bangladeshis and Peruvians. 
These communities have different gender compositions. In one group – Moroccans, 
Albanians, Indians and Bangladeshis – there is a clear male preponderance. On the 
other hand there are migratory movements predominantly composed of women, 
such as Ukrainians, Filipinos and Moldovans. Finally, the Romanian and Chinese 
populations are gender balanced (see Table 10.1).

Since 1981, the number of foreign residents has increased from just over 200,000 
to five million, a 25-fold increase. On 31 December 2014, the foreign population 
was 5,014,437 (Istat 2014a), that is, 8.3% of the total Italian population, a propor-
tion that is similar to and in some cases even higher than that of traditional immigra-
tion countries, such as Germany, the UK and France. The number of foreign 
nationals has more than tripled compared to 2001. This increase is due both to new 
immigration and births, because the children of foreign citizens are recorded accord-
ing to their parents’ nationality.

Table 10.1 Resident foreign population in Italy by gender and citizenship, 31 December 2014 
(Top ten national groups)

Male Female Total

Romania 487,203 644,636 1,131,839
Albania 254,622 235,861 490,483
Morocco 243,052 206,006 449,058
China 135,447 130,373 265,820
Ukraine 47,393 178,667 226,060
Philippines 733,320 94,918 168,238
India 88,838 58,977 147,815
Republic of Moldova 49,929 97,459 147,388
Bangladesh 81,185 34,116 115,301
Peru 45,653 64,015 109,668

Source: Istat 2014a, http://demo.istat.it/str2014/index.html
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Although contemporary Ukrainian migration to Italy started in the second half of 
the 1990s, it has only been statistically registered since the general immigration 
amnesty of 2002. Indeed, though in 2003 Istat (the Italian National Institute of 
Statistics) estimated that a mere 12,730 Ukrainian citizens were resident in Italy, by 
2004 the number of Ukrainian residents had rapidly increased to 57,971 (see Fig. 
10.1).

Since 2003 the number of Ukrainians living in Italy has increased year on year 
(Fig. 10.1), with some peaks coinciding with the regularization programmes imple-
mented by Italy in 2009 and 2012 (Ambrosini 2013). As of 2015, 226,060 Ukrainian 
citizens are resident in Italy. They make up 6% of all non-EU citizens legally pres-
ent in Italy, and are the fourth-largest national group. More than one million of the 
3.8 million non-EU citizens come from the European continent. Ukrainians are the 
second-largest European community, after Albanians. However, from a socio- 
demographic point of view, the Albanian and Ukrainian communities are very dif-
ferent. Albanians began to arrive first, in the early 1990s, and their gender 
composition is slightly weighted in favour of men, with 54%. Ukrainians, on the 
other hand, arrived later and their gender composition is strongly weighted the 
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Fig. 10.1 Resident Ukrainian population on 1 January, time series Source: Istat 2015, http://dati.
istat.it/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=DCIS_PERMSOGG1
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opposite way, with 80% being women. Thus the first characteristic of the Ukrainian 
community is the strong prevalence of women.

The age composition is also noteworthy. The average age is 42.2 years, which is 
much higher than non-EU immigrants as a whole, whose average age is 31. The 
largest age groups are 45–49 (11.7% vs 8% of non-EU immigrants), 50–54 (15.2% 
vs 5.9%), 55–59 (12% vs 3.8%) and 60 and over (11% vs 4.9%). Furthermore, if we 
disaggregate these data by gender we can see that the women are, on average, older 
than the men. 40% of Ukrainian women are aged between 50 and 64, while 55% of 
Ukrainian men are under 34 (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2013). 
Moreover, among the Ukrainians living in Italy, minors are only 9% of the total in 
contrast to 24.1% among the non-EU migrants as a whole. The majority of young 
Ukrainians living in Italy are adolescents attending high school (7996 students in 
the 2012/2013 school year) (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2013). 
Thus, the second feature of the Ukrainian community in Italy is that it is chiefly 
composed of middle-aged women.

52.9% of Ukrainians live in northern Italy, in particular in Lombardy (47,759 or 
21.3%) and in Emilia Romagna (31,000 or 13.8%). However, there are also very 
significant settlements in central and southern Italy: 24,608 Ukrainians live in Lazio 
(11%) and 41,511 in Campania (18.5%). The cities with the highest concentration 
of Ukrainian citizens are: Naples (Campania), Milan (Lombardy), Rome (Lazio), 
Brescia (Lombardy) and Salerno (Campania). So the geographical distribution of 
Ukrainian settlement is the third feature of this migratory flow, since it is strongly 
concentrated in certain regions and in certain cities that are situated at opposite ends 
of the country, Lombardy in the north and Campania in the south (see Map 10.1) 
(Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2013).

Map 10.1 Ukrainian settlement in four Italian regions (Source: Ministero del Lavoro e delle 
Politiche Sociali 2013)
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Levels of education among Ukrainian immigrants are quite high in comparison 
with other immigrants from non-EU European countries. 70% have at least 
secondary- level education, and 22% have also completed tertiary-level education, 
while only 12% of the other non-EU European immigrants have reached this level 
(Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2013).

The majority of Ukrainians hold a permit to stay for work reasons (almost 71%), 
with family representing only 26.8% (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 
2013). In 2013, 66.2% of Ukrainian migrants of working age were employed, 13.1% 
were unemployed and 23.1% were inactive. In spite of the economic crisis, their 
unemployment rate was lower than the average of non-EU immigrants as a whole 
(18%) (Direzione generale dell’Immigrazione e delle politiche di integrazione 
2014). Their good performance in the labour market is due to the fact that the major-
ity of Ukrainians are employed in the service sector, which has been less affected by 
the downturn than other economic sectors. Indeed, other national groups, such as 
Albanians and Moroccans, in which men employed in industry and construction 
predominate, have been the most affected by the downturn in jobs. In particular, in 
2012, 48.4% of Ukrainian workers (mostly women) were employed by Italian fami-
lies as care workers or domestic workers, 7.3% were employed in the industrial 
sector, 6% in construction and 2% in agriculture (mostly men). However, despite 
their good performances, Ukrainian workers are badly paid: only 22% have a 
monthly income higher than €1000 (vs 45% for other non-EU European immi-
grants) and the majority of Ukrainians are in the €751–1000 income bracket. 
Therefore, another important characteristic of Ukrainian immigrants is that the 
majority of them are employed in the care and domestic sector and earn less than 
€1000 per month (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali 2013) (for a discus-
sion on the implications of gendered work sectors, see Chap. 5, and for a compari-
son with other countries with feminized migration, see Chap. 9).

10.3  Literature and Research Overview

The majority of the studies on Ukrainian immigration in Italy focus on female 
migration, given its gender composition.1 This migration attracted the interest of 
many scholars, who mainly analyzed the incorporation of the labour market, with 
particular relevance to care and domestic work (Spanò and Zaccaria 2003; Chiaretti 
2004; Mingozzi 2005; Mazzacurati 2005). However, there are also some publica-
tions on return migration, new generations’ migratory projects and the discourse on 
children left behind as a process of migrant women’s stigmatization (Sacchetto 
2011).

Furthermore, female Ukrainian migration has been the subject of a great number 
of doctoral theses written between 2008 and 2011 and then published in books and 

1 The only publication on male migration in Italy concerns the employment of Moldovan and 
Ukrainian migrants in the construction sector in Italy and in Russia (Morrison et al. 2013).
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scientific articles. Five dissertations by the following authors are of particular inter-
est: Ludovica Banfi, Lena Näre, the present author, Cinzia Solari and Olena Fedyuk.

Ludovica Banfi in her dissertation (2008)2 compares the migration of different 
women, including Ukrainians, pointing out women’s migratory projects, the impact 
of migration policies and incorporation in the workplace in Italy on transnational 
family life and the reorganization of the family in the face of the women’s departure 
(Banfi 2009; Banfi and Boccagni 2011). Banfi underlines that even though the expe-
rience of transnational motherhood is shared by the majority of migrant women 
interviewed, such experiences are different according to the age of the mothers and 
children. Furthermore, she analyzes the family reorganization that occurs with the 
women’s departure. She argues that Ukrainian families are already trained to deal 
with female migration, since during the Soviet period it was quite common for 
women to move away for study or work reasons, entrusting their children to grand-
mothers or other close female relatives.

Lena Näre’s PhD thesis (2008)3 is based on an ethnographic research study con-
ducted in Naples with three different national groups of domestic workers: Sri 
Lankan, Polish and Ukrainian (Näre 2009, 2011a, 2011b, 2013). In her work Näre 
stresses the negotiations and conflicts over gender/sexuality, ‘race’/ethnicity, age 
and nationality taking place within the field of domestic work. In particular, she 
discusses the worker’s role in the process of construction of the material, imaginary 
and social space of the employer’s house, through the analysis of the meanings of 
everyday practices performed by maids and care workers, such as cooking, cleaning 
and caring.

My dissertation4 (2008) focuses exclusively on the migration of Ukrainian 
women to Italy, and investigates how migrant women move through the transna-
tional space, mediating continuously between their own ambitions and external 
obligations, dictated both by structural processes, and by family and community 
social bonds (Vianello 2009; 2011, 2012, 2013b, 2013c; 2014b). I adopt the gender 
approach to the analysis of Ukrainian migration, showing the structural and family 
reasons for departure, the role of migrant social networks, work experience in the 
domestic and care sector and the impact of women migration on gender relations 
(see also Chap. 5).

Cinzia Solari’s doctoral dissertation (2010a)5 compares two Ukrainian migratory 
movements: what she calls “the exile of older women to Italy” and “the exodus of 
entire families, led predominantly by older women, to California” (Solari 2006a, 
2006b, 2010b; 2011). Solari analyzes several issues, such as: migrants’ discourses 

2 “Female migratory processes and family transnationalism”. Originalh title: “Percorsi migratori 
femminili e transnazionalismo familiare”.
3 “Managing households, making homes. A moral economy of migrant domestic and care workers 
in Naples”.
4 Francesca Alice Vianello “Migrating alone. Female practices of transnational mobility between 
Ukraine and Italy”. Original title: “Migrando sole. Pratiche femminili di mobilità transnazionale 
tra Ucraina e Italia”.
5 “Exile vs. Exodus: Nationalism and Gendered Migration from Ukraine to Italy and California”.

F.A. Vianello

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-41776-9_5


169

and practices with regard to their engagement in Ukrainian nation-building, the 
analysis of the post-Soviet transformations as a push factor for women emigration; 
the gender effects of post-Soviet migrations on Ukrainian society; migrant women’s 
discourses and practices of gender identity negotiation at work; the different behav-
iour of the Greek Catholic Church and the Russian Orthodox Church toward 
Ukrainian immigrants in Italy (some of these issues are addressed further in Chap. 
13).

Olena Fedyuk’s PhD thesis (2011),6 is based on ethnographic field research 
among Ukrainian care and domestic workers living in Naples and Bologna. It 
explores how migrant women have translated the motherhood trope, giving mean-
ing and legitimizing their migration in everyday practices, highlighting the negotia-
tions, ruptures, coping mechanisms and continuities. To reach this objective she 
analyzes: the role of photographs in measuring time and maintaining connections 
between Ukraine and Italy; the reunification between migrants and their children; 
migrants’ narratives of care work; and migrants’ use of public spaces.

All these studies adopt the gender approach to frame Ukrainian migration, since 
it provides a useful instrument for the analysis of migratory patterns, the Italian 
labour market structure, Italian and Ukrainian care regimes and the implications of 
migration for power relations between men and women within families but also in 
the public sphere (Vianello 2013a; 2014a). Furthermore, they underline that 
Ukrainian immigration in Italy has to be contextualized in the processes of social 
and economic change that have affected both Italy and Ukraine in the last 30 years.

The political and economic transformations following the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union strongly affected Ukrainian women (see also Chap. 5). Migration 
became one of the most common solutions to cope with the tumultuous social and 
economic transformations occurring in Ukraine, but also one of the strategies 
adopted by Ukrainian women to pursue upward social mobility for their families.

In the 1990s and 2000s, the emergence of Ukrainian women’s migration to Italy 
was matched by a demand for care and domestic workers resulting from the inter-
play of four social phenomena: the ageing of Italian society; the endurance in Italy 
of an unequal division of reproductive work according to gender; the Italian familist 
welfare state; and the growing participation of women in the workforce. The 
increase in female employment, which began in the 1970s, coincided neither with a 
more equal distribution of reproductive labour between men and women, nor with a 
transformation of the Italian welfare state. Women continued to be seen as the main 
caregivers of both children and elderly people, and the welfare state maintained its 
familistic structure, based on the male breadwinner model and characterized by 
cash transfers to households rather than the provision of services. As a consequence 
many women turned to private services to satisfy their families’ care and domestic 
needs (Saraceno 2003; Zanfrini 2005; Bettio et al. 2006).

Italian families could rely on a cheap migrant labour force particularly suitable 
for working with elderly people full time, since they were white, Christian, middle- 
aged and alone, hence without any family obligations. Indeed, Ukrainians are 

6 “Beyond motherhood: Ukrainian female labour migrants to Italy”.
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among the nationalities with the highest concentration in the care and domestic 
sector. After Filipino women, who have the highest degree of concentration in this 
sector (72.5%) come Ukrainian women (64%) (Direzione generale 
dell’immigrazione e delle politiche di integrazione 2012). Migrant workers there-
fore ensured the continuity of a care model centred on the family through the trans-
fer of reproductive labour from the gift economy to the monetary economy (Bimbi 
1999, 2014).

10.4  The Migrant in Transit

The migrant in transit is the most widespread type of Ukrainian immigrant. She is a 
middle-aged woman, often divorced or widowed (Vianello 2009), who left Ukraine 
when she was in her forties and her children were in their late teens or twenties. 
When she left her home country her plan was to stay abroad only for a year or two, 
with the aim of earning enough money to solve her economic problems at home and 
help her children to go to university and realize their potential. However her migra-
tory experience in Italy goes on and on, for years, keeping her in a transitory condi-
tion or in a limbo in which she “put her life on hold until she returns to her family 
and will start a life again” as suggested by Fedyuk (2012: 297–298). She is strongly 
oriented to return, but she continuously postpones this event, carrying on living in 
Italy in precarious and marginal conditions (without a permit to stay; with a permit 
to stay but performing irregular work; working as live-in home care worker for 
many years).

Even if she stays in Italy for a long time (5–10 years), the narrations of the 
migrant in transit concerning her migratory project continue to identify return as her 
main goal. Thus, her behaviours, decisions, jobs, consumption and lifestyle are 
aimed at maximizing her earnings in order to return home soon, demonstrating loy-
alty to her family and fulfilling gender norms. She does not invest her energies in the 
improvement of her life and working conditions in Italy, since her life abroad is 
instrumental to the pursuit of her family interests, a realization that shapes her 
migratory experience. Indeed, according to Näre (2008), unlike Sri Lankan migrants, 
Ukrainian women do not invest in decorating their houses, since they perceive 
migration as a transitory moment in their life. They prefer to invest in decorating 
themselves or in status symbols to restore or improve their social identity.

The return is thus a myth situated at an undefined moment in the future, when the 
migrant in transit will have reached her economic goals, her children will be eco-
nomically independent or the economic situation in Ukraine will have improved. 
Actually such conditions rarely come true. In particular, the Ukrainian economic 
and political situation has worsened year after year, despite the illusion of a visible 
improvement produced by the Orange Revolution (Solari 2006b). This is even more 
the case at this time with ongoing conflict, when the return is probably a mirage for 
many women. These migrants are thus in a situation of permanent instability, 
 preventing them from either living fully in Italy or maintaining their social position 
in the origin country.

F.A. Vianello



171

From the professional point of view, the migrant in transit experiences a radical 
process of devaluation. Even if she is well educated, highly skilled and has work 
experience in the education, health or administrative sectors, when she arrives in 
Italy she finds only low-skilled and badly paid jobs in the domestic and care sector. 
Usually she accepts working for many years as live-in home help or carer of elderly 
people without looking for another job as many migrant women do, because this 
allows her to save money on accommodation and board. Furthermore, working in 
the domestic sphere permits her to live in the shadows and to reduce the risk of 
being stopped by Italian police, given that during the first years of her stay in Italy 
she is undocumented.7 The live-in work is characterized by an extremely heavy 
workload and potentially endless working days, because of the overlap between 
home and place of work. Furthermore, according to Näre (2007, 2011b) the labour 
contract is accompanied by a moral contract based on normative notions of familial 
duty, reciprocity and gratitude. It means that labour relationships are transformed by 
both employers and employee into family-like relationships due to the locus of the 
work within the domestic sphere and the highly personalized nature of care work. 
However, the migrant in transit accepts this job, because she sees the migratory 
experience as just an interlude in her life. It is a “short” period of time spent far from 
her home country, during which it is acceptable to occupy the lowest rungs of the 
social ladder. According to this view, downward mobility is more admissible since 
if it happens in a foreign country it does not radically impact migrants’ social status 
(Vianello 2014a, b).

The migrant in transit identifies herself primarily as a mother, even if she has 
adult children and is often a grandmother (Marchetti and Venturini 2013), since she 
uses this social role to make sense of her migration and to legitimize her absence 
(Vianello 2009, 2011). Her narrations are permeated with the rhetoric of sacrifice: 
she is working abroad only to fulfil her “mission”, that is guaranteeing the economic 
well-being of her family and in particular of her children, postponing her own well- 
being. Indeed, according to Fedyuk’s analysis of the pictures that circulate between 
Ukrainian migrant mothers and their families left behind, a migrating woman has to 
be very cautious about selecting photographs to send home, since she has to be care-
ful not to suggest that she has a new life abroad. The photographs should, instead, 
represent the migratory experience as a sacrifice and confirm the mother’s devotion 
to family interests. For this reason photographs usually portray the migrant woman 
alone, stressing emotions of solitude and nostalgia (Fedyuk 2012).

The rhetorical discourse used by the migrant in transit to explain migration is 
based on the idea of the brave mother, real pillar of the family and society, con-
trasted to that of the weak man, an idler unable to fulfil his family duties (Vianello 
2009). The rhetoric of female power could be partially explained as a mix of Soviet 
propaganda depicting mother-workers as heroes and the post-Soviet revival of the 
Berehynia myth, the ancient pagan goddess representing the “hearth mother” (see 

7 The majority of Ukrainian women arrived in Italy with a tourist visa that they overstayed. This 
means that they spend one or more years as irregular migrants. Usually they obtain a permit to stay 
through one of Italy’s amnesty programmes (Ambrosini 2013).
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also Chap. 5). In both cases women are depicted as independent, powerful and fam-
ily oriented, but while in the first case males are portrayed as weak, in the second 
case the patriarchal order is reaffirmed. The migrant in transit, according to the 
Soviet rhetoric, portrays herself as a heroine and her husband as a failure, but at the 
same time she ideologically endorses the Berehynia model. She uses this contradic-
tory discourse to answer accusations of being a bad mother and a rebel wife, who is 
subverting the Ukrainian patriarchal gender order that is supported by many actors 
in the Ukrainian public sphere (Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck 2012).

The conflict between these two models is projected onto subsequent generations. 
Some migrants in transit seek to re-establish the gender order in the next generation, 
using remittances to enable their daughters to be proper mothers and wives, who 
stay at home with their children, and their sons to be proper men, independent and 
able to maintain their family (Solari 2010b; see also Chap. 5). Others seek a differ-
ent future for their children, attempting to transmit to them an alternative gender 
model, not necessarily based on family roles (Vianello 2013a, b, c).

The migrant in transit is constrained by a dense network of obligations and pres-
sures: maternal responsibilities, relatives’ and community’s expectations, Ukrainian 
economic and political instability and the suffocating job of home care worker. 
However, within this narrow horizon she finds spaces for agency and self- realization. 
Her migratory status offers her a powerful new personal and social identity. First of 
all, she exercises her power through the management of remittances, deciding how 
to spend money and who will benefit. She is aware of her economic power and 
proud of her capacity to improve the living conditions of her family left behind. This 
strengthens her self-esteem and enhances her social status (Vianello 2013b). Second, 
active participation in religious communities and ethnic associations is one of the 
most common practices adopted by the migrant in transit to seek fulfilment, validate 
her skills and distinguish herself during her stay in Italy. She devotes her free time 
to being leader of an ethnic association, minister of music in the church, Ukrainian 
language teacher in the community school for second-generation children, or jour-
nalist for small newspapers (Vianello 2014a, b). Finally, according to Fedyuk 
(2011), the migrant in transit does not completely renounce her romantic and sexual 
life. She establishes romantic and sexual relations with Italian men, without threat-
ening her capacity to perform the idealized role of a sacrificing mother.

To conclude, the reasons why the migrant in transit’s stay in Italy gets longer are 
multi-layered and include both economic and emotional reasons (Hochschild 2002). 
First of all, remittances become an indispensable income for her left-behind rela-
tives, in particular when her children get married and have their own children. 
According to Banfi (2009) Ukrainian women maintain a strong “ethics of remit-
tances” even several years after leaving. Money is destined for their children, who 
grow up with a high degree of dependence on remittances even after the conclusion 
of their education, probably because of the lack of professional opportunities in 
Ukraine. Second, the migrant’s advanced age reduces her labour prospects in 
Ukraine and thus the possibility of being independent. Hence she chooses to finish 
her working life in Italy. She is also aware that she needs to put aside some money 
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for her old age, given that Ukrainian pensions are very low.8 Third, after many years 
abroad (from five to ten), the migrant in transit starts to build her identity around the 
figure of migrant worker and she does not really want to change her status/position 
in society again. In other words she is afraid to return and prefers to carry on her 
transnational life, since it guarantees her economic independence and power. Thus, 
sometimes finding new economic needs for the family left behind is a strategy to 
justify the extension of migration and postpone the return.

10.5  The Permanent Migrant

The permanent migrant is a woman with a stronger, more individualistic attitude, 
who is not willing to sacrifice her life and to work as a live-in caregiver for a long 
period. Thus, she can be considered a “rebel woman”, who finds a way to avoid 
social expectations and to undertake a new life in Italy, characterized in this case no 
longer by precariousness but by stability. Usually she is a little bit younger than the 
migrant in transit and her children are teenagers. She emigrated in her thirties in 
order to provide a better life for herself and her children and to escape from an 
unhappy marriage and/or an unsatisfying life in Ukraine (Vianello 2009).

During the early years of her stay in Italy her life and working conditions are 
very similar to those of the migrant in transit: undocumented and employed as live-
 in domestic or care worker. However, when she obtains documents her trajectory 
differs significantly from the migrant in transit. She abandons her initial project of 
short-term migration and starts looking for another job that will allow her to live 
away from the workplace. She usually turns to working as an hourly home helper 
and shares an apartment with compatriots. These choices make her working days 
harder, since to earn enough money to pay her expenses and continue sending remit-
tances home, she needs to work many hours a day and for many different families, 
going from one house to another (Näre 2008).

Having several employers and living with other women allows the permanent 
migrant to enlarge and enrich her social network: she starts to select her friends, to 
have Italian acquaintances, even if relations are hierarchical because they are often 
her employers, and to distance herself from Ukrainian community social spaces, 
such as the Greek Catholic or Orthodox churches and ethnic associations. However, 
the real shift in her social and working life takes place when she finds a job outside 
the domestic sphere, given that she can access a wider social network and a richer 
social capital through her new acquaintance with Italian people. Sometimes among 
these new acquaintances she meets an Italian man and starts to date him.9

8 The monthly average pension is now 1573 grivna (about 62 euro) (State Statistic Committee of 
Ukraine 2015).
9 In 2013 there were 14,383 marriages between an Italian man and a foreign woman. The most 
common nationalities of women were Romanian (19.2%), Ukrainian (11%) and Brazilian (6.2%) 
(Istat 2014b).
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Regaining her freedom and social life is not enough for a full redefinition of the 
migratory project. If she is not reunited with her nuclear family and in particular 
with her children, she continues deeply linked to Ukraine. Thus, if she really wants 
to re-orient her life project and settle in Italy she needs to organize family reunifica-
tion. When the permanent migrant is still married this is often the moment when 
divorce occurs. Nevertheless, there are also cases in which the husband accepts 
moving to Italy.

According to Fedyuk (2011), any analysis of family reunification practices has to 
consider both reunification with children under 18, provided for by Italian law, and 
reunification with children over 18, which is arranged through other channels, such 
as buying a tourist visa or requesting an official workforce. In the first case, in 
accordance with Italian law, the permanent migrant has to fulfil income and housing 
requirements, while in the second case, she has to find a way to obtain a permit to 
stay for work or study. In both cases, great commitment from the migrant is needed 
to achieve the formal or informal reunification process (see also Chap. 5).

Fedyuk (2015) also points out that reunification after many years of separation 
does not always fulfil migrants’ and children’s expectations. Ukrainian teenagers 
can be disappointed by reunification since it changes them from the remittance 
bourgeoisie in Ukraine to migrant working class in Italy: even if they live with their 
mothers, they see little of them because they are working all day; they live in modest 
flats, sometimes shared with other people; they have little money to spend on their 
own amusement; and they realize that they do not have great opportunities for 
upward mobility in Italy. Furthermore, if they are not prepared to live in a multicul-
tural society and to interact with other second-generation teenagers of different eth-
nic origins, they develop racist attitudes. For these reasons, many Ukrainian youths 
do not settle in Italy, but circulate between Ukraine and Italy. Some of them prefer 
to continue living in Ukraine, even if they maintain their permission to stay to visit 
their mothers. Others can be defined as cosmopolitans and after finishing their stud-
ies in Italy they develop transnational economic activities between Italy and Ukraine 
(Vianello 2013c).

To conclude, the permanent migrant is a woman who considers the option of set-
tling in Italy, since she does not want to renounce her well-being completely. Her 
gaze is oriented towards the immigration country, where she wants to build a new 
life with her children and for this she is available to invest resources to improve her 
life abroad. The permanent migrant is, thus, a woman who, also due to her younger 
age, has risen above that dense network of social obligations and working condi-
tions trapping the migrant in transit.

10.6  Conclusions

According to Morokvasic (2003), the post-Soviet transition has forced a great num-
ber of women to be on the move, circulating in a new migratory space and adopting 
different migration strategies from men. For many women, like the migrants in 
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transit, migration has become a lifestyle. In a sense they depart in order to stay and 
carry on their family project.

At the moment the Ukrainian community in Italy is still composed mainly of this 
category of women. However, the profile of the Ukrainian nationals will probably 
change in the coming years. It is seeing an increase in the number of young people, 
male and female, and of men, because of family reunification carried out by perma-
nent migrants. Furthermore, given the conflict that is taking place in Ukraine we can 
expect a growth in the rate of immigration of young men escaping from military 
service and putting down roots among the Ukrainian community in Italy. Hence, in 
the future it is likely that: (1) the average age will fall; (2) the gender composition 
will be more balanced; and (3) Ukrainian citizens will perform a wider variety of 
jobs, in particular those belonging to the second generation.

First, future studies on Ukrainians in Italy should therefore focus on the working 
trajectories of women and men of the first and second generations, since it enables 
an understanding of the level of segregation of Ukrainian immigrants in the Italian 
labour market and their social mobility patterns (see also the Conclusions section in 
Chap. 5). To do this kind of research both qualitative and quantitative data are nec-
essary, such as representative and longitudinal surveys and biographical 
interviews.

Second, another significant issue still little studied is cross-national marriages 
between Ukrainian women and Italian men. By analyzing practices and discourses 
connected to them it is possible to investigate women’s agency but also the pro-
cesses of racialization and sexualization of Eastern European women. In relation to 
this matter, it would be very helpful to analyze the media representation of cross- 
national marriages, but also to conduct in-depth interviews and focus groups with 
wives, husbands and their relatives.

Third, it would be interesting to investigate the impact of the ongoing conflict on 
Ukrainian migrants’ grassroots organizations and the narrations produced by asso-
ciations and single migrants on these issues. Here the best methodology would be 
ethnography.

Finally, more research is needed on the ageing of those migrants in transit who 
in the end do not want to or cannot return to Ukraine. What happens to these women 
trapped in transnational space when they get older? More accurate information 
could be gained on these questions by involving not only elderly migrant women 
but also public social and health institutions.
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