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Abstract
This article examines the role of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
in transnational expectant motherhood in the context of birth tourism, a growing form 
of transnational family arrangement. This research is primarily based on interviews with 
Taiwanese women who have participated in birth tourism in the United States. The findings 
suggest that long-distance intimacy is now primarily mediated through ICT use, which not 
only functions to fulfil the women’s emotional needs but also largely serves to bring the 
women’s reproductive bodies under the surveillance of their geographically distant spouses. 
This is because pregnant bodies serve as a spectacle of intimacy during expectant parenthood. 
To manage this digital surveillance, some mothers develop strategies of resistance regarding 
ICT use. This includes the choice of less media-rich tools and the delayed use of ICTs, which 
allow temporal and spatial distance from the digital gaze of the father.
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This article examines expectant mothers’ use of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) in cross-border family communication with their spouses in the context 
of birth tourism. In so doing, this article seeks to contribute to relevant literature in two 
ways. First, this article seeks to add to the literature on ICTs and transnational mothers 
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by exploring a less discussed context, that is, expectant motherhood. Second, while 
many studies have contributed to a functionalist perspective that illuminates how ICTs 
may help restore the ‘normal’ functions of families in transnational scenarios, this study 
takes a power and conflict perspective that, in addition to paying attention to the func-
tions of a family, highlights how ICTs serve to reify gendered norms and power structure 
in the family domain. The findings also further demonstrate how mothers adopt various 
strategies to negotiate these norms and disrupt power.

Birth tourism, also called ‘baby tourism’ or ‘maternity tourism’, is a growing phe-
nomenon in many parts of the world. It refers to a growing transnational family arrange-
ment where expectant mothers travel to a country with a jus soli system so that their 
children will be born citizens of that country. While the mothers travel to the destination 
country for reproductive labour, their family members primarily remain in the country of 
origin, thus constituting an emerging form of geographically split families in transna-
tionalism that is largely unexamined in existing studies.

Many studies have explored how transnational mothers utilize ICTs to communicate 
and create a sense of being together with their family members across borders (Baldassar, 
2008; Baldassar et al., 2007; Madianou, 2012, 2016; Madianou and Miller, 2012, 2013; 
Uy-Tioco, 2007, among others). These studies identify the ways in which the experiences 
of being a mother are challenged by geographical separation. They demonstrate how ICT-
based co-presence, namely, the family communication practices enabled by new media 
technology, serves to manage these challenges, including managing mothers’ feelings of 
longing, securing their identity as a mother, and helping them regain a voice in family deci-
sions. These studies have often focused on female migrant workers and their networked 
communication with their young children and husbands. However, it should be noted that 
there is heterogeneity within the umbrella concept of transnational mothers in terms of 
stages of motherhood, class, family structure, division of domestic labour, digital literacy 
and the temporality and spatiality of ICT use. Further studies may be required to explore 
the diverse experiences of transnational motherhood that is mediated by ICTs.

In the context of Asian mothers in transnationally split households, women in birth 
tourism have emerged as a prominent form of motherhood in the broader landscape of 
transnationalism. The flow of expectant mothers from Asia to the United States has rap-
idly increased in the past decade. Although there have not yet been any official statistics 
released, estimates on expectant mothers participating in the ever-growing phenomenon 
of birth tourism in North America by relevant businesses and non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) range from 36,000 to 60,000 each year, with East Asian countries among 
the most discussed sending countries and with the numbers rapidly growing in the past 
few years (Grad, 2015; Kessler, 2015; Sheehan, 2015). Although this form of family 
arrangement has gained increasing attention in the press and in political discourses, there 
has been no academic attention to expectant motherhood and family communication in 
this context (for press discussion, see, for example, Chang, 2013; Davies and Boyle, 
2013; Johanson, 2013). This article focuses on this growing form of Asian motherhood 
in transnationally split families and explores how this experience of being a mother in a 
transnational family is shaped by various ICT uses.

While existing studies on ICT use and transnational motherhood focus on mothers’ 
labour of parenting across borders, this article examines mothers’ reproductive labour 
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during expectant motherhood. Transnational mothers’ reproductive labour in birth tour-
ism involves care for the foetus, for the pregnant women themselves and sometimes also 
for the husbands. This article examines a rapidly growing subsection in the broader over-
arching idea of transnational motherhood that has not yet been explored in the current 
discussion. It investigates women’s mediated experiences of transnational motherhood at 
a different stage of motherhood, which is then associated with the largely different social, 
cultural, economic and technological environment where the transnational communica-
tion is embedded.

The findings of this study disrupt a popular portrayal in existing studies that views 
ICT-based co-presence as a generally positive emotional experience that restores the 
normal functions of family for the transnational mother and other family members. In 
addition to ICT-mediated positive emotional functions of the family, this study seeks to 
also demonstrate the ways in which ICT-based co-presence brings back the pre-existing 
gender norms and reinforces power dynamics in expectant motherhood that were once 
destabilized by geographical separation, thus illustrating the dual role of ICT-based co-
presence. This article also further identifies transnational mothers’ strategies of media 
technology use as resistance to the power structure created by ICT-based co-presence.

ICT-based co-presence in transnational families

A transnational family is one ‘where core members are distributed in two or more nation-
states but continue to share strong bonds of collective welfare and unity’ (Huang and 
Yeoh, 2005: 380). These families are often structured through continuing sharing of eco-
nomic resources, visits, exchange of letters and photographs, and other communication 
methods (Baldassar, 2008; Climo, 1992; Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997; Parreñas, 
2005, among others).

In the increasingly digitized communication environment, members of transnational 
families largely use ICTs to create the experience of ‘co-presence’ to maintain intimacy, 
which is a form of being together mediated through technology. Although ICT-based co-
presence has also become prominent in non-transnational families, it plays a much more 
significant role in transnationally split families. This concept of ICT-based co-presence is a 
central thesis in the literature on migrants’ intimate relationships. It is often suggested that 
ICT use to some extent addresses the difficulties transnational families have with regard to 
emotional stress, exploitation, and destabilized identity that are brought about by geo-
graphical separation (Baldassar, 2008; Nedelcu and Wyss, 2016; Robertson et al., 2016). 
While exchange and support within families have long been considered sustained by physi-
cal proximity, it is argued that ICT use has produced an alternative form of togetherness for 
transnational families, which largely takes up the traditional role of geographically proxi-
mate co-presence in families. Overall, these studies demonstrate how ICT-based co-pres-
ence stands in for physical togetherness ‘for transnational families to function as “normal” 
families’ (Nedelcu and Wyss, 2016: 216).

Long-distance practices of ICT-based co-presence take a wide variety of forms. 
Baldassar (2016) distinguishes between immediate co-presence and intermediate co-
presence. Whereas the former refers to live, real-time connection with loved ones, the 
latter involves asynchronous text-based family communication, such as SMS and 
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WhatsApp, which encompasses collapse and discontinuity in the temporality of ICT use. 
Whereas immediate co-presence creates an immediate sense of being present, intermedi-
ate co-presence provides a sense of being present in the background. That is, even when 
family members are not currently online and not interacting live, they can still be in the 
form of ambient co-presence, where they develop awareness that family members who 
are geographically distant are close because they can be reached with a simple click 
(Madianou, 2016). This creates a sense of ‘always-on’ intimacy, where people feel con-
nected even when they are not – geographically or digitally. In certain migratory contexts 
where real-time conversation and asynchronous texting are unavailable for political, eco-
nomic or other reasons, ICTs are also utilized to create imagined co-presence. For exam-
ple, Robertson et al. (2016) discuss how refugees use digital photography to create an 
imagery of being with their family members across borders when both physical and 
mediated communication are inaccessible.

Transnational motherhood and ICT-based co-presence

In the specific context of motherhood in transnational families, a geographically split 
family structure presents many challenges to migrants’ experience of being a mother. 
First, the feeling of longing for the loved ones and loneliness become central to these 
mothers’ daily emotional experiences (Baldassar, 2008). Second, the identity of being a 
mother is often threatened. In the context of migrant domestic workers whose young 
children are ‘left behind’, mothers’ care work is outsourced to female relatives or other 
helpers in the origin countries, thus constructing the migrant women as unfit, irresponsi-
ble mothers (Parreñas, 2005). These women often find themselves having to negotiate 
with their families with regard to ideals of motherhood and marriage.

Studies have identified many ways in which ICT-based co-presence helps transna-
tional mothers manage challenges in their family life. First, several studies have demon-
strated how ICT use functions to help transnational mothers ease the emotions of longing 
for their loved ones and loneliness (Baldassar, 2008). For a long time, many migrants had 
experienced an emotional geography of ‘double absent’, whose emotional attachment is 
neither here nor there (Sayad, 1999, cited in Baldassar et al., 2016). With increasing ICT 
use, another mode of geo-emotional experience has emerged among migrants, who per-
ceive themselves as ‘being everywhere’. The feelings of being dislocated and emotion-
ally detached are found to be largely eased during these practices of connected 
togetherness. Other mothers utilize ICTs to reconnect with their identity of being a 
mother. Madianou and Miller (2012) explore Filipino migrant workers and identify how 
these women reconnect with their left-behind children through frequent use of ICTs that 
allow for cheap, fast and high-quality communication. Migrant women tend to enjoy the 
increased time they spend with their children transnationally as they regain their voice in 
parenting. It also renders them fit according to the cultural norms of good mothers.

It should be noted that while ICT use may empower mothers with regard to satisfying 
their emotional needs, allowing them to regain a voice in parenting and care work decisions 
and securing their identity as a mother, such empowerment has its constraints. For exam-
ple, the digital divide plays a key role. Many transnational mothers’ use of ICTs is contin-
gent upon younger generations’ and male users’ assistance due to the mothers’ lack of 
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access and digital literacy (Kang, 2012). Political economic factors are also central. The 
type and place of employment significantly shape the ways in which transnational mothers 
communicate with their separated family members (Parreñas, 2005). Mothers working in 
domestic environments have less time to use ICTs than those working in hospitals. Their 
communication is also more likely to be interrupted by employers.

In summary, studies on transnational family communication have largely portrayed 
ICT-based co-presence as a generally positive experience. Although often contingent 
upon the political-economic structure and the digital literacy among the users, ICT-based 
co-presence is often depicted as helping manage mothers’ feelings of longing and helping 
them regain a voice and a secure identity. This portrayal highlights how the ‘functions’ of 
traditional families were once lost in transnational families and how they are now restored 
to a certain extent through ICT use. This functionalist account of transnational family 
communication constructs a triumphal discourse regarding the use of technology.

However, it should be noted that families are about not only functions but also con-
flicting roles underlined by power structures. ICT-based communication in transnational 
families does more than just recover the ‘lost’ family functions. In addition to a function-
alist investigation, ICT-based co-presence in transnational families can be examined as a 
new field where differentiated roles and power are redistributed and negotiated. Findings 
of studies on ICT use among daughters and adult children in transnational families have 
hinted that media technologies may serve to bring individuals back to the pre-existing 
family hierarchy and gendered division of labour (for the role of a daughter, see Hsu, 
2015; for adult children, see also Nedelcu and Wyss, 2016). Many existing studies on 
mothers in transnationalism have adopted a functionalist perspective that analyses how 
mothers create innovative forms of ICT-based co-presence to access family intimacy and 
thus maintain the functions of families in transnational scenarios. This study seeks to 
demonstrate the dual role of ICT-based co-presence in transnational families. That is, in 
addition to demonstrating ICT-mediated positive ‘functions’ of the family, this article 
adopts a power and conflict perspective. It seeks to illuminate not only the positive func-
tions of ICT-based co-presence but also how ICT use reproduces the power structure 
underlying reproductive labour among transnational mothers and how these mothers 
adopt various strategies regarding ICT use to resist and negotiate it.

Power, families, and expectant motherhood

The reproductive labour of women participating in birth tourism mainly involves care 
work throughout pregnancy, which includes taking care of the foetus, the women them-
selves, and the emotional needs associated with expectant parenthood of the husbands. 
This stage is often viewed as the ‘transition to motherhood’ (see, for example, Belsky 
and Rovine, 1990; Roy et al., 2014).

Norms and practices surrounding the transition to motherhood have significantly 
changed over the past decades in many societies. With the rise of pre-natal technologies, 
the underbelly has increasingly become a key site for intervention by scientific discourse 
and technological practices (Duden, 1993). In the past, pre-natal care mainly involved 
taking care of mothers. With the prevalence of pre-natal technologies, such as continuing 
advances in ultrasound technologies, the object of care has largely shifted. The boundary 
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between foetus and baby is blurred. The foetus has increasingly become an independent 
site for care work of the mother.

This shift has led to many changes in the construction of motherhood in the family 
sphere. First, pregnancy is now considered the beginning of motherhood, whereas it was 
once maintained that giving birth was the starting point of parenthood. Second, the auton-
omy of pregnant women’s bodies is challenged. In medical discourses and in marital inter-
actions, expectant mothers’ bodies are increasingly considered separate from the foetus, 
and thus, constant conflicts of interest among the foetus, the father, and the mother emerge 
(e.g. Manning, 1989; Mattingly, 1992; see also Sandelowski, 1994). In the context of 
Taiwan, decisions regarding pregnant women’s bodies are made by not only mothers but 
also their husbands and other authoritative figures in their extended families as the moth-
ers’ bodies are regarded as intertwined with those of the offspring (Hsieh, 1996; Ma, 2002).

Closely linked to the changes in expectant motherhood are the shifting ideals regarding 
expectant fatherhood. Studies on many countries in North America, Western Europe and 
Australia have identified that it was once considered inappropriate for fathers to partici-
pate in care work regarding pregnancy and childbirth. From taking care of pregnant 
women and women in labour to caring for newborns, care work was assigned to female 
family members or outsourced to other female workers while fathers’ participation in 
childbirth has now become normative (Blackshaw, 2009; Leavitt, 2003). This gendered 
division of labour is underlined by several constructions. Care work has long been identi-
fied as feminine. Female bodies have also been associated with threats to masculinity 
(Draper, 1997). Since the 1980s, expectant fatherhood has shifted rapidly in many socie-
ties. New masculinities have emerged where ideal expectant fatherhood means participa-
tion in care work during wives’ reproductive labour.

These changes in expectant fatherhood have also occurred in Taiwanese families in 
recent years. Studies on Taiwanese reproductive experiences have shown that the por-
trayal of ideal expectant fathers in popular culture has shifted. Whereas it was mainly 
considered a feminine task to take care of pregnant women and newborns, men’s partici-
pation in such labour has now been largely constructed as a key element of normative 
fatherhood in Taiwan (Chen, 2007; Lee, 2009).

Although fathers’ participation in reproductive labour has become the norm in many 
societies, its impacts are not necessarily desirable. In general, most studies suggest that 
fathers’ participation has brought about positive emotional outcomes for their spouses. 
This includes feelings of security, companionship, comfort, and so on (Bondas-Salonen, 
1998; Chen, 2007; Kainz et al., 2010; Sapkota et al., 2011; Somers-Smith, 1999). 
However, other studies demonstrate how fathers’ presence reifies the image of women in 
labour as fragile and feminine. With fathers’ presence, higher doses of painkillers are 
given to mothers during labour (Ip, 2000). It has also been found that during labour, 
fathers’ participation tends to lead medical attention to privacy issues regarding their 
wives’ bodies (Lan, 2000, cited in Lee, 2009), which inscribes women’s bodies with a 
sexual script.

As a result, ideals and norms surrounding the distribution of care work during expect-
ant motherhood are rapidly shifting. While taking care of pregnant women and foetuses 
during this stage was once exclusively assigned to women, it is now increasingly a key 
element of ideal expectant fatherhood. This article investigates how this recent norm 
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surrounding care labour during expectant motherhood is destabilized in the context of 
birth tourism as the fathers are largely physically separated from the mothers during the 
transition to parenthood. In particular, this research examines the experiences of mothers 
participating in birth tourism to whom the absence of fathers from their expectant moth-
erhood leads to new structures of feelings, power dynamics and gender norms in trans-
national families, where ICT uses are embedded.

Methods

This study is based on semi-structured interviews and informal talks with 21 Taiwanese 
women who have participated in birth tourism to the United States. Since the 1980s, birth 
tourism from Taiwan to the United States has emerged, with Southern California as the 
main destination. With the increasing influx, local businesses, such as maternity hotels 
and childcare services catering specifically to Chinese-speaking birth tourists, have 
emerged. The spatiality of birth tourism among the Chinese-speaking population then 
gradually expanded over the past decades from Southern California further towards 
Hawaii and other parts of the West coast (for news coverage, see Fang, 2015; Yu, 2015). 
During their stay in the United States, most interviewees stayed in maternity hotels. 
Others rented local flats that offered short leases specifically for birth tourists.

The data are part of a 2-year study on birth tourism in the United States. All the inter-
viewees are married women. The interviewees are from relatively well-off socioeconomic 
backgrounds. The occupations of the main breadwinners, mostly the husbands, in these 
families include business owners, various professionals and freelance investors. Nearly 
half of the women are housewives, including those who quit their jobs right before their 
trips to the United States to be able to stay abroad for an extended duration of time and take 
up reproductive roles. Other occupations of the women include teacher and engineer.

The interviewees travelled to the United States mostly during their third trimester and 
stayed until 1–2 months after childbirth. The total length of stay ranged from 3 to 
7 months. Most of the interviewees were separated from their family members most of 
the time during their transition to parenthood in the United States. This transnational 
spatial arrangement of households is linked to a gendered division of labour. As most 
husbands serve as sole breadwinners in their households, they are less likely to leave 
behind their economic role in the origin country and travel abroad for birth tourism. 
Women, however, are considered more likely to be exempt from the economic role and 
to travel abroad to take on reproductive labour. A typical arrangement involves the hus-
band accompanying the wife when they first travel to the United States. The husband 
then returns to Taiwan for work and remains there until childbirth or shortly thereafter.

In explaining why they chose to participate in birth tourism, all of the interviewees 
state that they envisaged citizenship in the destination country as presenting opportuni-
ties for better education and employment for their children. Most of the interviewees 
plan to have their children study in the United States. This plan is rationalized by various 
accounts underlined by neoliberal calculations, which include their own positive experi-
ences of education or employment in the United States or other English-speaking coun-
tries, the gap between salaries in Taiwan and in the United States and other economic 
advantages in education that may be available to US citizens.
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This focus on ‘for the children’ serves as a background for family communication in 
the decision-making process of birth tourism. Most of the interviewees suggest that it is 
their husbands who propose giving birth to their children in the United States in the first 
place. This is particularly significant among women who have no prior experience living 
abroad and women who are having their first child. During family communication among 
families where the husbands first propose this migration, the rationales underlying the 
wives’ reluctance to participate in birth tourism include the medical and legal risks faced 
by the women, which are intertwined with the wives’ concerns over being alone in the 
United States. In these cases, discourses that are most often utilized to seek assent from 
the wives are the ethics of motherhood. Some husbands also make arrangements regard-
ing legal and medical services for their wives to manage their wives’ concerns. This 
serves as the background that structures the cross-border communication between the 
wives in the United States and the husbands in the origin country during the wives’ visit 
to the United States.

This study does not focus on a single ICT but rather includes all the digital tools that 
are mentioned and used by the interviewees. The main ICTs that are used by the inter-
viewees include instant messaging tools, audio and video chat services, and social net-
working sites. The experience of ICT-based co-presence in transnational families is one 
grounded in today’s polymedia environment (Madianou and Miller, 2013). Various ICTs 
are no longer perceived as distinct communication tools in geographically split families. 
Rather, they are considered ubiquitous by migrants who constantly deliberate among dif-
ferent tools to better express their feelings and engage in care work across distance in a 
variety of social, economic, cultural and emotional scenarios.

Constructing ICT-based co-presence

While staying in the United States for birth tourism, the interviewees use various ICTs to 
connect with their husbands in the origin country. These uses are embedded in the poli-
tics of emotions in birth tourism. Echoing the narratives in previous studies on ICTs and 
transnational families, the interviewees report feelings of longing to be a main theme of 
their daily emotional experience:

I am here all alone. I feel bored […] I really miss [my family]. (BL)

Although my husband sent me here, he is the type of person who always wants his wife around. 
When we can’t see each other, we don’t feel at ease. (TTB)

In addition to longing, this research identifies perceived helplessness as another theme 
that structures the politics of emotion in birth tourism. An interviewee explains,

It feels very hard. The child is as much mine as my husband’s. I am here all alone without help 
[…] Having a baby is a time when a woman needs care the most […] You can’t let your 
husband feel like it’s ok that he is not part of it. (UF)

The feeling of helplessness structures the interviewees’ experiences of birth tourism, 
which is closely linked to the norms surrounding expectant fatherhood and motherhood. 
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During the transition to parenthood, the fathers are considered the main caretakers of 
their spouses. As a result, the physical absence of expectant fathers in birth tourism leads 
to the mothers’ perceived helplessness. The feeling of helplessness is not only a result of 
normative division of labour surrounding expectant parenthood but is also associated 
with the construction of femininity during pregnancy. The interviewees portray pregnant 
women as particularly fragile and requiring attention and care, thus constructing preg-
nant women not as the main caretakers but as those who receive care from other family 
members.

The feeling of helplessness is also grounded in the gendered production of transna-
tional space:

I have never been to the US. I am not familiar with life in the States […] It was my husband 
who told me to come. He said that he’d arrange everything before I arrive so he started to 
collect information and arrange everything. He’s done all the work […] His job requires him to 
travel around the globe so he is pretty good at this. I am not familiar with it at all. I leave 
everything for him to arrange. He is not around when I am here, though. (TJB)

The husband’s role as breadwinner brings about his transnational spatial mobility. The 
wife’s relative lack of transnational spatial experiences together with the husband’s phys-
ical absence from birth tourism leads to her perceived helplessness.

The emotions of longing and helplessness shape the use of ICTs in birth tourism. The 
interviewees often express that they use ICTs to create ICT-based co-presence to satisfy 
these two types of emotional needs. Many interviewees report that the feelings of long-
ing render them more apt to use ICTs to communicate with their husbands:

When we were both in Taiwan, we wouldn’t use video chats at all. It’s only because I am in the 
US that I want to see him more often. (US)

It’s different when two people are separated in two different places. When we were back home, 
we didn’t talk that much. Now that I am abroad, I miss him a lot. He’d think now that I am all 
alone here for our kid, he’s obligated to spend more time to talk to me. When I am abroad, we 
talk much more on LINE [instant messaging service] than we did when we were both in Taiwan. 
(TC)

In addition to coping with the feeling of longing, the women also use ICTs to cope 
with their perceived helplessness. This is often accomplished through the husbands’ 
remote management of the wives’ daily life arrangements:

When I was here last time with my first baby, there was no LINE [instant messaging tool] nor 
were there smartphones. It’s much better now. A couple days ago I was trying to move to 
another maternity hotel. I was all alone, clumsy with my belly. I really didn’t want to run 
around searching for maternity hotels. My husband [while in Taiwan] went online to do all the 
house hunting for me. Then, he found this place […] He wrote emails, browsed web pages and 
checked my preferences [on LINE]. It was very quick. The decision was quickly made […] 
Some people complain that their husbands are not around while they are here. I am ok with that. 
My husband did all this. It’s almost as good as the situation where he is actually around. (IS)
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In addition to creating an emotional environment of being together, ICT-based co-
presence further creates a physical environment of being together. That is, the former 
involves real-time textual, audio and visual intimate interaction, while the latter is cre-
ated through transnational arrangements of physical daily life environments via various 
ICTs. These expectant fathers not only produce virtually connected experiences but also 
blend the virtual into the physical living spaces of the distant wives. However, it should 
be noted that the remote management of physical daily life echoes a largely gendered 
imagery where the tech-savvy and spatially mobile expectant fathers build a protective 
living environment for the fragile expectant mothers.

In summary, in birth tourism, the fathers’ absence from care labour during pregnancy 
is a result of the spatial arrangement of birth tourism. ICT-based co-presence to some 
extent does restore the expectant fathers to the normative role, which serves to manage 
the mothers’ emotional needs in transnational intimacy.

Differentiated virtual intimacy across spaces and media 
types

The above data suggest that while the transnationally split family structure leads to the 
absence of expectant fathers from care work during the transition to parenthood, ICT-
based co-presence serves as a way in which the fathers return to their role in family 
intimacy. However, it should be noted that this mediated restoration of fatherhood in 
birth tourism has its limitations.

Different media vary in their capacities of creating a sense of intimacy. Several inter-
viewees identify perceived differences in levels of intimacy across different ICTs, with 
video calls being the most intimate experiences followed by voice calls and text-based 
interactions considered the least intimate:

Video-based interactions are the best. I want to see faces. I feel at ease if I could both see his 
face and hear his voice. Texts can’t do that. Typing texts on LINE is just a way in which we 
arrange a convenient time for video-based chats. However, you still can’t hug each other over 
video calls. (US)

Only voice and video chats reassure that this man is in good shape. I only use emails when I try 
to discuss serious stuff because emails are more structured. (ZT)

Video-based real-time interactions are considered ideal for the exchange of emotions, 
whereas text-based communication is often reserved for organizing routines. However, 
these mediated modes of communication are still perceived as less intimate than face-to-
face interactions.

The spatiality of media use is also portrayed as shaping the level of perceived inti-
macy, that is, ICT use in certain spaces is considered more intimate than in others. 
According to the interviewees, using ICTs in the communication of intimate feelings is 
only appropriate in private spaces. Other spatial forms of ICT-based co-presence are 
considered less likely to satisfy the interviewees’ emotional need for intimacy. An inter-
viewee whose husband lives with his parents in Taiwan while the interviewee stays in the 
United States for birth tourism explains,
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When my in-laws are in the living room, my husband only uses voice-based tools. Only when he 
returns to his own room will he turn on video calls for me so that I can be more affectionate. (TC)

Video calls are supposed to be better because we see each other. Emails are for business, and 
video calls are for us to see each other. However, when I was in the US, we wrote emails for 
intimate things and we used video calls for more general stuff. It’s because other family 
members might hear our intimate conversations. (ZT, husband in Taiwan living with wife’s 
parents)

The spatiality of ICT use shapes the perceived capacities of different communication 
tools for intimacy. Although many interviewees prefer video calls over emails for the 
communication of intimate feelings, the spatial constraints destabilize these sense-mak-
ing processes of ICT use.

ICT-based co-presence as discipline and surveillance

While the abovementioned data suggest that ICT-based co-presence is positively 
embraced as a way of satisfying emotional needs for expectant mothers in transnation-
ally split families, it should be noted that it also serves as discipline to them. ICT-based 
co-presence brings the women back to their gender role during the transition to parent-
hood, thus rendering ICT-based co-presence not only emotional satisfaction but also a 
form of surveillance. This is because pregnant women’s bodies are constantly subject to 
the monitoring gaze of their family members. Through ICT-based co-presence, pregnant 
women surrender their virtual bodies to the gaze. Although birth tourism allows for phys-
ical separation between the women’s bodies and the gaze, ICT use creates a virtual form 
of the body that is again placed under surveillance.

Pregnant women are often assigned sole responsibility for establishing the emotional 
bonding between the foetus and other family members through various practices of tech-
nology-mediated emotional labour. During pregnancy, women’s bodies serve as a spec-
tacle of intimacy in maintaining family intimacy. In transnationally split families, while 
pregnant women’s physical bodies are absent, they are still expected to utilize communi-
cation technologies to represent their bodies:

We used video calls. They wanted to see the size of my belly. I went to the US quite early. My 
belly didn’t show back then so every now and then they wanted to see whether my belly was 
growing […] I used photos. I sent photos of myself. I also sent photos of ultrasound exams. (IC)

[During video calls,] my husband wanted the camera to focus on the belly. He talked to my 
bump […] It felt stupid but I tried to convince myself it was fun and intimate. (VK)

These examples illustrate how representing bodies virtually functions as a central ele-
ment in the expectant mothers’ emotional labour during the transition to parenthood in 
transnationally split families.

When the mothers participate in the emotional labour of presenting their bodies, ICT-
based co-presence serves as a form of bodily surveillance and discipline. This is because 
a pregnant woman’s body is considered intertwined with that of the foetus. Thus, norms 
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surrounding expectant motherhood suggest a lack of bodily autonomy of the women, 
which invites intervention and surveillance of the women’s bodies by other family 
members:

My husband was quite worried. He didn’t want me to go out shopping. He’d remotely control 
my daily routines using video calls. (IC)

[He’d] tell me what not to eat during pregnancy and stuff like that. It would be so much better 
if he couldn’t see me. (VI)

In addition to the fathers, the disciplinary gaze can also come from wider family 
members as pregnant women’s bodies are considered inseparable from the foetus and 
thus pregnant bodies are considered a ‘family matter’:

[My mother-in-law] doesn’t intervene in our lives much. However, she was really worried that I 
ate too much and gained too much weight […] She called on a daily basis to nag about that. (TT)

Taking care of the women’s own bodies and the foetuses is considered central to 
motherhood in birth tourism. This care work is subject to the digital monitoring and dis-
ciplinary gaze of the fathers and sometimes wider family members across distance. The 
disciplinary gaze is focused on two aspects of the body. First, it gazes upon the health 
condition of the women’s bodies through ICTs. Second, it examines the spatial mobility 
of the bodies.

Negotiation and resistance

The interviewees develop various strategies to negotiate this monitoring gaze and the 
expectations of their embodied emotional labour through ICT-based co-presence. These 
strategies can be categorized as follows.

First, many interviewees strategize regarding the temporality of ICT use. An inter-
viewee explains the rationale underlying her choice of the timing for transnational family 
communication:

[It] would be really painful for me not to go out. If there was a transportation arrangement that 
took me out, I’d go. My husband didn’t want me to go out. Thus, before I went out, I wouldn’t 
let him know. I wouldn’t mention what I was going to do and I wouldn’t contact him before I 
went out. I only sent him photos and told him I went out and bought something when I returned 
to [my maternity hotel] and made sure I was all right. (IC)

Delayed use of ICTs and deliberation over the timing of their use become key strate-
gies for the women to avoid the constant surveillance of their bodies through ICT-based 
co-presence.

Second, some interviewees adopt a strategy that carefully distinguishes among ICTs 
with different levels of media richness. Contrary to classic media richness theory, which 
often suggests that users tend to prefer higher levels of media richness, ICTs with lower 
levels of media richness are preferred as they surrender less detail to surveillance:
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My family didn’t want me to drink tea [during pregnancy], but I really loved it. It’s not even 
scientifically solid. My doctor said it’s ok to drink tea. It’s just you can’t have too much of it. I 
just ignored [them]. When I drank tea, I wouldn’t let [them] see me. Don’t use video calls, don’t 
take photos and don’t check-in on Facebook […] If he happened to call, I wouldn’t answer. If 
we really had to chat, I’d use text messages. (RS)

When I was sick, I wouldn’t want my family to see me. I’d use voice-based interactions. It’s 
better than video calls. They can see me through video calls. (TTL)

In situations where family communication becomes a site for a monitoring gaze, a 
popular strategy to negotiate surveillance is to prioritize tools with lower media richness, 
which allows for less intrusion into the mothers’ bodily activities in daily life.

Third, many interviewees choose to selectively present their own emotions during 
family communication through ICT-based co-presence:

I’d only let him know about good news. I wouldn’t let him know if I was in a bad mood. (FM)

I had some depression issues back then. I was there all alone. It was my first child. He was not 
here. I had a lot to complain about […] Even if I told him, he was too far to help. If he knew, 
he’d just get sad. This is the trick. (TC)

On the one hand, concealing negative emotions from the distant husbands is described 
as part of the emotional labour the women take on in birth tourism, which serves to take 
care of the husbands’ emotional well-being. On the other hand, this also serves as a way 
in which the women evade the monitoring gaze upon their role of being a mother during 
the transition to parenthood.

Concluding remarks

The findings revisit the role of ICTs in transnational motherhood in at least two ways. 
First, this research focuses on ICT use during expectant motherhood. Studies on ICT-
based co-presence and transnational mothers have contributed to the family practices 
among migrant mothers of young children, particularly among migrant workers taking 
up domestic labour abroad. By focusing on expectant mothers in birth tourism, this arti-
cle seeks to highlight an emerging form of transnational motherhood that involves differ-
ent sets of emotions and distinct emotional labour that have until now been rarely 
discussed.

Second, the findings not only demonstrate how the mothers utilize ICTs to manage 
their emotional needs but also examine and theorize how transnational mothers are sub-
ject to pre-migration gender norms and disciplinary power in the context of ICT-based 
co-presence. Studies on transnational mothers have contributed to a functionalist inves-
tigation that uncovers the role of ICT-based co-presence in ‘recovering’ the functions of 
families, addressing the mothers’ feelings of longing and managing the challenged iden-
tity of being a mother and wife. In addition to discussing positive functions, this study 
further adopts a power and conflict perspective that identifies the limitations of these 
celebratory accounts.
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The use of ICTs among the interviewees demonstrates the dual role of intimacy 
through ICT-based co-presence in expectant motherhood. On the one hand, the transition 
to parenthood has been widely accepted as a time when both fathers and mothers take 
part in care labour. The work surrounding caring for pregnant women is largely consid-
ered a key responsibility during expectant fatherhood. While birth tourism and its spatial 
arrangement lead to the absence of the fathers, ICT-based co-presence restores the role 
of the fathers. This virtual participation in care labour among the husbands is embraced 
by the mothers as fulfilling their emotional needs. However, this positive experience of 
ICT-based co-presence has its limits. The temporal, spatial and cultural constraints of 
ICT use structure the ways in which the mothers gain emotional satisfaction.

On the other hand, ICT-based co-presence also serves as a disciplinary gaze. 
Representing pregnant bodies through ICT-based co-presence is a key aspect of expect-
ant motherhood in transnational families. This is because pregnant bodies are constructed 
as a spectacle of intimacy through which the emotional connections between the foetus 
and other family members are established. Thus, through ICT-based co-presence, expect-
ant mothers’ bodily movements, health conditions and other embodiments are subject to 
constant surveillance by their distant families. ICT use creates ICT-based co-presence 
that brings the women back to the traditional power dynamics surrounding the politics of 
gaze during pregnancy. Many interviewees adopt various strategies to negotiate these 
disciplinary gazes. These strategies include delaying ICT use, selection regarding media 
richness and selective representation of emotions.
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