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Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk215483231]This study examines how paternal authority and competence are reshaped when Pakistani migrant families in Italy transition from long-distance caregiving to co-residence, focusing on educational responsibilities within a demanding host-country school system. Drawing on 28 dyadic semi-structured interviews with mothers and fathers from 14 recently reunified families in Naples, we analyzed how linguistic and institutional barriers affect fathers’ attempts to re-establish traditional roles. Findings show that fathers face a significant linguistic–institutional lag, resulting in repeated “brokerage failures” in crucial domains like homework and parent–teacher communication. Mothers, having established functional authority during the separation period, retain educational dominance and shoulder additional cognitive and emotional labor as fathers attempt to participate. This crisis of paternal competence often prompts compensatory disciplinary behaviors, while children gravitate toward the institutionally fluent parent, reinforcing a domain-specific split in parental authority. Theoretically, the study shows that transnationally differentiated parental roles become unequally valued when they encounter the host-country institutional field: institutional brokerage converts some parental resources into recognised educational competence more readily than others, producing a paternal competence crisis and subsequent reallocation of authority. We conceptualize this as the transnational conversion of paternal authority, showing why physical reunification does not necessarily produce equivalent functional authority.
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Introduction
Family reunification is a crucial but little studied stage in the life cycle of migrant families as it involves the transition from a largely transnational life to a co-resident life in the host country (Wu and del Rey Poveda, 2025). While scholarship has expanded considerably on the period of transnational separation, especially the emotional labor, economic provision, and technological mediation strategies of migrant fathers during physical separation (Baldassar, 2016, Haider, 2025, Parreñas, 2009), there remains relatively little literature on the transition that follows when separation ends and co-residence begins. Existing research has extensively examined transnational separation, but the transition to co-residence and the institutional renegotiation of paternal authority remain comparatively underexplored (Kraus et al., 2019). Emerging scholarship suggests that the emotional and identity transitions accompanying reunification may be as complex as those experienced during separation, challenging linear understandings of migration as a straightforward trajectory from departure to settlement (Kilkey and Merla, 2014, Lu et al., 2020, Wong, 2016). Family reunification is, therefore, not the endpoint, but the continuing and transformative process that warrants extensive empirical and theoretical investigation.
Pakistani family reunification in Italy, particularly with children aged 5--10, offers a rich case for analysis. Over the last twenty years, this migration flow has been characterized by male-led labor migration followed by staggered reunification (Mukhtar, 2020). While fathers spend years abroad securing financial stability, mothers typically serve as primary caregivers and cultural mediators in Pakistan (Haider, 2025, Poeze, 2019). Upon reuniting, men face the challenge of "re-paternalization," meaning an effort to re-establish domestic authority within a family that evolved during their absence (Wong, 2016). Simultaneously, having managed households and institutional life independently, mothers often remain the de facto educational liaisons (Haider et al., 2025, Parreñas, 2008). This negotiation of authority thus becomes a critical intersection where gender ideologies, transnational practices, and host-country structures collide.
A central tension emerges at the intersection of traditional gender expectations and the structural realities of host-country life. The father’s aspiration to occupy the culturally valued position of an authoritative and competent caretaker often conflicts with the linguistic-institutional lag. The Italian school system’s bureaucratic processes, language barriers, and parental focus place fathers at disadvantage in realizing their ideal paternal role (Turney and Kao, 2009). Because schooling constitutes the primary institutional arena where parental authority, integration competence, and intergenerational mobility converge, it offers a strategic site for observing how gendered power relations are reconfigured during reunification. While mothers, by contrast, often acquire linguistic and institutional competence more quickly through everyday caregiving and school-related experiences with their children (Bonizzoni, 2014). 
By prioritizing post-reunification adaptation over long-distance maintenance, the research extends current scholarship on transnational fatherhood. Rather than treating transnational social fields, institutional brokerage, and paternal competence as separate explanatory levels, we examine how they operate sequentially: transnational separation produces differentiated parental resources; the host-country institutional field assigns these resources unequal practical value; and this unequal conversion becomes a crisis of paternal competence that reshapes masculine practice and household authority. More broadly, the study contributes to scholarship on migrant masculinities by showing that paternal presence after reunification is not equivalent to functional authority: its practical value depends on whether existing forms of paternal authority can be converted into institutionally recognised competence.
Research objectives
This study investigates the complex post-reunification dynamics within Pakistani migrant families in Italy, focusing on the critical institutional domain of children's education. The objectives are distinct from previous work on transnational fatherhood by focusing on co-resident negotiation and institutional engagement. 
1. To investigate how migrant fathers and mothers re-establish and renegotiate the division of labor concerning the children's schooling, focusing on tasks such as homework supervision, parent-teacher liaison, and curriculum enforcement following the father's transition to co-residence.
2. To identify the specific linguistic and institutional barriers (e.g., limited Italian proficiency, unfamiliarity with host-country educational norms) that prevent the co-resident father from achieving full, autonomous engagement with the Italian school system.
3. To examine how the mother, who often assumed the primary educational liaison role during separation, perceives the father's re-entry, specifically evaluating whether it is viewed as supportive collaboration or as undermining her established caregiving competence.
4. To examine how the interaction between fathers’ transnationally established roles, institutional brokerage barriers, and success or failure in educational engagement shapes paternal competence, masculine responses, and the distribution of authority within the reunited household.
Theoretical framework
The analysis is grounded in three intersecting theoretical pillars: Transnational Social Fields, Gendered Institutional Brokerage, and Paternal Competence. Rather than treating these as parallel macro-, meso-, and micro-level lenses, we integrate them as connected mechanisms in the reconfiguration of paternal authority after reunification. Transnational Social Field theory explains how separation produces differentiated parental roles and resources; Gendered Institutional Brokerage explains how the receiving-country school differentially converts those resources into recognised competence; and Paternal Competence theory explains how this unequal conversion becomes an identity and authority crisis for fathers. Their integration reveals how parental resources formed through transnational separation are institutionally revalued after reunification, producing new patterns of competence, masculinity, and family authority. We coin the term 'Stalled Re-paternalization' to describe the frustrated efforts of fathers to reclaim a traditional 'head of household' status within the specific context of Western institutional schooling. Unlike 'parenting,' which is gender-neutral, re-paternalization captures the specific emotional and cultural labor of Pakistani fathers attempting to bridge the gap between their remembered authority in Pakistan and their current invisibility in the Italian classroom. Theoretically, we introduce authority conversion as a mechanism showing why physical reunification does not restore paternal authority, a process that none of our three frameworks alone can explain.
Transnational social fields and re-paternalization
Even after reunification, family relationships remain shaped by the transnational social field formed during separation, understood as cross-border networks of practices, expectations, and emotional ties that embed individuals in multiple sociocultural contexts (Basch et al., 1994, Levitt and Schiller, 2004, Baldassar, 2008). Within this context, fathers’ roles are often constructed through economic provision and digitally mediated involvement, where remittances and long-distance communication sustain emotional and moral authority (Dreby, 2010, Haider, 2025, Madianou and Miller, 2013, Parreñas, 2005). Upon return/reunification, however, this model becomes insufficient, requiring re-paternalization—the reconstruction of paternal presence, authority, and everyday caregiving through face-to-face interaction, which disrupts previously established emotional hierarchies and expectations (Boccagni, 2017, Carling et al., 2012, Schooyans, 2006).
Gendered institutional brokerage
This perspective extends the gendered division of labor into the institutional sphere, where fathers’ absence often requires mothers to undertake institutional brokerage, managing interactions with schools, healthcare systems, and state agencies while navigating linguistic and bureaucratic challenges (Erel, 2011, Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). Framed as institutional mothering or bureaucratic care work, this role enables mothers to mobilize emotional and cultural resources and accumulate migrant cultural capital that supports family integration (Erel, 2010, Hoang and Yeoh, 2015, Ryan, 2011). After reunification, however, prevailing gender norms position fathers as public representatives, tensions emerge when returning fathers seek to reclaim institutional authority, particularly if linguistic and institutional familiarity gaps persist (Kilkey and Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2016b, Parreñas, 2008).
Paternal competence and migrant masculinity
Post-migration paternal self-assessment is closely linked to notions of paternal competence that emphasize active caregiving, responsiveness, and involvement in children’s everyday lives beyond economic provision (Lamb, 2004, Pleck, 2010). In transnational families, fathers’ sense of authority and value is often tied to their ability to facilitate children’s social and institutional integration in the host society (Charsley and Wray, 2015, Inhorn and Wentzell, 2011). Yet institutional barriers and language constraints can limit fathers’ engagement with schools and weaken perceived competence, particularly where mothers have developed greater institutional familiarity during separation (Kilkey, 2017, Ryan and Sales, 2013, Doucet, 2013). As a result, migrant fathers must reconcile traditional expectations of masculine provision and control with emerging roles in caregiving and educational brokerage, negotiating more hybrid forms of post-migration fatherhood (Adamson and Smith, 2020, Choi, 2019, Creese and Wiebe, 2012).
Literature review
The transition from transnational social fields to co-resident settlement marks a major structural shift for migrant families (Faist, 2000, Schiller et al., 1995). While scholarship explores the emotional labor of long-distance caregiving (Baldassar, 2008, Haider, 2025), the renegotiation of paternal authority after separation remains understudied (Doucet, 2004). This study addresses this gap by examining how reunification reshapes paternal identity within host-country institutions.
Re-paternalization requires fathers to reassert authority in systems where their pre-migration social capital is diminished, often undermining their legitimacy (King and Fletcher, 2007). Although cultural expectations frequently task fathers with public-facing roles, linguistic barriers and a lack of "institutional literacy"—an understanding of administrative norms—hinder their school engagement (Haider, 2025, Martin et al., 2025). Consequently, while mothers accumulate significant institutional experience during separation (Desai and Banerji, 2008, Paul, 2025), schools continue to rely on them as primary communicators post-reunification, complicating fathers’ re-entry into educational decision-making (Prokic, 2020). These dynamics reflect structural realities that elevate maternal competence despite norms favoring paternal public responsibility (Hochschild, 1996, Larrinaga‐Bidegain et al., 2024, Novianti et al., 2023).
Because fatherhood is tied to supervision and moral leadership (Lamb, 2004), exclusion from school participation threatens paternal worth, prompting compensatory masculinity—heightened domestic control to recover legitimacy (MacMillan, 2023, Novianti et al., 2023; Haider, 2025, Vo et al., 2024).
Finally, school governance and communication practices often institutionalize these gendered asymmetries (Jaiswal, 2017). Monologic communication and limited interpretation access frequently lock families into patterns where mothers remain the sole institutional representatives (Medarić et al., 2022, Migdad et al., 2025, Park, 2025). This literature illustrates how institutional norms reproduce gendered differences, yet the specific ways fathers attempt to renegotiate these dynamics during the reunification process remain underexplored.
Methodology
Research design
This study utilizes a cross-sectional qualitative design, employing in-depth semi-structured interviews to analyze the challenges and coping strategies of recently reunited migrant parents (Flick, 2022). Semi-structured interviews offer the required flexibility to address sensitive areas of post-reunification adaptation and intra-household role renegotiation, allowing participants can describe experiences in their own words (Kvale, 2009, Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015, Rubin and Rubin, 2011). The design is constrained to adult caregivers (father and mother) to adhere to ethical standards concerning the interviewing of young children (aged 5–10 at arrival).
Sampling and participants
We utilized purposive sampling to select 14 Pakistani migrant families (28 adult participants) residing in Naples, Italy. This sample size is sufficient for achieving thematic saturation within a focused qualitative study (Braun and Clarke, 2022).
The following strict inclusion criteria were applied:
1. The father must have been an established migrant (resident and employed) in Italy for at least three years prior to the family's arrival.
2. The mother and children must have arrived in Italy via family reunification between two and five years ago (ensuring the family is past the initial arrival shock but still actively navigating the adjustment phase).
3. At least one child was aged 5–10 years at the time of arrival and is currently enrolled in the compulsory Italian primary or lower secondary school system.
Interviews were mostly conducted in respondents’ homes and, for some male participants in nearby Cafes, lasting 35 –40 minutes on average. The first author, fluent in Urdu and Punjabi, conducted the interviews without an interpreter to ensure cultural nuance.
Data collection instruments
Data were collected through separate in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Interviewing spouses individually allowed for the capture of divergent perspectives on the division of labor and relational tensions that might be obscured in joint settings (Rubin and Rubin, 2011). To ground these narratives, participants discussed institutional artifacts such as school diaries and official forms, which served as prompts to assess practical brokerage burdens and verify patterns of institutional access. 
Analytical strategy
Data analysis was conducted in two stages, employing an iterative process:
1. Thematic Analysis: Interview transcripts underwent through a rigorous reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Coding focused on identifying patterns related to the objectives: authority dynamics, competence negotiation, institutional barriers, and linguistic brokerage strategies.
2. Dyadic Relational Analysis: Following the thematic identification, a dyadic comparison was performed. The core analytical move involved comparing the themes and accounts provided by the father and the mother within the same family unit to identify areas of congruence, discord, and hidden negotiation regarding educational roles and authority (Rubin and Rubin, 2011).
Analytically, we therefore traced connections across these themes rather than assigning each finding to a single theoretical framework, examining how transnationally differentiated roles shaped institutional brokerage, how brokerage experiences affected paternal competence, and how these consequences subsequently altered household authority.
Results
All families in the study originated from rural or semi-urban districts of Punjab, Pakistan, and were residing in Naples, Italy at the time of data collection. In each case, the father had migrated to Italy first, typically 3 to 8 years prior to family reunification, establishing employment before securing family reunification visas for the spouse and children. The mothers, who had remained in Pakistan during the separation period, joined their husbands through the legal family reunification pathway two to five years prior to the interviews. The number of children per family ranged from one to four, with all children having arrived during their foundational schooling years (ages 5–13). Table 1 presents the socio-demographic profile of the 14 participating family units. 
Table 1. Socio-demographic profile of participating families (N = 14 family units)
	 ID
	Father's Age (Years)
	Father's Occupation
	Mother's Age (Years)
	Mother's Occupation
	Number of Children
	Children's Age Range at Arrival (Years)
	Years Since Reunion

	F1
	38
	Construction Worker
	32
	Housewife
	3
	6, 8, 10
	3

	F2
	42
	Logistics Worker (Warehouse)
	35
	Housewife
	2
	7, 9
	4

	F3
	35
	Delivery Courier
	29
	Part-time Boutique helper
	2
	5, 8
	2

	F4
	45
	Seasonal Agricultural Worker
	38
	Housewife
	4
	5, 7, 10, 12
	5

	F5
	40
	Wholesale Trade Assistant
	34
	Part-time Shop helper
	3
	6, 8, 11
	4

	F6
	36
	Construction Worker
	30
	Housewife
	2
	6, 9
	3

	F7
	44
	Logistics Worker (Warehouse)
	39
	Housewife
	3
	7, 10, 13
	5

	F8
	39
	Factory Worker
	33
	Housewife
	2
	5, 7
	2

	F9
	41
	Restaurant Worker
	36
	Housewife
	3
	6, 9, 11
	4

	F10
	37
	Logistics Worker (Warehouse)
	31
	Housewife
	2
	5, 8
	3

	F11
	43
	Fruit & Vegetable Supply
	37
	Housewife
	4
	6, 8, 10, 12
	5

	F12
	34
	Delivery Courier
	28
	Housewife
	1
	6
	2

	F13
	46
	Driver
	40
	Housewife
	3
	7, 9, 11
	5

	F14
	39
	Factory Worker
	33
	Part-time Cleaner
	2
	5, 8
	3


The reconfiguration of educational labor: From digital care to co-resident negotiation
The transition to co-resident fatherhood disrupted the distribution of educational labor, as fathers’ efforts to reclaim authority were often limited by linguistic and institutional barriers that reinforced mothers’ established competence in school engagement. These constraints also contributed to fathers’ emotional insecurity and perceived loss of authority associated with transnational fatherhood (Haider, 2025).
The mother’s retained authority
A central finding across the cases was the mother’s sustained role as the primary institutional broker between the family and the Italian school, regardless of the father’s physical presence. Although fathers migrated earlier, mothers rapidly accumulated institutional competence after reunification through daily school engagement, informal community guidance from South Asian mothers who had lived in Italy longer duration, and repeated exposure to bureaucratic routines, giving them durable institutional authority that fathers could not easily displace (Bolognesi, 2017, Mantovani and Gasperoni, 2018, Perino and Allasino, 2014). Mothers articulated this retained authority as a necessity dictated by efficiency, not preference.

"When the school sends a notice, he still asks me what it means. After five years of signing papers, I am the one who knows which papers to sign and which teacher to call. He is the authority at the table, but I am the authority at the school gate."
…………. (Mother, Case 9)
This dissociation demonstrates an authority-conversion process rather than simply a persistence of gender roles. The mother’s institutional competence, accumulated during separation and through repeated school engagement after reunification, is readily converted into functional educational authority; the father’s established domestic authority is less convertible within the school. Thus, transnational role differentiation explains the resources each parent brings to reunification, while institutional brokerage explains their unequal valuation.

"Whenever my child struggles with schoolwork, I search the internet to understand the lesson better, so I can guide and support my child in the right way. I also give them my mobile phone to read the answers and solutions.”
…………. (Mother, Case 2)

"These days, when my child brings difficult homework from school, I often look for help on Google or ChatGPT so that I can get the answers and if possible for me, explain them to my child with confidence."
…………. (Mother, Case 5)

This narrative reflects technologically mediated caregiving, where mothers strategically mobilize digital tools to sustain educational authority. Studies have shown that mothers play a vital role in the process of acculturation in the new context. In reunified families, fathers lose social relevance while mothers become the main interlocutors with schools (Bolognesi, 2017).. Thus, transnational separation produced differentiated resources; institutional brokerage converted them unequally.
The division of everyday tasks
Migrant fathers compensated for their inability to engage in institutional brokerage by concentrating on educational activities requiring physical presence, financial provision, and traditional discipline. The division of educational labor therefore became bifurcated. Mothers retained control of less visible but essential communication as they became the main interlocutors with the schools, while the father used to focus on visible but less substantively challenging disciplinary roles (Mantovani and Gasperoni, 2018, Bolognesi, 2017).

"My job is to make sure they sit down, sit straight, and respect the books. I don't look at the Italian words or the subject material, but I make the environment quiet and serious. I buy the new notebooks; I maintain the discipline. That is the father's power."

……………… (Father, Case 4)

The father therefore relocates paternal competence from substantive educational engagement to supervision, order, and material provision. This is not simply persistence of traditional masculinity: it is a compensatory response to the unequal institutional value of parental competencies (Shaw, 2014). This compensatory strategy aligns with broader scholarship on fatherhood as both performance and symbolic authority (Dermott, 2014, Lamb, 2004, Marsiglio and Roy, 2012), reinforcing a gendered division of educational labor adapted to the constraints of migration.
Contradiction in accounts (dyadic analysis)
The most striking finding emerged from the dyadic comparison of the separate interviews, revealing a significant disparity between the father’s self-perception of his involvement and the mother’s experience of his presence. This paradox underlines the significant relational pressure of the re-paternalization process, which has been reported in the literature on migrant family reunification and changing gender roles (Baldassar, 2014, Dreby, 2010). Fathers reported that their co-residence had successfully relieved the burden on the mother and that they now shared responsibility for homework. However, mothers frequently articulated that the father’s intervention, driven by his linguistic-institutional lag, created new forms of managerial labor for them. This experience is in line with findings from other studies on the gendered division of emotional and cognitive labor in migrant families (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994, Parreñas, 2015).

Father: “Now that I am here, I sit with them for thirty minutes of homework every evening. She [the mother] can rest a little because I am supervising."
Mother: “He sits there, but he cannot read the subject material, so he calls me every five minutes to translate the word or explain the exercise. I am still running between the kitchen and the desk, but now I also have to manage his frustration and the children's confusion. I am doing two jobs.”
……………… (Conflicting Dyad, Case 12)
This conflict confirms that co-parenting is often experienced as added managerial labor rather than supportive collaboration (Daminger, 2019). Instead of reducing the mother’s load, the father’s re-entry introduces additional layers of coordination and emotional regulation (Dreby, 2010, Hvidtfeldt et al., 2022). These trends are amplified in migrant families where gendered expectations collide with disproportionate integration trajectories (Carling and Hoelscher, 2013). Consequently, mothers must scaffold the father's limited institutional competence, exacerbating their mental and emotional burden (Bolognesi, 2017). This mismatch between intended involvement and experienced reality often leads to relational strain and reduced household functioning (Marsiglio and Roy, 2012). The dyadic contradiction shows why physical presence alone cannot explain paternal authority. The father’s participation is constrained not simply by his prior transnational role but by the institutional competence required to make that participation autonomous. The resulting maternal scaffolding links the transnational division of labour to institutional brokerage and, in turn, makes paternal competence relationally dependent on the mother.
Institutional and linguistic barriers: The reality of the "linguistic-institutional lag"
Fathers’ re-paternalization efforts were often limited by linguistic and institutional barriers that restricted school engagement and slowed integration relative to mothers (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). As a result, mothers were frequently positioned as primary institutional brokers, challenging the restoration of paternal authority in post-migration family life (Marsiglio and Roy, 2012, Colombo and Santagati, 2017). 
Mapping the lag
This linguistic-institutional lag experienced by migrant fathers was not merely an issue of functional knowledge of the Italian language, which many of them possessed for work. Instead, it reflected limited access to the specialized cognitive and disciplinary vocabulary needed to engage with the educational discourse of education, as well as a deep lack of knowledge of the pedagogical norms and institutional expectations of the Italian school system. Consistent with studies of immigrant parental involvement, such fathers had to face what scholars have referred to as a double literacy gap reflecting a simultaneous lack of linguistic access and institutional cultural capital   (Olmedo, 2010, Piller, 2016). This disconnect effectively crippled their efforts to engage constructively with the school despite otherwise functional linguistic skills.

“I can read bills for work, I can read instructions for my delivery job, but when the school sends a notice about grades or a gita [school trip], the words are too long. My Italian is for the shop, not the school. It’s like a different language.”
……………. (Father, Case 7)
This distinction mirrors findings that migrant workers often possess linguistic competence sufficient for labor but not for institutional negotiations (Blommaert, 2010, Theunissen and Van Laer, 2023). Educational communication relies on specialized terminology, euphemisms, and implicit assumptions regarding curricula and school-parent partnerships. Fathers articulated that "school Italian" was qualitatively different from "workplace Italian," signifying a linguistic-institutional gap.

 “He went to the first parent meeting, but he didn't know the system. He asked the teacher why they don't use the same grading scale as we used in Pakistan. The teacher got confused. I told him afterwards, ‘You stand outside, I will talk next time.’ He doesn't know the rules here.”
………. (Mother, Case 11)
Brokerage failure
The inability to navigate the institutional demands autonomously led to repeated instances of brokerage failure, whereby the father’s attempts to participate in educational support were met with frustration, inefficiency, or, critically, a perceived challenge to his authority. In line with studies concerning paternal role performance, such failures became deeply consequential for the father’s internal assessment of his competence and legitimacy as a parent (Dermott, 2014, Lamb, 2004). Within migrant contexts, these moments of failure are amplified by the symbolic significance attached to educational success, which is often understood as a core measure of effective fatherhood (Gazso and McDaniel, 2015, Marsiglio and Roy, 2012).

"The hardest part is the homework. My son asks for help and I look at the page and it’s all Italian, all new methods. I feel stupid, and he goes straight to his mother for the answer. I cannot even help my own boy with his studies."
…………… (Father, Case 9)
A paternal-competence reading alone could treat this as individual inadequacy; the dyadic evidence instead shows that the inadequacy is produced through the mismatch between transnationally established paternal authority and institutionally valued educational competence.

"Sometimes he tries to force the child to learn in the old way, hitting or shouting, because he is angry he cannot read the exercise. I have to pull him away and tell him, 'This is an Italian school, not your village school. This will only cause problems, leave it to me.' His help creates more work."
………… (Mother, Case 6)
Brokerage failure often leads to disciplinary conflict. Fathers’ reliance on traditional rote learning and corporal discipline, rooted in origin-country practices, clashes with Italy’s participatory, child-centred norms (Arace et al., 2013, Crozier and Davies, 2007). This mismatch creates frustration and institutional risk, as Italian schools remain vigilant against authoritarian discipline (Hughes, 2021). An inability to provide substantive educational support (Quote 9) causes children to bypass fathers for their more competent mothers, challenging paternal authority in sensitive spheres. Consequently, mothers must actively mitigate paternal frustration (Quote 6). This "stalled re-paternalization" results in volatile interventions, requiring mothers to perform specialized emotional and institutional labour to prevent both family conflict and school sanctions. This reveals that the competence crisis is not individual inadequacy but the product of institutional non-conversion.
Systemic exclusion
Italian schools often respond to capacity and resource constraints by prioritizing communication with the most linguistically competent or most frequently present parent. This bureaucratic drive for efficiency structurally excludes less-proficient fathers, consolidating mothers’ role as the primary school contact. This institutional inertia replicates previous transnational patterns of maternal brokerage even after reunification. European research shows that schools unintentionally reinforce gendered inequalities by "segregating" communication toward the parent perceived as easier to engage (Borgonovi and Montt, 2012, Pusztai et al., 2025).

“They [the school] see me and immediately ask for my wife. The teacher said, ‘We need someone who can translate back to the family quickly.’ They don't offer a translator for me, so they just use her. I feel invisible there, like I am just the driver or the wallet.”
…………….. (Father, Case 2)
The school's reliance on the more accessible parent converts an apparently practical communication choice into a gendered allocation of institutional authority. Because the mother becomes the recognized institutional intermediary, the father is denied opportunities to accumulate the very competence needed to challenge that arrangement (Devine, 2009, Souto-Manning and Swick, 2006).

“The biggest difficulty is that if I miss a phone call from the school, my husband cannot understand the message. So I must keep my phone next to me, always. The school knows I speak enough Italian, so they only call me. I am the permanent translator for the entire education system now.”
……………. (Mother, Case 14)
Mothers bear a burden of permanent linguistic and bureaucratic surveillance, acting as the primary institutional liaison (Brooks and Hodkinson, 2022). Keeping a phone constantly ready reflects the heavy emotional and cognitive pressure of being the family’s de facto interpreter—a role often unvalidated by the school. This institutional dependency on the mother (Quote 2) creates an obstacle for fathers, preventing them from gaining the linguistic and procedural assurance needed for meaningful interaction. Such exclusion from communication chains limits fathers' ability to acquire institutional capital or establish a formal position in their children's education. Consequently, the school becomes a "gendered zone" where only maternal engagement is authorized. This mother-preference approach unintentionally disrupts the rebalancing of educational roles, reinstating a gendered division of labor and restricting the father’s ability to adopt an authoritative or participatory paternal role.
Paternal competence and the crisis of authority post-reunification
The crisis of competence
The persistent linguistic–institutional lag produced a deep-seated crisis of paternal competence. This disruption struck at the core of legitimate fatherhood: the expectation that a father should be both a provider and a knowledgeable household authority (Lamb, 2004). While these men fulfilled the economic dimension of their role, their inability to meet host-country educational demands generated an acute sense of inadequacy. International scholarship on migrant masculinities confirms that when men are denied access to such culturally valued domains, they lose status and legitimacy within their families (Kilkey and Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2016a).

"I earn the money that keeps them in this expensive school, I pay for the fees, the books, everything. But the teacher only speaks to my wife, and my son asks her to read the report card. They respect my money, but they don't respect my knowledge. I feel like I'm just a cash machine for the school."
…………. (Father, Case 1)

"When my child brings me his homework and I look at the page and I cannot help him, I feel ashamed. My son looks at me with confusion, and then he just takes the paper to his mother. What kind of father cannot help his own child with something so simple?"
………… (Father, Case 13)
These quotes reveal a profound sense of devaluation and role displacement.  Financial provision as traditional pillar of paternal control proves insufficient for gaining acceptance in the educational sphere. Fathers’ reflections illustrate a symbolic downgrading of the provider role as parental value shifts toward educational involvement rather than economic contribution. The "disgrace" in Quote 13 highlights the conflict between internalized masculine standards and systemic factors marginalizing fathers. This incompatibility results in "dislocating masculinity," where men fail to perform culturally significant fatherhood (Cornwall and Lindisfarne, 2003). Ultimately, this emotional rupture compromises paternal authority, further consolidating the mother as the primary educational leader.
Negotiating masculinity
To cope with the educational deficiencies and to recover a sense of functional competency, most fathers turned to compensatory practices that focused on disciplinary control and traditional masculinity. They tried to reassert a paternal identity that had been lost through their absence in the educational field by strengthening their presence in the home, keeping an eye on manners, moral behavior, and the social life of children. This shows a wider trend that studies on migrant masculinities have found: when the capacity to practice modern, nurturing fatherhood is diminished by structural factors, men tend to retreat to more culturally recognizable power sources based on discipline and moral guardianship (Ghannam, 2020). 

"Since she [the mother] does the school work and the meetings—because I don't speak enough—I must make sure that they respect the house rules perfectly. If I can't check the school notes, I check their character. I am very strict about manners and religious observance. That is how they know I am the baba [father]."
…………. (Father, Case 5)
“I go to the meetings, but the teacher looks at my wife even when I am the one speaking. It makes me feel like I am just an outsider." 
…………. (Father, Case 6)
"He wants to help, but he doesn't know Italian math and does not use Google or ChatGPT to solve questions. It’s better that he just works and leaves the studies to school."
……………. (Mother, Case 7)

"He knows he cannot help them with the Italian studies, so he becomes stricter about everything else. He monitors their clothes, their free time, who they talk to. It is like he is trying to prove his power in other areas because the school area is closed off to him."
……………. (Mother, Case 8)
These narratives reflect what Donaldson (1993) terms "defensive masculinity," where fathers reinforce traditional authority to counter threats to their status. As the school system renders them symbolically powerless, fathers often "reterritorialize" their authority by shifting it into the domestic realm. This strategic move allows them to maintain a sense of masculine legitimacy despite institutional marginalization (Osella and Osella, 2006). However, this compensatory shift creates significant emotional and relational stress. As noted by the mother in Quote 8, the father’s heightened disciplinarian stance often manifests as micromanaging children’s clothing, friendships, and leisure time—an attempt to recover lost ground. Seen through the integrated framework, this is not merely cultural persistence. It is a response to conversion failure: when educational authority is institutionally inaccessible, fathers relocate authority to domains of discipline, moral regulation, and supervision in which their existing resources remain actionable.
A key question arises regarding how mothers, newly arrived from Pakistan, managed to navigate the Italian school system so rapidly. Our data reveal that mothers achieved 'institutional fluency' not through formal language training, but through hyperlocal brokerage. Many mothers reported spending mornings at the school gates, exchanging information with other immigrant mothers and utilizing digital translation tools for school circulars. As Mother (Case 5) noted: 'I didn't know the language, but I knew which office to stand in because the other mothers showed me.' This suggests that maternal competence is a networked achievement rather than a solo linguistic one. Ultimately, the compensatory actions of fathers demonstrate that institutional exclusion in one domain may transform power relationships within the family, reinforcing gendered boundaries and introducing new emotional pressures.
The source of authority
The final result of the structural barriers and the crisis of paternal competence was a pragmatic reallocation of power in children’s daily lives. As highly adaptive agents, children aligned themselves with the parent who possessed the linguistic, procedural and institutional capital required to support their academic needs. This pragmatic orientation effectively centralized maternal authority in the most significant sphere of integration school related management and educational support.

"If the child needs help with math or Italian, he says, 'I will ask Mama.' He doesn't even bother to ask his father anymore. But if I need him to stop playing video games, he knows he must listen to the father immediately. The authority is split now."
…………. (Mother, Case 10)

"My older daughter, she is nine now, she often hides her report card from me. She gives it directly to her mother. She tells me, 'Mama will understand it faster, Baba.' It is like I am the one who needs the translator now, not her."
………… (Father, Case 3)
These narratives reveal a domain-specific authority system: mothers possess institutionally functional authority in educational matters, while fathers retain operational authority in disciplinary and moral domains. Children therefore convert differences in parental competence into a differentiated distribution of authority rather than simply replacing paternal authority with maternal authority. This mirrors transnational research showing children recenter the caregiver with practical expertise over the parent holding traditional authority (Carling et al., 2012, Hoang and Yeoh, 2015). Children’s strategic bypassing of the father (Quote 3) implies a child-centered shift in paternal legitimacy; in a reunited context, authority is earned through applicable institutional capital rather than age or gender (Boccagni, 2012). This inversion where children judge parental competence undermines the symbolic basis of paternal authority and fuels marginalization. Furthermore, children quickly identify the "institutionally fluent" parent for school-mediated mobility (Portes and Fernández-Kelly, 2008). Ultimately, this sorting reinforces a gendered asymmetry where mothers become the central school liaison while fathers remain on the periphery. This creates a dual-track authority system that, while adaptive, can be destabilizing by permanently reshaping family hierarchies and the father’s identity within the household. Children therefore translate institutional conversion outcomes into household authority which is the missing link between frameworks.
Discussion
The findings of this study demonstrate that family reunification is not a moment of restoration of traditional roles but a site of intensified renegotiation, where structural inequalities, institutional gatekeeping, and divergent integration trajectories converge to disrupt the process of re-paternalization. Consistent with transnational family scholarship (Carling et al., 2012, Kilkey and Merla, 2014), the return to co-residence does not dissolve the asymmetries cultivated during separation. Instead, as the data from this study clearly show, these asymmetries become more visible, consequential, and conflict-laden in the host-country institutional context.
Reunification as a site of gendered continuity, not restoration
This research demonstrates that reunification largely reproduces the gendered division of educational labor established during transnational separation. Despite the father's return, mothers remain the primary educational brokers. This aligns with findings from Bonizzoni (2014) and Mantovani and Gasperoni (2018), who document a persistent institutional preference for mothers in school-facing interactions among migrant families in Italy. For instance, studies such as Bonizzoni (2014), working within an institutional brokerage framework, have documented the persistence of maternal engagement in institutional domains after reunification. Yet this explanation focuses on mothers' accumulated experience without explaining why fathers' authority, though culturally valued in Pakistan, cannot be converted into school-recognized competence. Our integrated framework reveals that this is not persistence alone but institutional revaluation. Our data extends this literature by showing why reunification fails to reassign roles:
1. The father’s linguistic-institutional lag prevents him from asserting authority in school mediation.
2. The mother’s accumulated cultural and institutional capital—acquired during years of navigating schooling alone—remains indispensable.
3. Schools themselves actively reproduce this asymmetry through efficiency-driven communication practices.
Taken together, these mechanisms show that reunification does not simply reproduce pre-existing asymmetry: it institutionally revalues it. This study challenges linear models of capital accumulation based solely on duration of residence. Instead, it highlights the domain-specific and relational production of institutional competence within migrant households. While the initial analysis might suggest a 'zero-sum' gender dynamic, where the mother’s gain in agency is the father’s loss in authority, the reality is more nuanced. The narratives suggest a mutual burden of adaptation. The mother’s role as the primary educational broker is often experienced not as 'power,' but as an exhausting necessity caused by the father’s 'double lag' (linguistic and institutional). Conversely, the father’s 'driver' or 'wallet' status is not just a loss of face, but a structural displacement where the Italian state recognizes the 'caregiving parent' (usually the mother) as the primary interlocutor, effectively sidelining the father regardless of his intent. This supports Erel’s (2010) argument that migrant women’s institutional labor generates durable, transferrable cultural capital that can reshape gendered hierarchies within migrant families.
The linguistic–institutional lag: Structural barriers as paternal disempowerment
The study identifies a "linguistic–institutional lag" as the primary barrier preventing fathers from engaging with their children's schooling. Although many fathers possess functional workplace Italian, they struggle with educational terminology and bureaucratic forms, creating a multilayered exclusion. This aligns with Blommaert’s (2010) theory that linguistic competence is domain-specific and does not automatically transfer across settings. Similarly, Piller (2016) argues that schools exercise linguistic gatekeeping, which excludes parents lacking specific institutional literacy. These findings show that fathers are consistently unable to interpret student diaries due to language barriers. Furthermore, by selecting the mother as the primary contact, the school reinforces the father’s marginal status. As noted in prior work (Devine, 2009, Jaiswal, 2017), schools often follow the “path of least resistance” by relying on the most linguistically accessible parent, effectively institutionalizing gendered inequalities in involvement.
The crisis of paternal competence and the reworking of masculinity
This exclusion produced a profound crisis of paternal competence, demonstrating that competence is not simply an individual attribute but an outcome of the interaction between transnationally differentiated resources and institutional opportunities for their recognition. Fathers repeatedly expressed shame, humiliation, and a sense of symbolic displacement when unable to help with homework or understand school communications. These findings echo Lamb’s (2004) conceptualization of paternal competence as multimodal, requiring not only provision but also cognitive, caregiving, and educational involvement. However, in the migrant context, the significance of educational involvement is heightened. Research shows that migrant fathers perceive their children’s educational success as both a moral obligation and a measure of their masculine adequacy (Hoang and Yeoh, 2011, Charsley and Liversage, 2015). When institutional barriers preclude their participation, men experience what Cornwall and Lindisfarne (2003) term "dislocating masculinity," wherein structural constraints undermine culturally meaningful paternal roles. The findings reveal two primary coping strategies:
Compensatory masculinity
Fathers compensated for their lack of educational competence by intensifying disciplinary control. This mirrors patterns documented among migrant men in other contexts who, when prevented from performing nurturing or institutionally valued fatherhood, revert to traditional authority grounded in discipline, religiosity, and behavioral monitoring (Donaldson, 1993, Osella and Osella, 2006, Ghannam, 2020).
Emotional withdrawal and self-displacement
Some fathers withdrew, articulating feelings of “being a wallet. This reflects findings from Poeze (2019) and Haider (2025), where an inability to fulfill expected fathering tasks results in emotional distancing and self-perceived paternal redundancy.
The functional authority split: Children as active agents
A major theoretical insight of this study is that children acted as active agents, pragmatically reorganizing household authority based on the observed competence of each parent. Children consistently sought the mother for school-related support and the father for disciplinary enforcement, creating a Functional Authority Split:
· Mother → Functional Authority (institutional fluency, academic support, integration guidance)
· Father → Formal Authority (discipline, moral enforcement, symbolic paternal role)
This resonates with findings from Portes and Fernández-Kelly (2008), who argued that migrant children often gravitate toward the parent with the highest “mobility capital”—the one best positioned to navigate institutional pathways of advancement. Unlike transnational parenting, where fathers preserved symbolic authority through remittances and digital communication (Baldassar, 2016, Haider, 2025), co-residence exposes competence gaps directly to children, accelerating paternal marginalization. The fact that children bypassed fathers to hand report cards to mothers signals a deep structural shift in family power relations.
Reunification as a continuation, not a resolution, of transnational inequalities
Overall, the findings illustrate that reunification does not close the transnational gap; it relocates and intensifies it inside the household. The father’s earlier roles —as provider, remote authority, and emotional supporter —prove difficult to translate into host-country contexts that reward bureaucratic fluency, school engagement, and communicative competence.
Thus, reunification creates a new form of post-migration vulnerability, where:
1. Men lose status because their pre-migration authority does not convert into host-country capital.
2. Women gain status because their accumulated institutional competence is now indispensable.
3. Children recalibrate their allegiances toward the competent parent, reshaping intergenerational hierarchies.
4. Schools inadvertently reinforce gendered inequalities through efficiency-based practices.
The theoretical implication extends beyond any single framework. Reunification is a process of authority conversion: resources accumulated within the transnational social field encounter institutions that assign them unequal practical value. This explains why institutional brokerage becomes consequential for paternal competence and why competence differences subsequently reshape household authority. The contribution is therefore not that the three frameworks are complementary, but that their interaction identifies a mechanism of unequal conversion of parental authority that each framework alone leaves analytically incomplete. Consider the father who cannot help with homework: transnational separation explains his resource deficit, institutional brokerage explains the school's exclusionary communication, and paternal competence explains his shame. Yet only their integration reveals that his exclusion is not merely a deficit, failure, or crisis alone; but structured devaluation of authority.
Conclusion
This study demonstrates that family reunification does not automatically restore traditional paternal authority within Pakistani migrant households in Italy; instead, it exposes and amplifies role asymmetries shaped during transnational separation. Fathers' attempts at re-paternalization are systematically impeded by a linguistic-institutional lag, mothers' accumulated educational brokerage capital, and school practices that default to the most institutionally fluent parent. As a result, mothers retain functional authority over the most consequential domain of integration, i.e., children's education, while fathers increasingly rely on compensatory forms of domestic discipline to defend their threatened paternal identity. Children, responding pragmatically to competence, reinforce this bifurcated authority structure, further consolidating maternal centrality and marginalizing paternal involvement. The broader implication is that paternal authority is not simply lost after reunification but becomes domain-specific: fathers may retain operational disciplinary and moral authority while becoming institutionally peripheral in education. For diasporic fatherhood research, this shifts the agenda away from equating physical presence with role restoration toward examining the institutional conditions under which paternal presence becomes functional authority. The field should therefore adopt authority conversion as an analytical lens to examine reunification as a process of institutional revaluation, where transnational endowments are or are not converted into school-recognized competence.
Limitations and future research
While the cross-sectional, dyadic nature of this study provided rich, context-specific data essential for mapping the negotiation process, it cannot account for changes over time. Future longitudinal research is necessary to track whether the linguistic-institutional lag dissipates after five years and whether the father can eventually achieve full functional authority. Furthermore, policy-oriented studies should focus on how Italian schools can implement specific measures (e.g., culturally competent interpreters or workshops for migrant fathers) to overcome the structural exclusion that currently reinforces gendered educational labor and precipitates the father’s crisis of competence.
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