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The choice of following the partner in international mobility can entail
a number of practical challenges. These can include loss of occupation, the
lack of social network in the arrival destination, or issues relating to work
permits. Some short-term types of permits, for example, can at times cre-
ate an obstacle in the job-search and the application process, being that
these types of permits are easily associated with moving and local employers
are, in certain economic environments, unwilling to employ someone who
will probably need to move again (Permits Foundation, 2009). Challenges
can also pertain to more subjective experiences relating to the interruption
of work and change of environment, as well as to the confrontation with
dominant representations concerning work and gender roles (Cole, 2012;
Harvey & Wiese, 1998). Moving across countries, while offering interesting
opportunities for self-exploration, can also create a sense of disorientation
and uncertainty regarding the future, in particular, as a result of the transi-
tion from work to unemployment. Spouses at times can experience a sense
of uncertainty and insecurity with regard to the flexibility to move—often
required of, or chosen from, their working partners—with the resulting
unpredictability of time and place of relocation, and the resulting change
of their work plans (Cangia, 2018). Especially for those people who have
largely invested in education and career development, difficulties in finding
a new job combined with the encounter with a new environment can have a
profound impact (Schlenker & Gutek, 1987). Previous studies, more specifi-
cally, showed how male and female spouses, while sharing similar concerns,
can also relate to the relocation process in different ways, with regard to gen-
der roles and their position within the family and within the surrounding so-
cial context (Anderson, 2001; Copeland & Norell, 2002; Davoine, Ravasi, Sa-
lamin, & Cudré Mauroux, 2013; Ravasi et al., 2013; Silberstein, 1992). When
taking part in various initiatives dedicated to spouses yet organized within a
large group of women, and facing a population of expatriates dominated by
working men, male spouses in heterosexual couples can face stronger feel-
ings of isolation and more difficulties concerning the change of their status
than female spouses (Davoine et al., 2013). We aim to contribute to these
studies by exploring some of the subjective experiences and psychological
implications of mobility as a male accompanying partner.

A SOCIOCULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY APPROACH
TO THE MOBILE WORKER

In order to account for the life of the accompanying spouses, we propose
a theoretical frame inspired by sociocultural psychology of the lifecourse.
This theoretical frame has a series of presuppositions and has developed mid-
range concepts to explore some of the changes and continuities along the
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unique life of persons. In terms of presuppositions, sociocultural psychology
admits that social and cultural conditions provide meanings, social represen-
tations, institutional and material guidance to people, as well as various op-
portunities. However, it considers that the person, who does an intense work
of internalization, appropriation, positioning, has his or her own subjectivity,
and can, to some extent, define a margin of freedom. Second, it considers
these transactions between the person and the societal environment from
a dynamic perspective. Third, it gives a particular attention to semiotic dy-
namics, that is, processes of circulation of signs, discourse, and interpretation
(Teo, 2015; Valsiner, 9014; Zittoun, 2012; Zittoun et al., 2013).

From a classical life-course perspective, development takes place all life
long, and in all life domains; transitions or turning points have to be un-
derstood on the background of their social and cultural meanings and nor-
mative expectations; and people’s lives are interrelated, especially if these
are in kin relations (Elder & Giele, 2009; Levy, Ghisletta, Le Goff, Spini, &
Widmer, 2005). Based on these assumptions, we particularly focus on the
dynamics that affect males accompanying spouses. Here, we thus propose
to consider not a priori geographical movements or institutional chang-
es as transitions; rather, we propose to consider what events or situations
people experience as ruptures—as disruption from the taken-for-granted,
as preventions to carry out their usual actions, as suddenly generating un-
certainty or anxiety (Zittoun, 2006, 2009). In that dynamic sense, transi-
tions are the processes triggered by an experienced rupture, by which the
person engages in processes of change that may eventually allow them to
recover some sense of normality. Three interrelated dynamics of changes
characterize transitions: processes of identity change (repositioning, social
recognition, self-definition, etc.), processes of learning (mobilization of
skills, development of knowledge, definition of new activities, etc.), and
processes of sense-making (process of interpretation of the situation, its
sense within one’s biography, recreation of continuity within one’s past and
possible futures, as well as elaboration of the emotions associated with these

transformations; Hviid & Zittoun, 2008; Zittoun, 2006, 92007a; Zittoun et al.,
9013; Zittoun, 2016; Zittoun, Duveen, Gillespie, Ivinson, & Psaltis, 2003a;
Zittoun & Perret-Clermont, 2009). Although these three dynamics are wide-
ly known in psychology, the specificity of our approach is to show their
mutual dependency: that is, learning can be impeded or favored by the
challenges of identity making; or conversely, identity change can catalyze,
and be catalyzed by, new sensemaking (Zittoun, 2006; Zittoun & Grossen,
9012). Finally, our work allowed us to closely examine the diverse ways in
which people handle identity changes, the manners in which they engage
in learning and in various activities to support the work transition, and fi-
nally the alternative meanings of work that people can create out of their

new experience as male spouses.
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events occurring in the course of their stay in Switzerland (e.g., birth of a
child, internal migration, start of a new job).

Based on detailed examination of the cases under study, we decided to
draw on the model described above and to use the following three dynam-
ics as analytical categories (Masdonati & Zittoun, 2012; Zittoun, 2006):

o [dentity change: How do male spouses reposition themselves vis-a-vis
their new role as accompanying spouses?

o Learning processes: How do they mobilize their skills or acquire new
knowledge and competences for professional and personal develop-
ment in mobility?

o Sensemaking processes: How do they reinterpret the new situation, in
particular with regard to the “work” dedicated to sustain the house-
hold and kin relations on the move?

Interviews were fully transcribed, and names of people, places, and of
any other revealing information have been altered to guarantee anonym-
ity. Interviews were analyzed through a combination of in-depth case-based
analysis and a transversal analysis of all cases. Each individual’s experience
herein presented is unique and illustrative of a personal biography. Howev-
er, we use representative extracts exemplifying some commonalities in the
way people handle the rupturing experience of becoming a male spouse,
commonalities that are typified by recurrent strategies with regard to the
dynamics under exploration.

ON ACCOMPANYING THE WORKING PARTNER
AND REMAKING WORK ON THE MOVE

In order to account for the transitions of these male spouses, we need first
to understand their experience of rupture, in particular, those events that
disrupt their daily routine and that activate the three abovementioned psy-
chological dynamics. Some of the interviewees explicitly describe their role
as an unemployed accompanying spouse as a new experience. They de-
fine themselves as being professional workers, some at senior level, shortly
or some time before relocating to Switzerland. The decision to follow the
female partner is usually based on economic and work-based evaluation,
on who has the job that is better paid and with more career prospect at
the time of migration. The decision to move is thus not followed by a de-
cision to stop working altogether. The usual plan for these people is to
quit their current job, yet start looking for a new one as soon as possible
in the new destination. The choice of relocating to Switzerland for some
spouses seems to be based on the idea of this country as characterized by
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a promising labor market, as a place in which they could easily find a job.
Once arrived, however, all respondents report a different situation and a
number of specific challenges. Switzerland is described as a “closed”? labor
market with “its own rules” and with less work opportunities than expected,
where employers tend to favor “locals,” and younger people with “less ex-
perience,” or to “play it safe,” especially for those who try to look for a job
in fields different from their own. Challenges in the job search can also
pertain to language barriers, or even to perceived discrimination towards
some nationalities (Latin American) that are viewed as easily associated
with menial jobs.

The alteration of personal professional trajectory and the condition of
unemployment due to migration bring these individuals to experience a
rupture in the course of their daily life. Moving can imply being out of a job
for quite some time, and spending more time at home. As a result, these
people experience negative feelings concerning the difficult job search,
reflect on their work trajectories, and come to deal with dominant repre-
sentations relating to gender roles. These rupturing experiences can have
several psychological implications with regard to the three processes above-
mentioned; namely, identity change, learning, and sensemaking processes.
In the following paragraphs, we illustrate these dynamics in turn.

From Professional to Being a Stay-at-Home Spouse

A transition, like the one experienced through migration, brings the
person to confront with new roles, rights, duties, and social expectations,
and to interact with new people in new ways (Levy et al., 2005). The altera-
tion of one’s definition of personal and social identity resulting from the
loss of job and from a new daily routine as the nonworking and staying-at-
home person in the family, is an important aspect that characterizes the
experience of mobility both for female and male spouses. The shift to the
new role as a male spouse, in particular, can affect people’s social identity,
in particular their self-image, self-identification, and self-presentation (the
way these people position themselves and feel about what they do in the
course of their everyday life), as well as the external categorization (how
other recognize them; Jenkins, 2008; Lamont, 1992).

Along with previous research on the topic (Harvey & Wiese, 1998), we
observed that the professional career plays a critical role in these male
spouses’ self-identification. All interviewed men described themselves based
on their career expertise. Looking for a job is extremely important and dif-
ficult, against a backdrop of what they call a continuous “pressure” from
others to quickly find a job, the “frustration” in sending applications and
being rejected, as well as the concern about not contributing financially
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to the household. In the transition from an at times stable and powerful
job to being unemployed, spouses start questioning their own professional
and personal position in the surrounding society and in the family. Some
spouses report a gap between the level of their expertise and actual work
opportunities, between the way they feel about themselves and the way oth-
ers recognize them in the job market. Some come to face a numeric unbal-
ance between accompanying female and male partners, become aware of
their new role as the nonworking man, and are confronted with a gender
“barrier”; namely, those dominant cultural representations that identify the
man as the breadwinner in the family. In these spouses’ words, dominant
representations of gender roles manifest at three interrelated levels: The
structure of the job market, with a population of expatriate managers still
dominated by men who cannot understand a man following his wife; social
expectations and perceived “pressure” from others to quickly find a job as
a nonworking male spouse; and in the way they feel about themselves and
about the change in their professional and family life.

These people handle the identity change from being a professional to
being a stay-at-home male spouse through different strategies: They can
modify the dimension of evaluation and the resulting meaning of one’s
identity position (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Miller, 2002; Tajfel, 1974);
they can change their own position vis-a-vis the boundary between them-
selves and others (Wimmer, 2008); and they can semantically move (Gil-
lespie, 2012) around the new identity position as a male spouse in ambiva-
lent ways. Three spouses, Nicolas, Yannick, and Jerome,? illustrate these
strategies, respectively.

Nicolas, a male accompanying partner in his forties, recently migrated to
Switzerland to follow his wife in her international assignment for a muitina-
tional company. Now in Switzerland, he says, he finds himself in a very new
situation, taking care of their children and the household while she is at
work. His interrupted professional identity is understood through econom-
ic and temporal considerations regarding career trajectories. This inter-
ruption is characterized by a temporal rupture in the course of a personal
and professional rhythm suddenly suspended, a rupture that needs to be
justified in front of employers in view of future work:

[...] at the end we need to define ourselves. In my case is hard, in my case be-
ing out of the job for 3 years now is hard for me because it’s going to be hard
to find a work if we go back to South America for example, for me it’s gonna
be very hard to find a job. Because for the Latin culture, being 2 years out of
the job market is like not understandable. Of course I could explain that we
had this situation, that I was accompanying my wife as an expat etcetera, but
at the end it’s like the market doesn’t understand it.
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. Nicolas. tries to handle this identity change and modifies the dimension
ob evalu.aUOn as a nonworking stay-at-home Spouse, by joking about it and
about his group of Latin male spouse friends:

we are called los dichosos, it means we are the happy,
Jjoytul, because we are not working,
have to, you know, like provide the s

! the happiest, we are the
our wives are the ones who work, they
ustain, sustainability (laughs).

Being a male spouse is not always easy for Nicolas, though. When mov-

Ing to Switzerland, he was also confronted with the high number of female

accon'lpany.ing Spouses met during his everyday life. At the be inning, h
explains, his new identity as a nonworking man in the househ%ld wag’dife
ficult to handle, especially considering his past professional life. Beisn a-
:)tal}.'-at-home male spouse, from being understood with regard to cultugral
e 1§fs, comes to be described as a more personal experience, linked ¢
family values. The modification of the dimension of evaluation’(from cui

tural beliefs to personal experi i
> periences) helps Nicolas to handl ¢
change” and makes it seem more “normal”; el e Thuge

I thm.k it’s part of the culture, being the man, you know, the family and th
man Is supposed to be in charge, so when I realized that I was at h)(])me noe
work?ng and my wife was in charge of the sustainability of the house etcetern
so this isa huge change and whilst I was there it was hard to understand it .
the beginning, but now it’s normal, it’s a decision we took and we are livin ?E
[. .'.] It was not easy because [ was doing a lot of things [...] I liked what I .
do‘mg, I'had a very good relationship with the company, with the collea “:S
50 1t was very good my job, it was—but as the decision was taken the end oil'l .
tive was the family so for me it was like another decision to take and that’:?tc-
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ecome-s .espec1ally difficult and “frustrating,” since personal qualificati
and positive feelings about oneself collide with the way the “mgrket feels(’)’Tl






174 » £ CANGIA, T. ZITTOUN, and D. LEVITAN

market, the transformation of family life in mobility, as well as personal lei-
sure time and social life. Spouses at times can try to mobilize and reinvent
creatively their own skills for remaking their working life in the new place,
they can acquire new knowledge for personal development in social and
family life, or they can finally use alternative skills for expanding their own
opportunities. We now explore these three processes in turn, through the
experience of Victor, Yannick, and Jerome.

Looking for a new job in a different and new place, at times, demands
to review and remake one’s work profile according to the requirements not
only of the type of job position, but also of the local labor market. Victor’s
experience well illustrates how people can mobilize one’s own past and at
the same time develop new skills to remake personal working life and to act
in the new context. He is 48 years-old and arrived in Switzerland in 2014 fol-
lowing his wife in her international trajectory in a multinational company.
Before that, he used to travel often to Africa for his own job. During the
time of unemployment, he explains, he tried hard to create new work op-
portunities and to improve his personal skills. In particular, he engaged as
avolunteer in a nongovernmental organization (NGO), a job that provided
him, he says, “with opportunities to learn new skills, to fresh out my own
CV.” Recently, he managed to become a consultant for his wife’s company,
but he had to change his field of expertise to agriculture and agribusiness
along with the needs of the company. He uses his own personal work and
family past, and his personal determination and creativity for this change:

I basically said, “Look, you need someone like me, and you know, you've got
great people working on these issues but that people from within the com-
munity come from business backgrounds” (...) and (...) now they have lis-
tened to me and they came back to me quite quickly with the proposition
to do small piece of freelance work for them so (...) I had to set myself as a
freelance independent um consultant indépendant. [...] I can do this because
of my experience with volunteering work with the NGO (...} and also that I
originally come from a rural community, my family, I've had family members
who were farmers and involved in food business, and butchers, and bakers,
and so it’s I suppose bringing in some of the new things that I've learnt and
connecting that with some of my family background, so to be able to con-
vince huge food companies that I've skills that they need and they and they
listened, and it’s working well.

The acquisition of new skills and knowledge also relates to self-explora-
tion and personal development. Yannick, for example, tells how he likes
combining housekeeping work or daily errands with personal work and
learning new languages, and how control over more free time provided
him with a chance to work more generally on the acquisitions of new skills
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(language), on self-exploration (what he really wants to do), and on person-
al development (e.g., becoming more “efficient,” “improve, asa per}s)on”)'
I was always looking during this year and a half, “OK what is that I reall
wanna d.o?”; and I have invested a lot of time too for personal develo men)tl
for reading books about how to be (-..) how to have more balance in lifg how
t(? be happier, how to achieve your goals and mhm and just mhm be at ,ea
with you and your family and (...) I learn languages a lot [...] pee

’I'"hls alternative work for personal development helps compensate for the
fe.elmg to be “useless and unproductive.” Being out of work provides Y:
nick with the time to reflect on personal issues including feelirf) s of “strean”-
and “anger.” The acquisition of new skills, according to him, %an have zsn

impact on his more proximal family relationshij .
parenting skills; y nships and helps strengthen his

not just language, but personal development (...) to be really strong mhm
strong personality to have integrities mhm that you don'’t get stressedg easil
mhm [...] I'm trying to do to deal with stress. [...]Idon’t work nowso I don’}tl
feel stressed, just (...) want to improve as as (...) as a person, just to become
(--.) stronger more balanced so I don’t getstressed or angry, ‘cause like mhm
as a parent yeah I would mhm improve my parenting skills [...] when yo
W(?rk full-time you have daily commitments you don’t really hav.e. ;ime ( ;,tz
thx‘nk about lot of issues [,. -] issues (...) that bother me internall bu.t. .
being out of work I 1 have a lot of time to reflect. ’ o

Other spouses engage in other activities and deploy alternative practi-

cal skills for lei i i “ ive,”
Sure ume, to simply “stay active,” to act on the surrounding

environment, and possibly to expand personal opportunities. Jerome, in a
moment of great demotivation and lack of self-confidence in his job-search
)

explains how he thought about Creating alternatives based on his own in-

terests and capacities:

I'm a positive person, as I told you I have started doing this volunteerin but
ev‘en recently I started even I don’t want to stay inactive, I want to do sime-
thl‘ng (...) for example, I really like assembling furniture all this stuff,soIa

doing this, I have put an advertisement on Anibis and I— ’ m
or Conforama furniture, all this stuff, so. This is something I like and know
how to do so I was thinking “I know how to do it and lots of people don't
know, so why not doing it?” [...] I even started thinking that through this I
can even make a network, so (...) for example a person who asked me, was
working in a company and she started saying, “Ah, there is a job osit’ion”
[...] through this person I could introduce my CV to the HR and all Fhis tuff,
so. This can also be a means to do networking. o

1 do assembly Ikea
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recognition let’s say, which is [...] not when you do homework [...] so this is
the bad part of being at home.

Work, in the words of these men, becomes thus more than the sole pro-
fessional position that used to describe their identities in the past before
the move, and comes to be represented by a variety of socio-emotional rela-
tions involved, and by the transformative power of their imagination and
personal strategies to deal with migration. These socio-emotional relations
include the social role of the male spouses, their intimate ties, the effort
and contribution that they can bring to the family or to themselves for per-
sonal development, through other means and resources (other than finan-
cial). The process of sensemaking can thus catalyze new identity making,
the acquisition of new knowledge, as well as the subjective temporal move-
ment between past and future to reinterpret one’s own present.

CONCLUSION

The sociocultural psychological approach on work and mobility herein pro-
posed highlights the dynamic and mutual relation between sociocultural
context and the individual. According to the model proposed, the experi-
ence of migration implies a transformation at different levels. Our analysis
showed how this multilevel transformation occurs in the case of the male
spouses under the condition of repeated moves, through the identity trans-
formation into an unemployed stay-at-home man, through the mobiliza-
tion and acquisition of skills and knowledge, as well as through a change
in the way these people make sense of the new situation resulting from the
loss of their job and from migration. This transformation makes these peo-
ple confront sociocultural configurations, in particular gender roles, and
with new dynamics within the context of the family. This transformation
also brings people to develop personal strategies and draw upon personal
and sociocultural meanings available to handle the identity change and to
remake a sense of themselves and the surrounding environment.

Our analysis presents important implications in the study of work transi-
tions and mobility. First, work should be analytically redefined based on the
subjective experience and the various personal and sociocultural meanings
that individuals use to describe what counts as work for them. We showed
how work for the male spouses comes to be redefined on the basis of indi-
vidual and family-based experiences, and of the social value of their new
identity position in migration.

Second, the diverse resources that mobile workers can mobilize and the
way they mobilize them, at different levels (personal and family life, the job
market and social context, and the macro level of global economy under
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different regimes of mobility), need further exploration. As in other i
stances of social and personal transformation (Gillespie, Cornish, Aveli .
& thtOl.lrl, 2008; Zittoun, 2007b; Zittoun, Aveling, Giliespie &’Cornlinlg ’
2012; .thtoun, Duveen, Gillespie, Ivinson, & Psaltis, 2003Db) ’the resS]E
ana.ly51s suggests how people are constantly in search of elen:lents End o
periences that they can find in themselves, around them, and from otheix-
gnd that help them navigate the complexity of their evejryda life. In .
ticular, thfese spouses’ personal stories become a valuable testifnon. of frl) o
the experience of mobility affects, and is affected by, this constanz 0}‘1"’
and should therefore be subject to further research. A st

: art from the institu-
. : p stitu
onal elements available for these Spouses, people can create and mobilize

meanings a.nd resources out of their experience—resources that can sup-
port them in the relocation to a new place, in the disruption of ide tip
change, as well as in the transformation of family life in mobilit -
Asa wh(?le, we wish to have shown how a sociocultura] approz'ch to work
can allow identifying social and cultural meanings and institutional
rfangements of work, their transformations, and the e the
condition for human lives. At the same time, our p
human creativity in relation to work, even within such tightly constructed
arrangements. Work, after all, is always a matter of human activity, and .
take as many new forms as humans are capable of imagining. v -

way these create the
erspective highlights

NOTES

. Th.is chapter is based- on an ongoing research supported by the National Cen-
tell of Cqmpetence in Research NCCR—On the Move, and funded by th
Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF ). re

2. Termsand phrasing in brackets are the exact wording used by the intervi
All names here are pseudonyms, yHe e
4. ’I?hejre is a large traditional literature across the social sciences usin
c1ahst-fem.inist approach to work, and focusing on gender, econorr?r : S?i-
male d(?mlnation, in particular on the distinction between pu,blic and );'an
sphere in women’s housework and between work and non-work with Eeg::g

to childrearing and housekeepi
ping (e.g., Barrett, 1980; Chod ;
guson & Folbre, 2000; Gilman, 1903). oo e
5. This interview was conducted in the n
then translated into English,

o

ative language of the interviewee and
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