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Abstract 
This article examines the experiences of 21 women and men in dual career couples whose 
spouses relocated to Aotearoa/New Zealand for professional and managerial work. It 
investigates the challenges they encountered, the strategies they adopted, and the impacts of 
international relocation. Thematic analysis, using NVivo software, enabled the coding of 
interview material to identify trends in the accompanying partners’ narratives. The research 
was informed by theorising about the recrafting of selves, especially career selves, and 
intersections of governmentality and participants’ perceptions of agency during their 
transition to life in a new country. As transnational mobility of highly qualified women 
employees intensifies, this investigation extends literature about the experiences of 
accompanying partners, the complexity of contemporary gendered practices, and the sense 
making of those involved in international relocation. 
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Introduction 

International relocation has increased in the last few decades among those who are highly skilled (Habti & 

Elo, 2018; Harsløf & Zuev, 2022; Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2008; 

2022). The accompanying partners of international employees face challenges when they suspend their 

careers during a period of adjustment in a new country (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Föbker, 2019).1 In the 

late twentieth century, the term ‘trailing spouse’ referred to the female partner of an expatriate employee 

(Harvey, 1998, p. 311) who relocated to support their spouse’s career and was not employed in the host 

country (Shaffer & Harrison, 2001).2 More recently the terms ‘secondary movers’ or ‘tied migrants’ have 

been used, and researchers in the field have explored how some professions may increasingly require 

changes in employment location (Suter & Cangià, 2020). The increasing number of dual career couples with 

independent career ambitions has intensified the challenges of international relocation for accompanying 

partners (Anderson, 2001; Andreason, 2008; Linehan, 2001; Mancini-Vonlanthen, 2021). Geographical 

mobility is often entangled with other aspects of people’s lives, their multiple selves, and the persistence of 

gendered discourses (Cangià, 2021). Power is visible through analysis of accompanying partners’ strategies 

as they recraft their careers in response to new employment contexts (Saurombe & Zinatsa, 2023, p. 2). 

 
* Mohini Vidwans is a senior lecturer in the Faculty of Agribusiness and Commerce at Te Whare Wānaka o Aoraki | Lincoln 

University. 
Email: Mohini.Vidwans@lincoln.ac.nz  
Rosemary Du Plessis is an adjunct associate professor in the Department of Sociology, School of Language, Social & Political 

Sciences at Te Whare Wānanga o Waitaha | University of Canterbury. 

1 We use the term ‘accompanying partner’ to refer to those who relocate internationally when their intimate partner is recruited to 
a new position. To avoid confusion between participants in this research and their intimate partners, who may or may not be 
formally married, we use the term ‘spouse’ to refer to their intimate partners.  

2 The term ‘expatriate’ is typically used to refer to legally employed individuals who reside temporarily in a country of which they 
are not a citizen in order to accomplish a career-related goal, being relocated abroad either by an organisation, by self-initiation 
or directly employed within the host country (McNulty & Brewster, 2017, p. 46). 
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This article analyses the experiences of men and women whose spouses moved countries to take up highly 

skilled professional and managerial positions in Aotearoa/New Zealand.3 

Research on international human resource management has largely been devoted to analyses of 

expatriate assignments (Chen & Shaffer, 2018; Collings et al., 2007; Mayrhofer et al., 2020; Riusala & 

Suutari, 2000) that involve short-term periods of work abroad, mainly by professionals and managerial 

employees. However, the past decade has seen rapid development of self-initiated expatriation as a form 

of international career mobility (Collings & Isichei, 2017; Global Mobility Trends Survey, 2016; Suutari et 

al., 2018). As seen in the current study, this phenomenon represents an important segment of the global 

talent market (Lazarova & Ipek, 2020): only one of the 21 participants’ spouses in this study was an assigned 

expatriate—his relocation to Aotearoa/New Zealand was organised by his European-based international 

company. 

The choices of dual career couples are often gendered (Rusconi et al., 2013), and men and women 

tend to make different career decisions when faced with the need to coordinate the careers of two partners 

(Känsälä et al., 2015; Pixley, 2008; Quinn & Rubb, 2011). Research on the experiences of accompanying 

spouses have predominantly documented the challenges for women when they suspend their careers (often 

temporarily) due to international relocation (Bikos et al., 2007; Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; van der Zee et 

al., 2005). These impacts are most problematic when they lead to social isolation and a disruption of 

accompanying partners’ career identities (Cole, 2011). An interest in exploring connections and differences 

between the experiences of male and female spouses/partners of professionals and managers recruited 

internationally led to in-depth interviews with roughly equal numbers of women and men. This created an 

opportunity to assess the relevance of gender for accompanying spouses in dual career households in 

contemporary Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

Relocating to a new country may not only interrupt accompanying partners’ career trajectories, but 

also their sense of self (Cangià, 2018; Petriglieri & Obodaru, 2019). Difficulties related to meaningful 

employment and social connections can disrupt the accompanying partner’s professional identity (Cole, 

2011). To cope, an accompanying partner may need to create a new personal identity (Kupka & Cathro, 

2007; Mohr & Klein, 2004), or a “meaningful portable identity” (McNulty, 2012, p. 417). We explore the 

challenges accompanying partners encounter in a new context and how they articulate the relationship 

between their careers and other aspects of their lives. The overlapping and interactive aspects of their career 

identities and other selves (including the impact of discourses relating to gendered selves) were analysed 

using material generated through 21 in-depth qualitative interviews with participants who relocated to 

Aotearoa/New Zealand for their spouse’s career. We asked: 

 
1. What challenges do accompanying partners in dual career relationships experience when 

they relocate to Aotearoa/New Zealand? 

2. How do they respond to these challenges? 

3. What factors shape how they craft and/or recraft their careers? 

 
This is the first empirical study in Aotearoa/New Zealand to consider the challenges of 

accompanying partners in dual career relationships, their career strategies and the outcomes of those 

strategies. Widely known as ‘a nation of immigrants’, Aotearoa/New Zealand provides a unique context, 

with much of the literature on dual career couples and international relocation to date focusing on the USA, 

 
3 These occupations are associated with higher pay and, therefore, the research participants were concentrated in higher-income 

households. They were also primarily from countries who are members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)—primarily high-income countries with relatively skilled populations. For this reason, the research 
findings cannot represent the diversity of individuals and households entering the country due to international recruitment of 
employees, particularly employees from developing Pacific Island economies. 
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UK, Germany, Denmark and Australia. However, the focus on accompanying partners with spouses in 

professional and managerial positions, while relevant to the international literature in this field, does not 

represent diversity in transnational recruitment of employees in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Recruitment of 

employees with fewer formal skills and lower incomes entails very different options for their families. 

Obtaining a visa for spouses/partners and children with rights to employment and education depends on 

transnational workers’ earnings, their job skill levels, and whether they are defined as having skills deemed 

to be ‘essential’ by Immigration New Zealand.4 

The timing of the interviews, coinciding with the COVID-19 pandemic, also provides an 

interesting point of difference to periods of previously high immigration. (For a brief history of 

Aotearoa/New Zealand immigration, see Collins (2024).) Moving on from previous studies on female 

‘trailing spouses’, in consideration of changing social conditions, this article includes interviews with both 

male and female accompanying partners. Like Kallane and Punnett (2023), it takes the view that 

accompanying partners are anything but passive or lacking in agency: the individuals interviewed for this 

study also displayed “dexterity” and “resourcefulness” in their attempts to create a new life in 

Aotearoa/New Zealand. Finally, the article does not limit its focus to a particular industry (for example, 

see Shortland’s (2020) study on women working in the oil and gas industry), but instead concentrates on a 

particular time period. 

By exploring the lived experiences of both men and women, the article contributes to the growing 

body of literature on dual career couples and the challenges they experience as a result of international 

relocation (Harvey & Buckley, 1998; Kallane & Punnett, 2023; Shortland, 2020). As indicated in the 

literature, accompanying partners may struggle to find suitable employment commensurate with their skills 

or education or may face breaks to their careers due to problems associated with obtaining a work visa or 

needing to settle children into a new environment (Anderson, 2001; Andreason, 2008; Caligiuri & Bonache, 

2016; Du Plessis & Vidwans, 2023; Föbker, 2019; Linehan, 2001). In addition, the article expands 

understandings of the ways in which accompanying partners negotiate different aspects of self as they 

transition to life in a new country—including their gendered selves. We examine how they experience 

themselves as immigrants in a different national context and how they pursue, and sometimes rework, their 

career trajectories.5 Theorising about gender, governmentality and the (re)crafting of selves and careers are 

key analytic resources. 

The next section presents the contextual background and relevant literature, before outlining the 

research strategies. The subsequent section interprets the findings before reflecting on the research’s 

contributions, its limitations and directions for future work. 

 

Setting the context—international migration and accompanying partners 

Aotearoa/New Zealand—migration trends and employment rights 

Government policy in destination countries impacts upon international relocation decisions (Doomernik, 

2017). Employment laws have a major impact on accompanying partners’ opportunities to pursue 

employment (Föbker, 2019, p. 3). While accompanying partners can apply for work visas in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand, access depends on the spouse’s visa, which relates to their occupation and their rates of 

remuneration (Immigration New Zealand, 2024). Open work visas (which enable work for any employer 

at any rate of pay) are available to those whose spouses have an Accredited Employer Work Visa, an 

Essential Skills Work Visa and those who earn above an hourly wage threshold or work in a high-demand 

 
4 New Zealand Immigration. (n.d.) Bringing family if you have a work visa. Retrieved 16 September 2025 from 

https://www.immigration.govt.nz/process-to-apply/once-you-have-a-visa/bringing-family-to-new-zealand/bringing-family-if-
you-have-a-work-visa/ 

5 We use the term ‘immigrant’ to mean a person who is subject to immigration control, who needs permission to enter or remain 
in a country. To immigrate means to come to a country of which one is not a native, usually for permanent residence. 

https://www.immigration.govt.nz/process-to-apply/once-you-have-a-visa/bringing-family-to-new-zealand/bringing-family-if-you-have-a-work-visa/
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/process-to-apply/once-you-have-a-visa/bringing-family-to-new-zealand/bringing-family-if-you-have-a-work-visa/
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Green List role. Although the participants in this study were partners of professionals and managers with 

higher earnings and thus were eligible to apply for open work visas, having the right to work does not 

guarantee a job. 

Due to its essential skills policy,6 Aotearoa/New Zealand experienced a large increase in the 

volume of inward migration in the years preceding this research (New Zealand Productivity Commission, 

2021, pp. 4–6). There was a notable increase in the number of non-New Zealand citizens arriving with 

intention to stay from 2015–2020 when the net migration gain averaged 60,000 people a year. This figure 

dropped sharply, from a peak of 80,353 in non-New Zealand citizen migration in March 2020 to −17,711 

in March 2021 due to restrictions on immigration associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and departures 

of recent immigrants. Immigration of non-New Zealand citizens began to increase in September 2022, 

reaching 88,908 in March 2023 (Stats NZ, 2023). 

In 2023, 28.4 per cent or 1.4 million of the usually resident population was foreign-born (Stats NZ, 

2023), with the highest percentage from England, followed by China, India, the Philippines, South Africa 

and Australia (Collins, 2004). The vast majority of these immigrants (77.28 per cent) were employed in the 

local labour market (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022). In 2021 and early 

2022 when the interviews were conducted, Aotearoa/New Zealand was ranked third in the world, after 

Switzerland and Australia, in relation to work outlook, aspirational goals and lifestyle in the HSBC Expats 

Explorer survey, an independent survey that collects a variety of data from expats living around the world 

(HSBC, 2021). During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021, there was limited recruitment of 

international employees, with the exception of ‘critical’ health workers or individuals in other fields 

necessary to the Government’s COVID response, people possessing “unique … technical or specialist 

skills” not readily available in Aotearoa/New Zealand, and those needed to ensure the completion of 

“approved major infrastructure projects” (Immigration New Zealand, 2022). This was the context in which 

some participants in this study relocated to Aotearoa/New Zealand with spouses who were recruited to fill 

specific, often critical skill shortages. 

 

Possible selves, dual career couples and international mobility 

This research draws on recent insights into how different aspects of people’s lives are relevant for their 

career trajectories and how they modify their involvement in paid employment and rework their career 

identities during periods of transition in a new country. The following discussion elaborates on how 

theorisation about career selves and personal identities are relevant to an analysis of the experiences of 

women and men in dual career relationships who moved to Aotearoa/New Zealand for their spouse’s 

employment. 

The concept of possible selves represents individuals’ ideas of what they might become, who they 

would like to be, and what they are afraid of becoming (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 954). Understandings 

of selves change across time and overlap, creating competing demands as individuals move through 

different life stages (Cross & Markus, 1991; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Wurf & Markus 1991). This 

concept is relevant to analysis of career aspirations and trajectories as individuals adopt new roles and 

develop new identities (Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015; Vignoles et al., 2008). Ibarra (2023) challenges the idea 

of a fixed or stable professional identity, arguing instead that it is a dynamic and evolving aspect of one’s 

self. In this article, the concept of possible selves is used to analyse accompanying partners’ narratives of 

transition. 

Dual career couples juggle career, personal and familial identities that rely on being competent and 

responsible in both work and family roles, resulting in stress (Cole, 2011; Känsälä et al., 2015; Knight, 2018; 

McNulty, 2015). While scholars have identified a range of challenges that dual career couples face, including 

 
6 The Essential Skills policy allows New Zealand employers to recruit workers from overseas to meet local shortages. 
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time scarcity, poor work/life balance, and managing competing career goals (Bird & Schnurman-Crook, 

2005; Kallane & Punnett, 2023; Kierner & Suutari, 2017; Scurry, 2002; Shockley et al., 2024), along with 

the various coping strategies that they use to ensure their personal and professional success (Saraceno, 2007; 

Scurry, 2002), there has been much less research on the effects of international relocation on the 

accompanying partner’s sense of self and long-term career management. 

Career pathways are influenced by individual, family and organisational contexts, gendered norms, 

state regulation of immigration and employment, and dominant discourses about gender and careers 

(Bakker 2022; Holton & Dent, 2016; Kallane & Punnett, 2023; Lupu et al., 2017). Shared societal 

understandings about gender have strong implications for the crafting of competent (career) selves and life 

trajectories (Kossek et al., 2017; Papafilippou & Bentley, 2017). 

As is well documented in the literature, gender influences the types of careers that individuals aspire 

to, with some industries being considered more ‘masculine’ and others more ‘feminine’. Gender 

socialisation, messaging around what is considered appropriate behaviour, occupational cultures and family 

pressure mean that some selves (and careers) appear more possible than others (Stevenson & Clegg, 2011). 

Traditional narratives that position men as more ‘career orientated’ and women as more ‘family orientated’ 

mean that women are more likely to experience conflict when attempting to juggle a career and domestic 

duties. These issues are explored in more detail in the following section. 

 

Gender and technologies of the self 

In their recent discussion of labour market integration of female accompanying partners, Saurombe and 

Zinatsa (2023, p. 2) highlight the way Foucault’s (1991a) understanding of ‘governmentality’, or the exercise 

of power and control in modern societies, operates through the subjectivities and understandings of 

individuals. This form of power works through what appears to be the voluntary uptake of gendered self-

definitions of competence and responsibility that shape educational aspirations and preferences as well as 

a range of public and private gendered practices. Power is manifest not just through state-enforced rules, 

but through the ways individuals act on or ‘govern’ themselves, practise forms of being, and constitute 

themselves in particular social contexts (Foucault, 1991a; Luther et al., 1988). This form of power is not 

imposed by an external state or powerful leader, but is intrinsic to individuals’ practices as moral actors and 

enacted in employment and family contexts. Governmentality is relevant to the way people manage the 

relationships between their domestic lives and their careers when transitioning to life in a new country on 

the international recruitment of their partner. Articulated often as personal choices to focus on the needs 

of their families during periods of transition, these practices nevertheless constitute forms of what Foucault 

would refer to as ‘technologies of the self’—practices of self-governance or control of conduct. At the same 

time, since gender is socially constructed and not fixed, it can be both reproduced and challenged. As Suter 

and Cangià (2020, p. 816) argue, accompanying partners can reproduce gendered norms, but also “challenge 

gendered meanings and re-interpret the notion of ‘family’ and ‘work’ ”. 

This article explores some of the complex ways in which both male and female accompanying 

partners challenge and conform to gendered practices relating to childcare and the pursuit of careers. As 

Foucault has argued, these actions are motivated by desires, aspirations, values and beliefs that are often 

experienced as personal choices, but identifiable as powerful collective discourses or “systems of practices” 

(Foucault, 1991b). These include publicly articulated aspirations for gender equality and fairness in the 

relationships between women and men. 

While conventional understandings of gendered parenting contribute to the ‘trailing spouse’ 

phenomenon and the priority given to men’s careers and economic advancement within many heterosexual 

partnerships (Brandén et al., 2018; Ridgway, 2021), women are increasingly assuming key roles in 

international organisations, resulting in greater numbers of expatriate assignments that are female-led 



Vidwans and Du Plessis 
Recrafting Career Selves 

80 
 

(Altman & Shortland 2008; Andreason, 2008; Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Cole, 2012; Hutchings & 

Michailova, 2017; Selmer & Leung, 2003). Research on the experiences of male accompanying partners is 

thus growing. Key issues include the numerous barriers they face in finding employment in the host 

location, social isolation due to their small numbers, their temporary dependent status, and the ineffectual 

employment support they receive from their working spouses’ employers (Anderson, 2001; Cangià et al., 

2019; Cole, 2012; Selmer & Leung, 2003). For men, having to “adjust to being secondary breadwinners (or 

not working at all) … can lead to a negative sense of identity” (Shortland, 2020, p. 3). To assess men’s 

experiences as accompanying partners, and to consider the operation of governmentality in the practices 

they exhibit in this situation, this study included both female and male accompanying partners of 

international employees, many of them parents. All the accompanying partners were in paid work before 

relocating to Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

While gendered ideals, such as the traditional breadwinner husband and stay-at-home mother, are 

changing due to women’s greater participation in the labour market (Scurry, 2002), many argue that there 

is still a long way to go. Pervasive gender ideologies not only affect the roles that women aspire to but also 

their career progression (Evans & Diekman, 2009; Gewinner et al., 2024; Tabassum & Nayak, 2021). 

Research has shown that while “men still overwhelmingly hold the majority of career-enhancing expatriate 

roles”, when women take up such positions, they are “less likely to benefit from career outcomes that can 

flow from expatriate assignments” (Shortland ,2020, p. 3). Dual career women, in particular, experience 

more work/life conflict than their partners (Shortland, 2020, p. 3). Despite working similar hours, research 

indicates that women in dual career couples spend considerably more hours completing domestic chores 

or childrearing activities (Monahan et al., 2024; Scurry, 2002), reflecting deep-seated expectations around 

women’s role within the home. 

Individuals’ career selves are often a component of their professional, personal, educational, 

spousal, parental and community selves (Vidwans & Du Plessis 2020, p. 46). These multiple selves are 

interactive and overlapping. They are shaped by family background, workplace and social environmental 

factors and by what Foucault has referred to as technologies of the self—how people regulate themselves 

using available knowledge on how they should act (Luther et al., 1988), including the practices required of 

good partners, responsive parents and committed professionals. We outline how the participants in this 

study recrafted their selves on relocation to Aotearoa/New Zealand and the discursive resources they drew 

on as they shared their stories about periods of transition in a new country. Their strategies included taking 

on full-time care of their children, retraining/obtaining further qualifications, membership of a religious 

community, participation in online support groups, and volunteering. For one of the male participants, this 

involved the acquisition of a four-wheel drive vehicle which consolidated his identity as a man and his 

connections to other men, while also prioritising the advancement of his spouse’s career. 

 

Research design 

The study targeted male and female accompanying partners of globally mobile employees in managerial and 

professional jobs who had mainly relocated in Aotearoa/New Zealand in the five years before 2021. 

Difficulty finding men who were the accompanying partners of globally mobile women employees 

contributed to a decision to include a few male participants who were less recent arrivals. The initial goal 

was to conduct 20 in-depth interviews with equal numbers of male and female participants. Returning New 

Zealanders were excluded from this study, as the focus was on participants who were relocating to a new 

country where they had no family support. 

After obtaining approval from the Lincoln University Human Ethics Committee, prospective 

participants were supplied with an information sheet and approached via phone calls, email messages and 

face-to-face conversations. They were identified in late 2020 and early 2021 using public information about 
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recent career appointments, through the research team’s personal networks, and via snowball sampling. 

Attempts were made to identify accompanying partners who had been pursuing their own careers before 

relocation. 

A demographic data sheet was completed at the start of each face-to-face, in-depth, 

semi-structured interview, which occurred at a location of the participant’s choice. An interview guide with 

open-ended questions relating to the relocation and the participant’s career as well as personal and family 

adjustments to life in a new country was used to ensure that each interview covered substantially the same 

topics (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011), while still enabling participants to contribute specific insights. Like 

Kanstrén’s (2021) study of accompanying partners, the aim was to elicit narratives about the participants’ 

careers and family life prior to relocation and their experience of transition to life in Aotearoa/New 

Zealand. The interviews were conducted in English by four interviewers. All four interviewers had come 

to Aotearoa/New Zealand from elsewhere in the world (Asia, Africa and Europe), and three did not have 

English as their first language. The interviews were digitally recorded with the participants’ consent and 

transcribed verbatim. The participants were then sent their transcripts for feedback, and their transcript 

was updated based on their feedback. Thematic analysis, using NVivo software, enabled the coding of 

concepts and themes for examination (Schensul, 2012). Internal validity was attained through triangulation 

by cross-examining the interpretation of data within the research team (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). After 

the coding was conducted independently, the team had several meetings to discuss the codes and share 

their insights. External validity (Gobo, 2008) was achieved by discussing a summary of the major findings 

with the participants who agreed to comment on the analysis. 

All the participants were assigned pseudonyms to protect their privacy. Since our participants came 

from a range of countries, we attempted to choose pseudonyms that reflected the participants’ culture and 

ethnonational background (Allen & Wiles, 2016; Fazio et al., 2011; Miyazoe & Anderson, 2011). 

 

Participant profiles 

A key agenda in the selection of participants was interviewing equal numbers of women and men as the 

extant literature has focused primarily on women who accompany male partners pursuing international 

careers. A number of the participants had previous experience of relocation for their spouse’s career, usually 

within the country from which they relocated. As their spouses had taken up professional or managerial 

work on relocation, the participants were located in higher-income households. No details of household 

income, however, were obtained during the interviews. 

Interviews were completed with 21 accompanying partners of international professional and 

managerial employees who relocated to Aotearoa/New Zealand in the eight years before the interviews 

were conducted—11 women and 10 men aged between 30 and 59 years. Ten of the participants were from 

Europe, four from the USA, two from Australia, two from Sri Lanka, two from South Africa and one from 

Colombia. Five of the interviewees had relocated between 2012 and 2016, and 16 had moved between 2018 

and 2020 (see Table 1.) Most of the participants came from OECD countries, which may be a consequence 

of the focus on recruiting participants whose spouses were in professional or managerial positions. Seven 

of the 21 participants did not have English as their first language.  
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Table 1: Participant profiles 

  

Name Age 
 

Gender  Occupation Children 
(ages at 
relocation) 

Country from 
which they came 

Year of 
relocation to 
Ao/NZ  

Alicia  30–39 F Administration  2 (4, 6) South Africa 2019  

Charles 40–49 M Engineering and 
project 
management 

2 (3, 5) UK 2019 

Elke 40–49 F Education 1 (2) USA 2019  

Flora 50–59 F Real estate None UK 2015  

Glenda 50–59 F Health 
professional 

3 (13, 9 and 9 
(twins)) 

USA 2020 

Irene  40–49 F Creative field 2 (6, 10) South Africa 2020  

Isuru 40–49 M Banking 2 (13,3) Sri Lanka 2015  

James 50–59 M  Creative field 4 (15 to 21) USA 2020 

Janis 50–59 M Management 2 (15, 17) Netherlands 2018  

Jeroen 40–49 M Management 3 (12, 10, 6) Netherlands 2020 

Kay 30–39 F Management 2 (5 and 2) Australia  2020 

Lewis 50–59 M Public sector 
administration  

None UK 2016/No  

Liz 30–39 F Administrator 1 (7) Australia  2019 

Maria 30–39 F Engineering None Colombia 2020  

Merel 30–39 F Management 
consultant 

2 (7, 5) Netherlands 2019 

Mike 50–59 M Health 
professional 

None UK 2014 

Nancy 40–49 F Management 1 (9) UK 2019  

Pierre 30–39 M Management 2 (5 and 5 
(twins)) 

France  2012  

Sam  50–59 M Public sector 
management 

2 (21, 17) UK 2019  

Sashi 30–39 M Engineering None Sri Lanka  2019 

Sue 50–59 F Academia 3 (20, 18, 14) USA 2020 
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All the participants had been in paid work before they relocated. This work usually involved the 

acquisition of tertiary educational qualifications. Of the positions taken up by the participants’ spouses, 

16 were self-initiated (a response to a job advertisement), while four had found out about the position 

through recruiting agents. One participant’s spouse had taken up a position with a large New Zealand 

company that was arranged by their international employer and was, in this sense, an ‘expat’.  

The 2020–2021 COVID-19 pandemic contributed to selective international recruitment in 

Aotearoa/New Zealand of medical professionals, meaning that a significant proportion of participants had 

a spouse with medical qualifications. Most of these participants had arrived in the three years before they 

were interviewed. Use of the researchers’ professional networks contributed to eight of the participants 

being the partners of academics recruited from outside Aotearoa/New Zealand. While this generates some 

limitations for generalisability, as a preliminary and exploratory project, this is not a significant impediment 

to generating insights about the experiences of the accompanying partners of highly qualified international 

employees in dual career households. 

 

Research findings and analysis 

Challenges of transition 

All the participants indicated that ‘moving countries’ was difficult, especially as a parent with a career. As 

accompanying partners, they had major responsibilities during the transition period and faced daily 

challenges. Settling in involved becoming familiar with a new school system, often resolving housing issues 

and negotiating different bureaucratic and cultural systems. The participants frequently spoke about the 

lack of supportive friend and family networks and problems with finding paid work. As Alicia explained, 

“Emigrating is not something you can prepare yourself for. It’s … an all-encompassing experience.” Nancy 

recalled, “I probably spent the first two months just getting us settled.” Charles revealed that “it was almost 

a full-time job.” Such findings support extant research on the specific challenges accompanying partners 

encounter (Caligiuri & Bonache, 2016; Kierner 2018). 

Although Janis had lived and worked in many different countries, he found the first six weeks 

“really difficult” because he had no job and had resigned from a prestigious professional appointment. 

While Merel focused on settling her young children into a school where they were required to speak an 

unfamiliar language, she felt that her status as a successful organisational expert was obscured: “I am very 

capable of things, and I’m just invisible you know.” In both examples, the accompanying partner’s sense 

of self was disrupted by international relocation, a common theme in the literature (Cangià, 2018; Petriglieri 

& Obodaru, 2019). These participants’ experiences were consistent with past research on the relevance of 

career success for personal self-worth and recognition of competency (Eich-Krohm, 2007). Currently, this 

experience often transcends gender boundaries. 

A number of the participants noted challenges with building relationships. Alicia said, “I think it’s 

still difficult making that connection when you are in different cultures. It took me quite a while to figure 

out how it works.” Other participants spoke about how they had to modify their behaviour and, in some 

respects, become different people. Nancy commented, “I make quips about things and say funny things 

and they don’t realise that I’m joking...” Liz said, “I knew I would have to tone my ‘natural self’ down a 

little bit, even though I don’t necessarily agree that I am arrogant.” These participants were conscious about 

the need to recraft themselves as newcomers. In reflecting on aspects of self that required containment in 

their interactions with others, they became ‘immigrant selves’. 

 

Managing dual careers—the impacts of relocation 

Dual career couples manage their career trajectories in different ways and sometimes one partner’s career 

is prioritised over the other’s (Känsälä et al., 2015). For some couples, the dominance of one partner’s 
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career had been established before relocation. Flora stated, “I guess his [career] probably takes the lead.” 

Like Flora, Charles has followed wherever his wife has gone: “As a doctor, she has moved around a lot and 

so I’ve basically followed her.” 

Most of the accompanying partners potentially destabilised their own careers when they left their 

home countries and were explicit about doing this to support their spouse’s career. Maria said, “It was a 

great opportunity for him. So we decided to move.” Elke revealed, “So much of my success and happiness 

… is wrapped up in the fact that I’m able to see my partner so happy.” Kay said, “I can see how much joy 

he gets in that [job]. And for me, there’s a sense of enjoyment in enabling him to do that.” Pierre’s statement, 

“we were in this together” captures how one partner’s career goals can generate a mutual commitment to 

relocate. 

These comments provide insight into why some of the participants embraced international 

relocation, despite the challenges this posed for their own careers. The male participants’ comments suggest 

that prioritising a spouse’s career is not exclusive to women. Some professional careers have a long period 

of training and work experience that requires geographical mobility and is difficult to reconcile with the 

contemporary ideal of giving equal weight to intimate partners’ career goals. Some of the participants 

managed to sustain their own careers, despite relocating. James’s wife had always wanted to be a doctor. 

He described himself as “an artistic type” with no set work constraints. When she took up a position in her 

specialist medical field in Aotearoa/New Zealand, he continued a career that largely involves writing online. 

Other than the time he spent settling the family, international relocation did not disrupt his career as he 

had already crafted a “meaningful portable identity” that incorporated his spouse’s career moves (McNulty, 

2012, p. 417). 

Some previously career-minded participants were willing to take a step back for their spouse’s 

career at a particular stage in their lives. As Sue’s spouse had initially supported her career, she saw giving 

support for his career as ‘payback’ time: “I had so many years early on to pursue my career … I feel like 

this is now his time.” Janis indicated that although initially his career had been dominant, “about halfway 

through we switched”. He became “more available for the household, the kids, cooking dinner…” 

However, being at home for the first six weeks after relocation was a challenge: “To me, that felt like 

eternity. I was not a very nice husband.” While they were not always comfortable with shifts in the priority 

given to their careers, most of the participants were committed to supporting their spouse’s career and 

taking time out from their own careers during the transition. Demands on them were more intense if there 

were young children in the household, with extant research showing that the age of the children is a crucial 

determinant of the accompanying partner’s pursuit of paid work (Sprunt & Howes, 2011). 

 

Obtaining an appropriate position—language, location and stage in career 

A number of the participants had difficulty finding work in their professional field after relocation. 

Accompanying partners who came from non-English speaking countries encountered more challenges and 

their professional expertise was less likely to be officially recognised. Pierre (from France) found having to 

speak English “a bit of a shock”. He moved from being an engineer who managed factory production in 

his home country to engaging in physical work while he explored other employment opportunities, a 

phenomenon referred to as “downward occupational mobility” (Feng & Page, 2000, p. 254). He finally 

found part-time work in his field, which enabled him to care for his children after school. 

Maria (from Colombia) is a qualified engineer but not a fluent English-speaker, and her skills were 

not officially recognised when she relocated for her spouse’s job. She took on a low-paid factory job, hoping 

to accumulate the resources to study for New Zealand qualifications in her professional field: “I just work 

in the factory doing boxes and checking the quality, but this is not my degree. Anybody can do it.” Sharplin 

(2009) has documented similar difficulties among overseas-qualified professional immigrants in Australia. 
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A decision by the accompany partner to embark on low-paid work unrelated to their previous 

careers could lead to long-term disruption of their career. Isuru held a managerial position in the financial 

sector in Asia, but could not find work in this field after relocation. Attempts to establish a freelance 

business did not generate enough income, and he moved into low-paid work with flexible hours at a fast 

food outlet. At the time of the interview, he was engaged in postgraduate study directed at a better-paid job 

in an expanding technical field. 

Isuru’s and Maria’s experiences are consistent with research findings related to the devaluation and 

deskilling of qualifications and professional experience for migrants—and in particular, those from the 

Global South—in Aotearoa/New Zealand and other Anglophone contexts (see, for example, Alam et al., 

2023; Grbic, 2010; Hulston, 2025; Hussain, 2019). However, analysis of other interviews indicated that it 

was not only those whose first language was not English who struggled to find appropriate work and have 

their qualifications or skills recognised. 

A number of the accompanying partners expressed frustration about putting effort into job 

applications and not receiving feedback. Charles said, “I don’t care about getting rejected. But the fact that 

I’ve spent three or four hours rewriting my letter, tweaking my CV for that job, and then for you to not 

even reply.” Accompanying partners’ responses indicate that familiarity with the language and relevant 

qualifications may not enough in a new context to secure a position for which they were qualified (McNulty, 

2012, p. 417). For some highly qualified and experienced participants like Sam, who had held executive 

positions in his home country, finding a job was more challenging than expected: “I am on about job 

application number 25.” Advice from others indicated that residing in another city would have enhanced 

his access to relevant jobs. Finally, he secured a managerial position that required regular commuting. For 

Sam, “There’s only so many loaves and dog walks you can do.” However, his managerial career identity 

was never in doubt. 

 

Embracing change—new careers and new qualifications 

Some of the participants who had experienced frustration in their previous jobs successfully embarked on 

new careers. Flora “really wanted to get out of property”. After completing a summer course, she was 

offered a position that aligned with her aspirations to work in conservation, describing it as “the best job 

in the world”. Other participants pursued further qualifications, to expand their skills in areas they had 

worked in earlier, or to consolidate existing areas of competence. While Merel withdrew from paid work to 

meet her children’s needs, she pursued an online international qualification that was relevant to her 

consultancy background, motivated by what Taber and Blankemeyer (2015, p. 21) refer to as “future work 

self-salience”. After an unsuccessful job search, Lewis opted to pursue a postgraduate degree in his 

professional field to obtain local qualifications, although follow-up communication indicated that he was 

still looking for job after completing this qualification. By responding to the challenges of a different labour 

market and envisaging other possible career selves, Lewis and Merel demonstrated proactive “career 

adaptability” (Taber & Blankemeyer, 2015, p. 22). 

 

Mobility, location and career opportunities 

Some accompanying partners found that a shortage of professional skills in Aotearoa/New Zealand 

facilitated easy access to work in their field. Elke said, “I think I got very lucky in the fact that a very unique 

position opened up that matched … with the things that I’ve done in the past.” Mike also got a job because 

there were few people with his skills in the country. Being in the wrong location made it more challenging 

for some participants. Isuru explained, “For two years, I was looking for a job. Then I realised [the city] is 

one reason … in [a bigger city], I can find a job easily.” 
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For one participant, the time difference between Aotearoa/New Zealand and their home country 

was positive because it enabled her to work remotely during the day (New Zealand time) in a job that 

required providing consulting services in the evening in the USA. For others who had skills that were easily 

transferable, and at that time more desirable, finding employment was relatively easy. While Glenda’s 

partner was the leading spouse for immigration purposes, her job offer was finalised first because, in the 

context of the COVID-19 pandemic, her skills were extremely relevant. 

 

Parental and career selves 

Sometimes accompanying partners embrace relocation because they prioritise their children’s interests and, 

in the process, compromise their careers. James and Elke were dissatisfied with political developments in 

their home country and wanted a better future for their children. This contributed to Elke’s interest in 

relocating for her partner’s job. For others, a career break was useful when they had younger children who 

needed parental care. Before she moved, Alicia had two preschool children and a full-time job. Relocating 

to Aotearoa/New Zealand meant that she could spend more time with them. Alicia saw withdrawal from 

paid work as an experienced academic administrator as a temporary arrangement while the children were 

preschoolers. 

Other female participants used a ‘stand back for a time’ strategy to manage parental responsibilities 

when the children were young. While she initially continued working online after relocation, at the time of 

the interview, Kay had taken a year off from work: “I think it’s a season … Right now, they just need me 

to be present and I know that the time they’re with us will be very short.” Similarly, Liz said, “I was able to 

take the six months off work and do that [childcare].” After the birth of her son, Nancy “came out of 

management and … down to something that required less involvement and less responsibility”. These 

examples demonstrate the ways in which some of the participants’ ‘parental selves’ may have a dominant 

effect on career decisions, and how these decisions change over time depending on their children’s ages. 

While Kay, Liz, Alicia, Merel and Nancy saw themselves as actively ‘choosing’ to be at home with their 

children, their behaviour may be interpreted as examples of what Foucault would refer to as 

governmentality (Luther et al., 1998). However, Suter and Cangià (2020, p. 817) have argued that focusing 

on parenting temporarily by accompanying partners can be analysed as “a time of exception” when they 

can “re-interpret gendered meanings about moving with the family” and gain a sense of personal autonomy. 

This is consistent with how some accompanying partners often explained their withdrawal from paid work 

or containment of career advancement. 

All the participants who were parents considered their children’s needs when deciding to relocate. 

The accompanying partners (regardless of their gender) usually reduced attention to their own career, often 

temporarily, in order to facilitate their children’s transition. Charles suspended his career in order to meet 

the extra demands of settling his children into a new environment. Initially he left them in childcare for 

short periods of time, and, when he had some hours to himself, began running and working on his master’s 

dissertation. He used a suspension of his paid work to focus on other aspects of self that were important 

to him—fitness and further education. 

Even when they pursued their careers after relocation, the participants often adjusted their paid 

work to accommodate their children’s needs. Elke and her husband were both working from home and 

managing the care of a very young child when they arrived in Aotearoa/New Zealand. This involved getting 

up at five o’clock in the morning and continuing with their paid work until late into the night. While Elke 

admitted that it was very difficult to “find that balance”, they managed to share childcare. They introduced 

“a cocktail hour at five o’clock” to indicate “that [they] had switched from being in work mode to … family 

mode”. 
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Couples with older children often asked for their input into the relocation decision. Sue revealed, 

“We wanted to invite the kids into the conversation.” James recalled, “As far as I am concerned, they had 

veto power.” Glenda saw relocation as a family adventure: “It would allow us to have this family kind of 

adventure, but not stop our careers or have a financial hardship.” For some of the participants, their 

children’s pleasure in a new context contributed to their decision to stay longer than initially planned. 

Charles revealed, “The kids absolutely love it here and it’s a really nice place to be.” As Janis explained, 

their plan to stay a couple of years has evolved into “something that might be long-term because the girls 

have integrated really well”. These comments illustrate how aspects of parenting selves intersect with the 

accompanying partners’ career selves (Du Plessis & Vidwans, 2024). 

 

Self-worth, self-care and personal identity 

Satisfying employment and related financial rewards facilitate self-worth. Kierner (2018), for example, 

found that accompanying partners missed having a job, were concerned about the contribution they were 

making to family life, and felt that they lacked self-importance. Alicia, who temporarily became a full-time 

parent when her husband got a job in Aotearoa/New Zealand, said that her career was central to her 

identity: “You don’t get to hear you did a great job for washing the dishes”. She was learning to change her 

“expectations about [her] worth”. Sue, who took a break from her career after relocating, confessed, “I am 

not happy not earning money and contributing financially.” She wanted to find “something [she could] … 

invest myself intellectually in”. 

For some of the male participants, international relocation was an opportunity to enjoy a different 

lifestyle. Sashi commented, “There’s a better work-life balance...” Pierre said, “The country has evolved me 

into a better person.” After relocating, Pierre stopped smoking, spent less time partying, put effort into 

making friends and spending time outdoors. Janis, who has major parental responsibilities during the week, 

revealed that he had bought a 4x4 truck and joined a local club: “Suddenly I could do something that was 

really me.” He has “become a better partner, a better husband, and a better father”. These male participants’ 

attempts to pursue their personal interests post-relocation are consistent with other research into 

accompanying partners’ coping strategies (Kupka & Cathro, 2007; McNulty 2012; Mohr & Klein, 2004). 

None of the female participants reported similar strategies, despite confessing they would like some 

recreation time. 

 

Challenges, responses and analysis—a summation 

These research findings indicate the key challenges a set of accompanying partners encountered during a 

transition to Aotearoa/New Zealand following their partners’ transnational appointments to highly skilled 

professional or managerial positions. The discussion has focused on the strategies the participants adopted 

in the context of relevant international literature on accompanying partners. The (re)crafting of their career 

selves and other aspects of their personal identities has indicated the range of practices associated with 

technologies of the self and discourses of gender that are articulated as expressions of personal agency. 

Attention to the narratives of both women and men has highlighted the complexity of gender in the 

accompanying partners’ career strategies—women’s and men’s practices are both similar and different. The 

following section summarises the conclusions, addresses the research’s limitations and identifies directions 

for future work, particularly in the context of limited research in Aotearoa/New Zealand on accompanying 

partners’ experiences. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

This research has explored how a set of accompanying partners (regardless of gender) undertook the 

practical responsibilities of their households’ transition to life in Aotearoa/New Zealand, and responded 



Vidwans and Du Plessis 
Recrafting Career Selves 

88 
 

to the personal challenges of living elsewhere. This included challenges to their sense of self, a recrafting 

of different dimensions of their lives, and engagement with technologies of the self (Luther et al., 1988). 

While analysts of technologies of the self might consider their responses evidence of governmentality, the 

research participants saw themselves as dynamic agents pursuing their personal goals and making choices 

as they crafted their lives in a new context. Their narratives illustrated how perceptions of agency operate 

as a feature of everyday life, embedded in structural, economic and discursive frameworks that are gendered 

and entwined with multiple forms of social differentiation (Bacchi, 2020). 

The participants selected for this study were the partners of those in professional or managerial 

jobs and mainly from OECD countries with the highest per capita incomes in the world. It is a limitation 

of this research that it did not explore the experiences of relocation of men and women from a more diverse 

set of countries of origin and ethnicities. This limitation could provide the basis for future work. 

For most of the parents, relocation not only meant finding accommodation and settling children 

into preschools or schools, but also some disruption of their own career trajectories. The male partners 

applied for jobs earlier than the female partners did and were more eager to resume their careers, especially 

if they had young children. Dominant gender discourses remained powerful in these parents’ lives, while at 

the same time they were often challenged by men who temporarily took on major parenting responsibilities. 

For some of the participants, relocation was associated with the choice to temporarily withdraw 

from paid work, while others could not find employment in their previous occupations. The decision to 

withdraw from paid work temporarily depended on income associated with the higher-paid positions of 

their spouses. Those who were involved in online work were most able to sustain their career trajectories 

in a different context, while also supporting their partners’ careers. Some of the participants used relocation 

to search for new forms of employment and pursue relevant qualifications. These participants were often 

most positive about moving to Aotearoa/New Zealand and exhibited the greatest sense of personal agency. 

Others enrolled in vocational courses when they were unable to find suitable work. A number of the 

accompanying partners recrafted their professional lives and forged future-orientated career selves after 

moving countries for their partner’s work. 

The participants who had most difficulty pursuing their careers on relocation were those from 

countries where English was not their home language, particularly if they were from South America or Asia. 

A few of them found that their qualifications were not recognised in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Even those 

with considerable job experience and professional success in their home country sometimes encountered 

recruitment processes and requirements for CVs that were different in Aotearoa/New Zealand; they had 

to recraft how they presented their capacities and their potential as employees, reworking their career selves. 

Despite the challenges of relocation, the participants of both genders wanted to support their 

partners’ careers in a new country; they exhibited “high partner salience” (van der Velde et al., 2017; see 

also, Du Plessis & Vidwans, 2023). Commitment to a partner’s career is possibly a key condition for this 

type of relocation and continuing to live abroad. If this commitment cannot be sustained, couples return 

to their home country or face relationship challenges.7 

While the findings’ generalisability is limited due to the small number of participants and their 

membership of economically privileged households, the study contributes to literature on how men can 

respond to the challenges of being accompanying partners (Anderson, 2001; Cangià et al., 2019; Cole, 2012; 

Selmer & Leung, 2003). It also illustrates how female parents who step back from paid work may sustain a 

commitment to their career selves while temporarily prioritising their partners’ and children’s interests. 

 
7 A few months after the interviews, the researchers learnt that two couples had returned to their home country and one couple 

has since separated. 
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Future research in this field should involve interviews with both partners in dual career couples 

who engage in international relocation. This exploratory study only accessed accompanying partners’ 

narratives about their experience of employment-related highly skilled international migration. Work in this 

field would also be advanced through attention to the transition experiences of households from a wider 

range of countries of origin and those employed in more diverse occupations. The use of both in-depth 

qualitative interviewing and online survey techniques would provide more detailed information about a 

wider range of experiences of transition among families who engage in international migration. It is 

important to document the diverse effects of geographical relocation directed at the pursuit of career 

opportunities (Feuvre et al., 2023, p. 82), including challenges to traditional gendered divisions of labour. 

In Aotearoa/New Zealand, where high proportions of those in employment are born elsewhere (Stats NZ, 

2023), there is a particular need for more research in this field. 
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