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░ ABSTRACT: The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of highly educated mothers with at least one child 
who have left their jobs and have immigrated to the UK because of their spouse's job. The study investigates the barriers that these 
Turkish women may face in the UK. Research on immigrants has been mostly restricted to quantitative methods which rely on 
statistical data sets. A search of the literature revealed that qualitative studies are rarely used within the field. In order to examine 
this issue, in-depth interviews were held with 20 Turkish participants who meet the research criteria. Integrating these findings 
with relevant international migration theories, this study reveals that those highly educated Turkish women with advanced career 
success who took part in this research have not managed to break the cycle of traditional gender roles. It also shows that these 
women have not only taken care of their children, but also have established a harmonious family environment in order to assist 
their husbands' career. The findings of this study show that moving to the UK with their spouses inevitably has resulted in a 
decline in the career success, financial and social status for the participants. 
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░ 1. INTRODUCTION 
The individuals, having a job as independent from the 
industry, are affected from change of place in close or far 
ranges either in the country, or among other countries. One of 
the effects of global economy on personal lives is the mobility 
of labor. The employees are willing to join other communities 
around the world along with their families. In this way, they 
may find new jobs, and they may maintain their present jobs, 
or may show progress in their jobs [1].  

In the era of globalization, gradually more people are moving 
around the globe and migrating to other countries because the 
world is more connected than ever as a result of advanced 
telecommunications, easier transportation opportunities and 
unprecedented extension of goods and capital markets. Castles 
and Miller have defined this phenomenon as “era of 
immigration” [2]. Most of the people are mainly trying to 
move to countries that are more developed than their own 
countries.  

For instance, UK has been a significant target country for the 
immigrants by various reasons, and an extra increase in the 
number of immigrants had been observed in the last fifty 
years, and this has further increased especially in the last 15 
years. The country faced immigration flow from Europeans 
who were using their rights to move freely. In December 2019, 
about 715,000 individuals had immigrated to the UK, whereas 

about 403,000 individuals had immigrated from the UK [3]. 

░ 2. CAREER PROBLEM OF WOMEN, 
AND IMMIGRATION 
The preference of staying at home requires self-sacrifice at 
many levels. DeSimone defines the highly qualified housewife 
mothers as ones bearing the sense of guilt by focusing only on 
their families instead of combining career and family 
commitments. According to DeSimone, the women also face 
conflict of roles between being a baby-sitter and professional 
success [4]. 

Not only in Turkey but also in other parts of the world, the 
dominant culture associates motherhood with child care, and 
fatherhood with earning a living for the family [5-8]. 

When the Industrial Revolution had stepped in, paid workers, 
and generally husbands had taken their place in the family as 
the main economic unit. The house had become the shelter of 
cold and competitive public domain, and for that reason, the 
women had been associated with the house, and with 
everything it represents [9-11]. The women and men had not 
just been physically dissociated in these different domains, but 
the women had also been ideologically excluded from public 
domain, and they had been defined with their familial roles in 
private space. The free labor of women had been trivialized 
despite being deemed very important for the development of 
children [12]. As a result of industrialization of the society, 
traditional values, such as deeming the husband as the one 
earning a living for the family, and the wife as the one taking 
care of the house, had settled in the ideal of the society.  

Throughout the history, the opportunity of having higher 
education was not available for women. They had been 
confined in the roles of spouse, mother, and housewife in the 
family life. However, throughout 19th century and by the 
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beginning of 20th century, great progress had been made in the 
participation of women in business life along with the increase 
of educational level of women [13]. Thus, along with the 
participation of women in higher education, the doors of 
professions, where men had been dominant previously, have 
been opened also for women. But for women who used to stay 
in houses for centuries, participation in business life has led to 
conflicts with respect to their preferences between career and 
family [14]. 

Theoretically, it has been understood that women’s 
psychology is subject to conflict between “me” and “us”, and 
between personal success and nurturing the improvement of 
others [15]. The struggle between giving to others and making 
for one’s own self is inherent in women, and potentially it may 
cause personal development as well as inner conflicts. It has 
also been found out that social pressure is shaping the 
motherhood experience, and the personal expectations with 
respect to preferences regarding motherhood and business. 
Studies on the subject [16-18] indicate that conflict of roles 
and guilt are part of the psychological states of both 
unemployed and employed mothers. 

A woman’s choice between taking the continuously increasing 
opportunities in education and career, and being a mother at 
home is complex. There are a few studies carried out in order 
to understand the experiences of highly qualified housewife 
mothers. And these studies are mostly quantitative [4, 19-21]. 
For this reason, a qualitative design was used in the study in 
order to access participants’ perceptions, meanings and 
experiences of migration and its effects on their career. The 
themes arising from this study will be beneficial in terms of 
fathoming the essence of the complexity of highly qualified 
immigrant women’s experiences. 

According to Faludi, the inner conflicts of women between 
their motherhood roles and professional roles are deeply 
affected by the external social powers. Faludi expresses that 
our society consists of “super mother” images. “Super mother” 
namely the mother who can be everything for everyone, the 
perfect mother, spouse and worker. What is the experience of 
women who reject the ideal of “super mother”, and instead 
who prefer to focus all their energy on growing their children? 
[22] 

The experiences of mothers, who prefer career, continue to 
draw great interest in social science studies. Most of these 
studies address the role of mother around employment and 
various psychological effects, sense of guilt [4, 17], and 
conflict of roles [23, 24]. Other studies focus on differences 
between working mothers and mothers staying at home [23] 
[25-27]. While there are some studies regarding highly 
qualified housewife mothers [4, 19], it is important to gain 
deeper insights into the experiences of these women.  

For this reason, understanding the experiences of women, who 
had spent time, energy and money for having license and even 
master’s degree, and who decide to stay at home along with 
their children following immigration, is important in terms of 
women’s use of their real potentials. 

░ 3. RESEARCH’S PURPOSE AND 
METHOD 
In this study, the aim was to understand the experiences of 
highly qualified immigrant housewife mothers who live in the 
UK. While many studies focus on employed mothers, who 
deal with both career and motherhood, there is a lack research 
on highly qualified mothers who choose to stay at home with 
their children. And when immigration is also involved in, the 
case is becoming much different. In this study, answers for the 
following questions were sought while researching the 
experiences of highly qualified immigrant mothers: (a) What 
are the main reasons of mother’s preference for staying at 
home? (b) What is the impact of immigration on their career? 
(c) How does being economically dependent on the spouse 
affect the lives of these mothers? How does staying at home 
together with their child/children following immigration affect 
these mothers while they had been actively working prior to 
immigration? What are their positive experiences following 
their decision of staying at home? Qualitative research method 
was used in order to answer answers these questions, and to 
understand and interpret the social and economic positions of 
women. The study utilized in-depth interviews conducted 
online due to COVID-19 pandemic. Highly educated Turkish 
mothers with at least one child who have left their jobs and 
have immigrated to the UK because of their spouse’s jobs 
participated in this study. In recruiting the participants, social 
media (Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn etc.) was used. 20 
individuals in total, who were deemed to meet the criteria 
agreed to take part in the study. Rapport was built via 
WhatsApp conversations and phone calls and online Zoom 
invitations were sent for interviews at a time and date that suit 
the participants the best. The interviews were conducted 
between October 28, 2020 to December 03, 2020. Each 
participant is assigned a pseudonym in order to preserve the 
privacy of the participants. 

Semi-structured interview questions were formulated by the 
help of theoretical background information obtained from 
literature. Data collection means were approved by the 
university’s ethical committee (of October 23, 2020 with no: 
2020-08/5). Each interview lasted from 35 minutes to 1 hour 
30 minutes. Thematic analysis was used in order to examine 
the qualitative interview data. The analysis involved data 
categorization and coding which then led to the development 
of categories this paper uses for reporting the findings. 

3.1 Participants’ Demographic Characteristics 
The participants included 20 highly educated Turkish 
housewife mothers who had immigrated to the UK due to 
career commitments of their spouses. The interviewers were at 
the age range of 30-53, and they were mostly in the midst of 
their 40s. They were living in the UK along with their spouses 
and children. They had immigrated to the UK as being 
dependent on their husbands. 8 of them had master’s degree, 
one of them had doctoral degree, and the remaining 11 of them 
had degrees from various universities, and they had 
professional careers prior to moving to the UK. 16 of the 
participants had made a decision for immigration -to the UK- 
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for the first time, and the other 4 individuals had settled in the 
UK after living in different countries. The jobs of their 
spouses, and economic, social and political reasons had been 
asserted by them as the bases of their decisions for 
immigration. When their occupational groups were 
considered, it was understood that 5 of them were teachers, 3 
of them were engineers, 3 of them were bankers, 3 of them 
were managers at private companies, 2 of them were 
academics, one of them was a medical doctor, one of them was 
a dentist, one of them was an architect, and one of them was a 
public officer. Thus, all of them are highly qualified 
individuals, who obtained good positions in their careers in 
Turkey (one in Germany), and who have significant human 
and social capital.  

Number of children each participant varies between one and 
three, and the youngest of their children was 3 months old, and 
the oldest one was of age 23. Annual income of the family 
varied between £25,000 and £100,000, and the annual income 
of half of the participants was between £25,000 - £50,000. A 
participant didn’t share her family’s annual income due to 
rules of the company where her spouse was working. 

Majority of the participants (12 individuals) were residing in 
London along with their families. 4 of them were living in the 
UK for 0-1 years, 5 of them for 1-2 years, 7 of them for 3-4 
years, and 4 of them for more than 5 years. 

░ 4. FINDINGS 
In analyzing the data, the focus was on identifying the most 
common themes that would help the researcher gain better 
insights into the experiences of the participants. These 
included: motive for immigration; challenges as experienced 
by the participants in the UK and reasons behind mothers’ 
preference for sating at home. 

Motive for immigration 
The business of their spouses, the future, and especially the 
education of their children had been among the main reasons 
behind why these participants chose to immigrate to the UK. 
Fatma, one of the participants, was among the ones who 
preferred to immigrate for the future of her children, and she, 
for instance, said: 

“I always used to feel a bit different than the normal people. I 
was feeling like I didn’t belong to my country much. And as I 
always had the problem of foreign language in my life, my 
dream was ensuring my children to have education in a 
foreign country. In this direction, we decided to come here.” 
(Fatma) 

Ezgi, on the other hand, was one of those who actually never 
wanted to immigrate. But she made it to England due to her 
spouse. She communicated her feelings as follows: 

“I’m not a woman who likes to live away from her family, 
away from her mother and father and loved ones. I visited 
other countries a lot, but it was just for touristic intentions. I 
never intended and wished to settle.” (Ezgi) 

And Sevda communicated her feelings for the process of 
immigration as follows: 

“Literally, I didn’t speak to him (my spouse) for a week, and I 
cried for a week. I could never accept to go outside of 
Istanbul. I didn’t accept it, but I also didn’t want to wait for 
my spouse. Because I didn’t want the people to tell me later on 
that I couldn’t have a better life due to my hesitation. And I 
also didn’t want to leave my spouse alone. Because he was 
thinking that we would have a better future in here after living 
abroad for a while. I faced a very hard transition period. (…) 
Then I said okay, let’s head on.” (Sevda) 

And Betül, who had to immigrate due to her spouse’s business 
and career, told as follows: 

“The position of my spouse was going to be closed in the 
company in Switzerland latest after one year. There, he was 
required to seek another job by our own means. Actually, I 
didn’t want that. And he didn’t want that either. Thus, he was 
promoted to another position in here.” (Betül) 

All the women who took part in this study were working on a 
full or part time basis prior to their immigration to the UK. 
The majority of them were suffering from mobbing at their 
workplaces and some of them did not like to work in private 
sector despite enjoying their positions in Turkey. They all 
were very satisfied by their career in Turkey. 

Challenges as experienced by the participants 
Nearly all the participants had had hard times when they had 
been to the UK for the first time. Majority of the participants 
had difficulty in finding the support they required due to 
having employed spouses, and due to staying at home along 
with their children. They specified that maybe one of the most 
difficult parts of living abroad is being distant from their 
comfort zones in Turkey, and from their families and from the 
environment which may support them. And many participants 
specified the problem of language as one of the difficulties 
faced in the initial days. The immigrants are having much 
more difficulty in countries where they are unable to speak the 
language of such country. For instance, Elif expressed the 
difficulties of both being with a small child, and working 
abroad for the first time following immigration as follows: 

“When I look back, I’m thinking how I did it. You’re right. Of 
course, one is handling everything faced in that period. 
Actually, that was very hard for me. I was experiencing 
working abroad for the first time. For instance, the people 
generally try to go abroad when they are young. I was 34. 
Okay, it was not too late, but I had difficulty. My spouse was 
already continuously travelling. And this time, he started to go 
to other countries. And we again became unable to see each 
other.” (Elif) 

Reasons behind mother’s preference for staying at home 

The participants told that they were very interested in career 
progression, but that they were obliged to stay at home due to 
child care. They, however, were concerned about losing their 
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skills due to the break they had in their professional lives. For 
instance, Fatma, who was an interior architect, explained that 
she definitely wanted to work in the UK and keep up with her 
career, and added: 

“I don’t when I’ll able to master this foreign language. I need 
a bit more time. Especially in my profession, it is required to 
be at a specific level. No matter how old I am. I stuck upon my 
dreams. That is to say, I want to perform my profession in here 
too.” (Fatma) 

Hatice, who was a teacher, and who had 2 children, said that 
she felt like having fallen into chaos due to change of country. 
She expressed that she was having difficulty especially due to 
lack of a social environment and said the following with 
regards to working again: 

“In here, I tried to apply to a job once, but the hours are very 
different. I don’t know who will take care of the children. Even 
if I leave one of them to someone, who will take the other from 
school? That is to say, you have to think of everything. There 
are no close friends. Due to not having anyone to trust, we 
finally decided that I should take care of them.” (Hatice) 

Some of the participants had worked in various positions in 
the UK. And often the jobs they had experienced had not 
complied with their education, and with their previous 
experiences. But they had still felt good for being able to work 
in a foreign country. Some participants had had to resign as 
they did not want to neglect their family due to inflexibility of 
working conditions. And especially when the children were 
the case, the women had felt highly desperate. Because, as 
they did not have anyone to get support except from their 
spouses, they had been the main careers of their children. 

░ 5. DISCUSSION 
The data suggests that the careers of mothers, who immigrate 
to the UK along with their spouses, are being interrupted, and 
that they are being obliged to opt for housewifery and 
motherhood being the requisite of social gender roles. Mincer 
[28] explains that while immigration is decreasing the 
unemployment of men, it is increasing the unemployment of 
immigrant women accompanying their spouses. Mincer [28] 
and Sandell [29] have revealed that women are generating less 
income following immigration. Consequent immigration has 
interrupted the permanence of labor of women, who had been 
obliged to immigrate due to their spouses, and thus it has 
caused the women to work with lower salaries. Accordingly, 
the women are being obliged tolerate the negative effects of 
consequent immigration. Krieger [30] indicates by his study 
that the possibility of employment of men, of any type of 
immigrants, is significantly higher than that of the women. 
Moreover, equal employment possibility of male and female 
leaders and immigrants is higher than that of consequent 
immigrants.  

Brain waste/loss has been used to define the immigrants who 
work in unqualified worker’s jobs despite having the 
professional qualifications. In a study conducted by Fossland 

[31], it has been observed that even if most of the female 
immigrants had spent time on their careers in early ages, the 
immigration is causing devastating consequences for their 
careers due to traditional gender roles. The researches made 
have indicated that immigration may impair especially the 
careers of qualified female immigrants [31]. The data of our 
study is in conformity with these results. The incomes of all 
the participants had decreased following immigration and their 
statuses in employment in the UK had been lower compared to 
Turkey. It is maybe lower than their 
British/Irish/Welsh/Scottish colleagues having similar 
qualifications, work experiences, and child care limitations. 

The employment/career preference of many participants 
following immigration is dependent on the careers of their 
husbands and/or on the welfare of their children. And this 
generally implies working on a part time basis, or not working 
at all. Some of them had moved from a country to another 
along with their husbands for their husbands to maintain their 
career development. Based on previous studies undertaken 
with women migrating to different countries along with their 
spouses [32-35], it has been revealed that most of these 
women had no realistic alternatives against replacement in the 
decision-making process. This incapability has been imposed 
by the ideologies of social gender roles indicating the women 
as primary care providers, and the men as primary ones 
earning a living for the family. For this reason, in some 
circumstances the interests of the family (improving the 
financial status, supporting the careers of their husbands etc.) 
are giving the required motivation to women for going abroad 
[36]. Our data is supporting these results. Most of the 
participants told us that they had no other choice when their 
spouses had made the decision for immigration. 

Among the immigrant women, it has been observed that their 
levels of activity and employment are decreasing following 
parenthood. The immigrant women are having more difficulty 
in finding jobs compared to the female habitants of the 
receiving country, and they are being required to consider 
career positions of lower level [37]. Similar findings were 
obtained also in this research. Motherhood is negatively 
affecting the employment of women. The women, who are 
able to get support for child care and cleaning either from their 
families or from paid individuals in Turkey, are having 
difficulty in returning to professional life as they undertake the 
responsibilities of child care and house chores following 
immigration. 

As a result of the tension between motherhood and 
professional business roles, the women are desisting from their 
careers for spending more time with their children. Despite 
access to education and professional success, the co-existence 
of family and career roles is being a problem for women. 
Successful women with higher education are having conflict 
between their career and family [21]. And similar results were 
obtained also by this study. 

According to studies on immigration of families, conducted in 
the last 3-4 decades, immigration is positively contributing to 
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the career of the male spouse, but it is interrupting the career 
of the female spouse [38]. Basic empiric generalization 
regarding that immigration of family is generally providing 
benefit the male spouse has been verified by many researches. 
And in this study, it was observed that the spouses of 
participants were continuing to work as similarly to their 
previous works, and that some spouses were becoming 
unemployed following immigration. Of course, it may be 
considered that this circumstance is also being faced due to the 
present COVID-19 pandemic. 

░ 6. CONCLUSION 
This study revealed the experiences of 20 highly qualified 
Turkish immigrant housewife mothers in the UK. While these 
women, immigrating to the UK by accompanying their 
spouses, had professional careers prior to migration, since 
moving to the UK some of them found position at least equal 
to or lower than the positions of their spouses, and they often 
get stuck in the lowest part of labor market. A series of 
intertwined factors (inability to find a job, insufficiency of 
foreign language, and some personal reasons) contribute to the 
challenges faced by these women who also have childcare 
responsibilities. 

One of these factors is the high-priced childcare service in the 
UK when compared to Turkey. The mothers have opted to stay 
at home as the most proper manner of care for their children in 
a foreign country. In Turkey, the married women with 
children, who do not possibly face a regression in their 
professional careers, are facing a regression in their 
professional careers following migration to the UK compared 
to their colleagues.  

Another factor pertains to the effect of accompanying their 
spouses. The continuously repeated moving is creating a 
cumulative negative effect on the career of women who 
accompany their spouses when migrating. The study findings 
suggest that among married couples, the priority is often and 
disproportionately the career expectations of the husband, and 
that the migration of family is often being associated with the 
husbands’ career development or progression. This decision is 
consistent with the Turkish culture where the wives are 
deemed as the supporters of husbands. It is possible that the 
women, who accompany their spouses, may not have a career 
in the UK, and that their possibility of having an advanced 
professional career is higher in case they stay in Turkey. 

This is a negative consequence of moving for the families, and 
loss of human and social capital. The reason behind this this is 
the inability to easily transfer such capital forms to countries 
having significantly different cultural environments.  

Another significant factor that contributes to the challenges 
faced by the participants in this study is social gender roles. 
Social gender roles seem to be the most effective factor in 
familial decisions among immigrant Turkish couples. Turkish 
social gender norms provide more power for the husband in 
patriarchal family system even it is not required for them to 

bring in more valuable resources as claimed by the advocates 
of power of marriage theory [39].  

Consequently, the findings of this study suggest that highly 
qualified Turkish women with children and career who 
migrate to the UK along with their spouses seem to be unable 
to succeed in breaking the chains of traditional social gender 
roles, and that they are not only undertaking childcare 
responsibilities but also assisting the careers of their spouses 
for maintaining a harmonious family environment. As a result, 
they are facing a regression in their own career and socio-
economic statuses.  

The UK must make efforts to better understand the problems 
faced by the highly qualified immigrant women and develop 
policies for ensuring their participation in labor. Social 
cohesion is also as important as participation in labor. For this 
reason, various activities should be organized by local 
administrations for such women to extend their social 
networks. More opportunities should be provided for 
immigrant women regarding language (including business 
English). This will return as contribution to labor and 
economy. Following elimination of the language problem of 
such women, trainings and seminars, by which they may 
refresh their business-related skills, can be organized, and they 
can be brought together with employers. In addition, training 
and education programs can be organized by the government 
in tandem with the employers. More academic studies on this 
subject and social policies with respect to immigration for 
minimizing the problems are required. 
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