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MOVING FAMILIES

Employees of governments, companies and non-commercial organisations
increasingly find themselves sent to live abroad for years at a time, uprooting
their families from jobs, schools and support networks in the process. This
study is a detailed exploration of how families cope both individually and
as structures with the stresses of moving to a new culture: how children
cope with the change of schools, friends, culture and language; how accom-
panying partners cope with the loss of status that comes from leaving
professional lives behind; how the strains of running a household in an
unfamiliar culture add to the isolation of losing day-to-day contact with
established friends and family.

Through rich interviews conducted with families followed over a period
of two years, Mary Haour-Knipe shows the processes of change and
adjustment at work. Her findings will be of interest to students of wider
issues of migration, to those who study the family under pressure and to
families who are thinking of moving abroad to live in a new culture.

Dr Mary Haour-Knipe now works for the Joint United Nations
Programme on HIV/AIDS within the migration health service of the
International Organisation for Migration in Geneva.
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PREFACE

Why this book?

This book developed over almost twenty years. Around 1982 the author
did a small pilot study of women who had followed their professional and
executive husbands to Switzerland, attempting to investigate whether the
stress of moving abroad resulted in illness. The women talked of a great
many stresses (the death of a parent, for example, when one is too far
away to help, or a ‘surprise’ pregnancy), and hassles were even more preva-
lent (misunderstandings with neighbours, for example, or not being able
to find basic food items taken for granted at home), but nobody reported
any illness. In fact some of the women reported being in better health
than usual. I was surprised, and went back half a year later to discuss the
finding with the same people. By then, some of the children had been ill,
and others were experiencing adjustment problems that were worrying
their mothers; some of the women were concerned about career prob-
lems their husbands were having; others talked about difficulties in
relationships with extended families and friends in their home country.
The women all remained in good physical health, but some described
themselves as depressed, and in fact were in the midst of re-evaluating
their lives.

Two major conclusions developed from that preliminary study. The first
was that for the particular problem of transcultural migration it makes
more sense to look at the family than to look at the individual: it is the
system as a whole that reacts. The second conclusion was that a longitu-
dinal design is necessary. What needs to be studied is a process, not a state
of being: it is more valuable to examine stories as they unfold, effects as
they spiral upwards or downwards. Whereas what is perceived to be an
end state is by definition difficult to influence, a developing process, in
contrast, may be modified through intervention from an employer, a group,
a colleague or a friend.
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Grounding

The study of families moving to a new culture comes out of, and contributes
to, three different literatures. Studies of mugration have tended to focus on
refugees or economic migrants. Such migrants often have significant prob-
lems indeed, but it is difficult to pick out what may be due to the migration
itself as opposed to the other factors linked with the change of location.
A thorough examination of the short-term stresses involved in moving to
another culture — and of coping — among relatively privileged migrants
for whom ‘all other things are equal’ should help increase understanding
of the process for all migrants. Coming at the problem from the other
side, there has been a great deal of discussion in management circles of
‘expatriation’. Employees have always been posted away from their home
country, but the number of such postings may well increase as both busi-
ness and non-government organisations (NGOs) ‘go global’. Transfers of
executives and professionals are expensive. They also involve a certain
amount of risk since it costs a very great deal to bring an employee home
early: adjustment problems of the family are often given as the reason for
such failures.

From the point of view of the stress literature, migration with a family
can be considered a moderately stressful event. Change itself is sometimes
considered to be stressful, and moving involves many elements of change,
but at the same time is usually chosen by people such as those who partici-
pated in this study. This raises the question of why people might actually
choose to do stressful things, or as Aaron Antonovsky once beautifully put
it, ‘the potential glory of stressors’.

From the point of view of the famuly literature, finally, such an experi-
ence is likely to affect the family and the way it functions. Even more
important, though, is that this is a study of families which generally func-
tion well. The study thus provides a rare opportunity to examine how
basically healthy families cope with new experiences that can be very
perplexing, and with temporary loss of the comfortable and known social
structure that had surrounded and supported them. Studying the way well-
functioning families handle stress can perhaps demonstrate how other
families might better do so.

The study began as a doctoral thesis at the University of Geneva. The
first round of interviews was initiated in May of one year in the late 1980s;
the last interviews were completed by January almost three years later.
Then began a long latent phase. I had in the meantime become heavily
involved in an entirely different theme of migration research. The new
field of work was gratifying, urgent and involved great commitment. It
seemed to be taking place in vivid colour, whereas the family study was
in pastels. Colleagues assumed I had completed the thesis process years
ago, and the family study slid further and further down the list of things
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to do. People started raising their eyebrows when I said I was still working
on it. More than once I decided to let it go. But a large body of incom-
plete work is an uncomfortable thing to carry around. What made me
finally get down to writing up the study was a combination of internal
pressure, of commitment I had made to the people I studied, of feeling
that it would be a waste to let it go, of gentle and not-so-gentle urgings
from husband and mentors. Later, support and encouragement came from
other friends and colleagues, including, after a while, even some of those
in the HIV/AIDS world (so that I could get the thing done with and
concentrate on another aspect of somewhat diverse professional fields).
The thesis version of the study was defended to the Faculty of Social and
Economic Sciences of the University of Geneva in September 1999.!
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INTRODUCTION

The study site

With its large international community, Geneva is a good place to study
migrants. One-third of the population is foreign, and another third consists
of Swiss people from other cantons, who may well speak another language,
and who often consider themselves as foreign as those from other coun-
tries. It is also a good place to make a study of relatively privileged migrants
— or expatriates. Several major international organisations and several
multinational corporations are based in the city, thereby also attracting the
offices of numerous smaller organisations and companies. There is a univer-
sity, and a cultural and artistic life surprising for a city of some 400,000
inhabitants, with, for example, an international-level orchestra, several
theatres, numerous art galleries. All of this means that there is a constant
movement of foreign professionals and executives, transferring with their
families to take up what are usually planned to be relatively short-term
assignments.

The North American family moving to Geneva is hardly isolated. The
English-speaking community is large; it includes people from Great Britain
and its former empire, and also from countless other countries. No less
than eleven churches and two major private schools offer their services in
English. English-language books, movies, and videos are easy to come by,
and there are several English-speaking clubs, and a theatre group.

Some 7,000 Americans and Canadians were officially listed as living in
the Geneva region the year the people studied here arrived, with others
(not counted in Swiss statistics) living across the border in France, a 15-
minute drive away. Thus there are available not only English-speaking, but
specifically American and Canadian communities. Some of the organisa-
tions catering primarily to the North American community include the
American church, community centre and library; a Women’s Club; a radio
station; several special interest groups such as dancing, bowling and hiking
groups, and groups organised by both American political parties. Many
of the American-based multinational corporations have wives’ clubs, and
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arrange regular activities, including the celebration of traditional holidays
such as Halloween.

To make an overseas posting acceptable to their employees, most multi-
national companies guarantee the same standard (or — more correctly —
the same style) of living as they would have in North America. This means
that the North American family will usually live in a house. The vast
majority of Geneva’s other residents, certainly including Swiss colleagues
at the same socio-economic level, live in rented apartments. The real estate
consequence is that there are several neighbourhoods on the outskirts of
the city containing a Swiss developer’s version of American-style housing.
These houses are relatively expensive. Some have been bought by Swiss
people, and some are occupied by foreigners from other countries, but
many are owned or leased for their personnel by multinational compa-
nies. Chances are thus high in some neighbourhoods that many of the
neighbours will be fellow North Americans.

Several other factors concerning the geography of Geneva affect the
social relations of its sub-communities. An alliance — somewhat surprising
to the non-initiated — between ecologists and the residue of a policy of
national agricultural self-sufficiency left over from World War II, protects
a good two-thirds of the canton’s 246 square kilometres as agricultural
land. Thus the centre of the city is densely urban, surrounded by a very
thin zone of suburban houses and then by open fields. The suburban zone
would be the norm in most North American cities. In some Geneva neigh-
bourhoods, such as one inhabited by thousands of middle- and upper-level
employees of international organisations, the landscape goes abruptly from
six-floor apartment buildings to land that is used for farming.

The centre of the city is thus densely populated, with, it has been said,
an automobile density the same as that of Los Angeles in a city that was
laid out long before the car was invented. The public transportation system
functions well, but traffic problems are monumental for those who eschew
it, and the style of driving resembles that of Paris or New York more than
that of the wider open spaces of most of North America.

The city of Geneva sits at the end of Lac Leman, out of which flows the
River Rhone. Lake and river effectively divide the city into two halves: the
possibility, or lack thereof, of getting across one of the four major bridges
is a major factor determining where people choose their housing in relation
to their offices, and even who they will visit during the day. Driving across
the city from one end to the other may take about 20 minutes on a Sunday
morning, or up to two hours at the end of a working day.

Partly because of the instability of the foreign population, who rarely
plan on settling in Geneva when they arrive, partly because of the rela-
tively sedentary nature of large segments of the local population, and
partly because of the housing arrangements described above, there is
relatively little social permeability between the American and the local
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Geneva populations. Although exceptions abound, the myth that ‘you won’t
meet the Genevans’ is current; most Americans have been told this, and
arrive expecting not to meet the locals. _

Both the large international community and the North American
community are made up mainly of people working for multinational
companies and international organisations, and their families. The commu-
nities are thus relatively homogeneous in socio-economic status (upper
middle class), age (babies may be born to these families, but there are few
elderly), and life stage (young adult to middle-age families). Since most
people arrive for a limited stay the communities’ memberships are also
constantly shifting. A proportion of these communities large enough to be
dominant is made up of people who make transcultural moves very
frequently, the ‘Gypsy aristocrats’ or the permanently rootless.

Belonging to the North American community is strictly voluntary: it is
perfectly possible to avoid the North American networks altogether. Many
people choose this route in hopes of integrating elsewhere. For those who
wish to join in, many activities are available and, since there are invari-
ably many other newcomers eager to meet people at any given time,
someone who does wish to do so and to belong to groups can quickly and
easily become very busy.

An important differentiation in the international community is that
between the newcomers and the old timers, between those who have
recently arrived and those who remain foreigners, but are more or less
permanently settled in Geneva.” There is little interaction between the two
sub-groups, except for certain old timers who serve as bridges, specialists
in helping the newcomers adapt, some professionally as paid consultants,
house-finders etc., and some as volunteers. Many of the latter are women,
and pillars of such organisations as the American Women’s Club.

The newcomer group thus tends to form a cohort interacting a great
deal with each other, to some extent with the old timers, and very little,
if at all, with the natives. The most marked characteristic of this com-
munity is that relationships remain superficial; friendly and pleasant, but
not intimate. They have been described as ‘fleeting friendships’. Talking
about real problems is very difficult, although in certain sub-groups
complaining, the ‘discours misérabiliste’, is the norm. While being socially
isolated under such circumstances is to some extent a question of choice,
being emotionally isolated is quite another matter, as will be discussed later
(Chapters 4 and 6).

2 In contrast with many other European countries, and with Canada and the United States,
Switzerland has no policy of encouraging immigrants to become citizens. Many would
say the de facto policy is quite the opposite, since acquiring citizenship is onerous, in terms
of both effort and finances. The result is that a good many residents from other coun-
tries remain foreigners, living in the country for years, even generations, without
attempting to obtain Swiss nationality.



