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Abstract		

	

This	thesis	is	an	explorative	study	of	the	phenomenon	of	repeated	mobility	in	

highly-skilled	Germans.	Repeated	mobility	consists	of	a	series	of	international	

mobility	episodes	over	long	periods	of	time.	The	thesis	explores	the	motivations	

for	repeated	mobility,	answering	the	question:	What	is	the	motivation	for	

repeated	mobility	in	highly	qualified	Germans	and	which	factors	influence	it?		

It	contributes	to	two	fields	of	study:	research	on	highly-skilled	mobility	in	the	

context	of	international	management	and	research	on	German	migration.	

	

The	study	identifies	three	types	of	motivations:	self-realisation,	career	and	

balancing	relationships.	It	demonstrates	that	throughout	the	life	course	these	

motivations	change,	resulting	for	most	participants	in	a	mobility	history	with	a	

number	of	different	motivations	at	different	times	in	their	lives.	The	thesis	uses	

life	course	theory	as	an	analytical	lens.	It	identifies	two	types	of	changes	that	

happen	in	participants’	lives:	normative	transitions	that	are	expected	and	

predictable	and	that	cause	relatively	little	disruption.	Turning	points	on	the	

other	hand	represent	important	cross-roads	in	participants’	lives	in	which	their	

perceptions,	identities	and	relationships	to	their	host	countries	change.		

	

The	thesis	identifies	multiple	factors	impacting	on	motivational	changes	

throughout	the	life	course.	These	include	life	events	across	different	life	

trajectories	(such	as	career	or	family).	The	way	individuals	experience	their	

mobilities	also	impacts	on	their	motivation	to	engage	in	further	mobility.	

Participants	are	most	impacted	by	changes	in	the	personal	relationship	realm.	

They	experience	a	number	of	turning	points	in	the	contexts	of	entering	a	

relationship,	having	children	and	having	a	divorce.	Mobility	experience	impacts	

participants’	motivation	by	creating	a	meta-motivation	to	engage	in	further	

mobility.	Coping	mechanisms	that	participants	develop	in	repeated	mobility	

support	this	meta-motivation.	The	thesis’	contribution	lies	in	the	development	of	

a	dynamic	model	for	repeated	mobility	that	takes	into	account	structural	and	

individual	factors	of	mobility	motivation.	 	
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PREFACE	

	

This	thesis	is	an	interdisciplinary	project	conducted	in	the	disciplines	of	German	

Studies	and	the	field	of	International	Management,	respectively.	

Interdisciplinarity	in	this	thesis	seeks	to	analyse,	synthesise	and	harmonise	the	

links	between	disciplines	into	a	coordinated	and	coherent	whole.	The	thesis	was	

conducted	jointly	at	the	Faculty	of	Arts	and	the	Faculty	of	Business	and	

Economics	at	the	University	of	Melbourne.	The	dual	faculty	association	shaped	

the	thesis	in	significant	ways,	impacting	the	topic,	methodology,	presentation	

and	contributions	of	this	research.	The	thesis	follows	a	social	sciences	format	but	

is	relevant	for	both	disciplines.	It	was	important	to	contribute	to	the	academic	

discourse	in	the	disciplines	associated	with	the	faculties	(German	Studies	and	the	

field	of	International	Management,	respectively).	At	the	same	time,	the	thesis	

format	had	to	be	consistent	throughout.	While	the	content	of	particular	sections	

of	the	thesis	may	pertain	more	to	one	discipline	than	the	other,	as	a	whole	this	

thesis	contributes	to	both	fields	in	meaningful	ways.	One	example	of	this	is	the	

chapter	on	Coping	with	mobility,	which	discusses	the	role	of	national	cultural	

identity	in	repeated	mobility.	German	migration	studies	demonstrate	that	

historically	cultural	identity	played	an	important	role	for	Germans	abroad,	trying	

to	assimilate	(Bade,	1992).	Yet,	there	is	limited	research	that	has	investigated	

this	in	the	context	of	contemporary	German	migration,	in	particular	in	repeated	

international	mobility	scenarios.	It	was	therefore	important	to	explore	this	angle	

in	detail.	At	the	same	time	the	chapter	also	contributes	to	research	on	coping	in	

mobility	more	broadly,	which	is	a	key	area	of	interest	for	international	

management	research.	

	

This	interdisciplinary	approach	enriched	the	thesis	in	significant	ways.	The	study	

investigates	the	motivations	of	highly-skilled	Germans	for	repeated	international	

mobility.	Discussing	this	sample	in	the	context	of	modern	German	migration	

forms	and	the	sample’s	cultural	identity	contributes	to	research	on	German	

migration	by	expanding	knowledge	on	the	drivers	for	multiple	migration	in	this	

group.	Studying	highly-skilled	migrants’	motivation	for	multiple	mobilities	
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informs	research	on	international	management	in	a	number	of	ways.	For	

instance,	cultural	identity	pertinent	in	the	group	propels	participants	to	continue	

moving	rather	than	return	to	Germany.	While	this	is	important	for	the	German	

migration	aspect	of	the	study,	it	also	has	important	consequences	for	

international	management,	in	particular	in	the	context	of	organisations	trying	to	

retain	expatriate	employees.	Likewise,	the	study	explores	the	motivations	for	

mobility	of	Germans	that	are	highly-skilled.	This	group	holds	importance	for	the	

field	of	German	migration	studies.	The	less	people	from	this	group	return	home,	

the	more	negative	impact	this	has	on	the	German	economy.	Yet,	their	motivation	

for	remaining	abroad	is	not	well	understood.	I	point	out	throughout	the	thesis	

which	aspects	inform	one	or	the	other	discipline.	The	format	follows	a	social	

science	convention,	including	the	citation	style	(APA	6th).		
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EPIGRAPH	
     

 

“What’s	really	important	for	me	is	why	

you	go	abroad.	Does	it	have	an	end?	Is	it	

for	a	limited	time?	Do	you	emigrate?	That	

really	makes	a	fundamental	difference	in	

my	perception,	in	my	experience	there	and	

in	my	whole	identity.”	

	 	 	 	 	 	 Anke,	participant	

     

 

This	thesis	investigates	the	motivations	of	German	migrants	who	have	moved	

repeatedly	internationally.	These	highly-skilled	individuals	are	different	to	the	

well-researched	traditional	migrant,	who	moves	once	in	their	life	and	to	one	

country	only	and	is	often	portrayed	as	being	predominantly	motivated	by	

financial	gain	(Dickmann,	Doherty,	Mills,	&	Brewster,	2008).	In	contrast,	the	

migrants	at	the	heart	of	this	thesis	relocate	several	times	across	their	lifetimes,	

for	various	lengths	of	times	without	apparent	economic	need,	thus	contesting	the	

traditional	view	of	why	and	how	people	move.		

	

To	illustrate	the	dynamic	nature	of	this	type	of	mobility,	the	following	example	

describes	the	migration	history	of	Anke,	a	German	female	highly-skilled	repeat	

migrant,	now	in	her	sixties.		
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At	 18	 years	 of	 age,	 Anke	 spent	 a	 year	 living	 in	 Scotland,	 supported	 by	 a	
scholarship	 from	 a	 German	 academic	 exchange	 organisation.	 She	 joined	 her	
boyfriend,	 who	was	 already	 living	 there.	 Upon	 her	 return	 to	 Germany,	 now	
separated,	she	completed	her	studies,	but	only	because	it	enabled	her	to	work	
internationally.	After	 gaining	her	degree	 she	began	a	3-months	 internship	 in	
South	Africa,	while	 searching	 for	 jobs	worldwide,	 including	 South	Africa	 and	
Germany.		
	
After	 being	unable	 to	 secure	work	 in	 South	Africa,	 she	 returned	 to	Germany	
while	continuing	to	look	for	work	internationally.	Finally,	she	accepted	an	offer	
to	 work	 in	 Singapore—in	 a	 German	 organisation	 with	 a	 local	 contract.	 She	
changed	jobs	while	in	Singapore,	working	for	a	local	employer	after	leaving	the	
German	organisation.		
	
After	several	years	she	decided	to	leave	Singapore,	yet,	shortly	before	doing	so	
met	her	future	husband.	After	spending	some	time	in	Singapore	together,	they	
decided	to	migrate	to	Australia.	She	found	employment	at	a	subsidiary	of	the	
same	German	organisation	she	worked	for	years	earlier	in	Singapore,	again	in	
a	lower	paid	local	position	and	concurrently	opened	her	own	business,	which	
saw	her	travelling	around	the	world.		
	
After	living	together	in	Sydney	for	12	years	she	divorced	her	husband	and	he	
returned	 to	 Singapore.	 She,	 however,	 decided	 to	 stay.	 Throughout	 all	 these	
years,	 she	 visited	 Germany	 regularly	 and	 maintained	 an	 international	
friendship	 network.	 Uncertain	 about	what	 the	 future	 holds,	 she	may	 or	may	
not	relocate	again.	
	

Anke’s	case	history	does	not	fit	the	prevalent	narrative	of	traditional	one-time,	

long-term	migration	as	it	demonstrates	a	number	of	migrations,	with	different	

motivations,	contexts,	time	frames	and	locations.	While	being	only	one	example	

of	a	diverse	group,	it	has	been	argued	that	with	globalisation	migration	pathways	

like	hers	have	become	more	typical	(King,	2002).	As	a	result,	a	shift	in	migration	

studies	has	occurred,	from	studying	traditional	migration	patterns	to	patterns	of	

mobility	(Urry,	2007),	which	encompasses	a	broad	range	of	relocation	forms.	

Given	the	likely	increase	in	these	types	of	mobilities	(Vertovec,	2004;	Urry,	

2007)	it	is	crucial	to	understand	the	motivations	behind	these	migration	forms	

better.		
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	 1	

INTRODUCTION	
 

Over	the	last	couple	of	decades,	research	has	established	that	migration	

flows	have	become	progressively	diverse	and	that	the	variety	of	migration	

experiences	appears	to	be	unprecedented	(King,	2002;	Urry,	2007;	Vertovec,	

2009).	Spurred	by	globalisation,	new	migration	patterns	have	started	to	form.	

Examples	of	these	include	circular	(Vertovec,	2006),	repeat	(Constant	&	

Zimmermann,	2012)	and	liquid	migration	(Black,	Engbersen,	&	Okólski,	2010).	

They	describe	patterns	where	migrants	circle	back	and	forth	between	their	home	

and	one	other	(repeat	migration),	or	a	number	of	other	countries	(circular	

migration)	and	where	individuals	migrate	for	varying	periods	of	time	(liquid	

migration).	These	new	migration	forms	are	shorter,	more	irregular	and	more	

complex	than	traditional	one-time	only	migrations	and	are	thought	to	be	on	the	

increase	worldwide	(King,	2002).	They	are	also	categorised	as	forms	of	‘mobility’	

rather	than	forms	of	‘migration’	(Cohen	&	Sirkeci,	2011;	Urry,	2007;	Sheller	&	

Urry,	2006;	Creswell,	2006).	The	term	mobility	itself	represents	shorter	term,	

often	circular	international	relocations.	These	may	also	include	returns	to	the	

home	country	and	any	of	the	above-mentioned	forms.	A	case	in	point	is	the	

phenomenon	of	repeat	mobility,	where	individuals	relocate	multiple	times	

throughout	their	life,	like	Anke’s	case	presented	in	the	epigraph.	Increasingly,	

migrants	do	not	just	‘migrate’	but	engage	in	mobility,	and	in	the	case	of	repeated	

migration,	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	In	this	thesis	I	refer	to	migration	and	

mobility	and	its	related	terms	interchangeably,	delineating	as	appropriate	in	

context.	

	

One	of	the	core	issues	concerning	these	new	forms	of	mobility	and	the	

people	undertaking	them	is	motivation.	Traditionally	research	on	the	motivation	

for	migration	has	been	founded	on	the	premise	that	people	only	move	once	in	

their	lifetime	and	for	one	dominant	reason,	such	as	economic	or	family	reasons	

(Massey,	Arango,	Hugo,	Kouaouci,	Pellegrino,	&	Taylor,	1998).	Yet,	the	

occurrence	of	several	shorter	mobilities	over	the	course	of	a	person’s	lifetime	
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questions	the	applicability	of	this	assumption.	Understanding	the	motivations	for	

repeat	mobility	is	crucial	for	identifying	its	drivers,	patterns,	and	contexts.	Due	

to	the	complex	nature	of	repeat	mobility	there	is	a	need	to	understand	how	

motivations	of	individuals	change.		

	

There	has	been	no	research	to	date	that	has	investigated	the	motivating	

factors	behind	repeated	mobility	from	an	interdisciplinary	perspective.	This	

represents	a	crucial	gap	in	the	area	of	migration	and	mobility	research.	So	far	

studies	have	focussed	on	identifying	different	forms	of	mobility	(e.g.	liquid,	

circular	etc.),	but	not	on	how	they	play	out	in	repeated	mobility	contexts	or	what	

drives	motivational	changes	within	mobility.	This	is	likely	so	because,	by	

definition,	repeated	mobility	may	encompass	long	timeframes,	changing	

motivations	and	different	life	circumstances	that	individuals	experience	

throughout	their	journeys.	It	is	thus	likely	to	encompass	a	range	of	mobility	

forms	that	need	to	be	explained	with	a	number	of	theories,	approaches	and	

disciplines	(Arango,	2000,	Massey	et	al.,	1998).	Yet,	research	on	migration	has	

traditionally	not	drawn	on	multiple	disciplines.	Instead	it	has	used	only	the	

theories	and	frameworks	from	a	single	discipline	to	explain	particular	elements	

of	mobility	that	are	of	interest	to	that	discipline,	for	instance	research	on	the	

motivation	of	expatriates	in	international	management.	

	

Aiming	to	address	this	gap,	the	current	study	is	concerned	with	the	

underlying	question	of	what	drives	repeated	mobility	at	the	individual	level	–	

what	motivates	people	to	relocate	multiple	times	in	their	lifetimes?		

	

To	answer	the	question,	the	existing	literature	requires	extension	and	

integration	across	several	areas.	First,	there	are	a	number	of	existing	theories	

that	focus	on	the	motivation	for	decision-making	in	individuals.	Described	

motivations	include	rational	choice	(De	Jong	&	Gordon,	1999)	and	push	and	pull	

theories	(Zimmermann,	1994).	These	theories	argue	that	migrants	base	their	

mobility	decisions	on	rational	choices,	such	as	financial	gain,	and	that	factors	

related	to	economic	opportunities,	such	as	unemployment,	deter	them	from	

staying	at	home.	They	help	explain	the	motivations	and	its	associated	factors	in	
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single	circumstances	and	contexts.	For	instance,	they	demonstrate	which	

rational	arguments	help	individuals	decide	on	one	particular	place	to	move	to,	or	

help	explain	motivations	within	specific	cohorts.	For	instance	push-	and	pull	

theories	and	self-determination	theories	have	been	used	to	explain	the	decision-

making	of	unskilled	migrants’	moves	to	developing	countries	in	order	to	improve	

their	economic	outlook.	However,	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility,	it	is	

expected	that	these	push-	and	pull	factors	change	every	time	a	person	moves	

because	life	circumstances	and	motivations	change	over	time.	This	goes	against	

the	logic	of	‘moving	for	a	gain’,	and	thus	limits	the	applicability	of	these	theories	

to	one-time	mobility	contexts.	In	addition,	it	has	been	demonstrated	that	there	is	

little	financial	gain	for	individuals	who	keep	on	moving	(Lee,	2005;	Cao,	Hirschi	

&	Deller,	2014).	Furthermore,	in	and	of	itself	highly-skilled	German	migrants,	

who	are	the	focus	of	this	study,	are	less	likely	to	be	motivated	by	predominantly	

economic	factors	because	of	their	already	high	economic	status	in	comparison	to	

citizens	from	developing	countries.	It	is	thus	unlikely	that	rational	and	economic	

factors	alone	can	explain	the	motivation	for	repeated	moves	in	highly-skilled	

Germans.	Instead,	these	theories	are	more	suitable	for	one-time	and	finite	

mobility	and	need	to	be	examined	for	their	suitability	in	a	repeated	mobility	

context.	

	

There	are	also	a	number	of	theories	that	focus	on	the	structural	elements	

of	mobility	experiences,	which	consider	external	factors	that	may	influence	them	

to	keep	on	moving.	These	include	for	instance	theories	on	networks	(Boyd,	

1989),	lifestyle	migration	(Benson	&	O’Reilly,	2009)	and	cosmopolitans	(Beck,	

2003,	Calhoun,	2003).	These	theories	argue	that	social	relationships,	class	and	

cultural	factors	of	individuals’	lives	at	home	propel	them	to	move.	Taking	a	

sociological	angle,	these	theories	understand	repeated	mobility	as	individuals’	

responses	to	societal	pressures,	resulting	in	a	continuous	need	to	keep	moving.	

While	helpful	in	explaining	the	interrelationships	between	internal	and	external	

drivers	for	the	motivation	to	move,	they	do	not	explain	the	specific	contextual	

factors	in	any	one	place	that	may	influence	and	drive	individuals’	repeated	

moves.	However,	in	repeated	mobility	both	individual	drivers	to	keep	moving,	as	
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well	as	the	motivators	that	relate	to	a	specific	location	or	context	to	move	to	are	

important.		

It	is	thus	vital	to	explore	these	theories	in	a	repeated	mobility	context	to	

understand	the	contextual	factors	driving	it.	Thus	far,	no	research	has	

synthesised	these	different	approaches	to	evaluate	their	suitability	in	a	repeated	

mobility	context.	This,	however,	is	critical	because	the	problem	of	motivation	for	

mobility	is	multi-faceted	and	likely	requires	a	number	of	different	theories	and	

approaches	(Arango,	2000).	This	thesis	aims	to	bridge	these	gaps	by	focusing	on	

motivation	over	long	periods	of	time	and	over	several	mobility	instances.	

Designed	as	a	phenomenological,	interpretive	study,	it	investigates	the	

motivation	behind	and	the	experiences	of	repeated	mobility	in	a	sample	of	19	

highly-skilled	Germans	who	experience	73	episodes	of	mobility	over	long	

periods	of	time.	To	achieve	these	aims	it	employs	a	grounded	theory	approach	

(Charmaz,	2000,	2007)	with	a	case	study	analysis	approach.	

It	further	introduces	a	novel	approach	to	addressing	this	problem	by	

investigating	motivational	change	within	these	long-term	journeys.	In	repeated	

mobility,	it	is	crucial	to	study	the	decision	points	at	which	individuals	decide	to	

either	stay	in	place,	return	home	or	move	on.	Because	there	are	a	number	of	such	

points	in	repeated	mobility,	they	are	particularly	suitable	for	analysing	both	

structural	and	individual	factors	that	impact	motivation	for	repeated	mobility.	

The	German	case		

Germany	is	a	particularly	interesting	case	to	study	in	this	context.	It	is	one	

of	a	range	of	European	countries	formerly	understood	as	typical	immigration	

target	countries,	amongst	them	Italy,	Sweden	and	the	UK,	that	now	all	face	a	

negative	net-migration	of	its	native	citizens,	with	numbers	projected	to	grow	

(Ette	&	Sauer,	2010b;	Ette,	Sauer,	Scheller,	Bekalarczyk,	Erlinghagen,	Engler,	

Schultz,	2015;	Sauer	&	Ette,	2007a).		

	

In	the	past,	the	majority	of	migration	research	has	focussed	on	people	

from	developing	countries	moving	to	developed	countries	mainly	due	to	

economic	motivations.	This	has	included	highly	educated	migrants	who	are	

leaving	their	home	countries	(i.e.,	‘brain	drain’),	creating	the	permanent	loss	of	a	
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highly	qualified	workforce	(Skeldon,	2009).	Western	countries	have,	for	the	

longest	time,	been	at	the	receiving	end	of	the	highly	educated	migrant	migration	

flow.		

However,	recent	data	shows	that	also	Western	countries	are	affected	by	

this	phenomenon	(Campagnella,	2015).	Over	centuries,	Germany,	Europe’s	

largest	economy,	has	repeatedly	suffered	from	brain	drain,	e.g.,	from	religious	

persecution,	genocide	and	forced	migration,	the	promise	of	new	opportunities	

and	economic	gain	elsewhere	and	several	others.	Similarly,	at	the	last	time	of	

count	in	2016,	281,000	German	citizens	left	the	country,	an	unprecedented	

number	so	far	(Leubecher,	2018).		

Highly	skilled	migrants,	who	are	commonly	defined	as	people	possessing	

“a	university	degree	or	extensive/equivalent	experience	in	a	given	field”	(Iredale,	

2001,	p.	8),	are	an	important	sub-group	of	these	Germans	leaving.	They	tend	to	

be	young,	well-educated	and	highly	qualified.	They	are	often	single,	male	and	

from	an	urban	background	(BAMF,	2015;	Ette	&	Sauer,	2010b).	It	is	hard	to	

establish	the	exact	numbers	of	highly-qualified	German	migrants	due	to	the	

limitations	of	existing	statistical	data	collection	methods	in	the	EU.	Ette	and	

Sauer	(2010a)	argue,	“One	can	say	with	certainty	that	while	highly	qualified	

migrants	are	not	necessarily	the	largest	group	in	numbers,	they	represent	a	

disproportionally	large	number	of	all	migrants.”	(p.	8)	[translation	my	own].	

Three-quarters	of	these	migrations	are	temporary	migrations,	that	is	migrations	

with	the	initial	intent	to	return	(Aksakal	&	Schmidt-Verkerk,	2014;	Aksakal	&	

Schmidt-Verkerk,	2015).	Indeed,	temporary	migration	is	on	the	rise	worldwide	

with	some	research	estimating	that	it	amounts	to	80-90%	of	all	migration	among	

the	highly	qualified	(Castles,	2014).	This	is	mainly	due	to	easier	travel,	more	

available	information	on	foreign	places	and	more	communication	opportunities	

with	networks	abroad.		

	

Interesting,	however,	are	a	number	of	interconnected	factors	motivating	

research	on	this	group.	First,	it	has	been	shown	that	temporary	migration	may	

easily	lead	to	permanent	migration	(Amin	&	Mattoo,	2005),	a	fact	that	arguably	

applies	even	more	so	to	repeat	migration	scenarios.	Prior	research	on	German	

and	Mexican	migrants	has	provided	some	support	for	this	observation	(Carlson,	
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2013;	Kathmann,	2012;	Massey,	Goldring,	&	Durand,	1994).	Furthermore,	

Germany	experiences	rising	migration	rates	amongst	the	highly	qualified	(BAMF,	

2015;	Ette	&	Sauer,	2010b)	and	a	declining	number	of	German	migrant	returnees	

(BAMF,	2015).	This	development	concerns	the	German	labour	market,	which	is	

projected	to	experience	a	shortage	of	highly	skilled	workers	in	the	coming	

decades	(Ette	et	al.,	2015),	despite	the	recent	large-scale	intake	of	refugees	into	

the	country.	

	

Moreover,	the	least	likely	professional	group	amongst	highly	qualified	

migrants	to	return	to	Germany	are	managers	(Ette	et	al.,	2015),	which	are	crucial	

to	Germany’s	economy.	As	one	of	the	world’s	largest	exporters	of	goods,	

Germany	is	reliant	on	a	highly	qualified	workforce	to	manage	the	

internationalisation	of	its	markets.	This	is	especially	so	at	a	time	when	the	

German	economy	is	changing	from	a	commodity-based	to	a	knowledge-based	

economy	(Bentlage,	Dorner,	&	Thierstein,	2015;	Cooke,	2001).	Additionally,	

Germans	who	go	abroad	temporarily,	for	example	as	exchange	students	or	as	

company-backed	expatriates,	develop	advantageous	skill	sets,	such	as	language	

and	intercultural	skills,	to	achieve	successful	internationalisation.	Private	

organisations	and	the	government	invest	considerable	resources	to	develop	

these	skills	in	the	population.	While	it	is	important	for	organisations	to	

encourage	graduates	and	employees	to	gain	overseas	experience,	the	same	

organisations	lose	out	if	these	people	do	not	return.	Reports	estimate	that	a	

typical	company-backed	expatriate	can	cost	an	organisation	more	than	one	

million	US	dollars	per	assignment	(McNulty	&	Brewster,	2016;	Tait,	De	Cieri	&	

McNulty,	2014;	Yates,	2011;	KPMG	International,	2003;	Mercer	Human	Resource	

Consulting,	2003;	Copeland,	1985)	and	consequently,	staff	turnover	is	costly	

(Dowling,	Festing	&	Engle,	2008).	If	temporary	migrants	do	not	return	after	their	

planned	stay	abroad,	then	companies	miss	out	on	the	return-on-investment	and	

on	the	key	benefits	of	expatriate	assignments,	such	as	skills	and	knowledge	

transfers	between	local	and	headquarter	employees	(Minbaeva	&	Michailova,	

2004).		
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Finally,	it	is	also	important	for	the	German	State	to	consider	the	

consequences	of	its	investments	in	the	internationalisation	of	education.	As	an	

example	of	such	investments	by	the	government,	study-exchange	programs	such	

as	the	Europe-wide	Erasmus	scheme	targeted	at	university	students	actively	

support	and	encourage	temporary	mobility	as	part	of	attaining	one’s	university	

degree,	especially	in	business	studies,	where	overseas	experience	is	considered	

an	important	requirement	for	a	successful	career	as	a	manager.	As	a	

consequence	of	these	investments,	the	number	of	German	students	studying	

abroad	has	steadily	increased	over	the	last	decade	and	now	amounts	to	26%	of	

all	students	(BAMF,	2015).	Going	hand-in-hand	with	the	Erasmus	scheme,	the	

Bologna	process	has	enabled	easier	recognition	of	degrees,	and	thus	entry	into	

the	workforce	in	Europe.	It	thus	has	become	very	easy	for	highly-skilled	

Germans	to	go	and	stay	abroad	and	some	research	indicates	that	it	is	the	highest	

achieving	graduates	who	do	so	(Enders	&	Bornmann,	2002;	Ette	&	Sauer,	

2010b).	Recognising	this	fact,	the	German	government	has	put	in	place	a	highly-

skilled	return	migration	program	with	the	aim	to	incentivise	German	migrants	to	

return,	yet	with	limited	success	(Cohen	&	Kranz,	2015).	Despite	this	point,	

motivations	for	initial	temporary	and	subsequent	repeated	migration,	the	

drivers	that	could	help	understand	why	people	leave,	are	thoroughly	under-

researched,	as	are	the	motivations	of	German	migrants	in	general	(Kathmann,	

2012).		

	

The	group	of	highly-skilled	German	repeat	migrants	is	also	particularly	

interesting	to	study	because	there	is	support	for	the	notion	that	some	

characteristics	of	the	German	culture	may	propel	people	to	engage	in	repeated	

mobility,	in	particular	cultural	norms,	values	and	practices	relating	to	education	

as	well	as	current	acculturation	practices	in	the	context	of	transnationalism.	

Understanding	the	impact	that	national	culture	has	on	individuals’	motivations	

to	undertake	repeated	mobility	is	important	for	the	advancement	of	theory	in	

the	area	of	repeated	mobility	(Nash,	2000).	More	so	than	in	other	groups,	

cultural	forces	are	particularly	favourable	towards	initial	and	then	subsequent	

migration.	This	is	true	for	no	other	aspect	as	much	as	it	is	for	“Bildung”,	or	the	

cultivation	of	the	self	through	education	(Bruford,	1975),	which	is	historically	
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and	culturally	one	of	Germans’	core	collective	values.	This	was	–	and	is	–	

particularly	true	for	middle	class	citizens	who	“found	a	channel	of	social	ascent	

and	a	source	of	self-esteem	in	which	education	was	the	primary	measure	of	

social	and	personal	worth.”	(Ringer,	1989,	p.	195).	As	such,	the	German	

educational	system	forms	a	core	cultural	influence	and	strongly	encourages	the	

development	of	“world	citizens”.	This	is,	for	example,	fostered	early	on	through	

exchange	programs	within	the	school	system	and	language	lessons	from	an	early	

age.	There	is	support	for	the	assertion	that	initial	foreign	culture	contact	may	

foster	a	curiosity	towards	later	migration	experiences,	and	the	German	

education	literature	makes	this	point	repeatedly	(Widok,	2008).	Highly-skilled	

Germans	are	therefore	a	particularly	interesting	group	to	study	repeated	

mobility.		

	

Following	this	introduction,	the	thesis	format	is	as	follows:	In	part	II,	I	

identify	a	lack	of	integration	of	mobility	motivation	research	as	a	gap	in	research	

on	long-term,	repeated	mobility.	Part	III	positions	my	study	within	the	

interpretive	paradigm	and	provides	details	of	the	methodology	employed,	

including	grounded	theory	and	the	case	study	approach.	Part	IV	presents	the	

findings	of	the	study,	demonstrating	three	motivations	for	mobility	(chapter	

Motivations),	detailing	how	they	change	through	transitions	in	the	life	course	

(chapter	Transitions)	and	how	individuals	motivate	repeated	mobility	

throughout	these	changes	(chapter	Coping	with	mobility).	Finally,	chapter	four	

integrates	these	findings	into	a	framework	of	repeated	mobility	motivation	that	

takes	into	account	individual	and	structural	aspects	of	motivational	change.	Part	

V	discusses	the	implications	and	contributions	of	the	findings	in	detail,	arguing	

for	a	bigger	emphasis	on	the	role	of	change	across	the	lifecourse	in	mobility	to	

understand	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	better.		
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II	LITERATURE	REVIEW		

Motivations	for	initial	mobility	

The	most	appropriate	point	to	begin	an	exploration	of	research	on	

repeated	mobility	motivation	is	that	of	research	on	initial	mobility	motivation.	

There	are	a	range	of	fields	that	discuss	initial	mobility	motivation	including	

economics,	geography,	sociology,	psychology,	anthropology	and	cultural	studies.	

Each	of	these	brings	their	own	approaches	to	understanding	different	aspects	of	

the	complex	problem	of	mobility	motivation.	Subsequently,	a	range	of	theories	

operating	at	the	micro	(the	individual)	and	macro	(the	collective)	levels	have	

been	developed,	such	as	labour	market	theory	at	the	individual	and	individual	

choice	models	at	the	macro	level	(Massey	et	al.,	1998).	In	this	thesis,	I	focus	on	

micro	models,	drawing	on	the	range	of	theories	and	frameworks	offered	in	the	

different	fields	mentioned	above.	This	multidisciplinary	approach	is	warranted	

due	to	the	difficult	subject	of	migration	which	is,	as	Arango	(2000)	argues,	

“…hard	to	define,	difficult	to	measure,	extremely	multifaceted	and	multiform,	

and	thus	resistant	to	theory-building”	(p.	295).	Indeed,	as	he	and	others	have	

argued,	a	single	overarching	approach	to	understanding	migration	theoretically	

has	thus	far	been	futile	(Arango,	2000;	Davis,	1988)	and	therefore	an	integration	

of	different	approaches	is	required	to	answer	specific	questions.	In	drawing	on	

these	different	fields,	I	therefore	understand	them	not	as	mutually	exclusive,	but	

rather	as	supporting	each	other	at	different	levels	of	granularity	in	terms	of	their	

foci.	

	

Some	areas	of	scientific	enquiry	are	particularly	useful	for	understanding	

the	rationale	and	context	of	decision-making	for	individual	mobility	instances	in	

specific	groups	but	not	for	understanding	a	series	of	mobility	events.	Economic	

theories	that	are	based	on	the	assumption	that	individuals	act	due	to	their	

individual,	rational	choices	explain	motivations	for	different	groups	of	migrants,	

including	the	highly	skilled,	as	they	move	to	one	particular	location	(Sjaastad,	

1970;	Todaro,	1969,	76).	The	prominent	theory	in	this	field,	human	capital	
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theory	(Becker,	1964,	see	Sweetland,	1996	for	a	review),	suggests	that	

individuals	make	decisions	motivated	by	capital	gains,	arguing	that	people	

calculate	risks	and	costs	in	light	of	the	advantages	they	may	gain.	To	understand	

mobility	of	highly-skilled	Germans	it	is	therefore	useful	to	investigate	literature	

using	human	capital	theory	as	it	gives	insights	on	the	diverse	factors	and	facets	

of	motivations	that	drive	highly-skilled	migrants.		

	

Research	on	different	highly-skilled	migrants	such	as	expatriates,	both	

company-backed	and	self-initiated	(Dickmann	et	al.,	2008;	Doherty	et	al.,	2011)	

and	students	(Carlson,	2013),	has	demonstrated	the	importance	of	rational	

choices,	and	the	gains	they	entail.	For	instance,	studies	on	career-expats	–	

employees	who	are	sent	abroad	by	their	employer,	typically	on	a	repeated	basis	-	

consistently	demonstrate	that	financial	rewards	and	career	progression	are	

fundamental	for	the	decision	to	take	up	an	assignment	abroad.	Aspects	such	as	

career	capital	(Dickmann	&	Doherty,	2008;	Inkson	&	Arthur,	2001),	adding	value	

to	one’s	career	(Eby,	Butts,	&	Lockwood,	2003),	opportunities	for	development	

(Stahl	&	Cerdin,	2004)	and	career	ambition	are	weighed	up	with	financial	

considerations	(Dickmann	et	al.,	2008),	thus	showing	that	different	types	of	

capital	gains	drive	mobility	motivation	in	this	group.	Research	on	self-initiated	

expatriates,	who	are	defined	as	seeking	employment	abroad	on	their	own	

initiative	and	who	are	typically	hired	as	a	local	in	the	host	country	(Crowley-

Henry,	2007),	shows	that	they	are	motivated	by	personal	challenge	and	

professional	development	but	also	weigh	up	career	with	lifestyle	factors	when	

considering	a	move	abroad	(Cerdin,	Andresen,	Al	Ariss,	&	Walther,	2013).	

Similarly,	research	on	the	motivation	of	students	to	move	abroad	indicates	they	

are	driven	by	the	hope	to	gain	social	and	financial	returns,	such	as	building	

international	networks	and	acquiring	language	knowledge	(Dustmann,	1999)	in	

order	to	receive	better-paid	employment	(Baláž	&	Williams,	2004).	Motivations	

to	go	abroad	are	thus	driven	by	individuals’	calculations	of	potential	capital	they	

may	gain	when	moving	abroad	and	capital	gains	theories	are	helpful	in	drawing	

out	these	elements.		
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In	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	it	is	also	important	to	understand	and	

contrast	factors	that	may	differentiate	certain	impact	factors	over	others,	for	

instance	in	terms	of	geography	or	timings.	Push-pull	theory	(Dorigo	&	Tobler,	

1983,	Zimmermann,	1994),	which	focuses	on	the	economic,	political,	

environmental	and	social	reasons	for	individuals’	mobility,	is	particularly	useful	

in	this	regard.	It	links	initial	motivations,	such	as	career	improvement,	to	specific	

factors,	such	as	location,	which	in	turn	helps	identify	factors	that	may	attract	

people	to	one	place	over	another	as	well	as	factors	that	may	motivate	individuals	

to	move	away	from	their	place	of	origin.	This	in	turn	may	help	to	define	and	

understand	repeat	mobility	patterns	better.	For	the	group	of	highly	skilled	

migrants	their	professional	backgrounds	are	particularly	important	in	this	

context.	Mahroum	(2000)	for	instance	identifies	five	professional	categories	of	

migrants	from	the	OECD	area	who	are	all	motivated	by	a	range	of	different	push	

and	pull	factors	according	to	their	professional	context:	managers	for	example	

are	motivated	by	benefits	and	remuneration,	engineers	by	economic	factors	

(supply	and	demand),	academics	by	factors	such	as	academic	prestige,	

entrepreneurs	by	governmental	policies	such	as	tax	and	students	by	factors	

impacting	on	the	recognition	of	a	global	workforce.	Motivations	for	initial	

mobility	in	highly-skilled	migrants	are	likely	to	be	influenced	by	a	host	of	push-	

and	pull	factors,	one	of	them	being	professional	contexts,	such	as	which	

profession	they	are	in	and	which	country	may	offer	the	best	benefits	for	their	

career.		

	

These	studies	explain	the	individual	motivations	for	single	mobilities	in	

different	contexts	and	highlight	the	fact	that	there	may	be	a	combination	of	

motivations	at	play	in	individual	mobility	episodes.	More	recently,	some	studies	

have	begun	to	expand	this	focus	to	include	groups	of	individuals	who	engage	in	

repeated	mobility.	They	have	highlighted	the	importance	of	other	motivations	

beyond	careers	and	the	likelihood	that	different	motivations	may	mix	

throughout	mobility	journeys	(McNulty	&	Vance,	2017)	or	that	the	weighting	of	

different	motivations	may	shift	over	the	course	of	mobility	(Doherty,	2013).	For	

instance,	research	on	highly-skilled	migrants	with	repeated	mobility	experience	

demonstrates	that	even	though	they	may	all	work	abroad,	the	extent	to	which	
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their	mobility	is	indeed	career	driven	differs	considerably.	This	includes	for	

example	diplomats	(Fliege	et	al.,	2016)	career	expats	and	repeat	expats	–	those	

expatriating	repeatedly	with	one	organisation	-	(Dickmann	&	Piacentini,	2017;	

Roberts,	Kossek,	&	Ozeki,	1998)	as	well	as	global	nomads	(Kannisto,	2017)–	

those	in	repeated	mobility	irrespective	of	organisational	attachment.	Diplomats	

may	choose	their	whole	career	based	on	the	opportunity	to	go	abroad	(Fliege	et	

al.,	2016),	repeat	expats	may	keep	doing	so	in	order	to	keep	it	(Lee,	2005;	Cao,	

Hirschi	&	Deller,	2014),	whereas	global	nomads	may	work	abroad	but	be	not	

necessarily	career-motivated	at	all	(Kannisto,	2017).	In	a	similar	vein,	lifestyle	

migrants	are	motivated	by	other	factors	yet	again.	They	have	been	defined	as	

“relatively	affluent	individuals,	moving	either	part-time	or	full-time,	permanently	

or	temporarily,	to	places	which,	for	various	reasons,	signify	for	the	migrants	

something	loosely	defined	as	quality	of	life”	(Benson	&	O'Reilly,	2009,	p.	621).	

They	are	thus	moving	irrespective	of	career	factors,	even	though	they	are	likely	

highly-skilled	and	working.	These	different	groups	highlight	very	distinctive	

contexts	of	and	motivations	for	decision-making,	which	in	a	repeated	mobility	

context	are	likely	to	be	ever	changing.		

	

Motivations	in	context	

Given	these	variations	in	the	motivations	and	contexts	of	different	

mobility	“groups”,	such	as	students	or	expatriates,	research	increasingly	

questions	the	role	of	individual	motivations	as	the	only	drivers	in	repeated	

mobility	motivation,	arguing	that	class	privilege,	history	and	society	at	large	

motivate	repeated	mobility	to	an	equal	extent	(Weenink,	2008;	Giddens,	1991).	

Lifestyle	migration	for	instance	is	now	seen	as	being	motivated	by	the	interplay	

of	individual	factors	and	factors	affecting	the	individual,	also	known	as	structure	

and	agency	(Benson	&	O'Reilly,	2009;	Benson	&	O'Reilly,	2012;	Benson	&	

Osbaldiston,	2014).	As	such,	the	motivation	to	improve	one’s	life	through	

mobility	is	shaped	by	structural	enablers,	such	as	class	(Amit,	2007),	and	the	

interaction	of	historical	and	material	conditions,	such	as	access	to	resources	and	

skills	(Torresan,	2007).	It	is	also	influenced	by	individual	biographies	and	

circumstances	and	wider	cultural	factors	impacting	the	individual’s	autonomy	of	

decision	making,	such	as	the	shift	towards	overseas	work	in	corporations	
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(Kurotani,	2007)	and	the	affordability	of	travel	(Harrison,	2003).	Decision-

making	about	mobility	thus	happens	not	in	isolation	but	is	embedded	in	a	

complex	set	of	factors	affecting	the	individual,	which	rational,	individually	based	

theories	do	not	take	into	account.	In	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	it	is	likely	

that	some	of	these	unique	structural	factors	may	change,	giving	weight	to	the	

hypothesis	that	mobility	motivation	may	change	accordingly.	

	

Networks	

A	key	factor	for	individuals	engaging	in	repeated	mobility	is	the	social	

structures	they	are	embedded	in,	in	particular	networks	that	exist	in	the	context	

of	transnationalism	(Özveren,	2017;	Tilly,	2007).	Theories	in	this	area	posit	that,	

aided	by	globalisation	and	communication	networks,	migrants	nowadays	live	

neither	in	one	nor	another	culture	but	that	they	inhabit	simultaneously	several	

places,	aided	by	networks	of	people	that	enable	the	flow	of	information	between	

them	(Schiller,	Basch,	&	Blanc�Szanton,	1992;	Szerszynski	&	Urry,	2002;	Urry,	

2000;	Vertovec,	2001,	2003,	2004).	Mobility	motivations	are	thus	enabled	

through	existing	migration	networks	in	addition	to	solely	individual,	rational	

decision-making	(Boyd,	1989;	Massey,	Alarcón,	Durand,	&	Gonzalez,	1990).	This	

can	help	explain	how	Germans	who	may	not	be	strongly	motivated	by	factors	

such	as	career	or	lifestyle	–	because	they	already	live	in	privileged	contexts	of	the	

developed	world	-	may	develop	the	motivation	to	migrate	and	keep	on	doing	so.		

	

Structures	such	as	the	education	or	work	employment	systems	also	have	

a	strong	influence	on	propagating	initial	and	subsequent	mobility	because	the	

structure	of	migration	networks	arises	out	of	migrants’	life	worlds.	Tilly	(1990)	

states	that	“By	and	large,	the	effective	units	of	migration	were	(and	are)	neither	

individuals	nor	households	but	sets	of	people	linked	by	acquaintance,	kinship,	

and	work	experience.”	(p.	84).	These	sets	form	networks	of	people	who	are	

linked	to	each	other	pre-migration	and	who	influence	the	form	migration	

streams	take	(Meyer,	2001).	It	has	been	shown,	for	example,	that	the	networks	of	

highly	skilled	migrants	differ	to	those	from	unskilled	migrants	in	that	the	former	

rely	on	colleagues	and	organisations	to	migrate	whereas	the	latter	rely	more	on	
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private	networks	(Shah	&	Menon,	1999).	These	streams	are	channelled	and	

enforced	by	structures	such	as	organisations.		

Schools	and	universities	in	particular	are	thought	to	be	at	the	forefront	of	

building	skilled	migrant	networks	(Liu�Farrer,	2009;	Vertovec,	2002).	

Universities	actively	promote	going-abroad	schemes,	and	students	automatically	

become	part	of	international	migration	networks.	Once	abroad,	the	likelihood	is	

high	that	further	mobility	follows.	Indeed,	it	has	been	shown	that	being	an	

international	student	is	one	of	the	most	common	ways	to	later	become	a	skilled	

migrant	(Hugo,	2002;	Khadria,	2001;	Li,	Findlay,	Jowett,	&	Skeldon,	1996;	Salt	&	

Stein,	1997).	With	the	wide-spread	inception	and	promotion	of	study	abroad	

schemes	such	as	the	Erasmus	program	and	the	levelling	of	European	higher	

education	degrees	as	part	of	the	Bologna-process,	the	likelihood	that	German	

students	may	become	motivated	to	go	abroad	because	of	their	network	

membership	is	high.	Indeed,	research	into	German	students’	motivations	to	go	

abroad	confirms	that	student	networks,	even	if	informal,	are	crucial	to	

developing	a	motivation	to	move	abroad	later	on	(Carlson,	2013).	Considering	

the	impact	of	networks	on	mobility	motivation	can	help	explain	how	different	

motivations,	be	they	lifestyle,	career	or	others	may	be	channelled	or	activated	

through	networks	over	the	course	of	an	individual’s	life	and	migration	

destinations.		

Investigating	motivational	changes	in	individuals’	journeys	

Reviewing	the	discussed	approaches	to	understanding	repeated	mobility	

motivation	so	far,	the	existing	research	provides	several	explanations	for	

motivations	for	repeated	mobility,	encapsulating	both	structure	and	agency.	

Individuals	may	be	driven	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	out	of	a	perpetual	wish	

to	seek	a	better	lifestyle	or	to	further	their	careers.	In	equal	measure,	external	

circumstances	may	facilitate	repeated	mobility,	including	networks	and	

organisations.	For	the	context	of	repeated	mobility,	it	is	crucial	to	link	these	

changing	aspects	over	the	course	of	several	mobility	events,	so	as	to	understand	

what	drives	this	decision-making.	In	doing	so	it	is	particularly	important	to	pay	

attention	to	the	rupture	and	changes	in	individuals’	mobility	journeys	because	as	

individuals	develop	over	time	and	throughout	repeated	episodes	of	mobility	
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(Brewster,	Bonache,	Cerdin,	&	Suutari,	2014)	they	may	change	groups	(McNulty	

&	Vance,	2017;	Al	Ariss,	Koall,	Özbilgin,	&	Suutari,	2012)	–	for	instance	change	

from	being	a	global	nomad	to	a	migrant.	Analysing	these	points	in	the	mobility	

journey	enables	us	to	understand	the	influencing	factors	on	the	motivation	for	

repeated	mobility,	for	example	the	role	that	structures	or	rational	choices	play	in	

this.	Assessed	over	several	migrations,	they	can	give	a	good	basis	for	comparing	

elements	and	circumstances	in	different	migration	episodes	and	thus	help	

explain	the	nature	of	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	better.	

	

Influencing	factors	impacting	motivational	change	

In	analysing	points	of	motivational	change	along	the	mobility	journey	it	is	

important	to	assess	influencing	factors	impacting	this	change.	Acculturation	is	a	

key	factor	in	this,	in	particular	in	the	first	mobility	instance.	How	well	an	

individual	acculturates	can	impact	their	motivation	to	return	home	or	stay	

abroad,	which	may	then	have	consequences	for	further	mobility.	Acculturation	is	

the	process	of	individuals’	cultural	and	psychological	change	that	follows	

intercultural	contact	(Berry,	Phinney,	Sam,	&	Vedder,	2006).	It	explains	how	over	

time,	individuals	adapt	to	their	new	environment	and	acquire	relevant	social	

skills	and	well-being	(Ward,	Bochner,	&	Furnham,	2005).	During	this	process	

people	may	experience	considerable	changes	in	their	cultural	identity	and	in	

their	behaviour	towards	host	and	home	country	groups	(Phinney,	2003).		

	

Literature	on	acculturation	is	embedded	in	the	field	of	cross-cultural	

psychology	and	focuses	on	internal	processes,	mechanisms	and	factors	that	

impact	on	individuals’	behaviour.	It	therefore	provides	the	appropriate	amount	

of	granularity	required	to	understand	why	and	how	individuals	may	change	their	

mind	about	deciding	to	return	home	or	stay	abroad.	It	distinguishes	between	

two	broad	approaches	to	how	individuals	manage	cultural	change,	focussing	on	

individual	coping	and	social	adaptation	frameworks	respectively.	The	former	

investigates	the	phenomenon	from	a	psychological,	the	latter	from	a	

sociocultural	or	cultural	learning	perspective	(Berry,	2006;	Berry	et	al.,	2006;	

Searle	&	Ward,	1990;	Ward,	1996;	Ward	&	Rana-Deuba,	1999).	Both	differ	not	

only	conceptually	but	also	in	how	they	perceive	individuals’	change	over	time	
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and	in	the	variables	they	identify	(Ward,	2001).	As	such,	the	psychological	

approach	emphasises	a	stress,	coping	and	adaptation	perspective	(Berry,	2006)	

whereas	the	cultural	learning	approach	identifies	and	analyses	the	behavioural	

dimensions	of	acculturation	(Masgoret	&	Ward,	2006).		

	

For	example,	life-change	events,	personality,	and	social	support	(Ward	&	

Kennedy,	1993;	Ward	et	al.,	2004)	are	thought	to	impact	positively	on	

psychological	adaptation	whereas	length	of	residence,	cultural	distance,	

interactions	with	locals	as	well	as	language	ability,	cultural	empathy,	cultural	

knowledge	and	positive	intergroup	attitudes	are	linked	to	easier	socio-cultural	

adaptation	(Wilson,	2009;	Ward	&	Kennedy,	1993).	Both	psychological	and	

socio-cultural	approaches	to	adaptation	show	patterns	over	time,	with	

psychological	issues	appearing	to	increase	during	the	initial	culture	contact	and	

then	decrease	over	the	period	of	a	year,	whereas	sociocultural	adaptation	

appears	to	typically	improve	steadily	before	levelling-off,	thus	resembling	a	

learning	curve	(Ward,	1996;	Ward	et	al.,	1998).	Consequently,	the	beginning	of	a	

relocation	is	difficult	in	terms	of	individual	psychological	coping	and	then	

becomes	easier.	However,	socio-culturally,	adaptation	requires	more	time	still,	

with	perceived	difficulties	increasing	before	levelling	off.		

	

Building	on	these	theories,	it	is	thus	plausible	that	once	migrants	have	

settled	in	and	adapted	both	psychologically	and	socio-culturally,	they	may	be	

reluctant	to	uproot	again	and	return	to	their	home	country.	Likewise,	it	is	

possible	that	migrants	who	do	not	acculturate	well	may	decide	to	leave	the	

country.	While	classic	acculturation	theories	allow	for	such	cases	they	typically	

assume	a	two-country	model	only,	that	individuals	either	remain	(not	

acculturated)	in	the	host	country	or	return	home.	Berry	(2006,	1992),	for	

example,	refers	to	such	a	scenario	as	“marginalisation”	where	individuals	reject	

both	home	and	host	cultures	but	continue	to	live	in	the	initial	host	country.	

While	it	is	conceivable	that	individuals	who	do	not	acculturate	may	take	up	

repeat	mobility,	the	current	literature	does	not	provide	enough	support	for	this	

point	and	it	thus	requires	further	research.	It	is,	however,	unlikely	that	
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individuals	who	had	bad	acculturation	experiences	may	seek	to	undergo	a	

similarly	difficult	task	of	acculturating	again	in	a	new	place.	

	

Another	consideration	in	relation	to	the	process	of	acculturation	is	the	

fact	that	migrants	accumulate	social	capital	that	is	tied	to	a	particular	place.	If	

migrants	possess	this	capital	they	would	lose	it	if	moving.	If,	in	reverse	they	

never	accumulated	any	–	even	though	this	is	unlikely	-	this	could	make	the	move	

easier	for	them.	The	cultural	capital	acquired	in	a	particular	space	(e.g.	localised	

knowledge,	language,	cultural	norms	and	values)	is	created	through	social	

practices	over	time	and	in	phases,	whereby	individuals	gradually	increase	their	

understanding	of	the	unfamiliar.	They	begin	by	building	social	contacts	in	order	

to	learn	about	the	place,	albeit	engage	in	familiar	activities	and	with	“placeless”	

communities	(Aubert-Gamet	&	Cova,	1999)	and	institutions	such	as	expat	clubs	

or	international	schools.	Over	time,	they	extend	their	networks	to	locals,	

decreasing	their	social	capital	with	the	expat	community.	Finally,	they	integrate	

both	through	a	period	of	re-articulation,	in	which	they	develop	social	capital	in	

both	local	and	expat	circles.	These	individuals	therefore	gain	capital	through	

knowledge	of	a	particular	place.		

	

In	addition	to	this,	migrants	also	increase	their	career	capital	when	

working	abroad	–	and	research	has	shown	that	good	adjustment	is	linked	to	

increased	career	capital	for	the	individual	as	well	as	its	employing	organisation	

(Haslberger	&	Brewster,	2009).	Paradoxically,	it	is	therefore	in	the	individual’s	

and	in	their	employer’s	interest	to	acculturate	to	the	local	culture	as	much	as	

possible	in	order	to	become	more	employable	elsewhere.	This	fact	is	furthered	

by	research	showing	that	a	return	home	is	often	considered	and	expected	to	be	a	

disadvantage	(Stroh,	Gregersen,	&	Black,	2000),	in	effect	making	a	return	home	

less	desirable.	It	is	plausible,	then,	that	as	acculturation	is	of	advantage	to	

individuals’	career	and	a	return	home	to	their	disadvantage,	in	some	cases	

successful	adjustment	can	go	as	so	far	as	creating	a	“dual	allegiance”	(Black	&	

Gregersen,	1992;	Richardson	&	McKenna,	2006)	to	both	host	and	home	

countries.	A	psychological	commitment	to	the	host	rather	than	to	the	home	

organisation	and	country	such	as	this	has	been	aptly	described	in	literature	as	
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“going	native”	(Adler	&	Gundersen,	2008;	Black	&	Gregersen,	1992),	in	which	

individuals	prefer	to	stay	in	the	host	country	rather	than	return	home.		

	

Based	on	the	research	outlined	above,	there	are	several	reasons	for	why	

individuals	may	be	motivated	to	remain	abroad,	even	if	their	initial	intent	was	to	

return	home.	First,	individuals	undergo	considerable	work	to	gain	place-based	

social	and	career	capital,	which	they	would	give	up	in	moving.	Second,	the	better	

acculturated	they	are,	the	more	capital	they	gain.	Third,	this	can	lead	to	a	dual	

psychological	allegiance	to	both	home	and	host	countries	in	which	the	cost	of	

relocating,	after	going	through	the	phases	of	psychological	coping	and	socio-

cultural	adaptation	and	after	accumulating	place-specific	and	cultural	capital,	

would	appear	to	be	larger	than	staying	abroad.	In	reverse,	if	migrants	did	not	

experience	any	of	these	factors,	they	presumably	do	not	experience	a	particular	

attachment	to	the	host	country	and	it	might	be	therefore	easy	to	leave	it.	At	the	

same	time,	unsuccessful	acculturation	in	one	place	is	likely	to	cause	negative	

emotions	for	the	individual,	which	would	presumably	lessen	their	motivation	to	

move	to	a	new	country	again.	Instead,	it	is	more	likely	that	successful	

acculturation	causes	individuals	to	consider	another	move.		

Acculturation	as	a	transferrable	skill	driving	mobility	

Indeed,	while	a	key	limitation	of	acculturation	theories	is	that	they	are	

predominantly	place-based	and	place-specific,	there	is	also	research	in	cross-

cultural	psychology	that	conceptualises	acculturation	as	a	process,	and	as	a	

learning	process	more	specifically.	While	the	majority	of	studies	in	this	area	has	

focussed	on	one-time	migration	in	very	specific	groups	(Berry	et	al.,	2006),	and	

has	been	critiqued	for	it	(Schwartz,	Unger,	Zamboanga,	&	Szapocznik,	2010),	

there	are	indications	that	the	ability	to	be	able	to	acculturate	can	be	acquired	

through	experience.	Drawing	on	these	studies	is	helpful	for	repeated	mobility	

scenarios	as	it	overcomes	the	limitation	of	theories	that	stress	acculturation	to	

one	particular	place	only	as	well	as	the	labour	that	is	required	to	arrive	at	it	over	

long	periods	of	time.	For	repeated	mobility	both	elements	apply	only	partially	as	

individuals	require	repeated	acculturation	in	different,	not	just	single,	instances	

and	locations.	In	addition,	the	fact	that	individuals	keep	on	moving	suggests	that	
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the	process	of	acculturation	is	manageable	enough	for	them	to	embark	on	it	

repeatedly.	Taking	an	approach	that	addresses	these	limitations	is	thus	critical	

for	explaining	the	question	of	repeated	mobility.	One	such	approach	involves	the	

conceptualisation	of	acculturation	as	a	transferrable	skill.	This	is	useful	for	

researching	repeated	mobility	as	it	allows	us	to	understand	whether	people’s	

ability	to	acculturate	impacts	their	motivation	to	move	again.		

	

Intercultural	competence	

More	than	to	any	other	aspect	of	acculturation,	this	assertion	applies	to	

the	concept	of	intercultural	competence,	the	ability	to	interact	effectively	and	

appropriately	with	people	from	other	cultures.	There	is	strong	evidence	and	a	

broad	base	of	research	supporting	the	notion	that	individuals	can	learn	

intercultural	skills	and	apply	these	to	other	cultures	(Deardorff,	2006,	2011;	

Perry	&	Southwell,	2011),	which	arguably	may	increase	their	readiness	to	move	

again.	This	idea	has	been	conceptualised	in	several	theoretical	constructs.	One	of	

the	most	prominent	amongst	them	is	intercultural	competence	(Bennett,	2008),	

which	is	not	about	specific	knowledge	of	a	single	culture,	but	refers	to	the	ability	

to	operate	effectively	across	cultures	and	to	challenge	individuals’	own	values,	

assumptions	and	stereotypes	(Jones,	2013).	Research	in	this	area	suggests	that	

some	of	its	cognitive,	affective	and	behavioural	components	are	transferable	

across	different	cultures	and	that	individuals	acquire	and	develop	these	over	

time,	in	particular	when	they	live	abroad	(Deardorff,	2006,	2011;	Jones,	2013;	

Perry	&	Southwell,	2011).	For	example,	intercultural	communication	

competence,	which	represents	a	separate	set	of	theories	but	is	part	of	the	

concept	of	intercultural	competence,	includes	interpersonal	skills,	cultural	

empathy	and	uncertainty,	all	of	which	are	transferable	across	different	contexts	

(Matveev	&	Nelson,	2004).	Equally,	in	leadership	studies,	a	global	mindset,	which	

describes	the	ability	to	lead	in	a	global	context	(Gupta	&	Govindarajan,	2002),	

consists	of	transferrable	skills	that	are	developed	through	a	process	of	

continuous	learning	(Ananthram	&	Nankervis,	2014;	Cseh,	Davis,	&	Khilji,	2013;	

Smith,	2012).	Research	on	a	related	concept,	cultural	intelligence,	argues	also	

that	particular	social-cognitive	skills	are	developed	effectively	through	

intercultural	contact	and	through	experiential	learning	and	that	these	are	
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transferable	to	other	cultural	contexts	(Ang	&	Van	Dyne,	2015;	Earley	&	Ang,	

2003;	Ng	et	al,	2009).		

	

Individuals	engaging	in	repeated	mobility	are	an	ideal	group	to	study	

these	concepts	as	they	are	exposed	to	multiple	acculturation	scenarios	over	the	

course	of	their	mobility	events.	Indeed,	repeat	migrants	are	extremely	valuable	

for	organisations	that	invest	heavily	in	training	employees	with	a	wide	range	of	

programs	addressing	different	skills	needed	for	various	work	contexts	(Chen,	

2015;	Kapur	&	Janakiram,	2016;	Szkudlarek	&	Sumpter,	2015).	However,	while	a	

significant	research	has	developed	these	concepts,	one	of	the	limitations	of	the	

current	literature	is	its	focus	on	two	cultures	only,	the	acculturation	from	the	

home	to	one	single	host	culture.	This	limits	the	evidence	base	on	the	effects	of	

cumulative	acculturation	experiences	and	the	factors	associated	with	it	as	well	as	

our	understanding	of	the	impact	it	has	on	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility.	

	

Transcending	individual	cultures	

Indeed,	research	on	individuals	who	engage	in	repeated	mobility	out	of	an	

overarching	motivation	to	keep	on	moving	asserts	a	link	between	this	motivation	

and	their	ability	to	acculturate	easily,	even	to	transcend	attachment	to	any	single	

culture.	This	is	no	more	true	for	any	group	than	cultural	cosmopolitans.	Cultural	

cosmopolitanism	is	the	subject	of	many	theories,	reviews	and	critiques	and	

therefore	escapes	one	single	definition	(Appiah,	1998;	Beck,	2003;	Calhoun,	

2003;	Hannerz,	1990;	Josephides	&	Hall,	2014;	Kofman,	2005;	Szerszynski	&	

Urry,	2002;	Vertovec	&	Cohen,	2002).	Operationalising	it	in	the	context	of	

motivation	for	repeated	mobility,	it	is	defined	here	as	individuals’	sets	of	

abilities,	practices,	and	outlooks	that	are	oriented	towards	an	openness	towards	

other	cultures	(Szerszynski	&	Urry,	2002,	2006;	Woodward,	2018;	Skrbis,	&	

Bean,	2008).	Literature	in	anthropology	suggests	that	people	with	a	

cosmopolitan	outlook	-	cosmopolitans	-	possess	a	worldview	in	which	they	shift	

from	identifying	with	one	particular	national	cultural	identity	to	a	worldview	

free	of	attachment	to	one	particular	culture.	Representative	of	this	notion	is	the	

description	that	Hannerz	(1990)	gives	the	cosmopolitan,	as	a	person	who	is	
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neither	here	nor	there,	someone	who	is	part	of	several	cultures	simultaneously.	

In	this	context,	it	is	important	to	distinguish	the	cosmopolitan	from	the	mere	

frequent	traveller.	Hannerz,	for	instance,	describes	cosmopolitans	first	and	

foremost	through	their	qualities	and	through	what	they	are	not	–	tourists	or	

exiles	who	seek	“home	plus”	(Theroux,	1982,	cited	in	(Hannerz,	1990),	labour	

migrants	or	expatriates	embedded	in	“occupational	transnational	culture”	(p.	

243).	Rather,	it	is	these	individuals’	motivation	to	seek	“meanings	of	other	

rounds	of	life”	(Hannerz,	1990,	p.	245)	that	drives	the	cosmopolitan	to	keep	

migrating.	It	is	the	stepping	out	of	transnational	existence	into	a	new	experience	

of	shifting	personal	perspective	that	acts	as	a	motivator,	it	is	about	achieving	an	

“intellectual	and	aesthetic	stance	of	openness	toward	divergent	cultural	

experiences,	a	search	for	contrasts	rather	than	uniformity”	(p.	239)	which	may	

or	may	not	coincide	with	frequent	mobility.	This	stance	of	openness	towards	

new	experiences	suggests	an	overarching	motivation	and	drive	that	extends	

beyond	acculturation	contexts	of	one	particular	place,	rather	it	is	an	ongoing	

need	that	individuals	fulfil	by	engaging	in	repeated	mobility.	

	

Boundedness	to	social,	cultural	and	biographical	ties		

Literature	on	cultural	cosmopolitanism	provides	rich	descriptions	on	the	

experiences	of	individuals	living	across	worlds	that	may	give	insights	into	the	

experiences	of	repeated	mobility.	A	shortcoming	of	this	research	is	the	lacking	

theoretical	base	from	which	to	understand	the	factors	influencing	the	motivation	

to	move	repeatedly,	for	instance,	how	this	outlook	develops	initially,	how	it	

unfolds	over	time	and	which	factors	may	contribute	to	these	developments.	

Some	research	has	investigated	the	boundedness	of	cosmopolitanism,	which	is	

helpful	in	understanding	how	individuals	come	to	acquire	this	stance.	Indeed,	

cosmopolitanism	as	a	concept	has	been	heavily	criticised	for	its	boundedness	to	

class	and	other	markers	specific	to	a	small	group	of	privileged	migrants,	who	

move	not	out	of	need	but	out	of	interest	(Calhoun,	2002;	Jones,	2007).	Other	

authors,	including	Hannerz	(1990)	and	Favell	(2008),	point	out	these	subjects’	

links	to	the	proliferation	of	transnational	(mostly	elite)	networks.	Despite	–	or	

because	of	-	its	privileged	flavour,	it	is	important	to	investigate	cosmopolitanism	
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for	understanding	the	drive	for	repeated	mobility	in	the	group	of	highly	skilled	

German	migrants	because	they	as	well	are	characterised	by	this	same	privilege.	

In	fact,	recent	research	on	the	German	travelling	elite	has	demonstrated	that	

these	individuals	display	a	higher	proportion	of	cosmopolitanism	than	the	

average	citizen	(Helbling	&	Teney,	2015)	making	it	an	important	concept	to	

study.	Other	works	on	groups	with	similar	origins	and	contexts	have	identified	

boredom	and	a	lack	of	fulfilment	with	modern	life	as	key	facets	of	

cosmopolitanism	and	related	movements.	Lindner	(2013),	for	example,	calls	a	

group	of	Westerners	who	engage	in	repeated	mobility	“compulsive	migrants”	

and	posits	that	they	keep	moving	out	of	a	dread	of	monotony	and	in	order	to	

overcome	their	inherent	lack	of	fulfilment	with	their	own	lives.	Likewise,	

Madison	(2005)	calls	similar	subjects	“existential	migrants“,	positing	that	some	

people	keep	on	migrating	in	an	attempt	to	express	discontent	with	issues	of	

fundamental	existence,	such	as	experiencing	the	feeling	of	a	lack	of	home.	These	

issues,	however,	arise	out	of	a	position	of	economic	privilege	that	allows	

migrants	to	reflect,	contemplate	and	act	on	their	status	of	educated	citizens	of	

Western	nations.		

	

The	boundedness	of	the	concept	to	its	privileged	subjects	is	

complemented	by	the	argument	that	it	is	also	bound	to	the	times	we	live	in.	

Weenink	(2008)	for	instance	argues	that	for	people	from	certain	classes,	such	as	

typically	the	Western	middle	class,	repeated	mobility	has	become	a	condition	of	

our	time	because	it	is	the	only	way	to	create	cultural	capital	for	their	owners.	

Giddens	(1991)	calls	this	the	“reflexive	project	of	the	self”	(p.	32),	in	which	

improving	the	self	is	a	form	of	coping	with	the	challenges	of	modernity.	Repeated	

mobility	in	this	sense	is	a	means	to	achieve	personal	goals	related	to	

cosmopolitanism.	Research	on	individual	groups	and	subjects	in	this	area	

demonstrate	and	support	this	assertion.	For	example,	these	personal	goals	can	

be	to	become	a	“global	citizen“,	such	as	for	the	Korean	women	migrating	to	the	

UK	because	it	is	looked	at	favourably	in	their	socio-cultural	environment	(Kim,	

2010).	Others	may	create	a	hierarchy	of	desirability	in	relation	to	possible	

migration	destinations,	which	serves	their	personal	projects,	as	the	example	of	

migrating	footballers	by	Magee	and	Sugden	(2002)	shows.	In	their	paper	they	
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identify	a	category	of	professional	migrants	they	call	the	“nomadic	

cosmopolitan“,	who	is	motivated	to	relocate	repeatedly	out	of	a	desire	to	

experience	other	cultures	and	to	live	in	different	places.	Their	research	also	

demonstrates	that	these	players	create	a	hierarchy	of	preferences	of	different	

places	to	live	–	some	are	more	desirable	than	others	and	are	therefore	more	

suitable	to	fulfil	their	cosmopolitan	aspirations.	In	the	German	context,	research	

by	Helbling	&	Teney	(2015)	on	travelling	elites	identified	that	indeed	a	

cosmopolitan	attitude	is	associated	with	increased	mobility,	yet	that	there	is	also	

a	limit	to	this	development	–	after	some	time	individuals	may	cease	to	be	

motivated	by	cosmopolitan	goals.		

	

These	studies	on	the	subject	demonstrate	the	embedded	nature	of	

cultural	cosmopolitanism	in	relation	to	individuals’	social,	cultural	and	

biographical	ties.	They	help	explain	how	individuals	of	a	particular	background	

may	become	motivated	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility,	because	the	quest	to	

improve	oneself	is	a	personal	project	that	never	ceases.	They	thus	also	explain	

that	individual	mobility	instances	may	always	be	bound	by	their	subjects’	

biographies	and	the	forces	operating	in	them	that	relate	to	how	they	see	

themselves.	In	other	words,	they	demonstrate	that	repeated	mobility	in	this	

group	may	be	a	quest,	likely	to	be	born	out	of	privilege.	But	which	form	this	

quest	takes	may	be	driven	by	the	individuals’	context	and	background.		

National	cultural	identity	

Behind	this	backdrop,	it	is	particularly	important	to	understand	the	role	

that	national	cultural	identity	can	play	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	–	as	an	

enabler	or	a	hindrance	that	individuals	overcome	in	their	repeated	mobility	

journeys.	The	case	of	highly-skilled	Germans	represents	an	interesting	case	for	

understanding	how	elements	of	national	culture	are	enacted	in	the	age	of	

globalisation	and	how	they	transform	and	adapt	in	conditions	of	

transnationalism,	in	particular	in	privileged	groups.	One	illustrative	example	of	

this	tension	is	the	continuous	importance	of	the	concept	of	Heimat	in	German	

culture	and	how	it	sits	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility.	Heimat	goes	beyond	

its	direct	English	translation	of	“homeland“,	conveying	all	at	once	“…	the	
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struggles	inherent	in	the	creation	of	home,	community	and	a	sense	of	belonging.”	

(Huber	&	O'Reilly,	2004,	p.	330).	Highly	contested,	not	least	due	to	its	

connotations	with	the	fascist’	propaganda	which	mystified	it,	it	nevertheless	

plays	a	critical	part	in	the	nation’s	psyche.	Blickle	(2004)	argues:	“There	is	no	

doubt	that	Heimat	in	modern	German-speaking	situations	has	played	and	will	

continue	to	play	a	significant	role	in	constructions	of	self,	identity	and	meaning	

in	public,	as	well	as	private	spheres.	The	longing	for	a	specific,	differentiated	

sheltering	space	is	everywhere	in	German	culture,	whether	it	receives	in	every	

instance	the	name	of	Heimat	or	not.”	(p.	6).		

	
Research	on	Germans	engaged	in	repeated	mobility,	however,	indicates	

that	the	creation	of	Heimat	in	mobility	is	difficult	for	them	because	it	requires	

the	constant	negotiation	and	positioning	of	the	self	in	relation	to	different	social	

groups	-	the	locals,	the	local	Germans,	the	Germans	at	home	as	well	as	their	own	

ideas	about	what	constitutes	Germanness	at	any	moment	in	time	(Albrecht,	

2003,	Moosmüller,	2002).	Critical	to	understanding	these	difficulties	is	the	

transnational	context	migrants	operate	in	today,	which	contests	traditional	

understandings	of	belonging	as	being	tied	to	one	particular	place	(Szerszynski	&	

Urry,	2002;	Urry,	2000)	and	thus	“sheltering	space“	(Blickle,	2004).	Theories	in	

this	area	posit	that	migrants	nowadays	live	neither	in	one	or	another	culture	but	

that	they	inhabit	simultaneously	several	places	at	the	same	time,	aided	by	

networks	of	people	that	enable	the	flow	of	information	between	them	(Schiller,	

Basch,	&	Blanc�Szanton,	1992;	Szerszynski	&	Urry,	2002;	Urry,	2000;	Vertovec,	

2001,	2003,	2004)	and	that	in	turn	may	make	it	easier	to	acculturate	in	

unfamiliar	places	(Woods,	1998).	Thus,	migrants’	experiences	of	Heimat	are	

facilitated	and	shaped	by	external	factors,	which	may	limit	individuals’	abilities	

to	create	Heimat	for	themselves	abroad.	This,	in	turn	may	impact	on	their	

motivation	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility,	for	example	by	trying	to	create	it	in	

other	places.	

	

For	the	group	of	highly-skilled	migrants,	in	particular,	it	has	been	argued	

that	their	transnational	migration	experiences	are	bound	by	the	existence	of	

transnational	elites,	people	who	live	in	similar	circumstances	as	them,	as	
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privileged	foreigners	abroad	(Beaverstock,	2002).	These	elites	operate	in	

networks	on	which	migrants	draw	on	but	who,	through	their	strong	influence,	

make	a	deep	engagement	with	the	local	culture	impossible	and	even	undesirable	

(Nowicka,	2012;	Nowicka	&	Kaweh,	2009;	Nowicka	&	Rovisco,	2009).	This	is	not	

the	least	due	to	their	inherently	privileged	origins,	which	place	them	in	contrast	

to	most	other	migrants.	As	such,	typically	younger	migrants	have	less	difficulties	

acculturating	(Schwartz,	Pantin,	Sullivan,	Prado,	&	Szapocznik,	2006),	and	their	

high	level	of	education	makes	it	easier	for	them	to	find	employment	than	for	

unskilled	migrants.		

	

Language	knowledge,	a	key	part	of	the	German	education	system,	plays	an	

important	role	in	this.	Even	if	individuals	may	not	have	mastered	a	foreign	

language,	it	is	likely	that	their	previous	language	education	has	impacted	

positively	on	their	self-concept	as	a	language	learner,	a	key-factor	to	new	

language	acquisition	(Mercer,	2011).	It	is	also	highly	likely	that	these	migrants	

are	Caucasian,	placing	them	in	the	privileged	group	of	migrants	for	whom	it	is	

easier	to	acculturate	than	for	coloured	migrants	since	they	are	less	prone	to	

race-based	discrimination	(Devos	&	Banaji,	2005;	Leinonen,	2012).	Indeed,	

research	on	German	managers	in	London	and	Singapore	demonstrates	that	they	

actively	form	and	express	their	identity	in	these	places	through	“performance	of	

whiteness	and	of	being	a	transnational	elite”	(Meier,	2016,	p.	484).	Yet,	while	

these	aspects	may	make	it	easier	for	people	to	keep	on	moving,	it	may	also	

distance	them	from	creating	Heimat	in	places	and	with	people	that	are	disparate	

to	their	own	backgrounds.		

	

Research	demonstrates	that	indeed,	migrants	embedded	in	transnational	

elite	networks	manage	feelings	of	belonging	in	particular	ways.		Nowicka	and	

Rovisco	(2009),	for	example,	demonstrate	that	individuals	may	adapt	only	on	the	

surface,	for	example,	by	performing	“cosmopolitan	practices“.	These	practices	

remain	deliberately	shallow	in	order	to	be	able	to	cope	with	repeated	mobility	

instances.	In	another	paper,	Nowicka	and	Kaweh	(2009)	describe	UN-delegates’	

strategies	of	leaving	out	the	locals	in	their	everyday	lives,	positing	that	the	

routine	of	a	frequent	traveller	and	a	notorious	re-settler	includes	strategies	of	
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self-protection	from	“too	much	cultural	difference.”	(p.	65).	Similarly,	Colic-

Peisker	(2010)	argues	that	hyper-mobile	expats	are	anchored	in	their	careers	

rather	than	actual	physical	places,	supporting	the	notion	that	individuals	with	

increased	mobility	do	not	feel	the	need	to	belong	or	connect	to	the	different	

places	they	inhabit	on	a	deeper	level.	As	a	consequence,	individuals	develop	only	

loose	connections	to	particular	places	and	this	in	turn	enables	them	to	keep	on	

moving	(Beaverstock,	2002).	Over	time,	these	practices	can	support	the	

development	of	identities	that	are	grounded	in	the	notion	of	mobility.	This	is	

especially	so	when	they	are	intertwined	with	work	identities,	such	as	that	of	an	

international	employee	identity	(Kraimer	et	al.,	2012).	They	can	then	develop	

into	superordinate	identities	(Erez	et	al.,	2013)	and	override	affiliation	with	a	

culture-specific	identity	(Lee	et	al.,	2018).	

	
If	German	repeat	migrants’	belonging	to	local	cultures	is	contested,	it	is	

equally	so	in	relation	to	their	migrant	communities.	Moosmüller	(2002)	for	

example	describes	this	tension	in	relation	to	German	migrants’	aspired	and	their	

actual	social	relationships	within	transnational	elite	networks.	Using	the	

example	of	German	managers	in	Japan,	he	argues	that	Germans	experience	a	

discrepancy	between	aspirations	and	the	reality	of	forging	relationships	with	

people	outside	the	German	circle.	He	explains	that	while	Germans	abroad	claim	

to	actively	avoid	other	Germans,	preferring	to	seek	out	novel,	local	relationships,	

in	reality	their	interactions	and	habits	abroad	remain	strongly	bound	to	German	

expat	circles.	This,	he	argues,	is	because	deep	within	they	experience	a	longing	

for	Heimat,	for	the	familiar	and	known	and	are	trying	to	recreate	it	abroad,	yet	

are	unable	to	do	so	due	to	the	foreignness	of	their	surroundings.	As	a	

consequence,	in	trying	to	forge	belonging,	these	migrants	“…choose	elements	

from	the	culture	of	the	country	of	origin,	the	country	of	residence	and	of	the	

diaspora	and	combine	them	in	suitable	ways.”	(Moosmüller,	2002,	p.	17).	In	a	

comparable	account	on	the	gated	German	community	in	Moscow,	Roth	and	Roth	

(2002)	describe	how	the	German	expats’	isolation	from	the	locals	leads	to	their	

reluctant	engagement	with	their	own	expat	community	while	simultaneously	

longing	for	and	experiencing	some	closeness	to	the	local	culture.	Their	actions	

can	thus	be	understood	with	Avtar	Brah’s	(1996)	work,	which	posits	that	
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migrants	distinguish	between	a	“desire	for	a	homeland“	and	a	“homing	desire“	

(p.	190).	While	the	former	is	a	specific,	concrete,	collective	space,	which	these	

migrants	are	missing,	the	latter	is	an	intimate,	highly	individual	emotion,	which	

can	–	and	must	–	be	evoked	by	migrants	in	many	different	ways.	

	

This	research	on	German	transnational	migrants’	experiences	is	helpful	in	

highlighting	the	complex	factors	that	are	involved	in	fulfilling	this	“homing	

desire“	and	negotiating	their	national	cultural	identity.	Indeed,	appreciating	the	

different	ways	of	how	migrants	create	Heimat	abroad	is	crucial	in	understanding	

motivations	for	repeated	mobility	as	the	experience	of	belonging	–	or	lack	

thereof	–	in	one	place	may	impact	the	motivation	to	stay	in	place	or	leave.	

Equally,	strategies	on	how	to	create	this	belonging	and	how	national	cultural	

identity	may	or	may	not	be	helpful	in	this	regard	may	be	transferred	to	the	next	

location.	Yet,	current	literature	is	limited	in	its	granularity	when	applied	to	the	

case	of	repeated	mobility.	While	typical	accounts	of	cosmopolitan	and	

transnational	networks	describe	varying	degrees	of	belonging	to	the	local,	home	

and	migrant	communities	as	well	as	their	negotiations,	as	described	in	the	

examples	above,	the	focus	of	their	investigations	remain	single	sites	of	mobility.	

However,	in	taking	a	longitudinal	approach	and	analysing	individuals’	repeat	

mobility	instances	in	a	comparative	fashion,	other	factors	beyond	national	

cultural	identity	that	may	impact	feelings	of	belonging	–	and	thus	influence	the	

motivation	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	-	could	be	identified,	for	example	

factors	relating	to	the	type,	place	or	(accumulative)	duration	of	mobility	or	to	the	

individual	migrant,	such	as	personal	history.	On	the	other	hand,	such	an	

approach	could	highlight	how	repeated	mobility	over	long	periods	of	time	

impacts	individuals’	cultural	identity,	how	it	may	shift	and	adapt	throughout	

different	journeys.	In	reverse,	it	would	help	us	understand	the	role	that	national	

cultural	identity	may	play	in	supporting	or	hindering	repeated	mobility	and	the	

practices	that	individuals	employ	to	construct	it.	In	the	context	of	German	

migration	studies	this	would	help	narrow	the	research	gap	on	current	German	

migration	forms.	
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Overall,	the	literature	review	identified	a	number	of	research	gaps	that	

this	study	will	help	to	narrow.	Existing	mobility	research	operates	from	largely	

two	perspectives	that	require	integration.	Approaches	that	conceive	repeated	

mobility	as	perpetual	and	detached	from	place	are	focussed	mainly	in	research	

on	transnationalism,	cosmopolitanism	and	related	subjects.	At	its	core,	they	posit	

a	logic	of	“spacelessness“	or	disassociation	from	place	and	context,	presenting	

individuals	as	relocating	with	ease	from	one	place	to	another,	without	particular	

feelings	of	attachment	or	loss,	always	on	the	lookout	for	another	interchangeable	

experience	or	on	the	quest	of	self-improvement.	Yet,	in	the	case	of	repeated	

mobility	it	is	likely	that	this	quest	is	combined	with	particular	motivations	to	

undertake	mobilities	that	are	based	in	context,	such	as	particular	spaces	or	

individual	circumstances.	Discussions	surrounding	the	question	of	whether	it	is	

individuals’	will	–	agency	-	or	external	contexts	–	structure	–	that	guide	mobility	

decisions	(Tran	&	Vu,	2018;	Cairns,	Cuzzocrea,	Briggs,	&	Veloso,	2017)	

demonstrate	the	need	to	understand	how	these	two	ends	are	balanced.	

	

Likewise,	the	specific,	place-based	approaches	that	focus	on	one	mobility	

event	only	–	such	as	capital	gains,	push-	and	pull	or	acculturation	theories,	which	

include	the	bulk	of	research	in	the	international	management	sphere	–	focus	

exclusively	on	these	individual	contexts	and	circumstances	and	require	

integration	with	theories	that	overcome	these.	This	is	so	because	typically	they	

focus	on	one-time	and	finite	mobility,	centring	on	detailed	factors	accounting	for	

individual	mobility	instances	but	that	are	unable	to	explain	why	people	leave	the	

destinations	they	originally	chose	and	move	on	to	new	ones.	In	order	to	account	

for	the	complex	phenomenon	of	repeated	mobility	instances,	and	their	

motivations,	an	integration	of	both	types	of	approaches	is	needed.	

	

This	integration	requires	a	deep	exploration	of	the	nature	of	mobility	

motivation	over	several	relocations	and	over	long	periods	of	time.	In	particular,	

the	question	of	whether	mobility	motivation	changes	for	different	mobility	

instances	and	which	factors	influence	these	potential	changes	is	important	to	

answer	because	it	will	allow	to	identify	and	analyse	the	motivational	rupture	

points	in	individuals’	mobilities,	which	in	turn	may	be	able	to	be	influenced.	It	is	
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also	important	to	understand	what	enables	individuals	to	engage	in	repeated	

mobility	throughout	these	changes,	and	which	role	this	plays	in	motivating	

further	mobility.		

	

Research	in	this	area	could	also	fill	other	important	knowledge	gaps	on	

the	nature	of	repeated	mobility.	Thus	so	far	studies	have	failed	to	assess	the	

impact	of	repeated	mobility	itself	on	the	motivation	to	keep	doing	so,	yet	there	is	

tentative	support	for	this	assertion	identified	in	one-time	mobility	contexts	(Netz	

&	Jaksztat,	2017).	Relating	to	this,	it	is	important	to	understand	the	factors	that	

impact	the	motivation	for	mobility	that	are	independent	of	a	particular	place.	For	

instance,	individuals’	backgrounds	could	play	an	important	role	in	their	quest	to	

keep	moving,	of	which	national	cultural	identity	is	one	important	factor.	To	

address	these	identified	gaps,	this	study	will	answer	the	following	question:	

Research	question	

What	is	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	in	highly	qualified	Germans	

and	which	factors	influence	it?		

	

Answering	this	question	for	individual	mobility	instances	as	well	as	for	

individuals’	movements	over	several	migrations	creates	an	opportunity	to	bridge	

and	integrate	the	earlier	discussed	approaches	in	different	literatures.	In	

particular,	mapping	these	movements	over	long	periods	of	time	affords	the	

opportunity	to	examine	possible	changes	in	motivations	within	individuals	and	

the	impact	they	have	on	the	individuals’	migration	experience.	This,	in	turn	

enables	us	to	draw	inferences	about	the	drivers,	contexts	and	experiences	of	this	

new	form	of	mobility	in	the	group	of	highly-skilled	Germans	overall.	
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III	METHODOLOGY	AND	

RESEARCH	DESIGN	

Ontology	&	Epistemology	

Ontological	beliefs	are	concerned	with	how	individuals	perceive	the	form	

and	nature	of	reality	and	what	can	be	known	about	it	(Guba	&	Lincoln,	1994).	

Arising	out	of	these	beliefs	is	the	researcher’s	epistemological	stance	–	their	

beliefs	about	the	nature	of	the	relationship	between	the	researcher	and	its	

subject	–	and	subsequently	the	methodology	of	the	study,	how	the	researcher	

might	approach	answering	what	they	believe	can	be	known	(Guba	&	Lincoln,	

1994).		

	

The	research	question	of	this	study	is	concerned	with	individuals’	

personal	motivations	for	repeated	mobility	and	the	factors	influencing	it.	

Motivation	arises	out	of	the	context	of	personal	life	histories	and	circumstances	

and	directs	individuals’	behaviour	(Bandura,	2001,	1986),	in	this	study	

individuals’	mobility	journeys.	To	understand	how	the	context	influenced	

individuals’	decision-making	it	was	important	to	appreciate	how	they	make	

sense	of	their	lived	realities	as	they	exist	in	mobility.		

	

An	interpretivist’	paradigm	or	worldview	aims	to	understand	phenomena	

through	the	meaning	people	assign	to	them	and	to	ask	questions	such	as	“why“	

and	“how“	(Deetz,	1996),	in	this	case	why	and	how	individuals	engage	in	

repeated	mobility.	It	is	also	based	on	the	belief	that	knowledge	is	created	

through	social	and	contextual	understanding,	that	reality	is	the	product	of	

individuals’	perceptions.	Choosing	an	interpretivist’	stance	for	this	study	allowed	

me	to	investigate	how	individuals	experienced	mobility	and	how	this	in	turn	led	

to	the	motivation	to	engage	in	further	mobility.		
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At	the	same	time,	because	of	the	unique	life	experiences	of	every	

individual,	the	experiences	of	repeated	mobility	are	different	for	every	person.	

This	includes	the	researcher	making	sense	of	participants’	journeys.	Recognising	

this,	the	study’s	ontology	is	therefore	relativist,	assuming	that	a	phenomenon	can	

have	multiple	interpretations	and	layers	and	that	the	researcher	is	an	active	

partaker,	shaping	the	study	(Cohen,	Manion	&	Morrison,	2013;	Crotty,	2003).	

The	epistemology	of	this	study	is	based	on	subjectivism,	assuming	that	

knowledge	is	personal	and	that	the	researcher	has	influence	on	the	observed	

phenomena	(Bryman,	2003;	Cohen	et	al.,	2013).		

Researcher’s	Background		

The	motivation,	topic	and	focus	for	this	study	emerged	out	of	my	personal	

and	professional	background.	I	am	a	person	who	has	engaged	in	repeated	

mobility	from	early	childhood.	I	also	worked	for	a	long	time	as	a	consultant	for	

intercultural	communication.	My	migration	history	saw	me	growing	up	in	both	

Germany	and	Russia,	living	in	both	places	for	parts	of	the	year.	As	an	adult	I	

moved	from	Germany	to	Russia,	studying	and	working	there	for	seven	years.	

Personal	reasons	motivated	my	relocation	to	Australia	later	in	life.	Throughout	

these	events,	I	had	experienced	changing	circumstances	and	motivations	for	my	

mobilities	and	as	a	result	differing	mobility	experiences.	Along	the	way,	I	have	

met	people	in	similar	circumstances	who	equally	had	experienced	repeated	

mobilities,	even	though	they	did	not	necessarily	conceptualised	them	as	such,	

sometimes	calling	them	study	visits,	company	assignments	or	simply	“travels“.	

My	professional	interest	for	the	topic	originally	arose	out	of	a	wish	to	understand	

individuals’	experiences	in	foreign	cultures,	how	they	coped	with	change	to	their	

personal	contexts	over	time.	In	engaging	with	literature	on	the	topic	I	noticed	

that	its	focus	was	on	individuals	who	had	never	been	abroad	before,	complete	

novices	to	cultural	differences.	This	did	not	resonate	with	the	experiences	my	

fellow	“experienced	migrants“	have	had.	They	appeared	to	be	masters	of	

intercultural	communication,	and	the	existing	literature	did	not	speak	to	the	

other	problems	they	encountered,	such	as	a	perceived	lack	of	belonging	to	both	

their	home	cultures	and	the	cultures	they	had	lived	in.	What	started	as	a	wish	to	

understand	these	discrepancies	shifted	over	the	course	of	the	research	into	the	
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question	of	why	individuals	engaged	in	repeated	mobility	and	how	they	

experienced	it.		

	

My	professional	interests	further	shaped	the	multi-disciplinary	nature	of	

this	study	based	in	the	disciplines	of	International	Management	and	German	

Studies.	As	a	consultant	for	intercultural	communication	and	a	former	language	

teacher,	I	had	worked	on	the	nexus	of	both	disciplines,	being	interested	in	the	

specificities	of	German	national	culture,	its	language	and	how	it	is	being	applied	

in	professional	contexts,	which	was	mostly	in	the	area	of	international	

management.	I	intended	for	the	study	to	have	practical	applications	in	both	

fields.	More	challenging,	however,	was	the	task	to	identify	an	area	of	academic	

scholarship	that	would	accommodate	this	multi-disciplinary	interest.	I	

considered	traditional	approaches	and	methodologies	in	the	respective	

disciplines	and	discovered	that	they	were	not	inherently	complementary	to	each	

other.	While	initially	I	investigated	the	task	from	the	perspective	of	social	

psychology,	and	more	specifically	identity	theory	(Tajfel	&	Turner,	2004),	I	

perceived	myself	as	ill-equipped	to	conduct	multi-disciplinary	research	on	

identity	changes	in	repeated	mobility	that	would	fit	within	the	time	constraints	

of	a	PhD-project.	As	a	consequence,	the	need	for	multidisciplinarity,	while	being	

shaped	by	my	ontological	and	epistemological	stance,	ultimately	resulted	in	the	

choice	of	methodology	and	approach	to	the	study,	both	of	which	are	particularly	

well	suited	to	this	kind	of	work.	It	also	shaped	the	overarching	field	that	this	

study	contributes	to,	migration	studies,	which	is	inherently	characterised	by	

interdisciplinary	approaches.	Indeed,	to	use	the	words	of	Favell	(2007):	“On	the	

face	of	it,	there	could	hardly	be	a	topic	in	the	contemporary	social	sciences	more	

naturally	ripe	for	interdisciplinary	thinking	than	migration	studies.”	(p.	260). 	

	

Methodology	

The	methodological	underpinnings	for	this	study	were	developed	out	of	

the	phenomenon,	aims	and	research	question.	I	understood	the	motivation	for	

repeated	mobility	as	a	phenomenon,	in	the	sense	of	a	phenomenological	

approach	(Schutz,	1962,	1975).		This	approach	focuses	on	what	all	individuals	
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have	in	common	as	they	experience	shared�’primordial	phenomena’,	the	

‘immediate,	original	data	of	the	consciousness’’	(p.	79).	In	answering	the	

research	question	on	the	motivations	for	repeated	mobility,	my	aim	was	to	

develop	theory	grounded	in	the	experience	of	the	participants	living	it,	to	

uncover	underlying	processes	and	to	focus	on	the	interpretivist	nature	of	the	

core	phenomenon.	In	considering	why	certain	people	engage	in	repeated	

mobility	and	how	they	experience	this	process,	I	began	to	see	it	as	a	

phenomenon	that	was	distinct	from	singular	migration	because	of	its	temporary,	

repeated	and	relatively	short-term	character	(Bell	&	Ward,	2000).	In	addition,	

existing	research	on	single	migration	has	so	far	focused	on	understanding	the	

motivations	of	different	subjects	to	those	concerned	in	this	study,	mostly	those	of	

unskilled	migrants	moving	from	developing	countries	to	developed	ones.	This	

research	was	concerned	with	understanding	mobility	from	the	viewpoint	of	

highly-skilled	individuals	from	a	developed	country,	the	phenomenon	was	

therefore	likely	to	have	different	characteristics	than	the	ones	discussed	in	those	

earlier	studies.	This	made	me	further	consider	repeated	mobility	as	a	distinct	

phenomenon	to	single	mobility	or	migration.	

	

As	the	study	had	the	aim	to	understand	individuals’	motivations	for	

repeated	mobility	and	their	experiences	with	it,	it	required	a	methodology	that	

would	help	me	understand	individuals’	interpretations	of	the	phenomenon	at	

hand	as	it	related	to	their	own	decision-making	in	regard	to	migration	behaviour.	

I	needed	to	understand	the	meanings	individuals	ascribe	to	their	experiences	

and	life	worlds,	yet	to	grasp	the	essence	of	a	phenomenon	rather	than	that	of	a	

singular	experience	(Gibson	&	Hanes,	2003).	It	was	therefore	paramount	to	use	a	

methodology	that	would	allow	me	to	understand	the	phenomenon	of	repeated	

mobility	through	the	interpretations	of	individuals	experiencing	it.		Approaches	

that	would	encompass	psychological,	interpretive	as	well	as	idiographic	

components	can	be	particularly	valuable	in	answering	such	questions	(Gill,	

2014).	As	such,	I	chose	a	phenomenological	interpretivist	paradigm	because	it	

encompasses	those	elements.	
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Qualitative	research	

To	enable	data	collection	and	analysis	in	the	required	way	for	an	

interpretivist	paradigm	it	was	important	to	choose	the	appropriate	

methodology.	As	identified	in	the	literature	review,	a	substantial	amount	of	

research	exists	on	specific	mobility	groups	on	a	macro-level	in	one-time	mobility	

contexts.	Yet	little	is	known	about	how	motivations	for	single	mobility	instances	

translate	into	repeated	mobility	on	an	individual	level,	for	example	which	role	

acculturation	plays,	how	the	different	motivations	that	have	been	identified	in	

research	on	specific	groups	(for	instance	career	directed)	develop	and	change	

over	several	mobility	experiences	within	individuals	and	which	factors	influence	

these.	A	methodology	allowing	me	to	explore	the	broader	phenomenon	on	an	

individual	level	was	thus	required.	Qualitative	research	is	particularly	well	

suited	to	illuminate	human	experience	in	the	context	of	a	shared	phenomenon	

(Stake,	1995).	It	requires	the	researcher	to	interpret	the	data	so	that	it	reflects	

each	individual	experience	as	well	as	the	whole	phenomenon	in	order	to	make	

sense	of	the	whole	data	set	(Ayres,	Kavanaugh	&	Knafl,	2003).		

	

In	addition,	analysis	of	the	literature	determined	that	the	study	covered	

hereto	little	explored	territory	and	that	it	required	data	collection	that	would	

allow	detailed	analysis	of	individuals’	life	stories	and	each	of	the	mobility	

episodes	in	it.	Qualitative	research	was	particularly	well	suited	to	studying	these	

questions	because	it	gathers	broader	information	outside	of	readily	measured	

variables	(Gephart,	1999)	and	“aims	to	explore	and	to	discover	issues	about	the	

problem	on	hand,	where	very	little	is	known	about	the	problem.	There	is	usually	

uncertainty	about	dimensions	and	characteristics	of	the	problem.	It	uses	soft	

data	and	gets	rich	data”.	(Domegan	&	Felming,	2007,	p.	24).	To	understand	

individuals’	shifts	in	motivations	it	was	also	paramount	to	hear	not	only	their	

stories	but	their	interpretations	of	them,	because	this	would	provide	additional	

insights	to	help	make	sense	of	how	it	led	to	repeated	mobility.	Qualitative	

research	is	ideally	suited	for	this	kind	of	enquiry	because	it	“attempts	to	make	

sense	of,	or	to	interpret,	phenomena	in	terms	of	the	meaning	people	bring	to	

them.” (Denzin	and	Lincoln,	2003).	
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Grounded	theory	

In	phenomenological,	interpretive	studies,	researchers	describe	or	

interpret	participants’	experiences	and	focus	on	the	features	and	structure	of	the	

phenomenon	(Bryman,	2003).	I	wanted	to	capture	and	understand	this	

phenomenon	of	repeat	mobility	and	I	also	required	an	approach	that	would	offer	

a	means	of	abstraction	of	subjective	experiences	and	allow	these	to	be	developed	

into	theory.	To	achieve	these	aims	I	chose	a	grounded	theory	approach	

(Charmaz,	2000,	2007)	with	a	case	study	analysis	approach.	Grounded	theory	

(Charmaz,	2000,	2007;	Glaser	&	Strauss,	1967)	is	an	approach	in	which	the	

researcher	develops	inductive,	‘bottom-up’	theory	that	is	‘grounded’	directly	in	

the	empirical	data.	It	can	encompass	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	data	and	

can	be	used	as	an	overarching	methodology	to	conduct	studies	as	well	as	just	

selectively,	such	as	an	approach	for	data	analysis	only.	Given	the	lack	of	an	

overarching	theory	to	explain	repeated	mobility	motivation,	grounded	theory	

offered	a	suitable	approach	to	develop	theory	in	this	field.		

	

The	research	question	of	the	study	was	particularly	concerned	with	

understanding	the	changes	in	participants’	motivations	–	why	and	how	they	

happened.	Grounded	theory	is	considered	to	be	exceptionally	well-suited	to	

study	change.	Schreiber	and	Stern	(2001)	for	instance	argue	that	it	is	“designed	

to	reveal	the	human	characteristic	of	change	in	response	to	various	life	

circumstances”	(p.	pxvii).	It	offers	unique	elements	for	abstraction	and	theory	

development,	which	other	approaches	do	not	(Glaser,	2001).	One	aspect	of	this	is	

its	emergent	nature	that	emphasizes	the	process	of	analysis	and	the	

development	of	theoretical	categories	during	the	research	process	rather	than	at	

its	conclusion.	This	was	particularly	important	for	this	research	study	because	it	

was	concerned	with	understanding	not	just	what	drove	repeated	mobility	but	

how	the	changes	from	one	to	another	motivation	occurred,	the	underlying	

processes	leading	to	change.	In	engaging	with	the	data	in	an	emergent	fashion,	

grounded	theory	lends	itself	to	researching	processes	–	it	is	able	to	explain	not	

just	what	but	how	things	happened	(Locke,	2001;	Bryant	&	Charmaz,	2007).		
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A	core	interest	of	the	study	was	to	explore	possible	connections	between	

initial	and	subsequent	mobility	events	amongst	individuals,	it	was	therefore	

important	to	use	an	approach	that	would	aid	the	systematic	discovery	of	these	

interrelationships.	Grounded	theory	was	well	equipped	for	this	because	of	its	

focus	on	systematically	comparing	elements	of	the	data	to	each	other,	thus	

enabling	the	discovery	of	its	connectivity.	As	Llewellyn	(1997)	states	“the	main	

goal	of	grounded	theory	is	to	develop	a	conceptualism	of	interrelationships	

inductively	derived	and	systematically	verified	through	ongoing	analysis”	(p.	31).		

In	answering	the	research	questions,	I	was	particularly	interested	in	how	

participants	as	social	actors	shaped	their	mobility	but	also	how	external	

circumstances	shaped	their	choices.	To	understand	both	elements,	the	chosen	

approach	would	need	to	allow	for	an	investigation	of	the	context	within	which	

social	actors	operate.	This	included	hidden	power,	communication	and	the	

different	experiences	this	may	create	(Bryant	&	Charmaz,	2007).	Grounded	

theory	emphasises	the	deep	exploration	of	individuals’	contexts	through	the	

study	of “…how,	when,	and	to	what	extent	the	studied	experience	is	embedded	in	

larger	and,	often,	hidden	positions,	networks,	situations,	and	relationships.”	

(Charmaz,	p.	130).	It	was	therefore	deemed	an	appropriate	approach	to	study	

repeated	mobility.	

Given	the	unique	mobility	experiences	and	biographies	of	individuals	

engaging	in	repeated	mobility,	each	individual	was	likely	to	provide	distinctive	

and	rich	data	to	understanding	the	phenomenon.	It	was	therefore	important	to	

be	able	to	choose	an	approach	that	would	allow	to	take	into	account	individuals’	

unique	experiences	when	building	theory.	Grounded	theory	is	advantageous	for	

this	because	it	enables	the	research	to	abstract	participants’	data	to	a	conceptual	

level,	“a	slightly	higher	level	of	abstraction—	higher	than	the	data	itself” (Martin	

&	Turner,	1986,	p.	147)	by	drawing	conclusions,	looking	for	underlying	patterns,	

and	abstracting	conclusions	and	observations	of	the	patterns	to	the	theory-level.		

	

At	the	same	time	grounded	theory	acknowledges	that	there	are	multiple	

truths	of	reality	and	that	the	researcher’s	perspective	is	no	exception.	In	fact,	

grounded	theory	operates	under	the	assumption	that	both	researchers	and	
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participants	interpret	meanings,	and	thus,	impact	on	the	creation	of	knowledge	

(Charmaz,	2000,	2007).	This	was	particularly	important	given	that	my	own	

experience	with	repeated	mobility	led	me	to	undertake	the	research	in	the	first	

place.	I,	thus,	shared	a	key	characteristic	of	the	research	participants.	To	position	

myself	within	the	research,	it	was	paramount	to	consider	how	my	own	

experience	would	influence	my	interpretations	of	participants’	experiences.		

	

Reflection	was	a	key	consideration	in	choosing	a	research	approach.	

Grounded	theory	encourages	researchers	to	constantly	question	their	own	

conclusions,	checking	them	continuously,	therefore	initiating	both	inductive	and	

deductive	reasoning	(Charmaz,	2008;	Mantere	&	Ketokivi,	2013;	Suddaby,	2006).	

It	emphasizes	the	process	of	analysis	and	the	development	of	theoretical	

categories	during	the	research	process	rather	than	at	its	conclusion,	embodied	in	

the	core	principal	of	grounded	theory,	constant	comparison.	Constant	

comparison	is	an	analytical	practice	that	facilitates	the	development	of	

‘relational	concepts’	by	analysing	and	comparing	elements	of	data	to	each	other	

as	the	research	progresses,	encouraging	researchers	to	reflect	on	their	own	

assumptions	continuously	in	the	process.	Grounded	theory	is	thus	not	only	

emergent,	reflective	and	exploratory,	but	is	particularly	rigorous.		

	

The	identified	questions	of	the	research,	such	as	what	drives	repeated	

mobility,	how	the	changes	from	one	to	another	motivation	occur,	the	underlying	

processes	leading	to	change	as	well	as	the	interrelationships	between	them	were	

paramount	in	the	choice	of	a	research	approach.	Grounded	theory	was	

considered	particularly	well	suited	to	answer	these	questions	due	to	the	reasons	

outlined	above.	In	particular,	Charmaz’	constructivist’	approach	to	grounded	

theory	allowed	for	the	interpretivist,	constructivist	methodology	that	the	

research	required	to	address	the	chosen	research	question.	

Case	study	method	

To	complement	the	grounded	theory	approach,	I	used	a	comparative	case	

study	method	for	analysing	cases	and	their	respective	historical	and	contextual	

factors.		
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Miles	and	Huberman	(1994)	describe	a	case	as,	“a	phenomenon	of	some	

sort	occurring	in	a	bounded	context”	–	in	this	study,	I	identified	each	individual	

participant	as	a	unique	case,	whose	repeated	mobility	is	autonomous	of	each	

other,	each	with	its	distinctive	history,	factors	and	developments.	The	case	study	

method	allowed	me	to	explore	similarities	and	differences	across	the	core	

phenomenon	(Chetty,	1996;	Eisenhardt,	1991),	while	accommodating	the	

complex,	interdisciplinary	nature	of	repeated	mobility.	To	achieve	the	

emergence	of	theory,	grounded	theory	de-constructs	individuals’	contexts	

through	the	activity	of	coding	(Thornberg	&	Charmaz,	2014).	The	case	study	

method	is	considered	a	good	fit	to	complement	grounded	theory	studies	because	

it	allows	for	the	additional	exploration	of	individual	cases’	contexts	(Eisenhardt,	

1989).		

	

It	was	important	for	this	study	to	take	into	account	the	contextual	and	

historic	data	of	every	person	because	it	allowed	me	to	trace	the	development	of	

certain	characteristics	in	each	of	the	participants.	For	example,	working	in	this	

way,	I	was	able	to	identify	how	early	life	experiences	impacted	on	later	

motivations	for	mobility	and	compare	them	to	cases	who	had	relatable	

experiences	in	childhood.	Eventually	this	would	support	the	identification	of	

different	typologies	of	participants	who	engage	in	repeated	mobility,	

contributing	to	the	strength	of	the	resulting	model.	Other	research	supports	the	

use	of	the	case	study	method	to	support	a	grounded	theory	approach.	

Researchers	across	disciplines	recognise	the	advantages	of	combining	the	case	

study	method	and	grounded	theory	approach,	including	in	management	studies	

(Eisenhardt	&	Graebner,	2007;	Eisenhardt,	1989,	Marschan-Piekkari	&	Welch,	

2011;	Piekkari	et	al.,	2008).	Post	and	Andrews	(1982)	for	example	advocate	

directly	for	using	the	grounded	theory	style	of	comparative	analysis	for	case	

study	research.	Similarly,	Locke	(2001)	discusses	the	blending	of	grounded	

theory	style	data	interpretation	with	the	case	study	design	as	a	natural	fit	for	

management	research.	In	addition	to	this	it	fits	well	into	the	discipline	areas	of	

this	study,	since	management	(Marschan-Piekkari	&	Welch,	2011;	Piekkari	et	al.,	

2008)	and	mobility	research	(Ní	Laoire,	2000;	Halfacree	&	Boyle,	1993)	widely	
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use	grounded	theory	method	in	the	form	that	it	is	employed	here,	i.e.,	with	each	

participant	as	a	case.	

Sample	

Sampling	is	of	central	concern	in	grounded	theory	and	in	case	study	

research	as	it	needs	to	ensure	that	the	phenomenon	can	be	explored	

comprehensively	and	understood	from	all	the	perspectives	of	relevant	actors.	

While	each	case	is	independent	from	each	other,	it	is	connected	by	the	larger	

context	of	the	topic.	The	selection	of	participants	on	the	basis	of	criteria	

specifically	designed	to	answer	the	research	question	–	also	known	as	purposive	

sampling	-	is	therefore	a	key	strategy	to	ensure	participants	can	inform	the	

research	appropriately.	Recruitment	stopped	once	theoretical	saturation	had	

been	achieved	during	sampling,	i.e.	it	was	clear	that	additional	interviews	were	

unlikely	to	yield	further	insights	beyond	supporting	existing	codes	and	tentative	

relationships.	A	total	of	19	German	repeat	migrants	participated	in	the	project,	

four	men	and	15	women.	Participants	were	selected	to	fit	a	number	of	criteria,	

which	I	identified	from	the	literature	on	mobility	motivation.	They	included	

participants’	professional	background,	organisational	attachment,	age	at	time	of	

first	mobility,	cultural	upbringing	as	well	as	the	duration	and	number	of	

mobilities.	I	discuss	these	in	detail	below.	

	

Professional	background	

To	answer	the	research	question	on	why	highly-skilled	Germans	engage	

in	repeated	mobility,	it	was	important	to	do	justice	to	the	definition	of	‘highly-

skilled’,	which	refers	to	people	who	have	“a	university	degree	or	extensive/	

equivalent	experience	in	a	given	field”	(Iredale,	2001,	p.	8).	Comparative	

research	on	different	groups	of	the	highly-skilled	suggests	that	diverging	

motivations	exist	amongst	them,	for	instance	for	migrants	who	work	as	

managers,	engineers,	academics,	entrepreneurs	and	students	(Mahroum,	2000).	

To	capture	the	different	motivations	that	may	exist	amongst	individuals	with	

different	professional	backgrounds	it	was	important	to	include	a	broad	range	of	

professions	and	occupations	in	the	sample	to	achieve	representation	of	the	

highly	skilled.	The	sample	included	12	different	occupations:	academia	(three	
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participants),	finance	(two	participants),	government	administration	(three	

participants),	sales	(one),	participants	on	maternity	leave	(two),	management	

(three	participant),	teaching	(two	participants),	information	technology	(one	

participant),	entrepreneurship	(one	participant),	post-graduate	studies	(two	

participants),	medical	(one	participant),	and	one	retired	participant.	The	sample	

also	displayed	variety	in	terms	of	employment	statuses:	11	out	of	19	were	in	full-

time	work	or	study	commitments	at	the	time	of	the	interview,	nine	of	which	

were	working	full-time,	two	studying	full-time	as	well	as	working	part-time.	The	

remaining	eight	participants	of	the	sample	were	working	part-time	(four)	and	

four	were	not	working.	Of	those	who	were	not	working,	two	were	full-time	

caregivers,	whilst	another	was	looking	for	work	and	one	participant	was	retired.	

	

Organisational	attachment	

The	sample	was	also	diverse	in	relation	to	participants’	attachment	to	

organisations,	an	important	distinction	highlighted	in	international	management	

research	(McKenna	&	Richardson,	2016).	Organisations	are	understood	to	play	a	

key	role	in	motivation	for	mobility	as	they	are	often	the	ones	providing	

opportunities	to	go	abroad	in	the	first	place	and	then	facilitate	further	mobility	

(Dickmann,	Doherty,	Mills,	&	Brewster,	2008).	Research	highlights	the	difference	

between	motivations	for	mobility	in	relation	to	how	individuals	are	connected	to	

organisations	when	they	go	abroad,	for	instance	students,	SIEs	(self-initiated	

expats)	and	expats	and	their	spouses.	However,	it	is	not	known	which	role	

organisational	attachment	plays	in	motivational	change,	or	how	changes	in	

group	membership	affect	motivation,	for	instance	when	expats	leave	their	

company	but	remain	abroad	or	students	remain	abroad	and	take	up	employment	

there	(McKenna	&	Richardson,	2016).	To	analyse	these	issues	it	was	important	

to	have	a	sample	that	has	had	exposure	to	mobility	in	different	contexts	of	

organisational	attachment,	as	organisational	expats,	spouses,	SIEs	and	students.	

In	the	sample	criteria	I	therefore	did	not	specify	any	criteria	related	to	specific	

organisational	attachments,	such	as	organisational	expats,	opening	up	the	

opportunity	to	capture	participants	with	a	broad	range	of	mobility	contexts.	The	

group	consisted	of	two	current	organisational	expats	and	two	spouses	of	

organisational	expats.	The	rest	of	the	samples	were	SIEs	at	the	time	but	four	of	
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them	had	been	organisational	expats	in	the	past.	Fourteen	participants	of	the	

sample	had	engaged	in	mobility	through	an	organisation	while	studying,	such	as	

through	their	university.	The	sample	thus	included	a	broad	variety	of	

organisational	contexts	and	several	changes	in	group	membership	that	

participants	had	experienced,	allowing	me	to	address	the	research	question.	

	

Mobility	length	

To	recruit	an	appropriate	sample	that	would	allow	me	to	address	the	

research	question	on	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility,	it	was	important	to	

define	the	term	‘mobility’.	Mobility	encompasses	a	broad	variety	of	migration	

forms,	including	circular	(Vertovec,	2006),	liquid	(Black	et	al.,	2010),	and	repeat	

(Constant	&	Zimmermann,	2012)	migration,	which	are	often	shorter	term	and	

may	include	a	return	to	the	home	country	as	well	as	moving	continuously	to	

other	places	for	any	lengths	of	time	(Urry,	2007,	Sheller	&	Urry,	2006).	Circular	

migration	involves	mobility	movements	back	and	forth	between	one	country.	

Liquid	migration	describes	a	variety	of	different	mobility	forms	that	individuals	

may	utilise	over	the	course	of	their	travels	including	work,	tourist,	study	and	

seasonal	mobility.	Repeat	migration	is	the	repetition	of	mobility	irrespective	of	

location.	This	study	is	concerned	with	the	initial	drivers	for	any	of	these	types	

and	other	potential	forms	of	mobility	and	the	(potentially	changing)	motivations	

for	any	mobility	thereafter.		

	

In	recruiting	the	sample,	the	timeframe	that	would	allow	me	to	capture	

these	different	forms	of	mobility	was	a	consideration.	There	is	no	overarching	

timeframe	defined	that	encompasses	mobility.	Furthermore,	establishing	a	

timeframe	is	complex,	given	the	varied	nature	of	mobility	(Bell	&	Ward,	2000).	

As	such,	it	is	important	to	argue	from	the	theoretical	foundation	of	the	study	to	

understand	what	would	be	appropriate	criteria	for	sample	recruitment.	A	

number	of	studies	have	established	different	motivations	for	initial	mobility,	

which	have	been	discussed	in	relation	to	the	mobility	of	specific	‘groups’	that	

share	motivational	and	professional	characteristics,	such	as	students,	

organisational	expats	or	self-initiated	expats	as	well	as	different	professions	such	

as	academics.	A	review	of	the	literature	in	these	fields	showed	that	individuals	
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with	these	different	motivations	and	characteristics	stay	abroad	for	varying	

amounts	of	time.	For	instance,	study	abroad	schemes,	such	as	the	ERASMUS	

program	of	the	German	government	typically	last	for	at	least	6	months.	The	

length	of	assignments	for	organisational	expats	has	traditionally	varied	between	

3	months	and	5	years,	however,	increasingly	shorter	assignments	are	becoming	

more	common	with	some	concluding	after	several	months	(Konopaske	&	

Werner,	2005).	While	there	is	no	average	timeframe	for	SIEs	established,	

literature	shows	a	minimum	timeframe	of	six	months	for	meaningful	

measurement	(Selmer,	Andresen,	&	Cerdin,	2017;	Tharenou,	2013).	

	 	

The	identified	criteria	would	also	need	to	allow	for	experiences	that	

happen	abroad	to	potentially	shape	motivation	for	further	mobility.	Research	

demonstrates	that	the	first	couple	of	months	can	be	particularly	challenging	in	

new	environments	until	individuals	are	able	to	overcome	‘culture	shock’	(Oberg,	

1960)	and	get	accustomed	to	their	new	home.	This	includes	overcoming	

stressors	that	individuals	experience	and	learn	to	respond	to	when	living	in	a	

foreign	environment,	such	as	a	new	language,	social	environment,	customs,	and	

cultures.	Adapting	to	these	stressors	triggers	immediate	learning	responses	that	

can	lead	to	changes	in	individuals’	perceptions	about	the	world	(Ward,	Bochner,	

&	Furnham,	2005).		

	

Given	a	large	portion	of	new	experiences	will	occur	at	the	beginning	of	a	

mobility	experience,	it	is	likely	that	learning	responses	and	any	potentially	

changing	perceptions	will	also	occur	during	this	timeframe.	The	minimum	

timeframe	to	capture	a	number	of	initial	motivations	was	therefore	established	

as	six	months.	I	also	decided	on	the	six	months	period	as	a	minimum,	rather	than	

a	shorter	timeframe,	because	typically	such	a	period	requires	significantly	more	

consideration	whether	to	migrate	and	has	more	impact	in	terms	of	lived	

experience	for	the	person	relocating	than	periods	of	shorter	time	have.	I	

therefore	assumed	that	participants	would	give	greater	insights	into	their	

motivations	for	and	experiences	of	repeated	mobility	than	they	would	have	

talking	about	shorter	mobility	episodes.		
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Setting	the	minimum	time	of	migration	at	six	months,	I	deliberately	did	

not	discriminate	further	between	shorter-	and	longer-term	mobilities	and	

therefore	also	included	temporary	migration	forms	such	as	study	exchanges.	I	

did	this	because	it	ensured	maximum	exposure	to	a	wide	variety	of	different	

mobility	events,	and	therefore,	motivations.	It	equally	increased	the	likelihood	

that	participants	would	come	from	different	migrant	‘groups’	at	different	times	

in	their	lives,	such	as	student	migrants,	allowing	insight	into	different	

motivations	for	repeated	mobility	in	different	contexts.	Indeed,	participants	had	

undertaken	shorter	mobility	episodes	alongside	these	longer	ones	and	they	

confirmed	during	our	conversations	that	my	assumptions	were	correct.	Overall,	

out	of	a	total	of	73	mobility	episodes	the	majority	(52%,	38	mobilities)	were	

between	2	and	5	years	duration,	28%	(21	mobilities)	were	a	year	long,	12%	(9	

mobilities)	were	6	months	long	and	8%	(5	mobilities)	were	more	than	5	years	in	

duration.	

	

Cultural	upbringing	

Research	examining	the	psychological	drivers	for	mobility	distinguishes	

between	individuals	who	grew	up	in	mono-cultural	environments	and	those	who	

have	experienced	cultural	changes	throughout	their	childhood,	such	as	children	

of	first-generation	migrants.	Migration	motivations	of	people	in	latter	group	may	

stem	from	the	wish	to	negotiate	their	multicultural	backgrounds	(King	&	

Christou,	2010).	As	an	example,	Van	Laer	and	Janssens’	(2010)	work	provides	an	

anecdote	of	a	person	engaging	in	repeated	mobility	who	chose	to	take	on	a	

cosmopolitan	identity	to	escape	the	dichotomy	of	her	two	cultures:		

Still,	she	tries	to	comfort	herself	by	saying	that	she	has	no	choice	but	to	

accept	the	situation	she	is	in	and	make	the	best	of	it.	Moreover,	she	identifies	

herself	as	a	cosmopolitan,	as	traveling	and	working	abroad	allows	her	to	

escape	the	Flemish	context	and	enter	a	transnational	sphere	where	‘everyone	

is	different	(Van	Laer	&	Janssens,	2010,	p.	16).		

Equally,	research	on	the	impact	on	children	who	relocate	due	to	their	

parents’	work	shows	that	this	can	influence	the	motivation	to	migrate	later	in	life	

(Useem	&	Downie,	1976).	The	focus	of	the	current	study	however	was	to	

examine	how	the	motivation	for	mobility	develops	in	adults.	It	was	therefore	
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important	to	isolate	it	from	earlier	mobilities	or	exposure	to	multi-cultural	

contexts	that	participants	may	have	had	and	that	made	an	impact	on	their	

motivation	to	engage	in	mobility.	It	was	thus	deemed	appropriate	to	limit	the	

sample	to	participants	who	had	been	born	and	have	grown	up	in	Germany,	in	a	

German-speaking	household	and	who	had	started	to	migrate	as	adults.		

	

Age	at	first	mobility	and	number	of	mobility	episodes	

All	participants	were	over	the	age	of	18,	with	30	being	the	youngest	and	

63	the	oldest	participants,	respectively.	However,	in	all	cases,	their	first	mobility	

had	occurred	when	they	were	under	30	years	of	age,	often	in	the	context	of	study	

abroad	semesters	or	other	educational	contexts.	The	main	data	collection	

instrument	was	interviews.	Participants’	locations	at	the	time	when	the	

interview	was	conducted	were	world-wide,	including	Europe,	Asia,	America	and	

Australia.	Interviews	with	participants	located	in	Australia	at	the	time	of	the	

interview	were	conducted	face-to-face	at	a	location	of	participants’	choosing,	

those	outside	Australia	were	conducted	over	video	conferencing	platform	Skype.	

As	the	study	was	concerned	with	repeat	mobility,	participants	had	to	have	

migrated	at	least	twice	in	their	life	for	a	period	of	at	least	six	months	in	each	

place	outside	of	Germany.	Overall,	participants	had	lived	in	a	minimum	of	two	

different	places,	up	to	seven	places	in	some	cases,	and	had	moved	between	three	

and	eight	times,	all	over	the	world.	This	included	periods	back	in	Germany	at	

varying	lengths	at	a	time.	An	overview	of	the	sample’s	mobility	history	is	

provided	below	
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Figure	1.	Participants'	mobility	journeys	-	Age,	Duration,	Places	

	

1st/2nd/3rd…-6th	M:	times	of	mobilities	in	chronological	order	
Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	
Length:	length	of	stay	
Place:	place	of	migration	

	

	

	 Felix	 Jette	 Hilda	 Jutta	 Undine	 Betty	 Anke	 Katja	
1st	
M/Age/Length/Place	

34,1	
USA	

21,1	
Ireld	

20,1	
Ireld	

25,1	
Aus	

25,0.5	
Sud	

21,0.5	
Rus	

21,1	
Scotl	

21,3	
Switze	

Germany/years	 1	 3		 2	 1		 1		 0.5	 10	 6	
2nd	
M/Age/Length/Place	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	
36,9	
China	

25,1	
USA	

24,1	
Aus	

27,5	
Aus	

27,1	
Egypt	

22,0.5	
Rus	

32,	4	
Sin	

30,1	
Austr	

Germany/years	 	 3		 3		 	 1		 0.5		 	 	
3rd		
M/Age/Length/Place	

45,2	
Aus	 29,	 28,	 	

29,	3	
Scotl	

23,0.5	
Austr	 36,	 32,	

	 	

6	
Belgi
u	 6	Aus	 	 	 	

26	
Austr	 31	Aus	

Germany/years	 	 	 	 	 	 0.5		 	 	
4th	
M/Age/Length/Place	 	

35,3	
Swtz	 	 	 32,	 24,	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 2	Aus	 0.5	Bulg			 	
Germany/years	 	 	 	 	 	 5		 	 	
5th	
M/Age/Length/Place	 	

39,	1	
Aus	 	 	 	

30,	2	
Netld	 	 	

6th	
M/Age/Length/Place	 	 	 	 	 	

32,	2	
Germ	 	 	

Germany/years	 	 	 	 	 	 2	 	 	

	 Julia	 Cordula	 Silja	 Silke	 Berta	 Ute	 Tanja	 Matthias	

1st	M/Age/Length/Place	
20,3	
UK	 24,1	UK	 29,2	Aus	

18,1	
USA	

20,1	
Fra	

25,3	
Gree	

20,0.5	
Irelan	 22,1	USA	

Germany/years	 3	 13	 3	 6	 10	 9	 2	 2	
2nd	M/Age/Length/Place	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	
26,1	
USA	 39,1	Aus	34,2	Aus	 25,1	Fra	

31,5	
Rus	

37,4	
Mexi	

23,1	
Finla	 25,1	Aus	

Germany/years	 2	 	 	 3	 	 	 0.5	 3	

3rd		M/Age/Length/Place	 29,	 	 	
29,0.5	
UAE	

36,2	
Phil	 41,1	Arg	

25,0.5	
UK	 29,1	Braz	

	 10	Aus	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Germany/years	 	 	 	 4	 	 11	 3	 	
4th	M/Age/Length/Place	 	 	 	 33,	 38,	 53,	 	 30,	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 46	
	

	46	

	

	

Ethics	

In	conducting	the	research,	I	employed	formal	processes	to	ensure	ethical	

treatment	of	all	participants.	Before	recruiting	participants,	I	submitted	an	ethics	

application	to	the	University	of	Melbourne’s	Human	Research	Ethics	Committee.	

The	committee	consists	of	senior	academic	researchers	who	assesses	the	project	

and	ensure	it	is	governed	by	the	Code	of	Conduct	for	Research	and	the	National	

Statement	on	Ethical	Conduct	in	Human	Research.	This	stipulates	the	obligations	

on	all	researchers	to	be	aware	of	the	ethical	framework	governing	research	at	

the	University	and	to	be	compliant	with	regulatory	requirements.	The	

application	specified	the	design	and	procedures	involved	in	the	study	including	a	

detailed	application	form	outlining	the	rationale,	literature	review,	methods	

(signed	by	the	researcher	and	advisors)	as	well	as	the	plain	language	statement,	

consent	form,	interview	questions,	survey	and	recruitment	materials	(attached	

in	addendum).	Once	approval	was	granted,	I	was	able	to	start	recruiting	

participants. 
After	the	approval	process,	recruitment	ensued,	which	happened	through	

informal	channels,	on	a	word-of-mouth	basis,	whereby	I	ensured	that	all	

research	participants	made	the	initial	contact	with	me	before	I	sent	them	the	

study	information	sheet.	To	ensure	participant	confidentiality	all	participants	

were	given	pseudonyms.		

	

All	participant	data	was	stored	in	both	a	locked	cabinet	and	a	password-

protected	computer,	according	to	established	Ethics	Committee	guidelines.	

Participants,	via	the	initial	information	and	consent	sheets	which	were	supplied	

to	them,	were	ensured	of	their	rights	as	participants	including	their	right	to	
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withdraw,	and	the	right	to	expect	that	their	information	would	remain	

confidential.		

	

Sometimes	during	the	research	process,	power	imbalances	can	occur,	

especially	during	interviewing.	During	the	whole	research	process	but	especially	

during	interviewing,	I	made	every	effort	to	ensure	an	equal	relationship	between	

myself	and	the	participants.	In	consulting	with	literature	on	the	topic	(Mills,	

Bonner,	&	Francis,	2006),	I	scheduled	the	interviews	at	times	and	places	(when	

in	the	same	location)	as	chosen	by	the	participant.	I	also	offered	participants	to	

choose	in	which	language	they	wanted	to	conduct	the	interview	–	German,	

English	or	Russian.	I	could	do	this	because	I	am	fluent	in	all	three	languages	and	

it	applied	to	some	participants	who	had	spent	many	years	living	in	Russia	as	

expats.	Lastly,	I	adopted	a	flexible	and	casual	tone	in	my	conversations	and	

interactions	with	participants	to	create	a	sense	of	ease	and	safety	for	the	

participants.	I	made	them	feel	that	they	had	equal	power	in	which	to	take	the	

direction	of	the	interview	and	framed	it	as	a	conversation	between	

acquaintances	who	shared	the	experience	of	repeated	mobility,	rather	than	a	

formal	interview.	For	this	purpose,	I	told	them	my	story	on	the	outset	of	the	

project,	explaining	how	the	idea	for	the	research	project	had	been	born	out	of	my	

own	experience.	Even	though	I	held	more	power	through	my	knowledge	to	the	

purpose	of	the	interview,	I	felt	I	succeeded	in	addressing	power	imbalances	

throughout	the	research.	This	was	evident	as	participants	asked	questions	about	

myself	and	my	own	journey,	signaling	to	me	that	they	had	accepted	me	as	an	

equal.	Participants	also	demonstrated	vulnerability	by	sharing	their	deep	

thought	processes	in	relation	to	themselves,	for	instance	when	they	talked	about	

feeling	the	need	to	change	and	improve	themselves.	This	further	ensured	me	that	

participants	felt	comfortable	and	the	research	was	conducted	ethically.	

Recruitment	method	

Adhering	to	these	criteria,	I	recruited	participants	using	a	mix	of	

convenience	and	snowball	sampling.	Convenience	sampling	involves	data	

collection	from	participants	that	adhere	to	the	selection	criteria	and	are	within	

immediate	reach	of	the	researcher	(Morse,	2010).	The	study	was	concerned	with	
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a	highly	specific	and	select	group	of	people.	The	specific	selection	criteria	that	

defined	the	parameters	of	mobility	and	participants’	backgrounds	further	limited	

the	size	of	the	population	from	which	I	could	draw	potential	participants.	The	

ability	to	recruit	a	sufficient	number	of	participants	that	would	allow	for	data	

collection	on	this	group	was	thus	a	key	concern.	Convenience	sampling	ensured	

access	to	enough	participants	so	that	I	could	collect	appropriate	and	relevant	

data.		

	 	

I	recruited	participants	through	direct	solicitation	with	my	own	contacts,	

word	of	mouth,	snowballing	and	advertising.	Direct	solicitation	occurred	for	the	

majority	of	participants	(ten	participants),	who	I	knew	through	my	own	social	

networks.	I	initiated	a	conversation	about	the	research	project	and	invited	

participants	to	take	part	in	the	study.	I	then	sent	them	information	and	consent	

forms,	which	had	been	approved	through	the	university’s	ethics	process.	The	

documents	assured	participants	of	anonymity	and	confidentiality	and	informed	

them	about	the	procedures	involved	in	the	project.	Once	participants	agreed	to	

take	part,	data	collection	began.	I	anticipated	that	additional	recruitment	

methods	would	be	required,	so	in	addition	to	direct	solicitation	I	advertised	the	

study	in	two	German	international	organisations	(one	government,	the	other	

corporate)	to	recruit	participants,	yet	this	did	not	yield	any	participants.		

	

I	then	recruited	the	remaining	nine	participants	using	snowball	sampling	

(Morse,	2010).	This	is	a	well-known	method	for	hard	to	reach	participants,	

which	requires	the	support	of	other	people	to	participate	in	the	recruitment 

process	by	approaching	potential	participants	on	behalf	of	the	researcher	

(Morse,	2010).	For	this	study,	I	involved	people	in	my	private	and	professional	

networks	and	participants	in	the	recruitment	process.	For	both	methods,	the	

same	process	ensued:	I	informed	them	that	I	was	recruiting	participants,	

detailed	the	selection	criteria	and	asked	them	to	recruit	on	behalf	of	me	if	they	

knew	a	suitable	candidate.	They	then	subjectively	assessed	potential	

participants’	suitability	for	the	research	in	relation	to	meeting	the	study	criteria	

as	discussed	above	and	willingness	to	participate	in	a	research	project	

concerning	repeated	mobility	experiences.	Interested	volunteers	were	invited	to	
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contact	the	researcher	directly.	Once	they	did,	I	introduced	myself,	the	purpose	

of	the	study,	the	selection	criteria	and	what	they	would	be	required	to	do,	adding	

that	if	they	fit	the	criteria	and	wanted	to	take	part	they	should	email	me.	After	

assessing	their	suitability	in	accordance	with	the	selection	criteria,	I	then	sent	

them	information	and	consent	forms	and	the	research	began.		

	

Interviews	were	conducted	in	the	non-threatening	environment	of	the	

participant’s	home	or	at	a	location	of	their	choice.	Most	interviews	took	place	in	

the	home	setting.	Alternative	locations	included	a	workplace	and	a	coffee	shop.		

Data	collection	

In	line	with	my	ontological	and	epistemological	assumptions	it	was	

important	to	choose	data	collection	tools	that	would	enable	me	to	understand	

repeated	mobility	through	the	meaning	that	participants	would	assign	to	it.	

Meaning	must	be	seen	within	the	social	context	it	occurs	(Mischler,	1979).	

Qualitative	interviews	are	one	of	the	most	commonly	used	tools	in	grounded	

theory	research	(Charmaz	&	Belgrave,	2012).	They	offer	a	way	to	participants’	

interpretations	of	their	lived	experiences	(Walsham,	1995)	because	they	help	

them	gain	new	understandings	of	themselves,	their	actions,	their	situations,	and	

how	events	have	shaped	them	(Charmaz,	2006;	Corbin	&	Strauss,	2008).	They	

generate	rich	data	(Schultze	&	Avital,	2011)	on	participants’	interpretations	of	

the	phenomenon	as	well	as	on	participants’	judgements	and	the	contexts	in	

which	they	arise	(Van	Maanen,	1998).	As	my	interest	was	in	understanding	

exactly	these	aspects	of	every	participant’s	mobility	story,	interviews	provided	

the	main	opportunity	for	gathering	rich	data	during	the	research.	To	answer	the	

research	questions,	it	was	also	necessary	to	compare	and	contrast	not	just	

participants’	experiences	but	also	the	specific	parameters	of	their	mobilities,	

such	as	lengths,	locations,	or	age	at	which	they	left	Germany.	Given	I	was	

interested	in	repeated	mobility,	it	was	necessary	to	collect	detailed	data	for	a	

number	of	mobilities	that	participants	undertook,	resulting	in	a	large	amount	of	

detailed	data	collected,	overall	over	400	pages	of	interview	transcripts	and	about	

60	pages	of	field	notes.	For	this	purpose,	I	chose	a	questionnaire	to	support	data	

collection.	While	interviews	allowed	for	detailed	conversations	about	why	and	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 50	
	

	50	

how	things	happened,	questionnaires	were	preferable	for	collecting	more	factual	

data	as	they	allowed	participants	to	recollect	historical	data	on	their	mobilities	

and	the	retrieval	of	specific	details	would	not	cut	into	interview	time.	Data	

collection	occurred	over	the	period	of	eleven	months	and	was	conducted	in	two	

stages.	First,	I	distributed	an	online	questionnaire	to	participants	in	German,	

which	established	baseline	information	on	individuals’	travel	histories	and	

experiences	during	their	migrations.	This	formed	the	basis	for	the	interview,	

which	occurred	subsequently.	Both	methods	are	discussed	in	further	detail	

below.	

Questionnaire	

Based	on	my	ontological	and	epistemological	assumptions,	I	aimed	to	

observe	and	understand	behaviour	from	the	participants’	viewpoint,	learning	

about	their	world,	interpretations,	contexts	and	the	interactions	they	were	privy	

to	and	how	they	made	sense	of	them.	While	doing	so,	I	also	employed	a	

traditionally	quantitative	data	collection	tool,	a	questionnaire.	Both	grounded	

theory	and	the	case	study	method	are	inclusive	of	various	data	collection	tools.	I	

employed	the	questionnaire	in	the	sense	of	Mackenzie	and	Knipe	(2006),	so	that

�quantitative	data	may	be	utilized	in	a	way,	which	supports	or	expands	upon	

qualitative	data	and	effectively	deepens	the	description�(p.	3).	The	

questionnaire	helped	prepare	for	the	interviews	that	followed	by	establishing	a	

shared	information	base	between	the	researcher	and	the	participant.	It	gave	

insight	on	each	of	the	mobility	episodes	in	great	detail,	for	example,	information	

on	the	location,	duration,	and	motivation	for	every	mobility	episode	as	well	as	

information	on	participants’	work	and	social	environment	there.	This	pre-

empted	many	questions	I	might	have	had	to	pose	otherwise	in	the	interview	

about	every	mobility	episode.	It,	thus,	enabled	me	to	focus	on	participants’	whole	

mobility	history	than	otherwise	possible	and	allowed	me	to	collect	the	detailed	

data	necessary	to	compare	and	contrast	different	cases	of	repeated	mobility	that	

would	help	me	answer	the	research	questions.		

	

The	questionnaire	also	helped	me	tease	out	different	areas	of	focus	for	the	

interviews	that	ensued.	For	instance,	it	helped	me	with	theory	development	
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because	it	allowed	me	to	ascertain	participant	characteristics	before	an	

interview.	Where	I	was	interested	in	particular	content	areas,	I	could	prepare	

specific	questions	before	the	interview,	knowing	the	context	of	the	participant.	

For	instance,	the	survey	provided	information	on	whether	the	participant	had	

been	an	organisational	expat	or	a	SIE	in	a	particular	location.	As	the	theory	

developed,	I	focussed	on	the	differences	between	those	experiences	to	inform	my	

emerging	knowledge.	The	survey	is	attached	in	the	appendix.	

	

The	questionnaire	also	helped	to	enhance	credibility	and	persuasiveness	

of	the	research	via	triangulation	(Bryman,	2003;	Creswell,	2013).	Triangulation	

is	a	technique	commonly	employed	in	qualitative	research	to	improve	the	rigor	

of	the	analysis	by	assessing	the	integrity	of	the	inferences	that	one	draws	from	

more	than	one	vantage	point.	This	can	for	instance	involve	the	use	of	multiple	

data	sources,	researchers,	theoretical	perspectives	or	methods	(Denzin,	1989;	

Schwandt,	2001).	In	this	study	I	employed	triangulation	by	using	two	data	

collection	tools	(Denzin,	1989;	Oliver-Hoyo	&	Allen,	2006;	Tuckett,	2005),	a	

questionnaire	and	interviews.	I	referred	to	both	tools	interchangeably	

throughout	the	research,	both	supplementing	information	that	had	not	been	

captured	by	one	tool	as	well	as	cross-checking	alignment	of	responses	across	

methods.		

	

For	instance,	the	survey	included	detailed	questions	about	the	ways	in	

which	participants	stayed	informed	about	events	in	their	previous	mobility	

locations	as	well	as	how	often	and	in	which	ways	they	interacted	with	people	in	

their	former	locations.	This	information	would	have	been	difficult	to	ascertain	in	

an	interview,	given	the	limited	time	frame	for	recalling	such	specific	aspects.	

However,	having	recorded	it	in	survey	form,	it	provided	rich	information	to	

those	points	in	the	interview	when	participants	talked	about	their	relationships	

to	different	mobility	locations.	Equally,	interviews	were	comparably	richer	in	

relating	to	emotions.	For	instance,	participants	had	indicated	in	the	survey	to	

which	extent	they	felt	they	belonged	to	different	groups	in	each	of	their	

locations,	such	as	locals	or	expats.	On	the	flipside,	the	survey	format	limited	

responses	to	numeric	answers.	Using	this	basic	information,	I	asked	participants	
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in	the	interviews	about	their	responses	to	the	survey	questions,	and	they	

elaborated	by	providing	rich	details	about	the	context	and	reason	for	their	initial	

answer.	In	this	way,	the	questionnaire	and	interview	worked	together	to	collect	

the	right	data	to	answer	the	research	questions.	

	

In	addition,	I	used	the	questionnaire	to	create	easier	rapport	with	

participants	as	I	anticipated	it	would	give	me	easier	entry	into	the	interview	

because	participants	could	assume	I	knew	their	story,	at	least	partially.	This	

assumption	proved	true	during	data	collection.		

	

The	questionnaire	consisted	of	open	and	closed-ended	questions,	

available	in	either	German	or	English	according	to	participants’	choice.	There	

were	65	questions,	up	to	40	of	which	were	repeated	in	accordance	with	the	

number	of	mobilities	participants	had	experienced,	up	to	a	maximum	of	185	

questions.	The	exact	number	varied	from	participant	to	participant	because	

questions	were	conditional	on	previous	answers.	For	instance,	if	a	participant	

answered	negatively	to	engaging	in	social	media	to	keep	in	touch	with	Germany,	

no	further	questions	around	the	specifics	of	usage	would	be	presented.	On	

average,	it	took	participants	about	55	minutes	to	complete	the	questionnaire.	

The	questionnaire	is	provided	in	the	appendix.	

	

I	constructed	the	questions	with	the	help	of	existing	literature	in	the	field,	

covering	key	topics	that	would	help	me	answer	the	research	questions.	These	

included	different	types	of	motivations	(Geist	&	McManus,	2008),	different	

mobility	types	such	as	student	or	expat	mobility	(King	&	Ruiz‐Gelices,	2003),	

impact	of	the	mobility	experience	and	in	particular	acculturation	in	place	on	the	

motivation	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	(Kuo,	2014),	as	well	as	individuals’	

relationship	to	Germany	(Everke	Buchanan,	2007).	The	questionnaire	included	

four	areas,	the	first	of	which	covered	key	demographic	points	as	well	as	mobility	

statistics	of	four	selected	mobilities	they	had	undertaken,	including	their	first	

and	last	mobility,	the	durations,	reasons	and	circumstances	of	the	travel.		
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The	rationale	for	these	questions	was	driven	by	earlier	research	

demonstrating	that	different	demographic	and	contextual	parameters	are	

associated	with	different	motivations	for	mobility,	such	as	for	instance	for	

students	or	organisational	expats	(Al	Ariss	&	Özbilgin,	2010;	Albrecht,	2003).	It	

included	both	open-ended	and	closed-ended	questions,	typical	questions	in	this	

section	were	concerned	with	participants’	gender,	language	command,	marital	

status	and	in	relation	to	mobility,	the	years	of	the	mobility	and	the	location	as	

well	as	their	occupation	and	family	status	abroad.	Multiple-choice	questions	

provided	an	opportunity	for	participants	to	select	how	they	went	abroad,	giving	

14	options	such	as,	for	example,	‘with	my	employer’,	‘studying’,	or	‘following	my	

partner’	as	well	as	providing	space	to	include	free-text	answers	so	that	rich	

detail	on	participants’	context	in	each	of	the	mobilities	could	be	captured.	

Overall,	this	section	covered	25	questions,	with	some	questions	repeating	for	

each	of	the	four	locations.	

	

To	answer	the	research	question,	it	was	important	to	understand	the	

experience	of	participants’	mobility	in	place.	Acculturation	research	has	

identified	that	individuals’	experiences	in	mobility	are	shaped	by	language,	

social,	work,	and	cultural	elements	and	their	readiness	to	deal	with	potential	

discrepancies	in	relation	to	their	home	culture	(Gray,	2008;	Vertovec,	1999;	

Findlay	&	Li,	1999).	The	questionnaire	therefore	included	important	themes	as	

they	had	been	identified	in	the	literature	such	as	details	about	the	lifestyle	in	

each	particular	place,	and	how	critical	it	was	for	participants	to	adjust	to	the	

local	culture	in	different	contexts	such	as	work,	family,	or	friends.	An	example	

question	includes	‘How	did	you	adjust	to	the	local	culture?’,	providing	eight	

possible	responses	as	identified	from	the	literature	(e.g.	Berry,	1992;	Berry	et	al.,	

2006)	such	as	‘tried	to	make	new	friends’,	‘learned	the	local	language’,	‘took	on	

cultural	norms	and	traditions’	etc.,	and	asking	participants	to	rate	themselves	on	

a	verbal	rating	scale,	and	a	free-text	response	option.	Overall,	this	section	

covered	25	questions,	which	repeated	for	each	of	the	mobility	episodes.	

	

Another	important	element	in	understanding	what	may	drive	individuals	

to	repeated	mobility	was	their	relationship	to	their	home	of	origin,	Germany,	as	
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it	may	present	ties	that	either	hinder	of	facilitate	mobility	(Everke	Buchanan,	

2007).	Literature	on	social	identity	theory	highlights	the	importance	of	

individuals’	perceptions	of	themselves	in	relation	to	the	groups	that	they	are	

situated	in	and	its	impact	on	identity,	which	in	turn	impacts	motivation	(Tajfel	&	

Turner,	2004).	That	is	why	questions	related	to	these	issues	form	a	central	

element	of	this	part.	Typical	questions	asked	participants	to	position	themselves	

in	relation	to	these	groups,	such	as	expats,	locals	or	Germans	at	home	and	asked	

them	to	provide	a	rating	on	a	scale	of	1-5	indicating	the	strength	of	their	

association.	These	responses	formed	the	basis	for	questions	posed	in	the	

interview.	Overall,	this	section	covered	15	questions,	which	repeated	for	each	of	

the	mobility	episodes.	

	

I	distributed	the	questionnaire	prior	to	the	interviews	through	the	online	

platform	Qualtrics.	Not	all	participants	completed	the	survey,	with	two	

participants	being	unable	to	do	so	due	to	time	constraints	(N=17).	Even	though	I	

capped	the	questions	by	asking	only	for	four	migrations	rather	than	about	all,	the	

length	of	time	to	complete	the	survey	was	considerable	(55	minutes).	The	

questionnaire	was	not	compulsory	to	take	part	in	the	interview	but	analysis	

showed	that	in	the	two	cases	where	participants	did	not	do	so,	data	collection	

was	impacted	negatively.	This	was	because	the	questionnaire	entailed	a	large	

number	of	questions	on	each	of	the	four	mobility	events	that	I	collected	data	on.	

Answering	and	reading	the	answers	to	these	questions	helped	both	me	as	the	

researcher	and	the	participant	to	prepare	for	the	interview	in	terms	of	

recollecting	and	understanding	historical	data.	Where	participants	were	unable	

to	complete	the	questionnaire	some	of	the	interview	time	was	taken	up	with	

recollecting	events,	fact	checking,	back-tracking	and	questioning	details	about	

each	of	the	mobility	events,	which	resulted	in	less	data	richness	for	these	cases.	

Interviewing	

To	answer	the	research	question	of	why	participants	engaged	in	repeated	

mobility,	it	was	necessary	to	employ	an	interview	style	that	would	allow	me	to	

elicit	the	deeper	meanings	behind	individuals’	life	choices.	I	therefore	applied	

interviewing	with	an	approach	that	is	referred	to	as	‘intensive	interviewing’	
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(Charmaz,	2000).	Its	aim	is	to	create	an	in-depth	interaction	with	participants,	in	

which	they	share	their	interpretations	of	their	experiences	and	go	into	the	kind	

of	detail	that	is	beyond	ordinary	everyday	conversations,	where	they	are	able	to	

“go	beneath	the	surface”	(p.	26).	The	basis	for	such	interviews	can	be	a	loose	

topic	or	semi-structured	questions,	both	of	which	I	used	in	my	interviews	

(interview	protocol	and	probes	are	attached	in	the	appendix).		

	 	

I	designed	the	interview	protocol	with	the	help	of	methodological	

literature	(Charmaz,	1991,	99).	I	particularly	considered	Charmaz’	(1991)	

guidelines	for	designing	intensive	interviewing	questions,	which	include	five	

types	of	questions:	1.	Short	face-sheet,	2.	Informational,	3.	Reflective,	4.	Feeling	

and	5.	Ending	questions.	As	I	had	designed	the	survey	to	cover	demographic	and	

historical	data	about	participants	and	their	mobility	history,	the	short	face-sheet	

and	informational	questions	in	the	interviews	were	limited	to	filling	gaps,	for	

instance	when	participants	had	skipped	questions	in	the	survey.	I	thus	could	

concentrate	on	reflective	and	feeling	questions,	eliciting	how	participants	had	

perceived	their	mobilities	and	the	impact	they	had	on	them	overall,	before	

ending,	as	recommended	by	Charmaz	(1991)	with	“positive	closure”	(p.	392).			

	

The	initial	set	of	interview	questions	contained	eleven	areas	of	

questioning	which	were	concerned	with	participants’	overall	experience	of	

repeated	mobility.	I	initially	had	a	strong	focus	on	identity	construction	and	was	

aiming	to	understand	how	participants’	identity	may	shift	throughout	repeated	

mobility.	The	majority	of	questions	was	therefore	constructed	with	the	help	of	

literature	from	this	field.	At	this	point,	I	was	particularly	interested	in	how	

participants	experienced	their	membership	in	different	groups,	such	as	Germans	

at	home	and	abroad	or	the	locals	in	their	place	of	mobility.	Social	identity	theory	

(Hogg,	Abrams,	&	Brewer,	2017;	Hogg,	2016;	Tajfel	&	Turner,	2004)	provided	a	

strong	theoretical	base	for	this	area	of	enquiry.		

	
The	initial	questions	(English	and	German)	were	as	follows:	

1. How	have	your	stays	abroad	impacted	you?	

2. How	close	do	you	feel	to	the	cultures	that	you	lived	in?	
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3. How	did	you	experience	it	to	be	part	of	a	number	of	cultures	at	the	same	time	

(German	and	other	cultures)?	

4. Were	there	conflicts	between	your	German	and	the	other	cultures?	

5. How	has	your	belonging	to	Germany	developed	over	time?	

6. Which	role	does	language	play	for	you	(loss,	acquisition)	

7. Which	role	does	your	partner/family	play?	

8. Where	do	you	feel	at	home?	How	has	this	developed	over	the	years?	

9. Which	role	does	‘moving	again’	play	in	your	life?	

10. When	you	look	back	at	your	repeated	moves,	how	have	you	experienced	them?	

11. What	is	important	when	entering	a	new	culture?	

	

1. Wie	haben	dich	deine	Aufenthalte	beeinflusst?	

2. Wie	nah	fühlst	du	dich	den	Kulturen	in	denen	du	gelebt	hast?	

3. Wie	war	das	für	dich	Teil	mehrerer	Kulturen	gleichzeitig	zu	sein?	(der	deutschen	

und	den	anderen	Kulturen?)	

4. Gab	es	Konflikte	zwischen	deiner	deutschen	und	den	anderen	Kulturen?	

5. Wie	hat	sich	dein	Zugehörigkeitsgefühl	zu	Deutschland	im	Laufe	der	Zeit	

entwickelt?	

6. Welche	Rolle	spielt	die	Sprache	(Verlust,	neue	Sprachen)?	

7. Welche	Rolle	spielt	dein	Lebensgefährte/in,	die	Familie?	

8. Wo	fühlst	dud	ich	zu	Hause?	Wie	hat	sich	das	entwickelt	über	die	Jahre?	

9. Welche	Rolle	spielt	das	wieder	weggehen	in	deinem	Leben?	

10. Wenn	du	auf	deine	verschiedenen	Umzüge	zurückblickst,	wie	hast	du	sie	erlebt?	

11. Was	ist	wichtig	wenn	man	sich	in	eine	neue	Kultur	einlebt?		

	

In	iterative	research,	where	data	is	analysed	and	collected	simultaneously	

(Suddaby,	2006),	interviews	give	way	to	further	interviews,	with	either	the	same	

or	different	interviewees,	and	initial	coding	gives	rise	to	ideas	and	categories	for	

exploration	in	the	next	interview.	In	line	with	recommendations	for	doing	

grounded	theory	research	(Charmaz,	1991),	I	conducted	preliminary	interviews	

with	two	participants.	Their	feedback	resulted	in	the	amendment	of	some	of	the	

phrasing	of	the	questions	to	achieve	a	better	flow.	However,	more	significantly,	

the	open	interview	style	allowed	participants	to	recall	each	of	their	mobility	

episodes	in	great	detail,	which	provided	unforeseen	richness	of	data	in	relation	
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to	the	variance	between	different	mobilities.	In	both	test	cases,	the	questions	

that	invited	reflection	on	the	experience	yielded	the	richest	data,	in	particular	

the	question	of	“How	have	you	experienced	your	mobilities?”	However,	

questions	that	were	concerned	with	group	membership,	such	as	“How	have	you	

experienced	being	part	of	different	groups	(e.g.	Germans	and	Australians)?”	did	

not	result	in	rich	data.	Both	participants	referred	to	the	contextual	variances	of	

different	situations	and	referred	back	to	the	narratives	they	had	told	about	each	

of	the	different	mobilities.	Social	identity	theory	states	that	individuals	make	

sense	of	group	membership	according	to	the	different	situational	contexts	they	

are	in	(Tajfel	&	Turner,	2004).	It	was	therefore	only	natural	for	participants	to	

refer	back	to	these	different	contexts.	I	decided	that	focusing	more	on	the	

questions	that	would	elicit	information	on	these	contexts	would	yield	richer	

data,	and	hence,	omitted	the	question	in	subsequent	interviews.	Given	the	

shifting	focus	towards	exploring	events	dating	back	long	periods	of	time	it	was	

important	to	control	for	recollection	bias,	which	can	result	in	the	collection	of	

data	that	is	inaccurate	(Tourangeau,	2000;	Yin,	2013).	I	addressed	this	threat	to	

validity	by	combining	interviews	with	surveys	(discussed	later	on)	that	aided	

memory	recall	of	individual	mobility	episodes	as	well	as	through	data	

triangulation,	supplementing	information	from	the	interview	with	that	from	the	

survey	(discussed	later	on	in	detail).	

	

Throughout	data	collection,	I	coded	the	data	and	developed	and	refined	

the	interview	questions	as	research	progressed,	again	as	recommended	in	

methodological	literature	(Duffy,	Ferguson,	&	Watson,	2004).	Through	this	

iterative	process,	the	specific	areas	of	concern	for	participants	emerged,	either	

by	mentioning	it	themselves	or	by	me	noticing	gaps	in	the	conversation.	In	this	

way,	I	slowly	moved	away	from	identity	as	the	main	area	of	enquiry	and	became	

more	interested	in	the	various	factors	associated	with	each	of	the	places	that	

impacted	upon	different	experiences.	Throughout	the	research	process,	it	

emerged	that	individuals’	motivation	for	being	abroad	changed	throughout	their	

stays	abroad.	I	later	labelled	it	‘motivational	change’	and	it	became	a	major	

turning	point	in	the	study.	In	the	analysis,	I	identified	different	variables	that	

impacted	on	experience	and	led	to	motivational	change	for	participants.	The	data	
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demonstrated	that	the	specific	details	for	each	individual	case	were	significant	in	

their	impact	on	motivational	change,	so	I	subsequently	started	asking	

participants	in-depth	questions	about	these	details.		

	

This	occurred	in	a	similar	fashion	to	how	I	described	the	first	two	

interviews,	where	participants	contrasted	and	compared	their	different	mobility	

episodes	when	I	invited	them	to	talk	about	their	experiences	in	repeated	

mobility.	Building	on	their	answers,	I	then	enquired	deeper	by	asking	how,	why,	

and	in	which	context	motivational	change	had	occurred	for	them	and	what	or	

who	was	associated	with	this.	This	included	events,	people,	timings,	and	

contextual	factors	such	as	work.	I	also	invited	participants	to	reflect	on	their	

experiences	in	a	comparative	fashion,	for	instance	asking:	“What	was	that	like	in	

comparison	to	Singapore?”	and	“What	was	it	like	before	in	comparison	to	after?”	

Asking	all	participants	in	the	same	way	also	ensured	that	the	depths	of	enquiry	

was	equal	in	all	interviews.	

	

The	questions	of	enquiry	that	I	posed	did	not	change,	only	the	emphasis	

on	the	deeper	enquiry	with	more	in-depths	questioning	as	described	above.	

While	I	elicited	more	questions	on	the	aspects	of	motivational	change	in	this	way,	

I	did	drop	two	questions	out	of	the	protocol.	They	had	been	designed	to	enquire	

about	participants’	ways	of	dealing	with	cross-cultural	conflicts	and	about	the	

importance	of	the	German	language	in	everyday	life	respectively.	As	participants’	

descriptions	went	deeper	and	into	more	detail	about	their	lives	in	each	of	the	

locations	through	my	prodding,	these	areas	of	enquiry	came	up	naturally	as	part	

of	their	stories.	I	therefore	omitted	them	as	separate	questions.		

	

This	approach	of	aligning	data	collection	with	emerging	theory	is	one	

element	of	‘theoretical	sampling’	which	is	core	to	the	grounded	theory	approach.	

Locke	(2001)	describes	four	ways	in	which	researchers	can	apply	theoretical	

sampling	in	their	work,	sampling	different	participants	(i),	different	participant	

groups	(ii),	amending	data	gathering	techniques	(iii)	and	re-examining	the	

existing	data	set	(iv).	While	in	this	study	I	did	not	utilise	theoretical	sampling	in	

regard	to	the	sample	in	favour	of	convenience	and	snowball	sampling,	I	did	apply	
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the	concept	to	the	structure	of	my	data	gathering	mechanisms,	changing	my	

interview	questions	over	time.	I	did	so	at	varying	degrees	of	alignment	to	the	

coding	stages	–	from	being	relatively	open	and	exploratory	in	data	collection	at	

the	beginning	to	filling	in	gaps	and	refining	existing	categories	with	specific	

questions	towards	the	end	of	the	research.		

	

Strauss	and	Corbin	(1990,	1998)	describe	these	variations	as	three	levels	

of	theoretical	sampling,	each	of	which	relate	to	their	three	levels	of	coding	and	

which	operate	at	different	levels	of	focus.	As	such	open	sampling	is,	as	the	name	

suggests,	“relatively	indiscriminate”	(Locke,	2001,	p.	83)	of	the	data	being	

collected	and	how	it	aligns	to	theory	development.	Variational	and	relational	

sampling	becomes	more	focussed	as	analysis	progresses	into	the	axial	coding	

stage.	Finally,	discriminate	sampling	is	highly	focussed	and	specific,	aligning	to	

the	selective	coding	stage,	refining	concepts	and	filling	in	gaps	of	understanding.	

As	described	earlier,	in	the	beginning,	I	asked	mostly	broad	questions	with	little	

elaboration.	As	the	concept	of	motivational	change	developed,	I	asked	deeper	

questions	about	the	associated	factors	that	I	had	collected	in	other	interviews.	As	

I	identified	these	categories	in	interviews	in	some	mobility	episodes	but	not	in	

others,	I	asked	participants	specifically	about	them.	This	way	a	more	complete	

picture	on	the	various	facets	emerged	across	all	mobilities.	I	also	returned	to	the	

data	I	had	collected	on	the	beginning	to	re-sample	it	in	accordance	with	the	

category	of	motivational	change.	This	yielded	additional	elements	impacting	

motivational	change	and	thus	strengthened	the	category.	

	

Interviews	were	scheduled	to	last	about	an	hour	but	in	most	cases	lasted	

about	an	hour	and	a	half.	The	interview	process	itself	was	driven	by	my	

participants’	concerns	and	interest,	while	still	covering	the	areas	of	my	evolving	

concerns	in	relation	to	theory	development.	This	created	an	atmosphere	in	

which	participants	could	‘open	up’	about	their	personal	and	private	concerns,	as	

is	recommended	and	common	in	grounded	theory	research	(Wimpenny	&	Gass,	

2000).	When	interviewing,	my	goal	was	to	help	participants	express	their	views	

and	experiences	and	the	meanings	they	associated	with	them	(Charmaz,	2006).	

While	I	had	prepared	a	number	of	semi-structured	questions,	I	recognized	after	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 60	
	

	60	

the	first	couple	of	questions	that	general,	open-ended	questions	yielded	richer	

data	and	continued	to	use	this	approach	throughout	the	majority	of	the	

interviews.	This	is	in	line	with	the	experiences	of	other	researchers	using	

grounded	theory	because,	as	Charmaz	(2006)	states,	if	asked	the	right	way	even	

one	question	can	sometimes	make	“stories	tumble	out”	(p.	290).	To	end	the	

interviews,	I	usually	asked	whether	there	was	anything	else	that	participants	

would	like	to	tell	me	or	whether	there	was	anything	else	that	I	should	know	but	

didn’t	ask.	This	was	in	line	with	recommendations	by	Schreiber	and	Stern	(2001)	

who	see	these	questions	as	a	key	tool	for	initiating	reflection	on	behalf	of	the	

participants	and	for	eliciting	more	data.	In	my	case,	this	strategy	was	most	

successful	with	participants	typically	extending	the	conversation	for	another	

twenty	minutes.	Many	thanked	me	for	the	opportunity	to	talk	about	their	

experiences,	which	they	felt	are	not	recognised	in	the	general	narrative	of	

migration	in	Germany.	Finally,	I	thanked	the	participants	and	asked	them	to	get	

in	touch	with	me	should	they	want	to	add	anything	further,	which	one	of	the	

participants	did	two	weeks	later	over	email.	

Setting	

I	conducted	the	interviews	with	participants	in	a	setting	of	their	choosing,	

including	cafés	and	homes.	The	majority,	however,	happened	over	video-

conferencing	as	participants	were	living	in	different	locations	across	the	world.	I	

checked	whether	there	were	differences	in	terms	of	the	quality	of	the	data	

yielded	or	the	rapport	I	established	with	participants	by	listening	to	the	

interviews	at	least	twice	after	it	had	taken	place,	taking	notes	on	the	interview	

and	comparing	the	interviews.	There	was	no	significant	difference	detected	in	

either	rapport	or	richness	of	data,	the	difference	was	therefore	not	considered	in	

data	analysis.	In	all	cases,	after	obtaining	written	and	verbal	permission	by	

participants,	I	audio-recorded	the	interviews	and	took	extensive	field	notes,	

about	60	pages	all	up.	Fieldnotes	included	my	perceptions	before,	during	and	

after	the	interview	in	relation	to	the	participant,	the	environment	in	which	the	

interview	took	place	and	details	of	the	conversation.	At	the	beginning	of	each	

interview,	I	offered	to	conduct	the	interview	in	any	of	the	languages	I	am	fluent	

in	(German,	English	and	Russian),	so	that	participants	would	feel	comfortable	
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and	in	control	(Warren,	2002).	All	participants	chose	German	as	the	interview	

language.	This,	however,	was	often	intermixed	with	words	from	participants’	

current	local	language,	such	as	French,	which	meant	that	conversations	ensued,	

in	which	participants	clarified	for	me	what	they	meant	if	I	did	not	understand	it.	

	 	

I	recorded	the	interviews	with	digital	recording	equipment,	and	sent	

them	to	a	transcription	service	in	Germany.	Being	a	certified	translator	by	

professional	background,	I	then	used	the	raw	German	data	to	analyse	and	code	it	

straight	into	English.	This	was	done	after	initial	attempts	to	code	in	German	and	

then	translate	the	result	into	English,	this,	however,	resulted	in	dissatisfactory	

outcomes	because	codes	and	concepts	created	in	German	did	not	translate	well	

into	English.	For	instance	terms	that	carry	very	specific	meaning	in	the	German	

language,	such	as	Heimat,	needed	more	detailed	exploration	around	the	context	

in	English,	which	also	needed	to	be	coded.	However,	coding	it	in	German	this	

context	would	have	been	lost.	At	the	same	time,	I	analysed	my	field	notes,	which	

were	a	mixture	of	English	and	German.	

	

I	titled	each	transcript	with	a	male	or	female	name,	a	pseudonym	that	I	

appointed	to	that	interview.	As	I	was	the	only	person	handling	the	data,	I	did	this	

primarily	so	I	could	use	the	pseudonyms	within	the	text	of	the	thesis	when	

writing	up	results	without	any	participant	being	identifiable.		

	

Fieldnotes	

Throughout	data	collection,	I	took	extensive	field	notes.	This	is	a	key	

activity	in	grounded	theory	as	it	is	important	to	make	visible	the	internal	thought	

processes	that	the	researcher	engages	with	during	the	research	process,	such	as	

initial	reactions,	thoughts	and	ideas	about	the	data.	After	each	interview,	I	hand	

wrote	notes	on	the	interactions	that	had	occurred	with	each	participant	in	the	

interview	that	just	concluded.	I	noted	observations	of	participants’	reactions	to	

questions,	participants’	language	use,	anecdotes	and	observations	from	the	

interviews	for	instance	about	things	that	surprised	me	or	where	I	got	similar	

answers	in	earlier	interviews.	I	also	reflected	on	my	initial	expectations	around	
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the	answers	questions	would	yield	and	then	compared	them	to	what	participants	

had	answered,	thus	reflecting	on	my	own	learning	process.	All	this	helped	me	to	

monitor	my	observations	of	participants’	reactions	to	each	question	and	the	data	

it	yielded.	It	assisted	me	in	clarifying	my	implicit	thoughts	on	the	data	by	

bringing	them	on	paper	and	ultimately	helped	my	understanding	of	the	data.	It	

also	assisted	me	in	taking	the	participants’	perspective	in	line	with	an	

interpretive	paradigm.	As	data	collection	and	analysis	ensued	in	parallel,	field	

notes	began	to	include	elements	of	the	emerging	codes	that	I	had	begun	to	

develop.	My	reflection	on	these	in	the	field	notes	helped	me	fill	out	the	emerging	

categories	with	specific	questions	in	the	next	interviews.	I	also	transcribed	the	

field	notes	into	the	data	analysis	software	and	handled	them	as	another	piece	of	

data	to	be	coded	together	with	the	interview	transcripts.	This	way	throughout	

the	analysis	process,	field	notes	informed	each	cycle	of	analysis	and	formed	a	

basis	for	the	next	iteration	of	codes,	as	suggested	by	Creswell	and	Clark	(2007).		

Member	checking	

As	a	strategy	through	which	to	‘test’	emerging	theory,	I	used	a	

methodology	process	called	‘member	checking’	through	which	the	researcher	

returns	to	participants	with	a	verbal	or	written	overview	of	the	emergent	codes	

of	theory	in	order	to	obtain	participant	feedback	(Bryant	&	Charmaz,	2007).	I	

initiated	contact	with	two	of	the	participants	throughout	the	duration	of	the	

research	project.	I	selected	these	participants	as	they	had	indicated	initial	

agreement	for	further	involvement	at	the	interview	and	were	available	to	

connect	with	me	without	much	time	delay.		

	

In	conversations	after	the	initial	interview	I	shared	selected	theoretical	

ideas	I	had	developed	and	checked	with	them	whether	my	interpretations	

resonated	or	not,	with	the	ideal	being	that	the	story	would	be	immediately	

recognisable	to	the	people	concerned	(Milliken	&	Schreiber,	2001).	I	did	this	

verbally,	sharing	initial	thoughts	on	selected	elements	such	as	motivational	

change	and	the	influencing	factors	impacting	it.	They	responded	positively	and	

sometimes	added	facets	I	had	not	thought	of	yet,	which	I	recorded	in	writing.	An	

example	of	this	was	a	conversation	with	Anke	who,	in	response	to	my	first	idea	
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about	life	stages	and	potential	links	to	motivation	told	a	story	about	her	shorter	

mobility	to	Africa	during	her	student	days	and	linked	her	motivation	to	that	

stage	of	her	life.	

I	then	went	back	to	the	data	and	interrogated	whether	their	observations	

had	been	true	for	other	cases.	In	one	case	this	led	to	the	discovery	of	a	new	

category	–	coping	with	the	German	community	-	relating	to	German	expat	

communities	and	their	negative	impact	on	the	feeling	of	belonging	abroad.	

Member	checking	was	thus	impactful	for	forming	my	conclusions.	

	

Data	analysis	

In	choosing	a	suitable	method	for	data	analysis,	I	selected	a	grounded	

theory	approach	to	the	case	study	methodology.	This	meant	I	analysed	individual	

cases	first,	identifying	factors	and	underlying	processes	using	grounded	theory	

methodology	and	then	compared	these	across	cases,	thus	conducting	both	

within-	and	across	case	analysis.	The	analysis	process	using	a	grounded	theory	

approach	follows	an	open-ended	emergent	process	that	generates	theory	by	

taking	analysis	to	a	high	level	of	abstraction,	going	beyond	rich	description	

(Charmaz,	2006).	It	relies	on	a	combination	of	induction	and	deduction,	a	type	of	

reasoning	described	as	abduction	(Peirce,	1974),	in	which	the	researcher	makes	

inferences	based	on	observations	and	derives	theory	from	it	(Mantere	&	

Ketokivi,	2013).	Grounded	theory	facilitates	this	process	during	data	analysis	by	

“considering	all	possible	theoretical	explanations	for	the	data,	forming	

hypotheses	for	each	possible	explanation,	checking	them	empirically	by	

examining	data,	and	pursuing	the	most	plausible	explanation”	(Charmaz,	2006,	p.	

104).	This	is	facilitated	through	a	formalised,	albeit	iterative	process	called	

coding.	

Coding	

In	grounded	theory,	analysing	data	happens	through	the	activity	of	

coding.	Hereby,	codes	are	developed	from	the	data,	rather	than	being	taken	from	

an	existing	theoretical	framework.	Coding	is	a	process	of	sorting	data,	and	

attaching	labels	to	each	segment	in	order	to	describe	the	meaning	of	that	
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segment	(Charmaz,	2006).	The	approach	to	data	analysis	in	this	study	was	

informed	by	that	of	Strauss	and	Corbin	(1990),	using	the	three	phases	of	coding	-	

open,	axial	and	selective	coding	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990;	Strauss	&	Corbin,	1998)	

as	well	as	Charmaz’	(2006)	approach.	To	do	so,	I	used	transcripts	of	the	German	

interviews	as	the	main	data	source	and	coded	them	line-by-line	(Locke,	2001),	

using	the	computer	program	MaxQDA.	While	each	of	these	phases	overlapped	

and	analysis	was	iterative	in	practice,	I	describe	these	phases	here	as	linear	for	

clarity.		

An	illustration	of	the	data	analysis	process	for	this	study	is	provided	

below,	together	with	a	visualisation	of	the	overall	research	process	further	

down.	

	

Figure	2.	Data	analysis	process	of	grounded	theory	approach	to	within-	and	across	
case	study	method	

	
	 <-	Iterative	process	->	 	

Stage	1	 Stage	2	 Stage	3	
Within-case	analysis	 Across-case	analysis	 Across-case	analysis	

Open	Coding	 Axial	coding	 Selective	Coding	
Case	1	 	 	

Case	2	 Open	codes	cases	1-19	 Axial	codes	cases	1-19	
…	 	 	
Case	19	 	 	
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Figure	3.	Research	process	

	

	

	

Open	coding	

The	first	step	in	the	analysis	process	involved	decontextualising	data	in	a	

process	called	‘open	coding’	(Corbin	&	Strauss,	2008),	which	I	did	for	every	case	

study	individually	(within-case	analysis).	Open	coding	involves	an	initial	

categorisation	of	data	fragments	(in	my	case	text	lines)	by	labeling	them.	As	

Locke	(2001)	explains	“Fracturing	their	data	into	fragments	helps	researchers	to	

step	back,	examine	the	disaggregated	elements	and	conceptualize	them	in	a	way	

that	transcends	the	particular	interview	or	situation	in	which	they	were	

embedded.”	(p.	66).	I	used	different	guidelines	to	label	the	data	fragments	(or	

codes),	including	those	by	Locke	(2001)	and	the	questions	by	Corbin	&	Strauss	

(1987,	90)	such	as	who?	what?	why?	when?.	I	also	used	a	number	of	strategies	

outlined	by	Charmaz	(2006)	to	create	codes,	such	as	breaking	up	the	data	into	
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properties;	looking	for	tacit	assumptions;	explicating	implicit	assumptions	and	

meanings;	comparing	data	with	data,	and	identifying	gaps	in	data.		

	

To	explain	this	process,	I	provide	an	example	of	how	this	happened,	based	

on	data	from	Julia’s	interview	here:	“Well…until	this	day	I	still	find	Germans,	

when	I	happen	to	meet	them,	quite	annoying.	Yes,	I’ve	noticed	that	even	after	all	

these	years	I’m	fighting	to	let	go	of	this	German	directness,	if	you	know	what	I	

mean?”	(Julia,	participant).	I	created	three	codes	labelling	her	statement	by	

capturing	the	notion	that	she	doesn’t	like	to	meet	Germans,	that	she	uses	

directness	and	that	she	still	remains	German.	Even	though	she	doesn’t	voice	

these	aspects	directly,	the	codes	make	these	tacit	assumptions	visible:	

	

Figure	4.	Initial	open	coding	example	Julia	

	

	 Assigned	Code	 Quote	
	

	 	
Finding	Germans	annoying	

	
“until	this	day	I	still	find	Germans,	when	I	happen	to	

meet	them,	quite	annoying”	
	

	 	
Fighting	to	let	go	of	own	
‘German’	directness	

Directness	
	

“even	after	all	these	years	I’m	fighting	to	let	go	of	this	
German	directness”	

	

	

A	key	activity	in	coding	is	the	re-arrangement,	splitting	and	consolidation	

of	codes.	Often,	new	raw	data	did	not	fit	categories	that	I	had	developed	

previously.	In	this	case,	I	opened	new	codes	into	which	the	data	was	

accommodated.	As	I	coded	more	data,	sometimes	the	new	code	would	form	a	

subset	of	a	larger	higher-order	code	into	which	the	other	code	would	be	

collapsed.	For	instance,	the	initial	code	above	of	“Finding	Germans	annoying”,	

together	with	other	codes,	became	part	of	the	category	“Perceiving	Germans	

abroad”,	which	described	how	participants’	perceived	Germans	abroad.	At	other	

times,	I	collapsed	existing	codes	into	a	larger	data	pool,	thus	merging	codes.	This	

was	for	instance	the	case	with	the	example	from	Julia’s	interview	above,	where	I	

had	assigned	two	codes	for	one	quote.	The	original	code	of	“Fighting	to	let	go	of	
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own	‘German’	directness”	was	eventually	merged	with	a	code	termed	“Trying	to	

let	go	of	‘German’	traits”.	This	later	became	part	of	the	category	“Trying	to	

change	‘Being	German’”,	which	described	participants’	attempts	to	change	their	

communication	and	character	traits	that	they	perceived	to	be	typically	German,	

such	as	the	directness	as	described	above.	

	

Other	codes	were	elevated	into	a	category;	for	instance,	the	category	

“Trying	to	change	‘Being	German’”	had	already	been	its	own	code	prior.	When	

creating	categories,	I	was	careful,	in	their	final	version,	to	explain	rather	than	just	

label	them	as	they	had	been	named	by	participants	or	occurred	in	the	social	

situation.	Locke	(2001)	describes	that	“recurring	language	terms	in	the	social	

situation	will	point	to	the	problems	that	actors	in	the	social	situation	contend	

with	and	highlight	for	researchers	what	we	need	to	account	for,	while	the	

categories	we	articulate	in	our	own	terms	should	explain	them.”	(p.	50).	For	

instance,	participants	had	repeatedly	talked	about	the	difficulties	they	

experienced	in	meeting	locals,	labelling	them	as	different	or	hard	to	reach.	The	

subsequent	category	of	‘having	difficulty	meeting	locals’	gave	these	descriptions	

justice,	but	more	so	went	beyond	them	to	explain	what	was	going	on	in	the	data.	

These	strategies	helped	me	to	‘open	up’	(Locke,	2001)	the	data	and	I	eventually	

arrived	at	over	5000	individual	codes	of	data,	an	expected	number	for	the	size	of	

the	study	if	following	the	established	coding	procedures.	I	then	categorised	these	

codes	into	higher	order	units.	A	complete	table	with	the	final	categories	is	

provided	later	in	the	chapter.	

	

Based	on	participants’	choice,	I	conducted	all	interviews	in	German	but	I	

had	to	report	the	results	of	the	study	in	English.	I	therefore	required	an	

intermediary	step	of	translation.	In	consultations	with	secondary	literature	

(Lopez,	Figueroa,	Connor,	&	Maliski,	2008)	and	my	supervisors,	who	are	both	

bilingual	researchers	and	are	familiar	with	this	problem,	I	experimented	with	

conducting	the	translation	at	different	points	of	the	process.	Eventually	I	decided	

on	using	the	original	German	source	data,	translating	the	information	in	my	head	

and	naming	the	codes	as	well	as	the	categories	arising	out	of	them	in	English	

straight	away.	As	described	above,	this	process	was	iterative,	and	subsequently,	I	
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combed	through	the	data	several	times	until	I	could	no	longer	apply	new	codes.	

A	code	tree	with	the	1st	order	concepts	resulting	from	open	coding	with	some	of	

the	codes	is	provided	below:	

Figure	5.	Code	tree	

	

1st	order	concepts	 Example	codes	
Motivations	for	initial	mobility	 	
Career	 Professional	interest;	lack	of	autonomy;	serendipity	

Balancing	one’s	relationship	
Relocation	as	a	saviour;	joint	and	rational	decision-making;	
tagging	team	

Self-realisation	
Seeking	an	exciting	adventure;	Leaving	everything	behind;	
reinventing	yourself	

Pathways	of	subsequent	mobility	 	
Change	pathway	 Life	course	change;	motivational	change;	self-initiating	stays	
Stability	pathway	 Stable	work	environment;	consistent	motivation	
Mobility	outcomes	 	
Settling	down	abroad	 Considering	social	ties;	having	career	ties;	weighing	up	capital		

Continued	mobility	
Returning	is	not	enough;	traveller	identity;	non-existence	of	
social	ties	locally;	career	ties	in	mobility;	capital	in	mobility	

Return	to	Germany	
Social	ties	in	Germany;	being	a	local	vs	an	expat;	feeling	like	
yourself	in	Germany	

Coping	with	mobility	 	

Splitting	
Splitting	home;	splitting	locals	and	expats;	splitting	personal	
history	

Being	different	
Ways	of	asserting	difference;	being	seen	as	different;	seeing	
yourself	as	different	

Building	homes	over	and	over	 Re-creating	new	homes;	imagining	future	homes	
	

Axial	coding	

The	next	step	was	axial	coding,	which	involves	a	“set	of	procedures	

whereby	data	are	put	back	together	in	new	ways	after	open	coding,	by	making	

connections	between	categories”	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	p.	116).	I	conducted	

axial	coding	for	all	19	cases	combined	(cross-case	analysis)	to	identify	causal	

relationships	that	characterised	what	I	saw	in	the	data.	I	did	this	first	by	

identifying	and	grouping	categories	for	their	relationship	to	context,	conditions,	

strategies,	and	consequences	and	then	linked	those	that	were	related	to	the	same	

interactions	(Corbin	&	Strauss,	1990).	Some	researchers	also	describe	this	step	

as	chunking	up	the	categories	identified	in	open	coding	(Charmaz,	2006;	Strauss	

&	Corbin,	1990,	1998).	Axial	coding	required	me	to	identify	large,	pertinent	

categories	of	codes	and	sift	through	all	of	the	available	data	in	order	to	arrive	at	

larger	overarching	categories.	Categories	are	formed	through	analysing	an	initial	
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code	and	defining	its	properties	(Charmaz,	2000).	This	is	a	non-linear	and	

sometimes	ambiguous	process	that	required	me	to	make	analytical	decision	

based	on	what	made	the	most	analytical	sense	(Charmaz,	2006).		

	

This	decision-making	was	aided	by	the	process	of	constant	comparison,	a	

continuous	appraisal	of	the	delineations	of	meaning	within,	across	and	against	

the	data.	Constant	comparison	is	pertinent	across	all	stages	of	grounded	theory	

(Charmaz,	2006)	including	data	collection	and	open	coding	and	also	forms	a	

critical	feature	of	axial	coding	(Boychuk	Duchscher	&	Morgan,	2004).	In	order	to	

arrive	at	data	that	is	‘grounded’	in	the	observed	phenomenon,	constant	

comparison	is	used	to	develop	concepts	and	categories	(Jeon,	2004).	It	is	an	

inductive	process	that	compares	“data	with	data,	data	with	category,	category	

with	category,	and	category	with	concept”	(Charmaz,	2006,	p.	178).		

	

I	analysed	the	data	using	the	constant	comparison	method	from	the	onset	

of	data	collection	and	throughout	all	stages	of	coding.	In	doing	so,	the	

comparisons	became	progressively	more	abstract	among	the	concepts,	sub-

categories,	and	categories	as	they	emerged	from	the	data	(Charmaz,	2006;	

Corbin	&	Strauss,	2008;	Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	1998)	and	finally	advanced	to	

the	emergence	of	concepts	and	ideas.	An	example	of	this	is	the	emergence	of	the	

category	of	trajectories.	In	open	coding	I	had	discovered	the	motivations	for	

initial	mobility,	which	were	self-realisation,	career,	and	family	motivations.	I	

consulted	with	additional	literature,	and	used	it	as	data	as	is	common	in	

grounded	theory	(Suddaby,	2006),	and	identified	family	and	career	motivations	

as	part	of	social	trajectories,	which	are	individuals’	unique	life	paths	within	

social	dimensions	(Mortimer	&	Shanahan,	2006).		

	

Trajectories	have	beginning	and	end	points	that	occur	in	individuals’	

lives,	called	transitions.	The	concept	of	transitions	assisted	me	during	the	axial	

coding	stage	to	draw	connections	between	thus	far	unrelated	categories.	Strauss	

and	Corbin	(1990)	offer	a	number	of	strategies	to	progress	axial	coding,	which	I	

consulted	in	the	development	of	this	work.	Amongst	others,	they	suggest	

examining	a	phenomenon	by	investigating	its	causal	conditions,	the	context	and	
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intervening	conditions	that	give	rise	to	its	occurrence,	the	strategies	in	which	it	

is	carried	out	as	well	as	the	consequences	of	it.	With	the	help	of	these	strategies	

and	constant	comparison	across	the	data,	I	discovered	different	types	of	

trajectories	such	as	family	and	work	that	people	experienced	throughout	their	

lives	(what	Strauss	&	Corbin	(1990)	refer	to	as	context).	When	changes	to	these	

trajectories	occurred,	for	instance,	they	completed	education,	began	

employment,	had	children,	or	entered	a	long-term	relationship,	they	experienced	

transitions	out	of	the	old	trajectories	and	into	new	ones	(what	Strauss	and	

Corbin	(1990)	refer	to	as	the	phenomenon/axial	coding	category).	Observing	the	

different	properties	of	these	transitions,	such	as	that	they	were	either	planned	

and	expected	or	sudden	and	unforeseen,	led	me	to	discover	‘normative	

transitions’	and	‘turning	points’.	Participants	who	experienced	turning	points	

went	through	a	process	of	re-evaluating	their	mobility	status	(strategies)	and	

acted	in	accordance	with	their	re-evaluation,	either	moving	repeatedly	or	staying	

(what	Strauss	and	Corbin	(1990)	refer	to	as	consequence),	whereas	those	who	

experienced	normative	transitions	did	not.	Certain	life	transitions	therefore	

impacted	individuals’	mobility	status	(what	Strauss	and	Corbin	(1990)	refer	to	as	

causal).		

	

The	described	non-linear	data	analysis	process	eventually	led	me	to	

discover	the	relationships	outlined	above	as	well	as	several	further	findings	that	

contributed	to	answering	the	research	question.	The	emergence	of	findings	from	

this	example	are	visualized	below.	The	categories	relating	to	this	example	are	

highlighted	in	red	and	the	stages	of	theory	development	for	this	category	

through	axial	coding	are	numbered	in	chronological	order.	As	such,	the	

identification	of	work	and	family	motivations	led,	through	theoretical	sampling	

with	literature,	to	the	discovery	of	trajectories	and	more	specifically	to	those	of	

education,	employment,	and	family.	Examining	the	drivers	for	subsequent	

motivation,	I	discovered	the	two	different	types	of	transitions,	normative	

transitions	and	turning	points.	In	a	cross-case	analysis	of	transitions,	I	

discovered	that	they	triggered	a	process	of	re-evaluating	mobility,	which	

ultimately	led	to	three	different	mobility	outcomes:	staying	abroad,	repeated	

mobility	or	returning	to	Germany.	Returning	to	a	within-case	analysis	of	mobility	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 71	
	

	 71	

histories	eventually	led	me	to	discover	two	different	pathways	of	mobility,	the	

stability	and	change	pathways.	

Figure	6.	Example	emergence	of	categories	
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Figure	6.	Example	emergence	of	categories	
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The	advantage	in	using	constant	comparison	is	that	it	helps	the	

researcher	to	focus	on	abstract	meanings	rather	than	single	cases,	and	to	move	

more	quickly	from	description	to	abstraction	(Corbin	&	Strauss,	2008).	However,	

using	this	method,	the	coding	process	can	also	be	ambivalent,	with	categories	

emerging	but	eventually	not	retaining	importance	for	the	final	theory.	Chiovitti	

and	Piran	(2003)	describe	this	as	information	having	to	‘earn’	its	way	into	the	

theory	“…when	constant	comparisons	of	data	revealed	the	repeated	presence	of	

specific	content	areas	in	actual	participant	data”	(p.	429).	It	also	requires	

particular	sensitivity	in	regard	to	how	assumptions	and	biases	are	shaping	the	

research	process	and	the	developing	theory	(Charmaz,	2006).		

	

In	grounded	theory,	this	is	addressed	through	a	constant	interaction	

between	the	researcher’s	underlying	assumptions,	participants,	and	the	data.	

One	example	for	this	from	the	data	collected	in	the	study	relates	to	the	topic	of	

the	impact	of	childhood	experiences	on	the	motivation	to	migrate.	At	the	

beginning	of	data	collection,	two	participants	described	their	early	childhood	

experiences	about	moving	within	Germany.	After	reviewing	and	coding	these	

interviews,	I	saw	that	they	perceived	this	as	their	first	significant	mobility	

experience	leading	to	the	wish	to	migrate	further.		

	

While	conducting	coding	I	also	developed	analytical	memos	(discussed	

later	in	the	chapter),	which	helped	me	reflect	on	the	sense	making	process.	I	

recognized	similarities	of	these	experiences	with	my	own,	having	also	

experienced	similar	events.	At	this	stage,	I	thought	that	this	would	form	part	of	

the	final	theory	and	recorded	this	in	the	memos.	However,	as	interviews	

progressed	and	other	participants	did	not	discuss	their	childhood	relocations	in	

this	way,	I	came	to	understand,	mainly	through	recording	memos,	that	this	line	

of	thought	was	influenced	by	my	own	experience	rather	than	being	grounded	in	

the	data.	I	then	realised	that	this	area	was	not	going	to	be	part	of	the	final	theory.	

This	ambiguity	in	qualitative	coding	was	difficult	at	times.	To	aid	my	

understanding,	I	wrote	extensive	memos	and	drew	diagrams.	This	helped	to	

make	sense	of	what	I	was	seeing	in	the	data	while	undertaking	coding	and	

engaging	in	the	process	of	constant	comparison.	
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Selective	coding	
Once	the	initial	two	phases	were	complete	for	all	19	cases,	I	moved	to	

selective	coding	and	began	to	identify	themes	from	which	the	selective	codes	

surfaced.	This	phase	consisted	of	identifying	core	categories	that	could	form	a	

‘story’	providing	an	answer	to	the	research	question.	The	process	to	arrive	at	this	

story	involved	“selecting	the	core	category,	systematically	relating	it	to	other	

categories	and	filling	in	categories	that	need	further	refinement	and	

development”	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	p.	116). As	with	all	coding,	at	times	this	
required	an	iterative	cycle	of	review	of	the	codes	back	to	the	axial	level	to	

understand	the	relationships	within	the	data.	Data	analysis	continued	until	

‘saturation’,	when	the	concepts	and	categories	were	well-	defined	and	could	be	

integrated	into	a	theory	(Charmaz,	2000;	Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	1998).	

Deciding	when	saturation	occurs	does	not	follow	rigid	rules	(Suddaby,	2006)	but	

rather	is	determined	by	the	researcher	in	the	situation.	“The	criteria	for	

determining	saturation	[…]	are	a	combination	of	the	empirical	limits	of	the	data,	

the	integration	and	density	of	the	theory	and	the	analyst’s	theoretical	sensitivity”	

(Glaser	&	Strauss,	1967,	p.	62).	For	my	study,	I	understood	saturation	was	

reached	when	information	began	to	repeat	itself	and	existing	conceptual	

categories	were	confirmed	in	the	data	(Suddaby,	2006).	As	such,	in	my	last	

interview	with	Carina	I	added	data	that	fit	fully	the	thus	far	established	themes	

of	Motivations,	Transitions	and	Coping	with	mobility.	I	confirmed	two	of	the	

three	major	mobility	motivations	that	I	had	identified	earlier,	confirmed	the	data	

category	of	normative	transitions	and	all	the	major	categories	in	the	theme	of	

Coping	with	mobility.	This,	together	with	all	the	other	data	confirmed	that	

saturation	had	been	reached.	The	result	of	selective	coding	was	the	identification	

of	five	aggregate	dimensions:	socially-driven	initial	mobility,	life	stages	

impacting	pathways,	life	course	events,	continuous	re-evaluation,	and	mobility-

enhancing	coping	mechanisms.	Connected	to	these	were	ten	2nd	order	themes	

and	eleven	1st	order	concepts,	which	formed	the	overall	structure	of	the	thesis.	

An	overview	of	these	is	provided	below.	

Figure	7.	Concepts,	themes	and	dimensions	
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Motivations	for	initial	mobility	

Figure	7.	Concepts,	themes	and	dimensions	
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Theory	development		

In	order	to	arrive	at	the	final	theory,	it	was	necessary	to	identify	how	the	

selective	codes	related	to	each	other,	how	they	formed	the	final	story	of	the	

study.	Identifying	relationships	between	categories	is	paramount	to	building	

theory	(Charmaz,	2006;	Urquhart,	2013)	and	is	accomplished	by	synthesising	the	

study’s	findings	at	a	theoretical	level.	This	meant	that	I	needed	to	carefully	

consider	relationships	between	categories,	identify	underlying	patterns	and	

understand	them	on	a	deep	level.	It	involved	applying	theoretical	codes	to	label	

and	synthesise	theoretical	integration.		

	

Theoretical	coding	is	the	process	of	delimiting	the	theory	by	identifying	

central	categories,	strengthening	categories	that	may	need	further	refinement,	

relating	the	categories	to	other	categories,	and	thus	substantiating	these	

relationships	(Glaser,	1978).	To	do	this	I	reviewed	all	existing	analytical	concepts	

and	recoded	the	interview	data	for	relationships	and	theoretical	concepts.	I	used	

four	procedures	to	help	this	process	–	1.	asking	questions	of	the	data,	2.	data	

matrices,	3.	diagramming	and	4.	sorting	memos.	Strauss	and	Corbin	(1998)	

suggest	that	grounded	theory	analysts	work	to	“uncover	relationships	among	

categories	[...]	by	answering	the	questions	of	who,	when,	why,	how,	and	with	

what	consequences	[...]	to	relate	structure	with	process”	(p.	127).	I	employed	

these	questions	to	guide	my	thinking	and	recorded	the	answers	in	Excel	tables	as	

well	as	in	memos.		

	

When	undertaking	higher-level	analysis,	grounded	theory	researchers	are	

encouraged	to	use	both	matrices	and	diagramming	as	they	help	to	express	the	

complex	interplay	between	the	different	levels	of	conditions	(Strauss,	1987;	

Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	1998).	I	created	a	number	of	matrices	expressing	

different	processes	and	their	conditions,	and	I	hand-drew	a	large	number	of	

diagrams	as	I	worked	my	way	through	the	complete	data	to	uncover	

relationships	within.	I	focussed	on	identifying	each	of	the	conditions,	contexts.	

and	actions	that	resulted	in	processes	in	each	of	the	cases	and	then	compared	

them	across	cases.	I	thus	established	the	process	of	motivational	change,	which	
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connected	the	different	mobility	episodes	participants	experienced.	I	identified	

that	the	change	expressed	itself	differently	across	cases,	either	as	normative	

transitions	or	turning	points.	Memos	at	this	stage	helped	me	to	draw	parallels	

between	different	cases	and	to	see	variations	across	concepts,	deepening	the	

analytical	insight	for	this	relationship.	This	gave	insights	about	the	integration	of	

categories	and	helped	establish	theoretical	codes	to	name	and	synthesise	

theoretical	integration.	Examples	of	theoretical	codes	included:	“Changes	

because	of”,	“Impacts	on”,	“Context	for”,	“Contributes	to”,	“Triggers”	etc.		

	

Crucial	to	establishing	relationships	and	labelling	them	was	the	activity	of	

sorting	the	existing	theoretical	memos	into	analytical	order.	This	is	a	crucial	

activity	in	this	stage	of	the	research	(Glaser,	1978),	and	it	further	helped	to	gain	

insights	about	the	categories	and	their	integration,	and	ensured	all	thoughts	

throughout	the	analysis	process	were	considered	when	forming	the	theoretical	

framework.	Using	these	techniques	in	conjunction	with	coding	resulted,	over	a	

number	of	revisions	and	iterations,	in	the	establishment	of	the	theoretical	

relationships	between	the	concepts	in	the	study.	The	establishment	of	

relationships	integrated	the	earlier	identified	categories	into	the	theoretical	

model,	which	is	visualised	in	the	diagram	below.	
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Figure	8.	Theoretical	relationships	

	

		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

The	result	of	the	theoretical	analysis,	as	captured	in	the	figure	above,	

demonstrated	processes	as	well	as	relationships.	As	such,	participants	were	

driven	to	go	abroad	initially	out	of	conformity	to	their	social	group	or	to	escape	

it.	They	experienced	different	types	of	motivations	for	each	of	their	mobilities,	

which	were	characterised	by	different	contexts	and	conditions	and	which	arose	

out	of	different	life	events,	for	instance,	gaining	employment.	Over	repeated	

mobilities,	participants’	experiences	resulted	in	an	overall	motivation	to	remain	

abroad,	which	was	facilitated	by	shifts	in	their	perceptions	about	themselves.	

Thus,	both	the	experience	of	repeated	mobility	as	well	as	life	events	contributed	

to	motivational	changes	during	mobility.	Participants	experienced	two	types	of	

changes,	each	with	different	qualities,	characteristics,	and	contexts:	normative	

transitions	and	turning	points.	The	latter	led	to	a	re-evaluation	of	participants’	

relationship	to	their	host	country,	triggering	a	decision-making	process	on	

whether	to	move	further	or	to	stay	in	place.		
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Research	Literature	

Throughout	the	research	process,	existing	literature	played	a	key	role	in	

two	ways	in	this	study:	explaining	patterns	and	relationships	and	shaping	my	

contribution.	Data	analysis	revealed	participants’	changing	motivations	during	

their	different	migrations	and	their	co-occurrence	with	life	changes.	In	looking	

for	explanations	in	existing	research,	I	consulted	the	psychological	and	

sociological	literature,	which	led	me	to	discover	life	course	theory	(Elder	Jr,	

1985;	Mortimer	&	Shanahan,	2006).	In	recognizing	its	fit	for	the	patterns	I	saw	in	

the	data,	I	treated	literature	as	another	data	point	for	analysis,	using	it	to	explain	

patterns	I	observed	in	the	data	and	to	fill	in	existing	gaps	to	explain	what	I	saw.	

For	instance,	I	had	identified	two	types	of	transitions	participants	went	through	

but	had	not	named	them	yet.	Only	when	I	consulted	literature	on	life	course	

theory	could	I	identify	the	fitting	names	for	those	types,	labeling	them	eventually	

‘normative	transitions’	and	‘turning	points.’		

	 	

Using	literature	in	this	way	is	recommended	by	many	authors	working	in	

grounded	theory,	including	by	Glaser	and	Holton	(2004).	In	grounded	theory,	

literature	may	be	consulted	during	the	creation	of	and	eventually	be	integrated	

into	the	resulting	theory	rather	than	being	limited	to	a	clearly	defined	step	at	the	

beginning	of	the	research,	as	is	the	case	with	other	types	of	research	approaches	

(Locke,	2001).	This	is	also	important	for	identifying	contributions,	as	“…the	

relationship	between	their	grounded	theoretical	frame	and	a	broader	literature	

to	which	it	makes	a	contribution	is	sometimes	a	problematic	issue,	because	the	

research	questions	are	not	usually	framed	in	terms	of	existing	theory”	(Locke,	

2001,	p.	121).	In	the	present	study	I	used	literature	in	order	to	ascertain	if	the	

‘story’	being	told	by	the	data	was	supported	by	published	theory,	and	thus,	could	

identify	the	contribution	that	the	study	would	make.	For	instance,	I	recognized	

that	the	three	motivations	I	had	identified	in	the	data	related	to	different	

trajectories	in	participants’	lives	(career,	balancing	one’s	relationship,	self-

realisation).	Life	course	theory	helped	me	identify	these	trajectories	and	realize	

their	intertwined	nature	across	participants’	lives.	This	eventually	shaped	my	

contribution	to	the	field	of	international	management	and	mobility,	where	it	has	

been	overlooked	so	far.	
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Memoing	

Memos	played	another	important	role	in	data	analysis.	Charmaz	(2006)	

sees	memo	writing	as	the	“pivotal	intermediate	step	between	coding	data	and	

writing	the	first	draft	of	the	analysis”	(p.	376).	In	the	beginning,	the	content	of	

my	memos	included	thoughts	about	the	meaning	of	data	and	parallels	that	I	

observed	between	cases.	Progressively,	my	memos	became	more	abstract,	and	

focused	on	refining	theoretical	categories	and	their	relationships,	taking	the	

shape	of	theoretical	memos.	Finally,	they	also	assisted	me	in	raising	my	analysis	

from	data	and	individuals	to	abstract	categories	and	theory	(Charmaz,	1999;	

Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990,	1998).	An	example	showing	an	early	stage	of	memoing	is	

found	in	this	excerpt	of	my	thoughts:		

…he	talked	at	length	about	setting	up	the	system	to	watch	the	pre-

recorded	German	shows.	That	is	quite	an	effort,	yet	he	said	that	it	was	no	

big	deal	for	him.	I	wonder	whether	he’s	in	denial,	or	he’s	suppressing	his	

still	strong	connection	to	German	culture?	This	reminds	me	of	previous	

interview	were	participants	rejected	their	Germanness	in	a	way...		(Memo,	

interview	with	Felix).		

This	interview	memo	eventually	contributed	to	shaping	the	concept	of	

‘being	different’,	where	participants	take	pride	in	being	different	to	the	Germans	

at	home	as	well	as	different	to	‘ordinary’	migrants.	The	vast	majority	of	my	

memos	were	written	in	German,	possibly	because	interviews	were	conducted	in	

German	and	written	often	shortly	after	the	event.	The	ensuring	analysis	and	

interpretation,	however,	progressed	in	English.	

Ensuring	Validity	of	Interpretations	and	Conclusions		

I	used	different	strategies	to	ensure	the	validity	of	my	interpretation	of	

the	data.	Prior,	throughout	and	after	data	collection,	I	took	extensive	field	notes	

and	created	a	database	of	memos	for	each	case.	This	helped	me	monitor	my	

thought	process	and	to	detect	potential	issues	as	coding	progressed.	I	also	

compared	my	emerging	findings	with	existing	literature	as	recommended	by	

Eisenhardt	(1989).		
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I	addressed	the	question	of	rigour	in	this	study	by	striving	for	maximum	

theoretical	sensitivity,	a	concept	common	to	grounded	theory.	Theoretical	

sensitivity	consists	of	a	researcher’s	ability	to	create	meaning	from	the	data	

(McCreaddie	&	Payne,	2010).	Crucial	to	this,	however,	is	a	process	of	constant	

interrogation	of	the	researcher’s	bias	against	participant	data	to	ensure	that	

conclusions	are	grounded	in	the	data.	Holton	(2007)	refers	to	these	as	

researchers	needing	both	“analytic	competence”	and	“analytic	temperament”	(p.	

275),	with	one	being	the	ability	to	analyse	and	the	other	the	ability	to	maintain	

analytic	distance	by	withholding	immediate	judgement	of	the	data.		

	

To	help	me	maintain	theoretical	sensitivity,	I	entertained	conversations	

with	another	qualitative	researcher,	checking	my	conclusions	on	specific	topics	

as	I	undertook	the	analysis	process.	In	addition,	I	initiated	ongoing	audits	with	

my	dissertation	committee	members	on	all	aspects	of	the	project.	These	

consultations	were	in	line	with	recommendations	by	Lincoln	and	Guba	(1985)	

and	included	the	following:	sample	audits	of	the	raw	data,	auditing	different	

products	of	data	reduction	and	analysis	such	as	summaries,	inspecting	results	of	

data	reconstruction	and	synthesis	such	as	findings	and	conclusions,	process	

notes	and	materials	as	well	as	materials	relating	to	intentions	such	as	the	

research	proposal.	Receiving	the	committee’s	detailed	feedback	on	my	work	in	

progress	helped	me	improve	the	study’s	rigour.	For	instance,	receiving	feedback	

on	the	first	interviews	aided	me	in	improving	my	interview	technique	by	

encouraging	me	to	ask	more	open-ended	questions.	Similarly,	I	improved	my	

coding	technique	after	initial	feedback	on	some	shortcomings	in	this	area.		

	

Finally,	I	also	presented	examples	from	my	observations	at	several	

conferences,	both	locally	and	internationally	from	relevant	academic	disciplines	

including	migration	and	cultural	studies.	This	helped	me	understand	the	

differences	and	similarities	between	my	participant	group	and	research	on	other	

migrants.	I	further	helped	me	to	synthesise	different	areas	of	research.	For	

instance,	the	conferences	I	attended	on	German	studies	informed	my	thinking	

about	the	concept	of	coping	with	mobility.	Research	on	German	migrants	

demonstrates	that,	as	a	group,	they	had	historically	adapted	quite	successfully	to	
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the	unique	local	contexts.	German	national	identity	played	a	supporting	role	in	

this	because	individuals	chose	to	adapt	it	to	the	local	contexts.	This	knowledge	

helped	inform	my	data	analysis	of	the	coping	mechanisms	individuals	in	my	

group	displayed.	I	subsequently	investigated	the	role	of	national	cultural	identity	

further.		

Data	management	
The	collected	survey	and	interview	data	amounted	to	over	160,000	words	

of	data.	Extracting	and	managing	this	amount	of	information	required	a	data	

management	system.	I	used	MaxQDA	to	code	surveys	and	interview.	In	addition,	

I	analysed	the	survey	data	in	Excel.	I	created	an	individual	folder	for	each	case,	in	

which	I	also	saved	memos,	field	notes	and	updates	on	particular	cases.	I	created	

various	overview	files	in	Excel	containing	all	cases,	which	allowed	me	to	cross-

check	and	compare	particular	features	of	cases	that	I	was	interested	in	at	any	

point	during	the	data	analysis.	I	kept	the	diagrams	and	memos	I	created	during	

data	analysis	in	a	separate	folder,	unless	they	were	unique	to	a	specific	

participant.		
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IV	FINDINGS	
In	the	next	four	chapters	I	discuss	the	findings	of	the	study	and	answer	

the	research	question	-	what	is	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	in	highly	

qualified	Germans	and	which	factors	influence	it.	

	

I	demonstrate	three	motivations	for	mobility	(chapter	Motivations),	how	

they	change	throughout	individuals’	life	course	(chapter	Transitions)	and	how,	

through	different	means,	participants	sustain	their	motivation	for	repeated	

mobility	(chapter	Coping	with	Mobility).	I	then	synthesise	these	findings	in	the	

fourth	chapter	on	Repeated	Mobility	into	a	framework,	which	takes	into	account	

individual	and	structural	aspects	affecting	the	motivation	to	move.	
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1 MOTIVATIONS	
	

Figure	9.	Code	tree	Motivations	

Motivations	 	
Selective	codes	 1st	order	categories	

Self-realisation	

motivation	

Exciting	adventure	

Leaving	everything	behind	

Reinvent	yourself	

	

Career	motivation	

	

Professional	interest	

Lack	of	autonomy	

Serendipity	

	

Balancing	relationships	

	

	

Relocation	as	a	saviour	

Tagging	team	

Pragmatic,	joint	decision-making	

	

	

Self-realisation		

In	the	sample	I	identified	73	occurences	of	mobility.	In	37	of	these	

participants	engaged	in	mobility	out	of	a	longing	for	improving	their	personal	

situation	i.e.,	a	betterment	on	a	personal	level	unrelated	to	external	factors	such	

as	work,	study	or	other	people.	This	sentiment	was	captured	in	three	aspects	–	

participants’	longing	for	an	exciting	adventure,	which	included	the	wish	to	

experience	something	new;	to	leave	everything	behind	and	to	reinvent	

themselves.		
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Figure	10.	Participant	quotes	self-realisation	motivation	

Selective	code	 Self-realisation	motivations	
Exciting	

adventure	

“I	think	on	the	one	hand	it	was	a	longing	for	adventure	and	on	the	

other	a	wish	to	experience	something	entirely	new.”	

“[The	whole	environment]	was	all	relatively	new	for	me	and	that’s	

what	makes	it	[going	abroad]	so	exciting.”	

“I	went	there	because	I	wanted	to	experience	something	new.”	

“Everything	was	so	new	to	me	in	Brussels	…and	that’s	what	made	

it	so	exciting.”	

Reinvent	

yourself	

“I	wanted	to	try	out	another	personality	and	see	what	comes	up	

for	me,	for	my	personality,	in	a	different	environment.”	

“I’ve	tried	lots	of	different	things	that	I	always	wanted	to	try.	

Before	that	I	always	only	used	to	do	what	I	had	to	and	I	also	never	

had	the	time.	I	discovered	a	lot	of	things	about	myself,	what	I	like,	

even	things	I	never	knew	I	would	like.”	

“It’s	changed	me	a	lot…I	was	always	very	shy…and	[migrating]	

forced	me	to	overcome	this.”	

Leave	

everything	

behind	

“I	just	wanted	to	leave	my	old	environment,	my	parents,	all	that,	

behind.”	

“I	liberated	myself	–	I	don’t	have	to	live	that	way	and	most	

importantly	not	in	Dortmund.	My	sisters,	for	example,	they	don’t	

mind,	they	still	live	there.	But	all	I	could	always	think	of	was:	‘I	

have	to	get	away.	I	have	to	get	away.	I	have	to	get	away.”	

“I	just	wanted	to	leave	because	Münster	and	that	provincial	life,	all	

the	people	there,	they	just	annoyed	me,	during	all	of	my	school	

years,	that’s	why	I	just	wanted	to	leave.”		

	

	

	

	 	

	

Exciting	adventure	

When	participants	talked	about	their	motivations	for	relocation	the	

majority	of	them	mentioned	an	element	of	excitement	and	adventure.	

Excitement	involved	seeking	to	break	out	of	the	usual	routines	and	not	knowing	

the	outcome	of	their	undertaking,	particularly	in	the	first	few	relocations.	It	also	

involved	a	seeking	of	the	new,	never	experienced	before.	Newness	in	itself	was	

future-oriented,	it	was	used	as	a	driver	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	and	it	was	

juxtaposed	to	the	routine	of	the	existing	situation.	Every	single	participant	in	this	

category	characterised	newness	and	the	unknown	as	a	positive	driver	for	their	

mobility.	Berta’s	quote	captured	the	overall	sentiment	of	the	group	to	best	effect:	

“There’s	a	certain	magic	to	every	new	beginning.	You	always	have	the	

opportunity	to	start	something	new.	I	find	that	exciting…With	every	move,	sure,	

I’m	sad	that	I	have	to	leave…but	after	a	while,	it	doesn’t	interest	me	anymore	to	

stay	longer.	Leaving	is	part	of	my	life,	I	like	being	‘away’,	and	I	also	like	going	
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somewhere	else	again.”	(Berta,	participant).	Newness	formed	a	key	attraction	for	

her	continuous	moves.	However,	captured	in	this	quote	as	well	as	in	others	was	

also	the	sentiment	that	participants	experienced	a	decline	in	feeling	newness	

over	time.	Equally,	their	initial	migrations	shaped	them	in	personal	ways:	“The	

first	travels	would	have	to	be	the	most	impactful	on	a	personal	level…”	(Undine),	

“The	first	stay	was	very	drastic…and	I’d	say	it	changed	me.”	(Hilda).		

	

Yet,	the	more	mobilities	they	undertook,	the	more	familiar	they	became	

with	the	process	by	learning	to	overcome	challenges.	While	the	‘newness’	

remained	a	part	of	it,	the	adventure	diminished.	Matthias’	and	Berta’s	comments	

illustrate	this:	“Well,	the	first	three	times	[migrations]	were	of	course	much	more	

exciting,	and	interesting…”	(Matthias).	Berta	commented	on	this	topic:	“Back	

then…everything	was	of	course	much	more	exciting	for	me	than	it	is	today.”	The	

diminishment	of	newness	is	an	interesting	finding	because	it	suggests	that	part	

of	the	motivation	for	a	new	move	may	come	from	the	wearing	off	of	the	effects	of	

newness	of	the	previous	move.	This	stands	in	potential	contrast	to	the	

underlying	assumptions	of	research	suggesting	a	positive	link	between	mobility	

experience,	acculturation	and	preparedness	to	undertake	foreign	assignments	

(e.g.	Ward,	2001;	Ward	&	Kennedy,	1994).	However,	it	may	also	invite	the	

assertion	that	there	may	be	an	existing	personal	drive	or	personality	variable	

(for	instance	openness	to	experience)	for	some	people	that	drives	them	to	keep	

moving.	

	

Excitement,	a	wish	for	life	change	and	adventure	have	been	found	to	be	

key	motivators	in	other	groups	of	self-initiated	expats	(Richardson	&	Mallon,	

2005),	and	the	wish	to	experience	something	new	has	been	explored	in	other	

studies	on	Western	migrants	(Benson	&	Osbaldiston,	2014;	Lindner,	2013).	

Lindner	(2013)	for	example,	in	her	study	on	people	who	engage	in	repeated	

mobility,	argues	that	people	seek	newness	by	moving	to	escape	boredom.	Yet,	

while	her	study’s	subjects	are	individuals	who	relocate	routinely,	her	research,	

as	others,	does	not	explore	the	trajectory	of	migrants’	experience	with	newness.	

In	these	studies,	newness	remains	the	same	over	several	migrations,	it	acts	as	a	

continuous	motivation	to	keep	on	moving.	This	is	surprising,	given	that	research	
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demonstrates	that	individuals	do	acquire	skills	in	‘dealing	with	newness’,	

particularly	on	a	cultural	level	(Kealey,	1989).	For	instance,	one	entire	stream	of	

literature	on	acculturation	focuses	on	the	developmental	factors	of	living	in	a	

new	culture.	There	is	a	strong	notion	that	the	skills	acquired	when	relocating	the	

first	several	times	are	transferrable	(Black,	1988).			

	

Indeed,	in	this	study,	change	in	excitement	had	to	do	with	the	acquisition	

of	skills	and	strategies,	which	participants	retained	and	applied	to	different	

locations.	Berta	argues,	“Today	it	[relocating]	has	a	certain	routine	effect.	I	know	

all	my	strategies,	what	I	need	to	protect	myself	from…Of	course,	back	then	I	

didn’t	do	that	yet”.	Adding	to	the	diminishing	excitement	was	a	feeling	of	control	

of	their	emotional	reactions	to	mobility.	Matthias	for	example	explains	that	over	

time	he	experienced	migrations	as	less	exciting:	“…simply	because	…the	more	

you	move	abroad,	the	more	you	learn	to	deal	with	things,	take	it	a	bit	easier,	the	

more	you	know	that	things	will	work	out	somehow	and	you’ll	manage,	you	

become	less	anxious”	(Matthias).	Berta’s	quote	illustrates	the	contrast	between	

the	earlier	and	later	relocations	and	how	she	perceived	those	with	increasing	

experience.		

My	move	to	Russia	was	quite	gruelling…I	had	issues	with	customs	because	I	

didn’t	have	any	experience	with	them	previously	and	didn’t	know	how	

difficult	they	are…I	arrived	with	all	my	belongings	that	I	had	just	loaded	onto	

a	truck,	and	the	customs	officer	asked	for	my	papers.	Which	papers,	I	said?	

I’ve	got	my	driver’s	licence	and	the	documents	for	the	car.	But	he	wanted	a	

complete	list	of	all	the	things	in	the	truck,	permits	and	agreements	and	all	

that.	I	was	completely	floored.	In	that	sense	it	was	very	exciting.	You	really	

notice	that	you	enter	a	different	world…But	the	other	ones	[locations],	that	

was	all	relatively	normal…	You	start	a	new	job,	you	have	to	get	used	to	it,	like	

anywhere,	but	otherwise	I	don’t	find	it	particularly	exciting.	(Berta,	

participant)	

	

There	has	been	ample	research	demonstrating	that	migrants	acquire	

skills	in	mobility,	for	example	country-specific	skills	(Duvander,	2001)	and	

language	skills	(Dustmann,	Fabbri,	Preston,	&	Wadsworth,	2003).	Knowledge	
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management	research	argues	that	migration	generates	four	types	of	knowledge	-	

embodied,	embrained,	encultured,	and	embedded	knowledge	(Blackler,	2002;	

Williams,	2007),	all	of	which	are	transferred	to	their	next	place.	Embodied	

knowledge	is	contextual	and	dependent	on	the	physical	‘doing’	of	the	individual;	

embrained	knowledge	is	dependent	on	cognitive	abilities;	encultured	knowledge	

refers	to	the	process	of	achieving	shared	understanding	in	the	context	of	cultural	

meaning	systems;	embedded	knowledge	is	grounded	in	systemic	routines	

related	to	social	and	institutional	arrangements.	Research	has	also	demonstrated	

that	highly-skilled	migrants	are	important	sources	of	knowledge	transfer	for	

organisations	(Bunnell	&	Coe,	2001)	and	that	they	themselves	use	acquired	

knowledge	to	further	their	networks,	social	status	and	careers	(Beaverstock,	

2002,	2005).	However,	so	far,	the	discussion	on	knowledge	transfer	has	been	

mostly	concerned	with	the	interpersonal	transfer	of	knowledge	between	expats	

and	locals	and	usually	refers	to	knowledge	embedded	within	the	organisation	or	

team	(Bender	&	Fish,	2000).	The	findings	from	this	study	point	to	an	

intrapersonal	knowledge	transfer	which	helps	the	expat	by	transferring	

knowledge	from	one	mobility	to	the	next.	Given	this	may	include	aspects	of	

organisational	knowledge,	it	is	interesting	to	consider	how	knowledge	

acquisition	may	have	a	potentially	demotivating	effect	on	the	wish	to	engage	in	

mobility,	as	the	data	in	this	study	demonstrates.		

	

Reinvent	yourself	

Another	impacting	factor	that	made	mobility	less	exciting	over	time	was	

meeting	the	personal	goal	of	reinvention,	which	formed	part	of	the	self-

realisation	motivation.	Several	participants	saw	relocation	as	an	ideal	ground	to	

self-experiment,	a	space	where	they	could	step	back	from	the	old	mould	of	their	

selves	and	observe	themselves	in	new	environments.	One	participant	described	

this	as	“seeing	what	comes	up	for	me,	for	my	personality”	and	contrasted	this	to	

the	controlled	atmosphere	in	which	she	grew	up,	where	she	“had	to	do	what	

everyone	else	did”	(Cordula,	participant).	Creating	this	space	then	made	room	to	

explore	aspects	of	her	personality	in	different	dimensions.	For	example,	many	

participants	mentioned	the	learning	of	new	skills,	such	as	learning	a	language,	

crafting	or	sports	activities.	Others	talked	about	becoming	part	of	different	social	
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groups	and	levels,	such	as	climbing	the	social	ladder	or	living	in	unconventional	

ways,	such	as	in	shared	houses	or	without	any	possessions.	One	participant	

talked	about	her	quite	extreme	attempt	to	‘shed’	her	German	culture	and	become	

part	of	a	new	one.	All	these	aspects	signalled	a	new	way	of	living,	an	exploration	

of	new	potential	selves	that	could	only	be	possible	once	old	structures	had	

become	absent	in	the	context	of	relocation.	Undine’s	explanation	illustrates	this	

sentiment	best:		

Every	time	you	come	into	a	new	country,	and	deal	with	another	language,	

you	have	the	chance	to	discover	yourself…and	that	always	spurred	me	on,	

that	you	always	have	a	new	start	and	get	different	perceptions	of	people	

about	you.	In	every	country	I	essentially	got	to	know	a	new	me,	because	

you	get	such	different	reactions	towards	you.	And	I	do	think	that	you	

really	change	yourself	a	lot	in	this	way.	(Undine,	participant)	

	

Particularly	important	was	that	participants	articulated	and	presented	

this	perception	as	something	that	had	to	be	‘overcome’	by	engaging	in	mobility.	

In	their	accounts	they	talked	about	their	confined	situations	prior	to	relocation,	

for	example	mentioning	negatively	their	jobs,	environments	or	even	personal	

traits,	and	contrasted	this	with	their	situations	after	relocation.	Jette’s	account	

illustrates	this:		

…I	was	always	very	shy	and	very	quiet	during	my	school	years.	I	forced	

myself,	I	wanted	to	force	myself	in	some	sort	of	way	to	become	more	

open,	you	know.	I	always	knew	that	I	wanted	to	go	abroad	and	maybe	that	

was	my	way	of	saying,	now	you	have	to	do	it,	let’s	go	for	it.	Yes,	exactly.	

Because	then	[being	abroad]	you	don’t	stand	a	chance	unless	you	

approach	people	and	make	new	friends.	(Jette)		

Their	motivation	for	relocation	was	to	change	themselves	and	thus	the	

mobility	became	a	tool	for	reinvention.	In	the	data	this	was	visible	through	a	

change	in	participants’	discourse.	Participants	directly	contrasted	their	view	of	

their	‘former	selves’	with	the	one	after	this	particular	mobility	and	described	one	

particular	element	of	change,	for	example	shyness	or	openness.	Jutta	for	instance	

described	her	former	self	as	follows:	“…for	someone	who	comes	from	a	small	
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village	and	hasn’t	seen	the	world	yet…I	would	definitely	say	it’s	changed	me.”		

Hilda	explained:		

Back	then	I	had	a	lot	of	complexes.	In	Ireland	I	could	address	those.	I	

could	really	reinvent	myself	anew.	I	remember	a	girlfriend	from	Germany	

came	to	visit	me	and	I	was	so	sad,	knowing	I’d	have	to	go	back.	I	said	–	I	

don’t	want	to	go	back,	I	don’t	want	to	go	back.	I’ll	fall	back	into	my	old	

patterns.	I	don’t	want	to	be	that	way	anymore.	I’m	somebody	else	now.		

In	all	cases,	they	associated	the	personal	development	motivation	with	a	

particular	personal	goal	and	once	they	had	achieved	it,	did	not	mention	it	any	

more	in	other	migrations	-	they	framed	their	words	around	the	notion	that	they	

had	developed	into	the	person	they	had	wanted	to.	Berta’s	quote	sums	this	up	to	

best	effect.	In	her	account	she	contrasted	her	provincial	upbringing	with	her	

perception	of	herself	now	as	a	result	of	her	mobility:	“Now	I	do	feel	that	after	all,	

I’ve	become	a	woman	of	the	world”.	The	experience	of	personal	change	in	

migration	is	well	researched,	particularly	in	the	field	of	psychology.	As	such,	

research	has	found	that	in	migration	elements	of	the	self	such	as	self-esteem	can	

change	for	the	negative	(Lönnqvist	et	al.,	2015)	but	traits	such	as	openness	and	

agreeableness	as	well	as	neuroticism	can	change	for	the	better	(Zimmermann	&	

Neyer,	2013).		

Yet,	most	studies	in	this	area	have	taken	a	diagnosis	or	treatment	

perspective	and	have	focussed	on	the	impact	of	migration	on	personal	changes,	

not	on	understanding	how	individuals	use	migration	to	achieve	personal	change.	

This,	however,	was	clearly	the	case	with	participants	in	this	study.	Research	in	

the	field	of	lifestyle	migration	has	explored	this	to	some	extent,	with	some	

authors	arguing	that	migration	provides	an	ideal	ground	to	re-invent	oneself,	to	

create	a	utopian	self	in	which	anything	is	possible,	because	the	conventions	of	

social	ties	and	places	are	non-existent	(Baumann,	2007).	Other	research,	

however,	has	questioned	this	assertion	and	argued	that	instead,	social	structures	

that	existed	pre-migration,	as	for	instance	class,	are	reproduced	in	migration	

(O’Reilly,	2009).	The	findings	in	this	study	qualify	and	extend	these	notions	in	

useful	ways,	as	the	participants	followed	neither	one	nor	the	other	argument.	

They	intended	to	change	through	mobility,	yet	rather	than	originating	out	of	

nowhere,	their	wish	for	reinvention	was	grounded	in	the	specific	context	of	their	
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previous	lives.	Equally,	they	were	successful	in	not	reproducing	pre-existing	

social	structures	that	hindered	them	in	their	old	lives	because	they	achieved	the	

goal	of	change.	Taken	together,	these	findings	suggest	that	similarly	to	

excitement,	achieving	personal	goals	–	‘overcoming’	–	may	contribute	to	an	

‘expiry	date’	of	the	self-realisation	motivation.	Considering	participants	set	self-

realisation	goals	for	themselves	in	one	life	context,	then	engaged	in	mobility	in	

order	to	achieve	them	and	then	indeed	reached	them,	it	is	plausible	to	assume	

that	in	future	they	may	move	on	to	other	goals	and	thus,	acquire	new	

motivations	for	mobility.	The	notion	of	overcoming	personal	issues	through	

mobility	thus	fits	well	with	the	argument	of	declining	excitement	over	time	-	as	

participants	gain	skills	and	strategies,	mobility	becomes	less	exciting	and	as	they	

overcome	personal	issues	and	reinvent	themselves,	mobility	for	them	has	

achieved	its	goal	and	they	need	to	move	on.	The	analysis	of	participants’	patterns	

of	mobility	and	the	corresponding	motivations	over	time	confirm	this	sentiment,	

with	the	majority	of	participants	experiencing	self-realisation	motivations	only	

in	younger	years	and	at	the	beginning	of	their	mobility	journeys.	A	detailed	

discussion	of	this	pattern	is	provided	chapter	two,	Transitions.	

	

Leave	everything	behind	

Another	facet	of	the	personal	development	motivation	was	participants’	

wish	to	leave	everything	behind.	They	experienced	a	feeling	of	discontent	with	

their	environment,	which	they	expressed	as	a	positive	sentiment	towards	their	

new	destination	and	as	negative	depictions	towards	those	they	were	leaving.		

For	example,	participants	expressed	their	dislike	for	a	particular	country,	

their	boredom	and	annoyance	with	the	social	fabric	of	the	place	but	also	voiced	a	

strong	passion	for	a	particular	country	or	talked	about	better	ways	of	living	

somewhere	else.	Thus,	a	profound	wish	to	leave	everything	behind	emerged	as	a	

factor	pushing	participants	out	of	their	places	of	residence	and	a	positive	

perception	of	different	places	pulled	them	into	new	places.	Literature	on	

voluntary,	self-initiated	migration	confirms	that	a	number	of	factors	act	as	both	

push	and	pull	factors	for	relocation	(Carlson,	2013;	Jackson	et	al.,	2005;	

Richardson	&	McKenna,	2003;	Thorn,	2009).	Yet	rather	than	very	specific	push-	

and	pull	factors,	participants’	accounts	demonstrated	a	different	quality.	Their	
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discontent	covered	quite	general	and	non-specific	aspects,	such	as	‘just	wanting	

to	leave’,	‘always	having	wanted	to	live	abroad’,	‘being	annoyed	by	Münster’	or	

‘being	bored	by	China’,	indicating	a	deeper,	more	long-term	and	underlying	

unhappiness	with	their	life	than	the	specific	reasons	touched	upon	in	the	studies	

mentioned	earlier.	Their	descriptions	lacked	exact	details	of	what	precisely	

caused	their	unhappiness,	they	were	based	on	subjective	evaluations	and	as	they	

were	outlined,	none	of	them	could	have	been	addressed	or	rectified	by	the	

individuals.	This	framed	the	relocation	as	the	only	solution,	which	was	further	

indicated	by	participants’	strong	and	certain	use	of	language,	such	as	in	the	

example	of	Berta,	who	said:	“…all	I	could	always	think	of	was:	‘I	have	to	get	away.	

I	have	to	get	away.	I	have	to	get	away.”	This	depiction	of	participants’	view	of	

relocation	as	the	only	solution	to	their	problems	indicates	that	in	some	instances	

relocation	is	less	dependent	on	external,	objective	factors	but	rather	is	based	on	

deeply	personal	motivations,	directed	at	–	or	against	–	a	concrete	time,	place	and	

people.		

The	element	of	Fernweh,	identified	by	participants	in	their	surveys	and	

interviews	as	a	motivation	was	a	softer	variation	of	this	notion.	‘Fernweh’	is	

commonly	translated	into	English	as	a	‘longing	to	go	abroad’	or	‘distance-

sickness’	and	consists	of	the	words	‘fern’	(far)	and	‘weh’	(pain).	“Fern”	means	

distance	and	"Weh"	is	also	a	word	for	longing.	Its	use	in	German	as	a	distinct	

term	suggests	its	cultural	importance	-	it	is	a	legitimate	feeling	to	experience	and	

it	evokes	a	shared	understanding	for	the	motivation	to	leave.	It	is	also	an	

antonym	to	Heimweh,	a	term	referring	to	a	strong	feeling	of	homesickness	

towards	Germany.		

It	does	not	require	specificity	of	place	to	evoke	meaning	in	the	German	

language	and	in	some	cases	in	my	study,	Fernweh	was	directed	towards	

individuals’	personal	traits	rather	than	specific	places.	Silja’s	quote	illustrates	

this	when	she	speaks	about	Fernweh	in	terms	of	aiming	to	gain	a	feeling	of	

belonging:	“Well,	[before	moving]	I	didn’t	have	a	feeling	of	belonging	[to	

Germany]	because	I	didn’t	have	a	feeling	of	‘being	away”	(Silja).	Referring	to	her	

lack	of	experience	in	travelling,	she	expressed	that	only	leaving	everything	

behind	had	enabled	the	opportunity	to	‘feel’	German	for	her,	to	see	the	

differences	between	her	own	and	other	cultures.	This	in	turn	had	afforded	her	a	
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different	relationship	to	her	homeland	than	before,	a	sense	of	belonging	there	

because	she	had	been	away.	Developing	Fernweh	and	leaving	everything	behind	

was	thus	necessary	for	her	to	experience	a	sense	of	being	German.	

	

To	understand	this	observation	in	more	depth,	the	work	of	Lamont	and	

Molnár	(2002)	on	boundaries	serves	as	a	useful	framework.	It	posits	that	

boundaries	can	be	materialised	at	a	symbolic	level	and	that	they	are	deeply	

entangled	with	questions	of	the	self.	In	this	sense	participants’	motivations	to	

move	are	an	enforcement	of	boundaries	against	those	that	they	leave	behind	and	

in	some	cases	represent	a	symbolic	cutting	of	their	own	ties	to	their	origins.	For	

some	participants	this	context	of	origin	was	a	significant	motivation	to	leave	in	

the	first	place.	In	these	cases,	issues	of	‘belonging’	within	Germany	served	as	the	

backdrop	to	relocation	wishes	many	years	prior	to	the	actual	event.	In	his	study	

on	motivations	of	German	students	to	study	abroad,	Carlson	(2013)	also	

observes	the	long-term	nature	of	relocation	decision-making,	yet	does	not	detail	

participants’	motivations	or	histories	which	might	have	led	them	to	‘just	wanting	

to	get	away’	from	Germany.		

	

While	a	deep	exploration	of	participants’	personal	histories	also	extends	

beyond	the	scope	of	this	work,	the	case	of	three	participants’	early	experiences	

with	German	nationality	and	belonging	highlight	the	deep-seated	and	long-term	

nature	of	establishing	boundaries	in	the	first	place.	All	three	individuals	came	

from	an	East-German	background	and	relocated	to	the	newly	reunited	Western	

part	of	Germany	in	their	late	teens.	All	three	had	considerable	integration	issues	

in	their	new	environment,	which	two	of	them	linked	directly	to	their	later	push	

to	leave	Germany.	For	example,	one	participant	was	told	on	the	first	day	of	his	

new	job	that	he	first	had	to	be	taught	how	to	work,	since	he	had	come	from	the	

East.	Another	participant	was	constantly	being	mocked	for	her	Saxonian	accent.	

Yet	another	participant	described	her	loss	of	belonging	within	Germany	when	

she	was	forced	to	make	new	friends	in	the	West,	after	which	her	friends	from	the	

East	abandoned	her	-	“I	wasn’t	allowed	to	play	their	game	anymore	[in	the	East]	

…and	only	pretended	to	be	a	part	of	them	here	[in	the	West]”	(Julia,	participant).	

Consequently,	she	later	decided	unsuccessfully	to	study	in	the	East	“to	develop	at	
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least	some	roots”	But	when	that	strategy	was	unsuccessful,	she	decided	to	leave	

Germany	all	together.		

	

The	topic	of	East	Germans	experiencing	displacement	in	the	newly	

renewed	Germany	has	received	some	attention	in	literature.	In	their	research	on	

East	Germans’	experiences	after	reunification,	Hörschelmann	and	Hoven	(2003)	

describe	individuals’	experiences	of	inner	displacement	as	both	internal,	when	

changes	to	‘their’	places	felt	alienating	even	though	the	actual	place	did	not	

change,	and	as	literal,	where	individuals	were	involuntarily	confronted	with	

changes	to	their	familiar	spaces.	These	aspects	are	also	found	in	literature	on	

environmental	psychology	(Fried,	2000;	Fullilove,	1996),	were	the	link	between	

the	familiarity	of	a	place	and	one’s	self	is	seen	as	“fundamental	to	one’s	sense	of	

security	and	to	one’s	identity”	(Fullilove,	1996,	p.	1560).	Consequently,	changes	

to	one’s	place,	be	it	due	to	one’s	own	migration	or	not	are	thought	to	have	

negative	psychological	effects	on	the	individual.	This	is	particularly	the	case	if	it	

is	experienced	as	rapid	and	consequential	as	my	participants	recalled	their	

experiences	after	German	unification.	In	the	work	of	Hörschelmann	and	Hoven	

(2003)	these	effects	have	been	described	to	lead	to	feelings	of	detachment,	

disorientation	and	alienation,	ultimately	resulting	in	a	“destabilisation	of	pre-

existing	identities”	(Hörschelmann	&	Hoven,	2003,	p.	747).	It	is	then	plausible	

that	one	way	to	react	to	this	destabilisation	is	to	leave	the	associated	place	all	

together,	because	as	Moore	(2000)	points	out:	“A	home	is	as	much	about	

exclusion	as	inclusion:	having	a	home	denotes,	at	the	same	time,	those	who	do	

not	have	a	home” (p.	212).	Consequently,	if	identity	is	destabilised,	its	home	is	

also	bound	to	be	located	elsewhere.		

	

This	sentiment	of	mobility	as	a	consequence	of	loss	of	German	identity	

was	vividly	expressed	by	Felix	who	said:		

I	never	saw	myself	as	really	being	German…my	move	to	the	West	

contributed	to	further	eroding	this	feeling	because	if	you	are	not	wanted	

[in	the	West]	and	first	have	to	prove	that	you	are	German	at	all	and	that	

you	can	work,	then	I	don’t	have	to	be	part	of	that	group.	[In	that	case]	I	

don’t	care	about	that	at	all.	Maybe	others	do,	they	feel	spurred	on	by	that	
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but	I	certainly	don’t.	I	feel	spurred	on	to	prove	that	I	can	do	it	[work],	but	

not	to	be	part	of	a	group	that	asks	such	questions	or	makes	such	

statements.	(Felix)	

Similarly,	Julia	talks	about	her	feelings	of	alienation	within	Germany	as	

forming	the	first	steps	towards	migration	outside	Germany.		

I	felt	that	I	didn’t	belong	to	any	of	the	sides	anymore…In	the	East	my	

parents	were	in	[political]	opposition,	but	in	the	West	nobody	was	

interested	in	my	experiences	about	that….	and	I	chose	the	method	of	

camouflage.	I	tried	to	adjust	culturally	as	quickly	as	possible	and	pass	for	

a	‘Wessi’	[West	German].	And	I	managed	to	do	that,	that	works	real	quick	

when	you’re	14,	15.	You	know	very	quickly	when	you	have	to	shut	your	

mouth,	about	which	jokes	to	laugh	and	which	brand	names	to	know…and	

I	think	that	was	the	first	step	for	me	to	say,	hey,	at	least	I	already	managed	

to	escape	the	East.	Basically	that	was	my	first	migration.	

These	cases,	while	not	valid	for	all	participants	in	this	category,	

demonstrate	that	experiences	many	years	prior	to	relocation	within	the	country	

of	origin	can	have	follow-on	effects	that	may	motivate	later	relocation.	While	it	

has	been	established	that	early	life	experiences	may	impact	individuals’	

motivation	to	migrate	later	in	life,	this	has	been	done	in	relation	to	early	

international	migration	experiences.	As	such,	research	into	Third	Culture	Kids	-	

children	who	grow	up	in	cultures	outside	of	those	of	their	parents	(Useem	&	

Downie,	1976)	-	demonstrates	that	they	may	experience	a	sense	of	alienation,	

disorientation	and	longing	for	a	home	(Nette	&	Hayden,	2007),	similar	to	that	

described	by	my	adult	participants.	The	finding	from	this	study,	that	early	

experiences	of	displacement	in	one’s	own	country	may	impact	the	motivation	to	

migrate,	thus	challenge	existing	research	to	consider	the	impact	of	other	types	of	

displacement	experiences	and	their	consequences	on	the	motivation	to	engage	in	

mobility.		 	
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Career		

Figure	11.	Participant	quotes	career	motivation	

Selective	code	 Career	motivations	

Professional	

interest	

“England	was	important	in	that	it	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	apply	

myself	in	the	professional	area	that	I	was	interested	in.”	

“I	enrolled	in	a	PhD	in	Australian	literature	and	wanted	to	do	

research	in	Australia.”	

“I	decided	to	leave	…and	follow	my	interests	in	the	field	of	

intercultural	studies.”	

“After	all	I	had	studied	foreign	languages	so	I	needed	to	leave	if	I	

wanted	to	work	in	that	area.”	

Lack	of	

autonomy	

	

“In	the	end	I	went	there,	even	though	I	really	didn’t	want	to.”	

“It	always	depends	whether	you	like	the	place	then	send	you	to	or	not.”	

“You	do	have	a	little	bit	of	a	say	in	where	you	can	go	next.”	

Serendipity	

“I	initially	wanted	to	go	to	England	or	the	US	because	I	completed	my	

degree	in	American	Studies	but	that	didn’t	work	out	and	then,	by	

chance	really,	I	was	able	to	get	this	place	in	Finland.”	

“It	was	really	because	the	person	on	the	other	end	happened	to	answer	

us	first.”	

“It	just	happened	to	work	out	with	Bulgaria,	through	colleagues	of	

colleagues.”	

	 	

	

Participants’	career	orientation	as	a	motivation	to	relocate	became	visible	

when	they	answered	my	questions	on	their	relocation-motivations	by	telling	

stories	about	their	work.	These	were	either	routine	events	because	they	were	

organisation-bound	expats	or	they	moved	out	of	professional	interest	or	

specialisation	which	they	could	not	complete	in	their	current	place,	such	as	

Carina:	“…this	course	was	only	available	in	Switzerland…and	that	was	my	

motivation	to	go	there.	Just	because	of	that.”.	Overall,	16	participants	moved	in	

27	instances	out	of	this	motivation.	In	this	context	it	is	important	to	establish	a	

closer	definition	of	how	the	participants	in	this	group	relate	to	the	established	

framework	in	literature	delineating	career	expats	and	self-initiated	expats.	

Career-expats,	also	called	organisation-bound	expats,	are	employees	who	

normally	work	continuously	for	one	company	and	are	regularly	sent	abroad	on	

long-term	assignments.	They	typically	have	special	employment	conditions	but	

also	limited	choice	in	length	and	location	of	their	assignments.	Their	careers	

usually	progress	within	one	organisation	(Jokinen,	Brewster,	&	Suutari,	2008).	

Literature	juxtaposes	career-expats	with	self-initiated	expats,	who	initiate	their	

relocations	outside	of	consistent	employment	with	one	organisation	and	are	
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typically	on	local	employment	contracts.	These	expats	primarily	motivate	

relocations	abroad	by	seeking	personal	development	rather	than	career-

advancement	within	one	organisation	(Thorn,	2009).	Consistent	with	this	

research,	the	participants	in	my	study	who	could	be	classified	as	self-initiated	

expats	were	primarily	motivated	by	self-realisation	motivations	and	are	thus	

discussed	in	that	category.	In	the	current	section	on	career	motivations	I	focus	

on	career-expats	and	students.	

	

For	all	people	in	this	group,	but	particularly	for	the	organisation-bound	

expats,	their	decision	to	move	for	career	reasons	was	characterised	by	limited	

autonomy	in	location	choice,	which	they	rationalised	with	pragmatism.	All	

organisation-bound	participants	mentioned	their	lack	of	choice	in	location	when	

talking	about	these	mobility	instances	and	described	them	in	terms	of	a	‘trade-

off’,	fulfilling	career	but	not	necessarily	other	needs.	For	example,	one	

participant	illustrated	his	decision-making	process	to	relocate	to	Estonia	in	

terms	of	the	bureaucratic	hurdles	he	had	to	jump	through	within	his	sending	

organisation.	He	named	practical	aspects	such	as	a	driver’s	license,	diplomatic	

passport	and	suitable	living	arrangements	as	key-factors	for	his	motivation	to	

move	there.	At	the	same	time	he	highlighted	the	fact	that	he	“really	didn’t	want	

to	move	there	at	all”	(Mario,	participant).	This	aspect	was	underlined	by	

participants’	use	of	language	-	they	talked	about	the	career-based	relocations	in	a	

non-emotional,	very	rational	and	detached	way	that	suggested	little	emotional	

investment.	This	was	visible	through	the	sentence	structure	–	sentences	were	

short	and	the	reasons	for	going	abroad	were	stated	in	a	list-like	fashion.	It	was	

also	visible	through	participants’	choice	of	words.	They	rarely	used	adjectives	or	

words	that	expressed	their	emotions,	instead	naming	the	rational	reasons	for	

their	moves.	The	lack	of	emotional	investment	was	further	evident	in	their	facial	

expressions	and	body	language,	which	were	calm	and	neutral	and	lacked	the	

visible	signs	of	emotional	excitement.	This	lack	of	emotion	is	interesting	given	

emotional	investment	is	one	aspect	of	(affective)	organisational	commitment,	

which	in	turn	in	moderates	turnover	intention	(Chang,	1999;	Jaros	et	al.,	1993),		
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The	matter-of-factness	in	which	he	presented	this	‘trade-off’	(gaining	in	

terms	of	favourable	visa-	and	living	arrangements,	losing	in	terms	of	the	appeal	

of	the	location)	appeared	particularly	striking	when	juxtaposed	with	individuals’	

accounts	of	their	relocations	for	self-realisation	motivations.	Where	people	

experienced	deep	emotions	when	they	chose	relocation	for	self-realisation	

motivations,	such	as	excitement,	exhaustion	and	danger,	here	there	was	a	clear	

lack	of	involvement	attached	to	the	event.	When	participants	described	their	

moves	for	self-realisation	they	used	emotionally	strong	adjectives	such	as	

‘exciting’,	‘scared’,	and	‘curious’.	They	also	displayed	animated	facial	expressions	

and	body	language,	their	tone	of	voice	became	energetic,	and	they	spoke	loud	

and	clear.	When	participants	talked	about	moving	for	work	the	opposite	was	

true.	Their	speech	lacked	strong	emotions	and	facial	and	body	language	was	

neutral.	The	perceived	ordinariness	of	the	event	was	also	visible	in	the	use	of	

externalising	language	when	participants	talked	about	their	motivations	to	

relocate	for	work.	One	participant	said	for	example	‘Then	they	sent	me	to	

Algiers”	(Ute,	participant),	likening	herself	to	an	object	being	sent	off	to	

somewhere	far	away.	Thus,	in	comparison	with	people	who	moved	for	self-

realisation	motivations,	people	in	this	group	acknowledged	their	lack	of	agency	

in	the	decision-making	process	by	taking	emotions	out	of	the	process.	Likewise,	

in	contrast	to	participants	who	moved	for	motivations	to	balance	their	

relationship,	people	in	this	group	were	independent	of	emotional	factors	typical	

for	the	other	group.	Limiting	the	responsibility	of	decision-making	to	only	

themselves,	as	well	as	often	being	subject	to	relocation-decisions	made	by	

somebody	else,	they	were	thus	able	to	develop	their	motivation	in	ways	that	was	

emotionally	removed	and	rational.		

	

This	rationalism	and	perceived	limitation	on	autonomy	was	exacerbated	

by	the	factor	of	serendipity,	which	stood	out	in	the	participants	who	moved	for	

work	in	comparison	to	those	who	moved	for	self-realisation	or	for	balancing	

relationships.	While	for	the	rest	of	the	participants	a	deliberate	choice	of	location	

stood	at	the	heart	of	relocation,	for	those	moving	for	their	careers,	location	was	

often	determined	by	chance.	This	related	to	availability	of	program	spots	to	go	
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abroad	or	a	particular	location	choice	depended	on	single	individuals	who	

played	a	decisive	role	in	information	control,	as	in	the	case	of	Hilda	and	Mario:		

I	had	applied	for	a	scholarship,	which	I	got…and	I	was	allocated	that	uni	

but	it	wasn’t	on	my	priority	list	of	unis	at	all.	But	they	[the	study	abroad	

department	of	her	university]	said	it	would	be	a	good	uni	for	me	because	

apparently	it	had	a	good	English	program,	so	I	ended	up	there.	(Hilda)		

Serendipity	has	been	represented	as	a	typical	and	unavoidable	aspect	of	

careers	as	a	whole	(Mitchell,	Levin,	&	Krumboltz,	1999),	in	particular	for	self-

initiated	expatriates	(Richardson	&	Mallon,	2005)	and	has	been	associated	with	

travel	for	leisure,	where	it	is	welcomed	(Koshar	&	Prior,	2002;	Walton	&	

Rennella,	2004).	It	has,	however,	received	little	attention	as	an	impact	factor	in	

itself,	neither	in	organisation-bound	nor	–	independent	expats.	In	this	study,	

however,	it	elaborated	the	lack	of	autonomy	and	detachment	experienced	by	

participants	when	they	moved	for	careers	and	impacted	on	their	adjustment	in	

place.		

	

Adjustment	is	a	key	concept	in	research	on	international	expatriates,	

referring	to	the	degree	of	an	individual’s	functioning	in	a	foreign	environment	

(Black	et	al.,	1991).	It	exists	in	three	dimensions,	general	adjustment,	work	

adjustment	and	cross-cultural	adjustment	and	impacts	job	satisfaction,	

performance	and	ultimately	turnover	of	expatriates	(Bhaskar-Shrinivas,	

Harrison,	Shaffer	&	Luk,	2004,	2005).	Even	though	this	study	did	not	administer	

existing	instruments	measuring	adjustment	(e.g.	Black,	1990),	because	they	are	

not	designed	for	long-term	retrospective	use,	participants’	responses	in	this	

group	highlighted	difficulties	adjusting	as	well	as	the	connection	between	lack	of	

autonomy	and	negative	experiences	with	host	countries.		

	

This	became	particularly	apparent	in	six	cases,	where	participants	traced	

negative	experiences	in	place	back	to	their	lack	of	choice	in	location,	while	

rationalising	their	mobility	with	a	career	motivation.	Berta’s	account	on	her	

mobility	for	work	illustrated	this:		

Arriving	in	a	new	place	is	exciting,	is	beautiful	-	except	when	you’re	in	a	

location	where	you	didn’t	want	to	move	to.	That	was	the	case	for	me	with	
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Novosibirsk,	I	didn’t	want	to	go	there.	And	then	it’s	not	great	and	it’s	also	

less	exciting.	(Berta,	participant)		

Berta	had	moved	extensively	both	for	work	and	self-realisation	

motivations.	Earlier	in	the	interview	she	had	talked	about	the	fact	that	

excitement	was	a	key	motivation	for	her	mobility.	In	this	quote	she	contrasted	

her	usual	excitement	with	new	places	to	that	of	Novosibirsk	where	she	got	‘sent’	

to	by	her	employer.	When	she	said	the	assignment	was	‘not	great’	she	referred	to	

cutting	her	assignment	short	and	leaving	early.	Her	choice	of	words	here	

indicated	that	she	was	unhappy	with	having	been	assigned	to	the	location	in	the	

first	place,	citing	the	“ugliness”	of	the	place	and	the	depressing	weather,	as	well	

as	its	geographical	isolation	in	the	middle	of	Siberia.	She	said	she	had	known	the	

outcome	would	not	be	favourable.	Her	language	demonstrates	a	perceived	

hierarchy	of	locations	that	relate	to	her	autonomy	in	terms	of	choosing	where	to	

move	to	–	it’s	exciting	and	beautiful	to	move	to	new	places	when	she	has	a	

choice,	it’s	the	opposite	when	she	does	not.	

	

For	the	whole	group,	the	negative	factors	that	impacted	on	adjustment	

were	threefold:	1.	geographical	or	social	isolation	(for	example	remote	

locations),	2.	an	inability	to	relate	to	the	social	or	cultural	environment	(for	

instance	difficulties	learning	the	language,	different	political	and	cultural	norms)	

and	3.	living	conditions	(such	as	bad	housing,	security	and	infrastructure).	These	

have	been	discussed	in	earlier	research	on	location	choice	(Black,	Gregersen,	&	

Mendenhall,	1992;	Bhaskar-Shrinivas,	Shaffer	&	Luk,	2005;	Haslberger,	2005)	

and	resonate	strongly	with	the	adjustment	categories	of	general	and	cross-

cultural	adjustment.	In	all	three	scenarios	participants	perceived	themselves	as	

unable	to	address	their	issues	in	the	present	and	when	talking	about	these	

negative	aspects	of	this	location	immediately	referred	to	their	lack	of	choice	in	

the	first	place.	Ute’s	anecdote	explains	this	well,	she	described	one	of	her	

destinations	as	“difficult	and	annoying”	and	recalled:		

I	got	a	phone	call	out	of	the	blue	when	I	was	in	St.	Petersburg.	I	already	

had	thought	to	myself	that	they’re	not	going	to	let	me	stay	there	for	much	

longer	as	I	had	already	been	there	for	five	years	and	I	had	begun	to	sort	of	

come	to	terms	with	being	forced	to	leave.	Then	I	got	a	phone	call,	I	still	
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remember	the	date,	on	the	8th	of	June,	whether	I	would	be	happy	to	go	to	

Algier…	they	had	an	office	there	in	the	past	and	now	thought	it	might	be	

good	to	open	an	institute	there	again.	So,	I	went	there	after	all	but…how	

should	I	put	it…I	didn’t	know	that	I	was	going	to	work	in	a	three-bedroom	

apartment	for	five	years,	that	I	didn’t	even	have	my	own	computer,	that	

the	infrastructure	was	so	barren,	that	I	would	be	asked	to	do	a	public	

teaching	demonstrating	for	chancellor	Schröder	and	the	press,	even	

though	we	didn’t	have	any	teachers,	students	or	a	classroom…Life	was	

difficult	there…we	couldn’t	move	around	there	freely	without	security	

escorts.	And	I	really	noticed	how	exhausting	this	was,	how	difficult	it	is	

when	you	have	to	deliver	your	work	but	can’t	really	do	it	because	you	

don’t	have	a	choice	but	to	do	what	they	tell	you.	I	realised	that	it	really	

shook	me	to	the	core.	(Ute,	participant)		

This	quote	illustrates	vividly	the	feeling	of	a	lack	of	control	and	choice	and	

the	connection	to	the	negative	aspects	of	the	place.		

	

However,	despite	having	limited	input	into	their	location	choice,	

participants	found	ways	of	gaining	autonomy,	which	had	implications	for	their	

motivation	for	mobility.	One	way	of	addressing	the	challenge	caused	by	a	lack	of	

autonomy	was	choosing	locations	in	the	future	that	in	their	perception	promised	

to	address	the	issues	they	had	experienced.	Hilda	for	example	explained	that	in	

the	next	location	she	specifically	looked	out	for	a	more	fitting	social	

environment,	as	did	Silke	when	explaining	that	she	“would	never	go	to	a	small	

town	again”	and	Hilda	who	explained	she	would	now	“never	rely	on	others	to	

decide	a	location	for	her”.	In	some	instances,	as	in	Berta’s	case,	gaining	autonomy	

meant	to	cut	their	stay	short,	in	others	to	become	actively	involved	in	seeking	

out	the	next	assignment,	such	as	Mario	described:	“After	the	experiences	we’ve	

made	in	Houston,	I	thought	I	have	to	grab	the	bull	by	the	horns	straight	away	and	

I	sent	out	my	applications	to	those	locations	that	interest	me”.	Participants’	

motivation	for	mobility	in	the	future	was	thus	impacted	by	their	lack	of	

autonomy	in	the	present.		
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These	aspects	demonstrate	that	participants,	when	confronted	with	a	lack	

of	autonomy	in	location	choice	may	undertake	steps	to	gain	back	control,	even	if	

this	may	mean	cutting	their	stay	short.	The	aspect	of	gaining	control	in	itself	is	

not	surprising,	given	the	wealth	of	literature	on	what	drives	individuals	to	

terminate	assignments	(Caligiuri,	2000;	De	Jong,	2004).	Autonomy	is	one	of	the	

central	motivations	that	exist	and	plays	a	key	role	in	work	satisfaction	and	long-

term	retention	of	employees	(Broeck	et	al.,	2010;	Suutari	&	Mäkelä,	2007).	Yet,	

so	far	international	business	literature,	especially	in	the	area	of	expat	

assignments	has	not	sufficiently	integrated	this	wealth	of	knowledge.	As	such,	

most	perspectives	focus	on	the	immediate	factors	that	cause	problems	on	

assignments,	such	as	work	(Rozkwitalska,	2012),	non-work	(Marschan-Piekkari	

et	al.,	1999)	or	family	factors	(Cole,	2011;	Shaffer	&	Harrison,	1998).	However,	

the	aspect	of	autonomy	itself,	which	may	impact	on	these	has	been	under-

researched.	In	the	current	group	of	participants	a	lack	of	autonomy	in	location	

choice	shaped	individuals’	experiences	in	place	as	well	as	their	motivations	for	

further	mobility.	Given	these	observations,	it	is	important	to	consider	autonomy	

(or	lack	thereof)	as	an	additional	impact	factor	for	the	motivation	to	engage	in	

mobility.		
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Balancing	relationships	

Figure	12.	Participant	quotes	Balancing	relationships		

	

Selective	code	 Balancing	relationships	

Relocation	as	a	

saviour	

“For	us	it	was	very	important	right	now	[the	move	to	Australia]	

because	we	said	we	can’t	continue	here	like	this	any	more.”	

“…it	doesn’t	help	Lily	and	us	[that	the	country	is	moving	forward	

socially].	The	first	2,3	years	of	a	child’s	development	are	extremely	

important	in	terms	of	your	own	values,	and	when	the	environment	is	

wrong	you	really	create	havoc…and	for	us	it	was	clear…we	have	to	

leave.”	

“He	was	really	desperately	unhappy	and	said	he’ll	never	find	another	

woman	like	me	again.”	

Joint,	rational	

decision-

making	

“Then	it	really	came	down	to	practical	aspects	–	where	can	we	go,	who	

would	want	us?	We	sat	down	and	went	through	a	list.”	

“We	really	assessed	who	does	what	work-wise	and	how	can	we	now	

make	it	work	to	live	together.”	

“There’s	that	thing	about	how	do	I	feel	about	the	place,	where	do	I	

want	to	go?	But	then	there’s	also	the	practical	aspects,	where	does	it	

make	the	most	sense	for	everyone	[in	the	family]	to	go	to?”	

Tagging	team	

“When	we	go	back	to	France	my	husband	wants	to	quit	work,	and	he	

says,	you	have	to	get	back	into	work,	you’ll	have	to	do	something.”	

“We	thought	about	it	and	for	us,	in	that	moment	it	was	the	easier	

decision	for	me	to	come	to	Australia.	For	him	he	couldn’t	have	had	a	

visa,	the	language,	jobs,	whereas	for	me	I	didn’t	have	a	job	back	then,	I	

had	just	finished	my	degree,	it	didn’t	really	matter	for	me	back	then.”	

“He	is	a	doctor	and	I	said	it’s	going	to	be	impossible	for	you	to	work	

there,	with	the	language	and	his	casual	attitude.	I	said	let	me	give	it	a	

go	here	and	in	the	meantime	you	can	learn	German	and	then	we’ll	see.	

It	was	difficult	for	me	to	find	a	job	here	and	now	you	want	to	move	to	

Germany,	give	me	a	bit	of	time	now	and	then	we’ll	decide	where	we’ll	

go	later	on.”	

	

‘Balancing	relationships’	motivated	12	participants	in	25	instances	to	

either	move	or	remain	abroad.	This	motivation	referred	to	participants’	aim	to	

fulfil	relationship-	as	well	as	career	goals	–	not	individually	but	as	a	couple	

(seven	cases)	or	as	a	couple	with	children	(five	cases).	Achieving	relationship	

goals	meant	to	live	in	the	same	place	geographically	and	it	also	meant	that	both	

partners	had	agreed	that	this	location	was	appropriate	for	them	as	a	couple	or	

family.	Ultimately	it	resulted	in	the	participant	moving	for	the	relationship.	

Achieving	career	goals	meant	that	at	least	one	partner	at	the	time	of	mobility	

was	working	in	their	chosen	career.	Balancing	relationships	meant	to	move	for	

their	partner	but	it	also	meant	to	take	this	decision	in	the	context	of	dual	careers.		
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The	challenge	of	managing	dual	careers	has	long	been	recognised	and	

over	the	last	two	decades	there	has	been	a	considerable	amount	of	research	

illustrating	the	problem	(Harvey,	1997;	Harvey,	Novicevic,	&	Breland,	2009;	

Stephens	&	Black,	1991).	A	key	aspect	discussed	in	literature	is	the	difficulty	for	

the	partner	who	follows	the	other	to	keep	the	relationship	together	while	also	

managing	their	own	work.	This	is	especially	so	for	individuals	who	aspire	to	

build	careers	rather	than	‘only’	bringing	in	another	income,	that	is,	individuals	

who	are	psychologically	committed	to	their	work	and	experience	personal	

growth	as	a	result	of	their	career	trajectory	(Bruce	&	Reed,	1991).	Research	in	

this	area	has	focussed	on	‘trailing	spouses’	(Bayes,	1989),	(mostly)	women	who	

follow	their	partner’s	international	careers.	McNulty	(2012)	has	demonstrated	

that	attempts	to	manage	the	situation	result	mostly	in	a	compromised	career	for	

the	‘trailing	spouse’,	and	it	is	therefore	unsurprising	that	one	of	the	top	reasons	

for	why	expatriates	turn	down	assignments	is	because	of	their	partner’s	career	

(Brookfield,	2013;	Konopaske	&	Werner,	2005).	Clearly,	the	decision-making	

around	mobility	is	intertwined	amongst	couples,	yet	the	majority	of	research	in	

this	area	has	focussed	on	individual	perspectives	separately,	either	that	of	the	

expat	(Hung-Wen,	2007),	the	spouse	(Bayes,	1989)	or	the	organisation	(McNulty,	

2012).	The	exception	to	this	are	some	studies	that	have	argued	for	taking	a	dual	

perspective	by	examining	decision-making	and	development	as	a	family	unit	-	

because	every	decision	an	individual	in	the	unit	makes	has	important	

consequences	for	the	other	(Moeller	&	McNulty,	2014).	Some	research	has	

explored	how	this	decision-making	happens.	The	dominant	argument	so	far	has	

been	that	while	couples	engage	in	negotiation	processes	(Manser	&	Brown,	

1980;	Sen,	1990),	one	partner’s	career	is	prioritised	over	the	other,	most	often	

that	of	the	male	over	the	female’s	career	(Hardill,	Green,	Dudleston,	&	Owen,	

1997).	Only	some	research	has	argued	that	decisions	happen	in	the	larger	

context	of	the	couple	unit	and	that	both	careers	may	be	accommodated	over	

longer	periods	of	time,	effectively	undertaking	life	stage	planning	(Harvey,	

Napier	&	Moeller,	2009;	Hall	&	Chandler	2005).		
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The	findings	from	the	present	study	demonstrate	that	participants	aim	to	

do	exactly	that,	balancing	their	career	needs	with	relationship	goals	over	time.	

The	first	aspect	arising	from	the	data	was	the	strong	emotional	character	of	the	

motivation	–	the	move	itself	was	perceived	as	vital	for	the	survival	of	the	

relationship	and	thus	motivated	the	mobility.	This	was	visible	through	the	

strong,	emotional	language	used	in	these	accounts,	words	like	“impossible”,	

“paramount”,	“our	future”,	“couldn’t	exist	as	a	couple”,	“never	find	another	

partner”,	“important	for	us	as	a	family”	and	so	on.	The	emotional	character	of	

this	motivation	is	best	illustrated	by	Cordula’s	and	Anke’s	comments.	Cordula	

had	lived	together	with	her	partner	in	Germany	in	challenging	circumstances	

and	described	her	situation	as	“impossible	to	continue”.	Talking	about	the	

relationship	to	her	partner,	she	described	their	move	to	Australia	as	“very,	very	

important”	(Cordula,	participant).	Similarly,	Anke	described	her	living	situation	

with	her	new	husband	in	Singapore	as	“overwhelming”,	citing	his	overbearing	

family,	the	political	and	work	situation	as	a	married,	mixed-race	couple.	She	

went	on	to	explain	that	her	priority	was	to	find	a	place	“where	we	could	live	as	a	

couple,	together,	build	a	live	together,	where	we	both	can	be	of	equal	footing,	

ideally,	where	both	of	us	are	foreigners,	that	was	really	very	important”	(Anke,	

participant).	This	importance	ranked	so	highly	that	it	impacted	some	of	the	

conditions	under	which	the	relationship	existed:		

We	also	got	married	in	the	mutual	understanding	that	we	weren’t	going	

to	stay	in	Singapore.	And	would	he	have	said	‘I	love	Singapore	and	I	want	

to	stay	here’,	then	I’m	pretty	certain	…that	I	would	have	said	that	[the	

relationship]	is	just	not	possible	[for	me].	(Anke,	participant)		

While	these	two	accounts	are	particularly	striking,	they	are	nevertheless	

representative	of	the	overall	tenor	for	all	12	participants	in	this	motivational	

group.	It	is	important	to	highlight	that	the	strong	emotional	need	referred	not	to	

economical	or	career	aspects	of	their	families	and	partners	but	to	the	

relationship	itself	–	an	important	qualification	on	the	general	assumption	

prevalent	in	literature	that	individuals,	mostly	women,	move	for	their	partner’s	

careers	(Harvey,	1998).		
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While	rationally,	partner’s	careers	might	be	the	cause	of	mobility,	the	

reason	why	they	are	motivated	to	move	is	because	of	the	relationship	itself.	This	

difference	is	crucial	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	as	it	may	potentially	

explain	why	in	some	relocation	instances	individuals	follow	their	partner’s	

careers	and	in	other	instances	not.	In	this	group,	only	when	the	relationship	was	

perceived	to	be	in	danger	did	they	relocate.	In	other	instances	where	other	

motivations	were	more	important,	they	did	not.	For	instance,	in	Cordula’s	case	

she	only	decided	to	move	with	her	partner	when	she	perceived	his	discomfort	

with	their	situation	in	Germany	to	impact	on	their	relationship	and	that	of	their	

son.	While	during	the	nine	years	prior	that	they	spent	in	Germany	together	

rational	reasons	such	as	his	career,	social	ties	and	living	conditions	gave	reasons	

to	leave,	it	was	the	impact	on	the	relationship	that	finally	made	her	move.	In	the	

context	of	mobility	research,	these	emotional	accounts	represent	an	exception.	

Traditionally	little	work	has	focussed	on	the	emotional	motivations	for	mobility,	

possibly	because	economic	factors	have	dominated	research	interests.	As	Mai	

and	King	(2009)	put	it,	this	lack	is,	

as	if	migrants	are	not	allowed	to	love,	express	their	sexualities,	have	

emotions,	be	intimate.	A	consequence	of	this	is	that	emotional	relations	

are	regarded	as	something	apart	from	the	economic	or	the	geographic,	as	

something	essentially	private,	removed	from	the	researcher’s	gaze.	(p.	

297)	

Exceptions	to	this	fact	represents	the	aforementioned	research	on	the	

‘trailing	spouses’	(Bayes,	1989;	Harvey,	1998;	Shahnasarian,	1991),	who	are	

portrayed	as	experiencing	a	range	of	emotions	associated	with	their	mobility	

including	grief	over	losses	of	friends,	work,	home,	and	identity,	anger,	

resentment,	dependency,	and	shame	(Bayes,	1989).	While	acknowledging	these	

aspects,	research	in	this	area	overwhelmingly	focuses	on	the	effects	of	the	

relocation,	not	the	emotional	contexts	of	the	motivations	that	led	to	the	decision.	

This,	however	is	important	as	it	aids	our	understanding	of	why	individuals	who	

move	for	relationships	engage	and	in	the	case	of	repeated	mobility	keep	

engaging	in	this	mobility,	even	though	it	is	experienced	as	difficult,	as	the	

previous	findings	above	have	identified.	The	finding	that	participants	see	moving	
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as	a	saviour	for	their	relationship	thus	extends	and	adds	to	knowledge	in	that	

area.		

	

The	second	aspect	of	participants’	motivation	to	migrate	as	a	couple	or	a	

family	concerned	rational	aspects,	such	as	income	opportunities,	visa	regulations	

or	language	skills.	These	were	carefully	listed	and	weighed	out	for	both	partners	

and	the	couples	would	choose	the	best	rational	outcome	overall.	Consider	this	

participant’s	account	of	this	process	as	a	‘weighted	exercise:		

…We	sat	down	and	thought	about	it	–	does	it	make	sense	for	Kevin	to	

move	to	Germany	or	does	it	make	more	sense	for	me	to	move	to	

Australia?	And	it	just	made	more	sense	for	me	to	move	to	Australia…	

(Jutta,	participant)		

Similarly,	another	participant	describes	this	process	as	a	‘ticking	the	list’-

process:		

And	then	it	was	really	about	ticking	a	list.	I	didn’t	like	England,	even	

though	that	would	have	been	possible	with	my	passport.	Canada,	we	

considered	that	but	then	it	was	too	cold	and	then	there	was	only	New	

Zealand	and	Australia.	New	Zealand	wouldn’t	take	in	people	at	that	point	

and	then	all	that	was	left	was	Australia.	(Anke,	participant)		

These	accounts	demonstrate	a	joint	decision-making	process,	

characterised	by	equal	power	relationships.	Consistent	with	existing	research	on	

couples’	decision-making	processes	to	relocate	internationally	(Jacobsen	&	

Levin,	2000),	participants	in	this	study	engaged	in	‘intrahousehold-bargaining’	

(Manser	&	Brown,	1980;	Sen,	1990),	negotiating	the	best	possible	outcome.			

	

A	key	aspect,	not	discussed	in	other	research	so	far,	of	what	this	possible	

outcome	might	be	was	the	shared	understanding	of	their	relationship	mobility	as	

temporary,	with	the	expectation	to	‘tag	team’	when	priorities	shifted	in	the	

future.	This	was	voiced	directly	by	participants	when	they	talked	about	

themselves	as	professionals	and	their	stories	of	how	work	fit	in	with	their	

mobility.	All	participants	who	relocated	for	their	partner	made	it	clear	that	they	

had	their	own	professional	lives	and	that	even	if	they	may	not	happen	to	work	

temporarily,	their	relocations	had	to	be	agreeable	with	their	professional	
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identities,	thus	demonstrating	that	they	aspired	to	careers	rather	than	‘just’	

income	(Bruce	&	Reed,	1991)	and	plausible	in	the	context	of	their	highly-skilled	

status.	Carina,	for	example,	who	relocated	for	her	partner	three	times	and	gave	

up	work	for	the	first	six	years	of	her	children’s	lives,	talked	about	several	of	such	

aspects:	“…I	don’t	have	the	[financial]	pressure	to	work,	which	is	bad,	because	I	

don’t	have	to	work.	That’s	meant	that	I	haven’t	earned	any	money	for	six	

years…”.	Having	completed	a	university	degree	and	having	worked	in	her	chosen	

profession	previously,	she	made	it	clear	that	even	though	she	put	her	career	on	

hold,	she	was	very	much	aware	of	her	own	professional	capital	and	the	potential	

loss	of	it,	by	saying	that	it	was	bad	that	she	wasn’t	forced	to	work	at	the	moment.		

	

Her	account	also	illustrates	that	the	motivation	for	her	relocation	and	

subsequent	ceasing	of	work	was	a	choice	afforded	by	the	sufficient	income	of	her	

partner	rather	than	stemming	from	a	lack	of	options.	Yet,	in	talking	about	her	

next	imminent	relocation,	she	indicated	her	willingness	to	a	reversal	of	these	

roles:		

…when	we	come	back	to	France,	Teo	[her	husband]	wants	to	quit	work,	

he	wants	to	do	a	sabbatical	for	a	year	and	he	also	said	that	I’ll	have	to	re-

enter	work	and	do	something	then….I’ll	try	to	build	up	a	yoga-center	

there	and	that	will	be	super	exciting.	(Carina,	participant)		

	

The	expectation	of	a	change	in	motivations	in	the	future	was	dominant	in	

the	sample	overall,	even	in	participants	who	did	not	display	a	relationship	

motivation.	Matthias,	for	example,	who	at	the	time	of	data	collection	was	

currently	considering	a	new	move,	made	the	decision	of	where	to	migrate	next	

equally	contingent	on	either	his	or	his	wife’s	employment,	highlighting	that	it	

was	dependent	on	where	one	of	them	would	secure	employment	first.		

	

In	other	cases,	the	expected	role-reversal	had	indeed	happened.	This	was	

the	case	for	Felix,	who	relocated	with	his	wife	to	afford	a	better	environment	for	

their	daughter.	While	previously	he	held	professional	managerial	roles	both	in	

Germany	and	abroad	and	I	had	identified	both	career	and	self-realisation	

motivations	in	his	earlier	mobilities,	in	his	mobility	at	the	time	of	interview	he	
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described	himself	as	a	‘stay-at-home-dad’.	During	the	interview	he	told	me	that	

his	wife	worked	full-time.	While	he	was	looking	to	start	work	at	some	stage	it	

had	to	be	part-time	only	in	order	to	fit	in	with	his	daughter’s	needs	rather	than	

the	other	way	around.	Reversely,	participants	also	moved	for	their	relationship	

while	taking	up	work	rather	than	leaving	it,	as	was	the	case	for	Mario	who	

explained	that	the	decision	to	go	abroad	was	driven	by	his	partner	rather	than	

him:	“He	pleaded	vehemently	for	going	abroad	again	[rather	than	back	to	

Germany]	and	hence	I	said	ok,	then	let’s	do	that	once	more,	then”.	So,	he	had	

agreed	to	‘swap’	roles	and	move	for	his	relationship	even	though	he	was	

working.		

	

This	fluidity	in	participants’	motivations	and	their	expectations	around	

changing	roles	is	consistent	with	research	on	self-initiated	expats,	who	are	

thought	to	engage	in	mobility	on	their	own	terms	rather	than	adhere	to	

organisational	boundaries	(Altman	&	Baruch,	2012).	It	is	also	consistent	with	the	

considerable	amount	of	research	indicating	a	move	away	from	traditional	gender	

roles,	and	towards	including	previously	under-researched	groups	such	as	female	

highly-skilled	expats	in	studies	(Roos,	2013;	Van	den	Bergh	&	Du	Plessis,	2012).	

The	identified	factors	in	the	relationship	motivation	in	this	group	add	to	this	

growing	body	of	research	by	demonstrating	a	fluidity	in	gender	roles	throughout	

the	life	course,	for	women	as	well	as	men.	They	acknowledge	individuals	as	being	

both	relationship	and	career	oriented,	just	at	different	times	of	their	lives,	

ultimately	questioning	the	strict	boundaries	between	career	and	family	

motivations.	The	participants	in	this	group	made	mobility	work	for	different	

aspects	of	their	lives	and	they	did	so	over	time	with	different	changing	

motivations.	The	relationship	motivation	was	thus	one	of	a	number	of	different	

motivations	across	their	lifetime.	In	the	context	of	mobility	research	this	

presents	a	new	facet	to	our	understanding	of	motivation	for	mobility	because	it	

challenges	two	assumptions:	that	motivation	and	decision-making	happen	

individually	rather	than	in	unison	and	that	they	happen	with	only	the	imminent	

move	in	mind.	The	participants	in	this	study	made	decisions	over	periods	of	time	

that	went	beyond	the	current	mobility.	They	moved	for	their	partner	to	save	the	

relationship	but	this	decision	was	made	jointly	and	under	the	agreement	that	
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roles	could	be	swapped	any	time	if	it	was	more	advantageous	for	the	unit’s	goals.	

The	findings,	outlined	in	more	detail	in	the	discussion	section,	contribute	to	

research	on	boundary	theory	as	well	as	to	research	on	international	human	

resource	management	by	highlighting	the	need	to	examine	more	closely	the	

overlaps	between	different	domains	of	individuals’	lives.	Boundary	research	for	

instance	could	benefit	by	considering	how	individuals	manage	boundaries	in	the	

context	of	multiple,	rather	than	one	time	relocations,	thus	recognising	the	

increasing	fluidity	between	life	domains.	International	human	resource	

management,	on	the	other	hand,	could	be	expanded	by	considering	individuals’	

life	stages	outside	the	work	domain.	This,	in	turn	can	have	impacts	on	staff	

selection	for	international	assignments.	
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2 TRANSITIONS	
Figure	13.	Code	tree	Transitions	

	

Transitions	 	
Selective	code	 1st	order	categories	

Transitions	

	

Normative	transitions	

Turning	points	

	

	

When	studying	data	for	the	motivations	for	relocation,	I	detected	that	14	

out	of	19	participants	had	changed	their	motivations	for	relocation	at	some	point	

of	their	travels.	I	analysed	the	interview	data	for	participants’	explanations	of	the	

reasons	for	these	changes	and	established	a	sequence	of	events	for	every	

participant	and	for	each	individual	mobility.	In	analysing	this	information,	I	

discovered	that	participants	connected	these	changes	to	particular	life	events	or	

phases	in	their	lives	that	had	either	begun	or	ceased.	The	data	displayed	eight	

kinds	of	events	that	happened	chronologically	before	a	motivational	change	had	

occurred:	completing	schooling	(1),	transition	towards	and	ceasing	study	(2-3)	

and	paid	employment	(4-5),	having	children	(6),	marrying	(7)	and	divorce	(8).	In	

the	data	I	detected	two	types	of	changes	that	indicated	a	connection	between	

these	events	and	a	motivational	change.	The	first	change	became	visible	by	

mapping	participants’	accounts	of	the	individual	motivations	for	their	mobilities	

on	a	timeline	and	detecting	changes	chronologically.	Participants	talked	about	

these	changes	in	sequences,	allocating	particular	motivations	to	specific	moves,	

so	that	their	chronological	sequence	signalled	a	change.	Anke’s	account	is	one	

example	of	this:	“[The	move	to]	Scotland	…was	because	of	my	studies,	gaining	

work	experience	and	language	experience”	(Anke,	participant).	A	mapping	of	

these	motivations	and	migrations	is	provided	below.	Each	colour	change	in	the	

table	signals	a	change	in	motivation.	
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Figure	14.	Mapping	motivations	and	mobilities	
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These	changes	became	visible	by	connecting	individual	mobilities	with	

their	motivations	and	by	mapping	them	onto	a	timeline	(in	the	table	above	

signified	by	the	number	of	mobilities	in	the	very	left	column	and	participants’	

age	at	the	time	of	their	first	mobility).	Often,	participants	did	not	talk	explicitly	

about	these	changes	in	motivation	but	rather	described	them	matter-of-factly	in	

the	sequence	of	their	overall	life,	for	example	that	they	had	changed	jobs	or	

completed	their	studies.	These	types	of	changes	all	had	to	do	with	entering	or	

leaving	formal	organisations,	such	as	an	employer	or	university.	In	contrast	to	

this,	they	described	some	events	as	clear	moments	of	change	and	told	stories	

around	them,	which	led	to	a	change	of	motivation	for	their	stay	in	a	particular	

place.	Upon	analysis	I	detected	that	these	–	quite	often	dramatic	-	stories	all	had	

to	do	with	relationship	dimensions.	
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At	this	stage	I	consulted	literature	for	further	analysis	and	treated	it,	as	is	

recommended	in	grounded	theory	methodology	(Suddaby,	2006),	as	additional	

data	that	could	add	to	the	findings.		

	

Research	in	the	area	of	life	course	studies	offered	a	useful	lens	to	

interpret	and	further	the	patterns	observed	in	the	data,	in	particular	in	

understanding	the	two	different	qualities	in	the	types	of	observed	changes.	Life	

course	approaches	examine	life	events	and	their	changes	over	long	periods	of	

time	in	consideration	of	the	factors	driving	these	changes	and	the	impact	they	

achieve.	In	literature	on	the	life	course,	transitions	as	those	I	observed	in	my	

group	exist	within	‘life	trajectories’	(Mortimer	&	Shanahan,	2006),	which	are	

peoples’	individual	life	paths	within	social	dimensions	such	as	career	and	family.	

Trajectories	have	also	been	conceptualised	as	‘states’	with	each	one	being	

distinguished	by	its	own,	unique	transition:	“Each	trajectory	can	be	thought	of	as	

a	series	of	linked	states,	as	in	linked	jobs	across	a	work	history.	A	change	in	state	

thus	marks	a	transition	-	a	transition	from	one	job	to	another,	for	example.	

Transitions	are	always	embedded	in	trajectories	that	give	them	distinctive	

meaning	and	form.”	(Elder	Jr,	1985,	p.	65).	In	relation	to	mobility,	these	

transitions	are	thought	to	be	especially	significant.	People	typically	change	their	

goals	and	motivations	at	points	of	transition	in	their	life	course	and	then	may	

conceptualise	mobility	as	the	best	way	to	accomplish	these	life	goals.	Life	course	

transitions	are	therefore	those	moments	when	changes	in	motivation	to	migrate	

are	most	likely	to	happen	(Kley,	2011).		

	

Participants	experienced	the	changes	of	their	migration	motivations	in	

two	different	ways,	as	‘normative	transitions’	and	as	‘turning	points’.	
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Normative	transitions	

Figure	15.	Code	tree	normative	transitions	

	

1st	order	category	 2nd	order	categories	
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Transitioning	
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Figure	16.	Participant	quotes	normative	transitions	

Selective	code	 Normative	transitions	
Transitioning	 “Then	I	went	to	uni.”	

”	“I	was	looking	for	my	first	job	after	uni...“	

“I	did	that	as	part	of	my	semester	abroad.”	

Expecting	

change	

“I	expect	that	to	change	in	the	future.”	

“When	I	have	my	permanent	residence	it	will	be	different	again.”	

“I’m	pretty	sure	we’ll	leave	Australia	in	the	future.”	

	 	

	

The	distinction	between	different	characteristics	of	transitions	is	well-

established	in	the	literature	(Hareven	&	Masaoka,	1988;	Elder,	1985).	Some	

changes	in	individuals’	lives	are	more	predictable	and	common,	they	are	termed	

‘normative	transitions’.	Others	are	more	monumental	and	disruptive,	called	

‘turning	points’.	Both	types	of	events	were	present	in	the	group,	which	

experienced	normative	transitions	as	ordinary	and	turning	points	as	

transformative.	‘Normative	transitions’	have	been	defined	as	in	the	following	

example:		

The	major	transitions	that	individuals	undergo	in	their	work	and	family	

lives	are	normative:	for	example,	starting	work,	leaving	home,	getting	

married.	We	define	transitions	as	‘‘normative”	if	a	major	portion	of	a	

population	experiences	them,	and	if	a	society	expects	its	members	to	

undergo	such	transitions	at	certain	points	in	their	lives.	(Hareven	&	

Masaoka,	1988,	p.	272)	

These	transitions	can	cause	change	in	individuals’	life	trajectories	but	do	

not	necessarily	have	to,	allowing	individuals	to	continue	their	planned	life	

course.	They	may	also	cause	change	in	individuals’	characteristics	but	can	also	
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only	accentuate	existing	ones	(Rutter,	1996).	Normative	transitions	are	therefore	

transitions	that	are	more	or	less	predictable	and	not	necessarily	disruptive.	

	

In	my	sample,	participants	experienced	both	normative	transitions	and	

some	turning	points.	Similar	to	the	description	of	these	events	in	literature,	they	

used	different	language	to	distinguish	between	these	two	types.	In	the	first	

instance,	they	connected	motivations	for	relocation	to	life	trajectories	by	

describing	their	transitions	directly.	They	recognised	the	normative	character	of	

these	transitions	by	omitting	elaborate	details	in	their	language.	Rather	than	

going	into	any	details	about	a	particular	trajectory,	they	stated	briefly	for	each	

location	what	the	respective	motivation	was.	They	did	so	in	succinct	terms,	

matter-of-factly,	often	in	one	sentence,	thus	implying	that	I	understood	to	which	

phase	in	their	life	they	referred.	An	example	of	this	is	Carina’s	account,	“I	wanted	

to	study	this	particular	course	and	that	was	only	available	in	Switzerland”	

(Carina,	participant).	In	stating	their	motivation	for	their	migration	event,	they	

connected	it	to	the	trajectory	that	it	related	to,	in	the	above	case	the	trajectory	of	

gaining	an	education.	Participants	used	this	language	throughout	all	accounts	of	

normative	transitions,	such	as	for	the	trajectory	of	completing	school	education:	

“I	had	just	finished	school	and	had	to	wait	until	I	could	start	my	university	

studies”	(Hilda,	participant),	for	the	trajectory	of	becoming	a	parent:	“When	I	had	

Anja…”	(Jette,	participant),	and	so	on.	Thus,	by	naming	their	motivations,	

participants	directly	located	their	migration	in	the	relevant	trajectory	of	their	

lives	at	that	point	in	time.	Identifying	these	trajectories	resulted	in	the	

establishment	of	the	categories	outlined	earlier	and	consequently	highlighted	the	

transitions	necessary	to	link	them.		

	

Similar	to	their	reports	of	the	trajectories	themselves,	participants	

conveyed	an	aspect	of	expectedness,	predictability	and	ordinariness	when	

talking	about	their	transitions	between	these	trajectories.	They	expressed	this	by	

using	temporal	terms.	These	captured	participants’	expectations	for	predictable	

change	in	different	life	phases.	For	example,	participants	expected	things	to	

change	as	time	passed	by,	as	described	by	one	participant.	His	needs	had	

changed	over	time	in	line	with	those	of	his	daughter	and	he	expected	them	to	
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change	again	in	the	future:	“Now	[Lily]	is	a	big	driving	force,	you	put	your	own	

needs	on	the	back	burner.	That	will	probably	change	again	when	she’s	older”	

(Felix,	participant).		

	

Some	participants	talked	about	the	aspect	of	expected	change	by	

delineating	their	lives	into	time	segments	of	past,	present	and	future.	One	person	

expressed	her	life	change	in	relation	to	her	feeling	at	home	in	this	way,		

…it	shifted	because	until	I	got	together	with	my	partner	I	still	said	that	my	

home	is	there	[Germany].	Only	since	then	has	it	shifted…I	needed	time	to	

say	that	this	is	the	past,	and	it	is	not	the	present	or	the	future.	(Hilda,	

participant)		

Other	participants	acknowledged	the	changes	of	the	life	course	directly,	

one	participant	answering	my	question	on	how	she	experienced	her	repeated	

migrations	with,	“Well,	I	think	it	depends	in	which	life	phase	you	are	at	that	

moment”.	Later	talking	about	the	changes	in	her	perception	of	migration	as	

follows,	“…I	see	it	differently	because	I	am	older	now.	Of	course,	had	I	stayed	in	

Germany,	I	also	would	look	at	things	differently	at	my	age”	(Berta,	participant).	

These	examples	highlight	participants’	understanding	of	transitions	as	expected	

and	normal	and	they	also	express	their	relative	lack	of	significance	in	individuals’	

perceived	life	stories.	This	is	in	stark	contrast	to	some	accounts	of	transitions,	

which	they	experienced	as	‘turning	points’.		
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Turning	points	

Figure	17.	Code	tree	turning	points	

2nd	order	categories	 1st	order	category	

Characteristics	of	turning	

points		

Types	of	turning	points	

	

Transformation	

Disrupted	narratives	

Reconsidering	

Entering	a	relationship	

Having	children	

Divorce	

	

Figure	18.	Participant	quotes	turning	points	

Selective	code	 Characteristics	of	turning	points	
Transformation	 “…It	really	made	me	a	different	person.”	

”My	whole	perspective	really	changed.”		

“it	had	a	profound	effect	on	me,	it	really	changed	me	I’d	say.”	

Disrupted	

narratives	

“and	then”	

”all	of	a	sudden”	

“a	complete	turnaround”	

Reconsidering		 “His	family	and	friends	they	kept	on	coming	in	an	endless	stream	

and	we	[in	a	Western	context]	aren’t	really	used	to	that.	We	don’t	

live	that	way	so	I	really	had	to	get	used	to	living	like	that.”	

“There’s	just	really	different	things	you	need	to	keep	in	mind.”	

“And	I	was	really	thinking	now,	is	it	worth	staying	here?”	

Selective	code	 Types	of	turning	points	
Entering	a	

relationship	

“Once	we	got	together	my	daily	life	there	changed,	really.”		

“It’s	a	totally	different	thing	when	you	have	a	relationship	there	all	

of	a	sudden.”	

“His	view	really	gave	me	a	different	perspective	on	France.”	

Having	

children	

“Milli	was	born	in	Belgium	and	I	stopped	working….and	I	must	say	

I	was	happy	when	we	left	because	the	whole	environment	was	

such	a	bubble.	With	Milli	everything	was	different	all	of	a	sudden,	

with	such	a	small	child.“	

“It	wasn’t	the	right	environment	for	her	[his	daughter]	socially	

and	environmentally	and	all	of	a	sudden	it	became	very	clear	we	

had	to	change	that	quite	quickly.”	

“Schools	and	all	that	–	didn’t	interest	me	at	all.	And	now	it’s	

different	of	course.”	

Divorce	 “When	I	arrived	in	Panama	with	the	kids	he	already	had	his	new	

partner.	I	just	couldn’t	fathom	why	nobody	had	told	me	this	

before,	otherwise	I	would	have	just	gone	home	straight	away.	This	

way	it	was	extremely	hard,	this	shocking	situation	all	of	a	sudden.”	

“It	was	a	pivotal	moment	for	me	when	we	divorced.”	

“…and	as	we	separated	I	had	to	decide.”	
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Characteristics	of	turning	points	

The	transformational	character	of	turning	points	became	pertinent	in	

participants’	language	use,	who	were	telling	these	moments	in	time	as	short	

stories	and	in	dramatic,	condensed	form.	In	their	accounts	they	described	

themselves	as	essentially	two	different	people,	juxtaposing	a	before-and-after	of	

their	perceptions,	thoughts	and	behaviours.	Turning	points	were	the	events	

when	this	happened.	

	

Turning	points	have	been	described	as	self-perceived	points	in	life,	where	

individuals’	lives	take	a	different	direction,	as	“…	perceptual	roadmarks	along	the	

life	course.	They	represent	individuals’	subjective	assessments	of	continuities	

and	discontinuities	over	their	lives”	(Hareven	&	Masaoka,	1988,	p.	272)	and	as	a	

consequence	lead	to	a	reassessment	of	themselves,	their	situations,	and	

motivations	–	in	short,	what	Clausen	(1995)	calls	“a	change	that	made	a	

difference…	occasions	in	which	they	recognize	that	there	was	a	change	in	the	

way	they	viewed	themselves,	in	their	opportunities,	or	in	their	relationships”	(p.	

372).		

Turning	points	are	sometimes	experienced	and	remembered	as	exact	

situations	and	moments	in	time,	at	other	times	they	are	conceptualised	as	

retrospective	accounts	that	signify	a	change	in	life.	A	striking	example	of	an	exact	

turning	point	‘moment’	was	given	by	one	of	the	participants	when	she	told	how	

she	decided	to	remain	abroad	rather	than	go	back	to	Germany	after	her	divorce,		

That	[the	divorce]	was	a	key-event,	where	I	thought,	what	do	I	do	now?...	

For	me	Germany	still	meant	security	and	I	thought	if	I	go	there	everything	

will	be	fine.	But	I	wasn’t	sure	and	instead	of	packing	my	bags	I	said	I’d	go	

and	try	it	out	and	that’s	what	I	did.		

Once	there,	she	experienced	this	decision-making	process	as	a	key	event,	

a	turning	point	in	her	life.		

I	remember,	it	was	a	grey	day.	I	landed	in	Frankfurt,	everything	around	

me	was	grey	–	not	the	best	circumstances…and	I	still	can’t	believe	that	I	

made	that	decision	within	five	minutes,	a	decision	that	would	stay	with	

me	for	the	rest	of	my	life.	I	was	standing	in	this	airport,	the	surroundings	

grey,	the	people	grey,	I	asked	somebody	about	the	way	out	and	he	just	
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stared	at	me.	I	didn’t	see	anybody	talking,	it	was	just	so	quiet	and	I	

thought	why	is	it	so	quiet,	it	is	an	international	airport,	after	all?	And	then	

I	…just	thought,	no,	I	can’t	deal	with	this	anymore.	It	was	such	a	key-event	

because	I	thought,	god,	that’s	what	my	daily	life	will	look	like.	(Katja,	

participant)		

The	dramatic	character	of	her	narrative	illustrates	her	perception	of	this	

moment	of	return	as	a	fundamental	decision	in	her	life,	the	moment	in	which	she	

realised	that	her	previous	association	that	associated	Germany	as	her	safe	place,	

had	changed.		

	

In	other	cases,	turning	points	are	not	experienced	as	moments	but	as	

perceptions	of	a	‘before’	and	‘after’.	The	following	account	illustrates	this	vividly,	

highlighting	the	link	between	motivational	change	and	life	course	change	of	

starting	a	family,		

I	had	a	visa,	a	ticket	and	that	was	all	that	interested	me.	I	wasn’t	really	

much	interested	in	the	local	culture,	other	than	looking	up	the	local	

beaches	on	google	maps…	As	soon	as	there’s	family	involved	you	start	to	

think	–	ok,	where	are	we	going	to	live,	what	is	the	school	and	

kindergarten	situation?	These	are	all	things	that	I	would	think	about	now	

if	we	were	to	move	again	but	they	are	things	that	didn’t	interest	me	back	

then	at	all.	And	why	would	they	have?	(Jutta,	participant)		

The	account	makes	the	distinction	between	the	participant’s	perception	

of	mobility	before	and	after	very	clear.	Before	having	children,	she	viewed	it	one	

way,	after	in	another	way,	a	distinction	which	was	displayed	across	all	data.	Even	

though	the	event	of	having	children	could	be	experienced	as	a	normative	

transition,	the	self-identified	degree	of	transformation	that	the	participant	

described,	characterises	it	as	a	turning	point	(Hareven	&	Masaoka,	1988).	The	

transformational	character	of	these	stories	was	also	underlined	by	the	use	of	

specific	words	or	phrases,	signifiers	that	highlighted	the	disrupted	narrative	in	

individuals’	mobility	history.	These	signifiers	included	for	example	“then…now”,	

“before	it	was”,	“it	changed	180	degrees”,	“all	of	a	sudden	I	had	to	“or	phrases	

such	as	“since	…	my	relationship	to	the	place	has	really	changed”	and	“after	…	it	

became	clear	pretty	quickly	that	we	had	to	…”.	Participants	did	not	use	such	
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words	for	describing	normative	transitions,	which	further	underlined	the	

distinctive	nature	between	these	two	types	of	events.	Finally,	turning	points	

stood	out	from	normative	transitions	because	participants	directly	linked	them	

to	a	reconsideration	of	their	perception	of	the	place	as	well	as	of	them	being	

there,	which	did	not	happen	in	the	normative	transitions.	Wingens,	Windzio,	De	

Valk	and	Aybek	(2011)	make	the	point	that,	“…it	is	a	turning	point	only	in	case	it	

initiates	some	new	course	paradigm”	(p.	16)	and	participants’	turning	points	

became	visible	as	they	talked	about	the	moments	in	which	this	paradigm	opened	

up	before	them.	They	used	for	example	phrases	such	as:	“…all	of	a	sudden	my	

perception	changed”,	“then	I	looked	at	it	differently”,	“that’s	why	we	had	to	

leave”,	“[to	feel	safe]	I	knew	I	had	to	go	back	to	Germany”,	“we	realised	very	

quickly	that	we	had	to	leave”.	Turning	points	marked	the	moment	in	time	where	

their	perception	of	a	place	changed	dramatically,	which	trigged	a	consideration	

of	whether	to	stay	or	go	elsewhere	and	if	so,	where	to.	Using	these	three	points	

as	identifiers	for	turning	points	during	data	analysis,	I	identified	15	turning	

points	in	10	participants.		

	

Amongst	the	15	turning	points,	I	detected	differences	in	participants’	

reflection	upon	the	event,	and	in	particular	in	how	participants	talked	about	the	

factors	they	considered	important	for	their	particular	contexts	when	deciding	

whether	to	stay	in	place	or	to	move	on.	Data	analysis	revealed	different	criteria	

that	participants	applied	to	their	environment,	depending	on	the	trajectory	

participants	were	transitioning	to.	I	detected	three	types	of	transitions	in	the	

data:	seven	related	to	entering	a	relationship,	four	related	to	having	children	and	

four	linked	to	divorce.	While	in	all	three	types	the	turning	points	triggered	a	re-

evaluation	of	how	the	new-found	self	could	exist	in	their	current	environments,	

different	considerations	played	a	role	for	these	decisions.		

	

Types	of	turning	points	

Entering	a	relationship	
The	most	common	transition	that	initiated	a	motivational	change	in	

participants	was	that	of	entering	a	relationship	(7	instances).	While	this	event	in	
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itself	can	mark	a	significant	personal	change	in	domestic	circumstances	

(Settersten,	2018),	in	repeated	mobility	contexts	participants	experienced	

considerable	changes	in	their	conceptions	of	selves	as	migrants,	their	host	and	

home	countries,	as	well	as	their	social	relationships	both	locally	and	at	home.	

These	changes	led	to	a	reappraisal	of	their	mobilities	and	to	a	subsequent	

reconsideration	of	their	geographical	location	in	line	with	their	transitions,	

which	ultimately	led	to	repeated	relocation	or	a	continuation	of	stay	in	the	

country.		

	 	

Talking	about	their	motivational	changes	as	a	consequence	of	entering	a	

relationship,	all	seven	participants	who	had	experienced	these	transitions	talked	

about	significant	changes,	albeit	these	occurred	in	different	relationship	

contexts,	which	impacted	on	the	changes	experienced.	Amongst	the	seven	

transitions	of	entering	a	relationship,	four	were	in	the	context	of	beginning	a	

relationship	with	a	local	while	being	abroad,	one	beginning	a	relationship	with	a	

German	while	living	abroad	and	two	with	a	foreigner	while	living	in	Germany.	

Participants	in	the	first	two	groups,	who	all	lived	abroad	while	starting	a	

relationship,	developed	a	different	connection	to	their	host	country,	which	was	

experienced	as	both	positive	and	negative.	For	those	beginning	a	relationship	

with	a	local	the	theme	of	‘becoming	concerned’	was	dominant.	Becoming	

concerned	meant	to	relate	to	the	host	country	not	so	much	as	a	foreigner	but	

from	the	perspective	of	a	local.	This	meant	to	realise	or	discover	aspects	of	

society	that	they	had	not	previously	encountered.	For	instance,	the	change	in	

status	altered	participants’	perceptions	of	their	host	countries	in	regards	to	the	

more	negative	aspects.	One	participant	said:	“It	becomes	really	different	when	

your	partner	is	somebody	who	thinks	critically	about	his	own	country.	Very	

critically,	he	really	always	wanted	to	emigrate”	(Undine,	participant).	For	

another	participant	her	change	of	status	to	being	a	local’s	wife	also	meant	that	

her	perception	of	the	country	she	lived	in	was	altered	in	terms	of	politics.	Where	

before	she	had	the	luxury	of	being	ignorant	of	the	political	situation,	with	her	

marriage	to	a	man	from	a	prosecuted	minority	all	of	a	sudden	it	concerned	her	

and	instantly	changed	her	somewhat	blasé	view	of	the	place,		
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As	a	foreigner	with	a	temporary	contract	I	could	always	say:	Haha,	what’s	

that	guy	[political	dictator]	doing	there	again.	But	now	it	really	concerned	

me,	it	was	a	totally	different	thing.	All	of	a	sudden,	I	thought	–	how	could	

that	be?	And	at	the	same	time,	I	knew	that	I	couldn’t	really	do	anything	

about	it…and	all	of	this	is	just	to	explain	how	it…led	to	a	complete	change	

in	perspective	for	me	and	why	it	became…important	to	leave.	(Anke,	

participant)		

This	aspect	of	suddenly	‘being	concerned’,	of	becoming	a	local	by	

association	was	summed	up	vividly	by	another	participant	who	said,		

I	find	being	in	a	close	intercultural	relationship	more	problematic	than	

just	being	a	foreigner	abroad.	[The	latter]	is	easier	because	I	can	control	it	

more,	I	can	decide	with	which	issues	I	want	to	deal	with	and	with	which	

ones	I	don’t.	When	I	have	local	partner	then	I	have	to	deal	with	it	by	

necessity	and	have	to	work	it	out.	(Berta,	participant)		

For	her,	like	for	the	earlier	mentioned	participant,	the	newfound	

proximity	to	her	host	country	suddenly	became	a	burden	that	she	had	to	manage	

and	did	not	have	the	luxury	to	blend	out	anymore.	Despite	these	difficulties,	

participants	altered	their	relationship	to	their	host	countries	in	equally	positive	

ways,	such	as	Hilda,	who	learned	more	about	Australia	through	the	culture	of	her	

Australian-Sri	Lankan	partner,		

…the	cultural	difference	between	my	partner’s	parents	and	Australia	has	

also	really	influenced	me.	To	become	part	of	a	culture	where	I	never	had	

the	intention	or	the	need	to.	Through	this	opening	up	towards	this	[Sri	

Lankan]	culture,	and	basically	becoming	a	part	of	it	I	learned	quite	a	lot.	

For	example,	what	it’s	like	to	be	different,	because	of	one’s	skin	colour,	for	

instance.	That	was	very	interesting	and	really	developed	my	

understanding	further…when	I	lived	on	the	Gold	Coast	I	associated	

Australia	with	‘being	white	and	ocker’,	now	it’s	really	multicultural.	

(Hilda,	participant)		

Similarly,	Berta,	who	had	talked	about	the	burden	of	cultural	proximity	by	

association	earlier	equally	talked	about	its	positive	effects:	“I	had	a	Russian	

husband	and	that	brings	you	much	closer	to	the	country	and	gives	you	a	much	

deeper	understanding	of	the	culture.”	Apart	from	altering	their	relationship	to	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 123	

	

	

the	host	country,	‘becoming	concerned’	also	meant	that	participants	experienced	

changes	in	aspects	concerning	their	own	independent	selves.	For	example,	

where	before	having	the	relationship	participants	were	on	their	own,	

autonomous	and	experienced	their	lives	as	individuals,	this	changed	once	the	

relationship	came	into	being.	For	instance,	they	had	to	reconsider	personal	

freedoms	and	choices,	such	as	physical	movements	in	space	or	employment	

options.	One	participant	talked	about	her	restrictions	in	interacting	with	people	

after	partnering	with	a	local,		

I	really	felt	that	it	was	different.	As	soon	as	you	walk	down	the	street	with	

a	local	man,	all	of	a	sudden	no	one	talks	to	you	any	more,	not	as	many	

people	follow	you.	I	also	really	missed	my	independence…	(Undine,	

participant).		

Another	participant	described	her	shift	in	perspective	in	relation	to	her	

priority	for	migration,	from	the	aim	of	gaining	attractive	employment	prior	to	

the	relationship	to	just	finding	a	place	suitable	for	both	of	them,		

And	then	the	big	question	was	–	where	do	we	go?	And	then	the	choice	

wasn’t	any	more	about	where	do	I	get	a	cool	job	for	myself…but	where	

can	we	both	live	as	a	couple	and	build	a	life	together.	(Anke,	participant)	

	

In	addition	to	their	personal	freedoms	and	perceptions	of	their	host	

countries,	participants	had	to	alter	their	relationships	with	their	social	

environment,	such	as	with	their	birth	families	or	their	friends,	and	this	change	

was	not	just	necessary	due	to	the	migration	in	itself	but	because	they	had	

entered	a	relationship	with	a	person	from	the	local	culture.	One	participant	for	

example	described	how,	since	migrating	for	her	partner,	she	has	to	juggle	the	

relationship	with	both	him	and	her	birth	family,		

You	really	feel	like	you	are	between	chairs	all	the	time	when	it	comes	to	

the	relationship	between	your	family	and	your	partner.	When	he	came	

home	with	me	I	felt	split,	because	you	know	he	doesn’t	understand	what’s	

going	on	and	you	have	to	translate.	There’s	this	chasm	you	have	to	

overcome	and	my	partner	needs	much	more	attention	when	we’re	there	

than	if	we’re	here.	And	I	feel	that	I	can’t	just	spend	time	with	my	family	

when	I’m	there.	(Hilda,	participant)		
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This	conundrum	was	not	always	understood	by	the	others	concerned,	

neither	by	the	partner	nor	the	family	or	friends	left	behind.	As	one	participant	

said	about	her	husband:	“I	think	he	can’t	really	comprehend	it	because	he’s	not	in	

that	situation	but	recently	he	said	that	he	feels	really	guilty	for	keeping	me	here”	

and	then	she	adds	about	the	lack	of	understanding	of	her	family,		

I	don’t	talk	about	it	much	with	my	family,	I’m	not	sure	they	really	want	to	

understand.	My	mother	now	always	asks	whether	I	can’t	move	at	least	to	

the	US,	that’s	closer.	In	the	beginning	it	was	always	whether	I	could	move	

back	to	Germany.	But	there’s	this	pressure	where	you	think	if	you	didn’t	

‘get’	it	by	now,	then	you	never	will	[referring	to	the	fact	that	she	won’t	

return].	(Hilda,	participant)	

In	summing	up	these	sentiments,	participants	were	very	clear	about	the	

negative	consequences	of	their	relocations,	as	Hilda	said,	“You	give	up	a	lot	in	

order	to	be	here”.		

	

The	change	in	priorities	discussed	earlier	also	applied	to	the	one	

participant	who	partnered	with	a	German	while	abroad.	While	both	he	and	his	

partner	had	enjoyed	their	host	countries	prior	to	entering	the	relationship,	they	

now	oriented	themselves	towards	more	suitable	places	for	both	of	them.	

Matthias’	account	of	his	change	in	perception	towards	his	host	country	

illustrates	this,		

…these	eight	months	there,	they	were	great	up	to	a	point.	I	have	to	say	I	

was	happy	when	I	could	go	home…	because	prior	to	going	I	met	Caren,	

which	meant	that	we	didn’t	see	each	other	for	eight	months…that	was	

when	I	noticed	eight	month	is	really	the	absolute	limit.	(Matthias,	

participant)	

With	the	existence	of	the	relationship	he	now	oriented	his	choice	of	

location	towards	places	where	both	could	live	together,	“We	don’t	want	to	move	

separately	somewhere.	If	you	start	to	think	long-term,	what	about	kids	and	

family?	When	one	sits	in	Paris	and	the	other	one	in	Oslo,	that’s	really	less	than	

ideal”	(Matthias,	participant).		
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The	sentiments	of	altering	perceptions	of	place,	self	and	other	also	

applied	to	the	other	relationship	constellation,	where	participants	entered	

relationships	with	foreigners	while	living	in	Germany.	This	brought	about	

change	towards	their	perceptions	of	Germany,	of	how	they	evaluated	their	

Germanness	and	the	people	there.	For	example,	participants	started	to	notice	

through	their	relationship	negative	behaviour	which	they	had	previously	not,	

such	as	impoliteness,		

…I	started	to	notice…who	is	jumping	the	queue	in	the	shop,	…who	is	

overtaking	me	on	the	road…who	is	tailgating	me…that’s	because	they	

think	they	are	more	important	than	you,	my	partner	said.	Mmh,	I	never	

looked	at	it	this	way.	We	were	in	a	shop	and	I	was	pregnant	and	a	new	

checkout	was	opened.	People	pushed	me	aside	to	get	to	the	checkout	

quickly	and	my	partner	was	outraged.	Never	would	have	happened	in	

Australia.	(Cordula,	participant)		

Similarly,	they	started	to	reflect	on	whether	they	themselves	had	been	

equally	impolite	prior	to	their	altered	perception,		

In	the	end	you	have	to	ask	yourself,	aren’t	you	equally	rude,	once	you’re	in	

your	own	circles	[in	Germany]	and	wouldn’t	you	react	the	same	way	as	

the	people	that	you	now	think	of	as	impolite?	Yes,	those	were	really	things	

that	were	playing	on	my	mind.	(Jutta,	participant)		

These	reflections	then	resulted	in	an	altered	perception	of	Germany	as	a	

place	to	live	overall,	as	illustrated	by	these	accounts	from	Jutta	and	Cordula,		

I	started	to	think	about	leaving	Germany	as	soon	as	I	arrived.	You	see	

things	differently	when	you	have	a	partner	from	the	other	end	of	the	

world…You’re	unhappy	with	yourself	[being	in	Germany]	and	you’re	

starting	to	look	for	better	things	and	you	know	where	to	find	them	[where	

your	partner	is]	but	you	still	have	to	deal	with	what’s	in	front	of	you.	

(Jutta,	participant)		

Similarly,	Cordula	re-evaluated	her	home	in	light	of	her	relationship,	“I	

can	say	that	the	time	in	Germany	with	my	foreign	partner	really	impacted	on	me	

in	a	big	way.	Because	I	really	started	to	notice	some	things	[about	Germany]	that	

I	hadn’t	before”.	
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These	accounts	demonstrate	the	impact	of	turning	points	on	participants’	

perceptions	towards	their	host-	and	home	country.	Entering	a	relationship	

transformed	participants’	view	of	the	places	they	had	inhabited,	led	them	to	

evaluate	them	from	a	new	perspective	and	caused	a	reflection	on	the	self	within	

these	environments.	This	re-evaluation	in	the	context	of	turning	points	

contributed	in	all	eight	instances	to	migration	decisions	that	were	in	line	with	

the	changed	perception	of	the	host	country.	Anke,	for	example,	said	explicitly	

after	explaining	her	change	of	perception	on	her	host	country	after	marrying	a	

local,	“…This	is	just	to	explain	how	all	of	a	sudden	my	whole	perception	totally	

changed.	And	consequently,	it	was	fundamentally	important	for	us	to	say,	all	

right…we’re	out	of	here”.	It	was	the	same	case	for	Undine,	who	had	previously	

talked	about	her	partner’s	wish	to	leave	his	home	country	even	before	they	met,	

“He	always	wanted	to	leave….”.	As	a	consequence,	he	migrated	independently	of	

her	while	she	undertook	studies	in	another	country.	After	she	completed	her	

education,	she	relocated	to	his	new	home	even	though	she	had	other	places	of	

interest.	As	she	said,		

I	really	wouldn’t	have	pictured	myself	in	Australia	but	I	guess	it	was	my	

destiny.	My	husband	always	wanted	to	migrate	to	Australia	and	then	we	

had	2,	3	years	where	we	had	a	long-distance	relationship	and	then	I	

basically	just	followed	him	here.	(Anke,	participant)	

As	her	priorities	had	changed,	her	perception	of	her	host	country	did	also,		

…and	now	I’ve	come	to	realise	that	after	all,	Australia	is	a	good	place	to	

stay	and	start	a	family.	After	all	it’s	probably	not	my	thing	to	be	a	

permanent	expat,	moving	every	2,	3	years	and	being	abroad	all	the	time	

and	also,	that	it’s	a	good	place	to	be.	(Anke,	participant)	

In	all	cases	these	reconsiderations	prompted	actions	that	were	in	line	

with	the	new	assessments	of	the	environment,	relocating	in	most	cases	or	

staying	in	place	for	a	partner.		

	

The	link	between	entering	stable	relationships	or	marriage	and	

relocation,	both	residential	and	migration,	is	well	established	in	existing	

literature,	showing	that	family	ties	are	a	common	motivation	to	relocate	(Geist	&	

McManus,	2008).	More	so,	sociological	research	has	demonstrated	that	entering	
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stable	relationships	is	a	common	trigger	for	turning	points	and	as	a	consequence	

for	the	re-evaluation	of	behaviours	(King	et	al.,	2007;	Laub	&	Sampson,	1993;	

Laub	&	Wimer,	2006).	However,	the	fact	that	turning	points	can	occur	in	mobility	

has	not	been	identified	in	this	context.	This	is	interesting,	given	a	large	amount	of	

research	has	investigated	mobility	as	a	trigger	for	re-evaluating	individuals’	

perceptions,	especially	in	the	field	of	acculturation	research	which	focuses	on	

understanding	migrants’	adaptation	processes	to	their	host	countries.	The	well-

established	theories	in	this	field	posit	that	acculturation	is	a	process	in	which	

migrants	balance	demands	against	their	capabilities	(Haslberger	&	Brewster,	

2008,	2009;	Patterson,	1988).	These	demands	include	stressors,	such	as	the	

move	itself,	and,	as	a	consequence	of	unresolved	demands,	strains,	for	example	

the	change	of	routines	(Caligiuri,	Hyland,	&	Joshi,	1998),	which	are	counteracted	

by	expats’	capabilities,	such	as	emotional	support	(Copeland	&	Norell,	2002).	

However,	so	far,	the	process	of	acculturation	itself	has	been	mostly	presented	as	

a	relatively	linear	process	that	occurs	in	one	place	and	at	one	point	in	time,	when	

the	expat	arrives	in	his/her	host	country.	Only	recently	has	there	been	an	

acknowledgement	that	acculturation	happens	in	a	dynamic	process	rather	than	

in	a	straight-forward	fashion	and	that	it	extends	to	more	places	and	contexts	

than	that	of	one	home	and	host	country	only.	There	has	been	for	example	

recognition	that	acculturation	is	influenced	by	different	life	contexts	that	the	

individual	operates	in,	such	as	that	of	living	in	a	family	(Ward	&	Geeraert,	2016),	

and	in	non-traditional	settings	(McNulty,	2015).	However,	research	has	not	

progressed	so	far	as	to	examine	changes	in	these	contexts	and	their	impact	on	

acculturation	and	subsequently	motivation,	which	is	what	I	observed	in	my	data.		

	

Entering	a	relationship	had	a	clear	impact	on	participants’	perceptions	

towards	their	host	culture	in	that	it	triggered	different	acculturation	

considerations,	and	thus	different	processes	to	those	they	had	to	face	previously.	

In	effect,	the	new-found	realisations	about	the	culture	created	new	stressors,	

which	participants	had	to	deal	with,	in	turn	requiring	an	new	acculturation.	

While	exploratory	case	study	research	has	presented	examples	of	participants	

experiencing	changes	in	circumstances,	such	as	divorce	and	adoption	of	children	

(McNulty,	2015),	it	has	not	focussed	on	examining	the	impact	of	these	changes	
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on	the	acculturation	process.	This,	however,	is	important,	given	individuals	go	

through	life	changes	all	the	time	and	with	increased	repeated	mobility	we	might	

observe	these	changes	more	often	in	mobility.	The	turning	points	observed	in	the	

data	in	this	study	thus	provide	an	interesting	addition	to	the	literature	arguing	

for	a	dynamic,	contextualised	acculturation	approach	(Ward,	Fox,	Wilson,	Stuart,	

&	Kus,	2010).		

	

Understanding	these	different	changes	and	contexts	is	also	important	for	

other	areas	of	research.	For	the	study	of	international	management,	the	

relationship	turning	point	in	particular	could	provide	important	knowledge.	

While	the	link	between	entering	stable	relationships	and	relocation,	both	

residential	and	migration,	is	well	established	in	literature	(Geist	&	McManus,	

2008),	turning	points	as	an	exact	moment	in	time	have	not	been	identified	in	this	

context	and	also	not	in	the	context	of	acculturation.	They	could,	however,	give	

important	insight	into	how	a	change	in	external	contexts	may	trigger	a	new	

acculturation	process,	even	though	the	person	has	not	left	the	country.	Most	

research	on	expat	relationships	has	focussed	on	the	status	quo	(e.g.	existing	

couples	and	families)	but	has	not	explored	the	impact	of	changes	in	relationship	

status	on	individuals’	lives.	The	earlier	described	examples	demonstrate	a	shift	

that	participants	experienced,	from	feeling	comfortable	and	familiar	with	their	

environment	-	from	being	acculturated	to	starting	anew.	Given	there	has	been	

ample	discussion	surrounding	the	topic	of	‘going	native’	–	when	employees	

become	more	aligned	with	their	host	rather	than	their	sending	organisation	and	

country	(Adler	&	Gundersen,	2008;	Black	&	Gregersen,	1992)	–	relationship	

turning	points	may	contribute	additional	knowledge	to	this	area.		

Having	children	
The	second	type	of	turning	point	occurred	as	a	consequence	of	having	

children,	which	happened	in	four	cases.	Participants	shifted	their	expectations	of	

their	places	of	residence	to	be	accommodating	of	their	children’s	needs,	which	

included	practical,	social	and	cultural	aspects,	such	as	safety,	security,	the	

education	and	health	system,	in	other	words,	living	conditions.	These	

considerations	stood	in	stark	contrast	to	participants’	earlier	migrations,	where	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 129	

	

	

these	aspects	had	not	played	a	role.	If	we	consider	for	example	one	participants’	

change	in	the	way	of	thinking	about	place	before	and	after	having	children,		

It	all	really	changed	when	we	left	Belgium.	It	was	really	time	for	

something	new,	for	us.	Because	our	life	circumstances	changed	so	much	

and	it	just	didn’t	fit	anymore	with	the	way	that	we	lived	in	Belgium.	It	was	

really	the	feeling	of	living	there,	the	way	that	we	lived	there	didn’t	go	

together	with	Milli,	who	was	still	so	small.	(Jette,	participant)		

This	change	of	thinking	was	related	to	a	change	in	expectations	that	

shifted	from	being	responsible	for	oneself	only	to	being	responsible	for	a	

dependent	child.	Consequently,	considerations	such	as	security	and	the	social	

environment	began	to	gain	importance,	particularly	because	they	were	now	

considered	to	be	long-term.	One	participant	said:	“…all	of	a	sudden	you	think	

really	long-term	–	kids’	schools,	where	will	we	live,	family,	work,	it	all	needs	to	

work	for	a	really	long,	long	time	frame”	(Jette,	participant).	Beyond	the	practical	

aspects,	such	as	infrastructure,	the	social	fabric	of	the	place	was	also	considered	

anew.	Where	previously	things	abroad	had	been	perceived	as	interesting	and	

exciting,	they	now	did	not	suit	the	new	requirements.	For	example,	where	prior	

to	children	participants	had	enjoyed	an	interesting,	adult,	international	

environment,	their	needs	had	now	changed	to	reflect	their	new	family	status.	

One	participant	explained,		

In	Belgium	people	work	and	go	back	to	work	three	months	after	the	birth,	

so	there	is	no	environment	where	you	can	meet	other	mothers.	The	

friends	that	we	had,	none	of	them	had	children	and	that’s	why	it	was	also	

clear	that	Belgium	had	reached	its	use-by-date.	Everything	changed,	

really.	(Jette,	participant)		

This	account	stood	in	contrast	to	her	earlier	description	of	their	social	

environment	as	very	positive,	“It	was	really	a	nice	environment…Belgium	really	

influenced	us	because	of	the	city,	the	lifestyle,	our	environment,	our	friends,	they	

were	all	international	and	that	was	part	of	the	whole	lifestyle”.	With	shifting	

expectations	towards	social	relationships	and	infrastructure,	participants	now	

also	considered	the	extent	to	which	their	current	place	would	accommodate	

cultural	and	language	aspects	of	their	children.	One	participant	explained,		
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In	Belgium	it	[Germanness]	didn’t	play	a	role	at	all.	I	always	said	I	am	

German,	I	am	a	Berliner	and	I	am	here	as	one	of	many	from	many	

different	nations	and	it	wasn’t	really	important	but	all	of	a	sudden,	in	

Switzerland,	it	became	important…		

As	a	consequence,	she	focussed	on	exposing	her	daughter	to	‘proper’	

German	and	limited	her	exposure	to	the	local	language	environment,		

…and	all	of	a	sudden	the	[German]	language	became	much	more	

important.	It	was	important	to	me	that	Milli	would	learn	proper	German	

…and	I	took	care	that	we	find	kindergartens	and	schools	where	they	teach	

high	German,	not	Swiss-German	because	somehow	I	didn’t	like	it	[Swiss-

German]…and	it	was	important	that	she	learned	German	and	English,	and	

Switzerland	-	I	wanted	to	leave	that	outside,	I	didn’t	want	to	let	it	in.	

(Jette,	participant)		

Despite	her	own	neutrality	towards	her	culture	prior	to	having	children,	

once	she	became	a	parent	she	undertook	active	steps	to	shape	her	daughter’s	

environment	as	she	saw	suitable.		

	

All	four	participants	in	this	group	were	careful	to	incorporate	an	element	

of	German	education	into	their	future	plans	for	their	children.	Felix	for	example	

explained	that	he	taught	his	daughter	German	because	it	“may	be	useful	for	her	

later”	Jutta	described	the	local	childcare	and	education	system	as	

“catastrophical”	and	later	told	me	that	she	would	consider	sending	her	son	to	

study	in	Germany.	Similarly,	Undine	said	she	would	later	consider	relocating	to	

“where	the	education	system	is	more	in	line	with	what	we	expect”	And	Jette,	as	

outlined	above	was	eager	to	provide	a	‘high-German’	language	education	for	her	

children.	Particularly	interesting	in	this	context	was	the	fact	that	despite	their	

heightened	desire	to	incorporate	their	German	educational	and	language	

standards,	which	prior	did	not	play	a	role,	participants	did	not	move	to	Germany	

to	achieve	these	goals.	The	motivational	change	with	the	arrival	of	children	for	

these	individuals	was	linked	to	a	re-evaluation	of	their	environment	in	relation	

to	how	well	it	could	provide	the	right	benefits	and	at	the	same	time	incorporate	

participants’	values	about	their	parenting,	such	as	education.	They	evaluated	

locations	in	light	of	their	expectations	of	a	place	to	raise	children,	rather	than	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 131	

	

	

seeing	Germany	as	a	default-choice.	At	the	same	time,	their	decision	to	relocate	

was	conditional	until	the	point	where	these	expectations	were	met.	If,	in	future,	

this	was	not	the	case,	another	migration	would	be	considered	a	solution,	

including	to	Germany.	Felix’	summed	up	this	notion,	explaining,		

The	commitment	that	we	have	towards	her	[his	daughter]	is	very	high	

and	I	want	to	be	in	a	position	to	fulfil	that	–	and	the	place	has	to	allow	for	

that.	If	Australia	would	prove	to	be	hostile	towards	children	I	would	leave	

here	very	quickly.	(Felix,	participant)		

	

These	accounts	provide,	like	the	relationship	turning	point	identified	

earlier,	important	insights	into	how	participants’	perception	of	their	host	

country	changed	when	they	themselves	changed.	Like	in	the	previous	group,	

participants’	descriptions	of	their	turning	points	demonstrated	a	shift	in	

perspective,	which	forced	them	to	see	their	place	of	residence	with	new	eyes,	

new	needs	and	contexts	–	essentially	it	forced	them	to	either	begin	a	new	

acculturation	process	or	to	relocate	again.	The	findings	revealed	interesting	

knowledge	on	how	diverse	contexts	may	influence	–	or	disrupt	–	acculturation	

processes.	As	detailed	previously,	traditional	acculturation	models	argue	that	

adaptation	is	comprised	of	stressors	and	capabilities,	which	interact	over	a	

period	of	time,	leading	to	acculturation.	The	data	in	this	study	demonstrates	

what	happens	when	a	new	stressor,	such	as	a	one-off	event	that	changes	the	

status	quo,	is	introduced,	subsequently	creating	a	new	context	to	which	

individuals	must	adapt.		

This	finding	adds	important	knowledge	to	the	emerging	area	of	

contextual	acculturation,	which	acknowledges	that	acculturation	is	more	non-

linear	and	fluid	than	has	previously	been	recognised.		

	

In	this	context	the	findings	also	add	interesting	insights	into	research	on	

non-traditional,	or	‘hybrid’-groups	of	migrants	(Arends-Tóth	&	van	de	Vijver,	

2004;	Doucerain,	Dere,	&	Ryder,	2013)	who	elude	established	categories	of	

migrants	such	as	expats.		Their	hybridisation	in	this	case	is	constituted	by	their	

repeated	mobility	experience	which	differentiates	them	from	traditional	

concepts	of	family	migration	and	which	has	yet	remained	under-researched.	Re-
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considering	one’s	environment	when	having	children	and	choosing	the	best	

option	for	one’s	family	is	common	and	has	been	demonstrated	to	occur	in	the	

context	of	in-country	migration	(Kulu,	2008;	Lindgren,	2003;	White,	Moreno,	&	

Guo,	1995),	residential	mobility,	such	as	housing	type	or	ownership	status	

(Feijten	&	Mulder,	2002;	Mulder	&	Wagner,	2001)	as	well	as	international	

migration.	However,	what	research	is	available	on	international	family	migration	

has	focussed	on	the	acculturation	of	the	family	unit	in	first-time	single-country	

only	migration	cases	and	predominantly	on	migration	from	developing	to	

developed	countries,	such	as	from	Latin	America	to	the	US	(Hill,	2004),	Taiwan	

to	the	US	(Chee,	2003),	China	to	Singapore	(Huang	&	Yeoh,	2005)	and	Korea	to	

western,	English-speaking	countries	(Lee	&	Koo,	2006).	Likewise,	research	on	

family	migration	in	the	area	of	international	management	has	also	only	explored	

one-off	‘regular’	acculturation	experiences.	The	main	motivation	for	the	migrants	

in	these	studies	is	to	improve	the	educational	and	living	context	for	their	

children,	which	they	seek	to	achieve	in	one	particular	host	country.	The	group	of	

German	highly-skilled	repeat	migrants	also	weighed	up	carefully	how	suitable	

their	location	might	be	for	their	children	and	where	else	they	might	go.	Yet,	

despite	having	demonstrated	a	preference	for	keeping	up	the	German	language	

and	educational	values,	and	having	–	at	least	legally	-	the	option	of	returning,	

they	nevertheless	did	not	relocate	to	Germany	and	opted	instead	for	continued	

mobility,	all	the	while	choosing	circumstances	which	would	allow	them	to	

maintain	their	German	language	and	culture	for	their	children.	This	indicates	a	

particularly	interesting	aspect	of	this	group,	demonstrating	the	role	migration	in	

their	life	plays.	Being	highly	skilled	and	experienced	in	mobility	they	evaluate	it	

as	a	normal	course	of	action	within	their	life,	rather	than	seeing	it	as	the	

exception	from	the	norm	(Urry,	2002).		

	

More	so,	Germany	for	this	group	is	not	necessarily	a	better	but	only	one	of	

the	options	in	their	repertoire	of	choice,	which	needs	to	be	weighed	up	with	the	

benefits	of	migration.	While,	as	parents,	their	goals	regarding	their	cultural	

identity	have	changed,	they	prefer	to	meet	these	goals	in	migration	rather	than	

not.	Migration	is	thus	a	central	element	of	these	participants’	lives,	embedded	in	

life	changes.	In	the	context	of	family	migration	this	is	a	new	facet	of	this	line	of	
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research,	adding	knowledge	to	the	area	of	new	migration	groups	and	forms.	In	

addition,	like	the	previous	category	of	turning	points	it	highlights	the	importance	

of	life	events	for	acculturation	processes.	Having	children	triggered	a	process	of	

re-evaluation	and	relating	anew	to	participants’	environments,	while	already	in	

migration.	In	the	context	of	acculturation	research,	which	thus	far	has	assumed	

that	these	processes	happen	at	the	beginning	of	migration	only,	this	is	a	new	

finding.	

Divorce	

The	final	turning	point	occurred	when	participants	divorced,	which	was	

the	case	in	four	instances.	Unsurprisingly,	participants	experienced	this	event	as	

a	crisis,	which	led	to	a	re-evaluation	of	mobility	in	those	cases	where	they	had	

moved	initially	exclusively	for	their	partner.	This	re-evaluation	occurred	as	

participants	underwent	a	personal	transformation,	from	part	of	a	couple	to	a	

single	person,	and	included	a	reconsideration	of	their	conceptions	of	home	and	

belonging	in	the	host	culture.	Where	before	the	event	participants	had	been	

comfortable	with	their	location	and	in	three	instances	had	elected	to	live	there	as	

a	couple,	this	changed	after	the	divorce.	Previously,	participants	had	chosen	their	

location	over	Germany,	even	asking	their	partners	not	to	return	to	Germany,	as	

in	Katja’s	case,	or	discarding	Germany	as	a	location	for	living,	as	in	Anke’s	case.	

However,	when	the	relationship	ended,	those	that	had	moved	for	their	partner	

only	immediately	reconsidered	their	decision	and	oriented	themselves	towards	

returning	to	Germany.	This	was	the	case	in	all	but	one	participant.	Interestingly,	

their	orientation	towards	Germany	was	not	a	considered	move,	but	a	default	

reaction	to	the	sense	of	uncertainty	they	experienced	as	a	consequence	of	the	

breakup.		

As	Anke	describes,	the	consideration	of	returning	to	Germany	stemmed	

from	a	‘gut’	feeling	rather	than	from	rational	decision-making,	which	was	not	

possible	in	the	time	immediately	after	the	event.		

…It	came	as	a	shock,	so	I	needed	time	where	I	could	just	be	happy	that	I	

had	a	roof	over	my	head,	that	I	had	a	job	and	could	fall	into	my	routine.	

But	I	didn’t	have	the	time	and	energy	to	think	about	the	future	in	that	

sense.	I	had	to	come	to	my	own	terms,	get	over	the	hurdle,	which	took	a	
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while,	about	one	or	two	years.	And	as	that	began	to	fade	only	then	did	I	

have	the	energy	to	look	around	me	and	ask	‘what’s	next’?	(Anke,	

participant)		

At	that	point	in	time	there	was	no	consideration	of	another,	third	place,	it	

was	either	to	stay	put	or	move	to	Germany,	“…that	would	have	been	the	decision	

to	consider	back	then,	whether	to	go	back	and	work	there	[in	Germany]…”	This	

default	choice	was	also	the	case	for	Ute	and	Katja,	who	both	considered	Germany	

as	their	primary	place	for	security,	“...For	me	Germany	still	meant	security	and	I	

thought	if	I	go	there	everything	will	be	fine”	(Katja,	participant).	Equally,	Ute	

said,		

…I	always	had	the	opinion,	even	when	we	went	to	Athens	[her	first	

migration	with	her	then-husband],	that	Germany	is	my	home	and	when	I	

am	in	trouble,	I	can	only	live	in	Germany.	Because	there	I	know	how	

things	work,	I	don’t	have	to	sweat	the	small	stuff	and	in	the	beginning	

[after	the	divorce]	that	proved	to	be	absolutely	right.	(Ute,	participant)	

In	Berta’s	case	it	was	her	family	that	urged	her	to	move	back,“[After	the	

divorce]	my	siblings	said	right	away	that	I	should	return	to	Germany”.	She	

herself	considered	her	emotional	refuge	to	be	in	Germany,	“I	knew	that	if	worst	

comes	to	worst,	as	my	last	refuge,	I	could	always	return	to	Germany,	to	my	

sisters	and	my	mother”.		

	

In	the	context	of	acculturation	research,	these	findings	are	particularly	

interesting	as	they	demonstrate	the	effect	of	shock	events	on	acculturation.	In	

psychology,	the	period	of	emphasising	certain	familiar	aspects	of	one’s	life	is	

considered	to	be	a	key-part	in	recovering	from	a	loss,	such	as	divorce	(Dreman,	

1991).	Experiences	as	this	cause	changes	in	individuals’	roles	in	life,	for	example	

to	that	of	being	a	wife.	In	order	to	recover	from	this	loss,	people	must	create	new	

roles	for	themselves	or	emphasise	existing	ones.	Trying	on	old	or	possible	new	

roles	is	part	of	this	process	and	has	been	described	as	“creating	possible	selves”	

(Schouten,	1991,	p.	422),	building	an	imagined	self	in	the	future	(King	&	Raspin,	

2004).	In	the	case	of	the	group	in	this	study	participants	explored	whether	their	

new	possible	self	would	include	a	change	in	geographical	location,	which	it	did	in	

one	case	only.	However,	what	is	interesting	in	this	context	is	that	while	these	
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informants	had	relocated	several	times	and	all	of	them	had	lived	abroad	for	more	

than	ten	years,	none	of	them	imagined	living	in	another	country	other	than	their	

birth	place.	At	that	point	in	time,	their	new	possible	selves	only	included	a	return	

to	their	old	selves	prior	to	migration.	In	the	context	of	acculturation,	they	could	

only	embark	on	considering	an	acculturation	of	their	‘new’	self	once	the	old	one	

had	been	dealt	with.	This	indicates	that	acculturation	processes	can	be	disrupted	

and	marked	by	regressions	and	a	turn	toward	the	culture	of	origin.		

	

Nonetheless,	in	the	next	phase,	this	emotionally	based	exploration	of	the	

possibility	of	return	took	a	more	forward-looking	approach.	Participants	made	

decisions	on	whether	to	stay	or	go	and	based	these	on	three	aspects:	evaluating	

their	relationship	to	Germany,	exploring	a	transformed	understanding	of	the	

host	country	and	assessing	the	practical	situation,	such	as	possibilities	of	earning	

an	income.	For	all	participants	this	was	a	deliberate	period	of	consolation,	albeit	

of	varying	lengths	and	quality.	Katja	for	instance	decided	to	travel	to	Germany	to	

evaluate	the	possibility	of	return	and	decided	right	there	to	stay	in	Australia,	as	

presented	in	her	airport	story	earlier.	However,	this	immediate	change	was	then	

followed	by	a	rational	and	thorough	investigation	of	her	own	identity	and	

belonging,		

And	then	I	stayed	in	Germany	for	another	five	weeks	and	I	really	thought	

deeply	about	what	I	wanted,	what	I	was	doing	there,	where	I	wanted	to	

live	in	Germany,	where	would	I	go	in	Germany,	where	are	my	roots?	But	

this	situation	at	the	airport	kept	coming	back	to	me	all	the	time	and	I	was	

standing	at	the	window	at	my	friend’s	house	and	I	said	‘enough	thinking,	

that’s	my	final	decision’…And	that’s	still	that	decision	that	I	took	back	

then	at	the	airport...	For	Australia.	(Katja,	participant)	

Even	though	she	decided	to	stay	abroad,	she	herself	had	changed	her	

relationship	to	what	‘home’	meant	to	her.	By	rejecting	her	old	‘save	haven’	of	

Germany,	she	opened	herself	up	to	a	new	life	in	her	‘old’	host	country.	Even	

though	her	geographical	location	had	not	changed,	this	process	had	proven	

necessary	to	create	a	new	sense	of	self	in	which	it	was	her	individual	decision	to	

stay	abroad.	Thus,	this	process	of	questioning	allowed	her	to	give	sense	to	her	

migration	status	after	experiencing	this	transition.		
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For	Anke,	a	similar	process	occurred,	albeit	it	took	the	form	of	a	rather	

gradual	acculturation	than	a	conclusive	decision	in	one	short	period	of	time.	

When	her	marriage	broke	down	she	realised	that	her	relationship	to	her	place	of	

residence	had	changed.	She	describes	her	motivation	before	as	being	oriented	

merely	towards	a	harmonious	co-existence	between	the	local,	her	partner’s	and	

her	own	culture,		

…my	identity,	my	opinion	[towards	the	local	culture]	before	was	different.	

Before	I	was	part	of	a	couple,	and	I	chose	it	that	way,	and	in	my	mind	the	

most	important	thing	was	that	we	could	live	here	together.	My	behaviour	

was	oriented	towards	mediating;	it	was	really	a	‘triple-split’,	between	

Australia,	Germany	and	Singapore	[her	partner’s	culture].	I	had	to	try	to	

fit	in,	to	harmonise	but	also	to	stand	my	own	ground…it	was	a	juggling	

act.	(Anke,	participant)	

After	the	marriage	broke	down	she	realised	a	need	to	re-orient	herself,	as	

she	says:	“it	was	a	matter	of	finding	my	definition	of	self	[in	that	country].”	For	

her	this	meant	an	opening-up	and	re-evaluation	of	the	local	society	in	light	of	

looking	for	a	new	partner.“…When	you’re	looking	for	a	partner,	when	you’re	

single,	you	just	have	a	different	approach	towards	people,	when	you	go	out	and	

about.”	This	seeking	led	to	experiencing	a	new	facet	of	the	place	in	recognising	

its	male-oriented	culture,		

I	felt	that	now	I	was	dependent	on	finding	a	local	(partner)	because	I	still	

wanted	a	relationship…	and	through	that	I	realised	that	it	[Australia]	is	

really	a	very	male-dominated	society,	a	‘boys-club’,	really….Before	[the	

divorce]	I	didn’t	have	to	do	anything	with	that.	I	had	my	guy	and	I	could	

let	the	blokes	be	blokes…I	was	married	and	had	my	husband.	Therefore,	it	

didn’t	bother	me	really.	But	now	that	I	was	single	I	experienced	it	very	

differently.		

Anke	describes	the	consequences	of	her	motivational	change	as	an	

opening	up	towards	her	place	of	residence.	Previously	shielded	from	its	

exposure	through	the	safety	of	the	marriage,	she	now	had	to	face	‘outwards’	in	

order	to	complete	her	transition	from	a	married	to	a	single	woman.	Only	once	

she	had	done	so	did	she	realise	the	nature	of	the	culture	she	lived	in.	Thus,	
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similarly	to	Katja,	who	had	affirmed	her	migration	status	by	re-committing	to	it	

post	separation,	Anke	changed	her	relationship	to	her	host	country	as	a	

consequence	of	her	transition,	without	moving.		

	

In	the	two	remaining	participants’	accounts	explicitly	rational	

considerations	decided	the	outcome	of	the	motivational	change	in	relation	to	

acculturation-	and	subsequently	migration	status.	Both	Ute	and	Berta	made	a	

decision	based	on	their	income	opportunities	and	living	environments.	However,	

while	for	Ute	going	back	to	Germany	seemed	like	the	only	choice	in	order	to	get	a	

stable	job	and	support	her	children,	Berta	was	in	a	different	situation.	She	did	

not	consider	leaving,	which	was	due	to	the	comfort	of	her	own	situation	abroad.	

“I	had	a	job	that	I	liked	and	that	was	well	paid,	I	had	my	friends,	my	

apartment…Therefore	I	didn’t	think	that	I	needed	to	move	back”.	However,	even	

more	importantly,	two	other	factors	were	significant	in	her	decision	to	stay.	

First,	she	never	attributed	her	relocation	to	being	purely	tied	to	the	relationship.	

Rather,	she	saw	it	as	a	good	impulse	to	fulfil	her	wish	to	live	abroad,		

I	didn’t	go	to	Russia	because	of	a	man.	Even	though	he	was	my	husband,	

and	he	certainly	was	a	main	driver,	I	had	always	wanted	to	live	abroad.	

After	all,	that’s	why	I	had	studied	foreign	languages.	He	certainly	didn’t	

have	to	talk	me	into	moving	abroad.		

Secondly,	she	was	financially	and	socially	independent.	Comparing	this	

account	with	the	other	three,	both	of	these	aspects	resonate.		

	

Where	Berta’s	rejection	of	reconsidering	a	move	was	based	on	her	early	

interest	to	relocate	abroad,	this	had	never	been	the	case	for	the	other	three.	

Earlier	in	the	interview	Anke	had	mentioned	that	while	she	had	planned	a	series	

of	extended	stays	abroad,	she	had	“never	considered	to	relocate	for	good”.	

Similarly,	Ute	and	Katja	had	pointed	out	that	if	not	meeting	their	partners	they	

would	have	stayed	in	Germany.	Their	initial	basic	orientation	towards	relocation	

was	therefore	different	to	Berta’s	and	in	turn	influenced	the	context	of	their	

initial	decision	to	relocate	for	their	partner.	This	subsequently	impacted	on	their	

reconsideration	of	the	migration	after	the	basis	for	it	had	changed.	Similarly,	as	

Berta	occupied	a	fulfilling	job	and	societal	position	and	saw	herself	as	not	
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dependent	on	her	partner,	she	was	not	forced	to	relocate	out	of	those	

considerations.	Indeed,	she	mentioned	that	would	she	have	returned	to	Germany	

she	“would	have	had	to	start	from	scratch”.	Similarly,	Anke	and	Katja	had	

established	their	careers	in	Australia	and	employment	was	therefore	not	a	factor	

in	their	considerations.	However,	for	Ute	her	years	of	migration	for	her	partner	

had	meant	a	loss	of	her	career	and	she	had	indeed	spent	her	years	doing	work	

that	merely	agreed	with	her	migration	situation	rather	than	her	qualifications.	

Her	decision	to	return	to	Germany	was	therefore	both	a	practical	and	an	

emotional	one,	emotional	as	she	considered	Germany	her	‘safe	place’,	practical	as	

it	was	there	where	she	could	find	adequate	employment.	For	Anke	and	Katja	the	

decision	to	stay	in	their	location	was	emotionally	based	as	they	both	had	secured	

employment	but	their	initial	single-minded	motivation	to	relocate	for	their	

partner	meant	that	they	now	had	to	reorient	themselves.		

	

These	four	accounts	demonstrate	a	clear	process	of	re-orientation	after	

the	shock	event	of	divorce.	Leaving	a	relationship	while	abroad	triggered	a	

process	of	reflection,	which	began	with	a	default-withdrawal	from	the	host	

culture	towards	the	culture	of	origin	as	a	‘safe’	haven.	Later	on,	all	participants	

went	through	a	process	of	evaluation	of	what	their	new	life	would	look	like,	

assessing	how	they	would	have	to	change	their	perception	towards	the	place.	In	

the	context	of	acculturation	research	this	is	a	new	finding,	demonstrating	that	

life	events	influence	and	change	acculturation	in	migration.	It	thus	adds	

knowledge	to	the	area	of	acculturation	research,	which	understands	

acculturation	as	a	multi-faceted	and	non-linear	process.	This	includes	an	

expansion	on	current	understandings	of	shock	events,	which	currently	have	

received	little	attention	in	literature,	yet	as	this	data	demonstrates	can	have	

significant	effect	on	aspects	of	acculturation.	I	discuss	more	of	the	implications	of	

these	findings	in	the	discussion	section	at	the	end	of	the	thesis.	

Timing	of	transitions		

Participants’	descriptions	of	their	motivational	changes	demonstrated	

their	connection	to	changes	in	their	life	course	and	highlighted	a	distinction	

between	two	types	of	transitions,	normative	transitions	and	turning	points.	In	
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order	to	strengthen	this	link,	an	analysis	of	the	simultaneous	co-occurrence	of	

trajectories	and	motivations	proved	useful.	For	this	I	used	the	earlier	established	

classification	of	motivations	as	outlined	in	the	chapter	Motivations	as	a	basis	and	

added	the	categories	of	transitions	and	turning	points,	the	establishment	of	

which	I	described	earlier	in	this	chapter.	This	resulted	in	a	visualisation	of	

participants’	trajectories	and	motivations	and	their	changes	over	time	(provided	

further	below).	It	is	worth	noting	that	this	analysis	did	not	involve	statistical	life	

path	analysis	tools,	as	has	been	done	in	life	course	studies	with	large	scale	

longitudinal	panel	data	(Mulder	&	Wagner,	1993).	This	means	that	the	co-

occurrences	mapped	are	not	statistically	tested	relationships.	Cause	and	effect	

are	notoriously	difficult	to	establish	in	migration	contexts,	as	trajectories	and	

their	transitions	always	occur	simultaneously	and	that	makes	their	directions	

hard	to	disentangle	(Mortimer	&	Shanahan,	2006).	Attempting	such	a	work	

would	go	beyond	the	scope	of	this	chapter	and	was	not	the	objective	of	the	study.		

	

The	mapping	exercise	uncovered	that	individuals’	motivational	changes	

occurred	in	parallel	with	life	course	changes,	and	that	these	were	overall	in	line	

with	expected	timings	for	the	group’s	demographic,	supporting	the	notion	of	

normative	transitions. Research	on	life	course	changes	suggests	that	transitions	
occur	at	similar	ages	in	individuals’	lives,	albeit	at	different	times	across	cultures	

(Hareven	&	Masaoka,	1988).	In	early	sociological	research	life	course	stages	

were	conceptualised	as	demographic	categories	related	to	the	expansion	and	

contraction	of	families	and	were	seen	as	phases	that	progress	in	a	linear	fashion	

in	people’s	lives,	thus	being	closely	tied	to	age	groups	(Lansing	&	Kish,	1957).	

However,	with	demographic	changes	in	most	western	countries,	life	course	

stages	have	come	to	be	understood	as	less	dependent	on	age	and	are	instead	

seen	as	fluid,	with	transitions	thought	to	happen	at	any	age.	The	focus	in	this	

area	of	research	has	thus	shifted	to	individuals’	life	changes	themselves	rather	

than	fixed	demographical	markers	(Clark	&	Whiters,	2008).	This	

acknowledgement	of	fluidity	in	the	life	course	extends	to	the	interrelations	

between	migration	motivations,	trajectories	and	their	transitions.	While	for	the	

purpose	of	visualisation	only	single	trajectories	and	motivations	are	displayed,	in	

real	life	these	interconnect,	overlap	and	as	mentioned	earlier	always	exist	in	
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multiple	dimensions.	This	aspect	was	also	visible	in	participants’	mapping,	

shown	in	Figure	18.	As	life	history	events	are	complex	to	visualise,	this	mapping	

illustrates	merely	an	overview	of	the	four	single	trajectories	and	their	changes	

that	participants	experienced.	These	are	indicated	as	follows:	1-education,	2-

employment,	3-marriage,	4-parenthood.	While	several	trajectories	are	interlaced	

in	real	life,	for	the	purposes	of	illustration	only	one	of	them	is	displayed	here.	To	

further	aid	readability	trajectories	are	only	displayed	at	the	time	when	a	change	

happened,	as	such	a	‘1’	is	displayed	when	a	participant	began	their	education	

during	that	relocation,	a	‘2’	when	they	began	employment,	‘3’	when	they	entered	

a	long-term	relationship	and	‘4’	when	they	became	a	parent.		

	

If	we	consider	for	instance	Felix’	transitions	as	an	example	case,	the	figure	

indicates	that	he	experienced	three	migrations	with	three	different	motivations:	

first	a	migration	for	career-,	then	one	for	self-realisation	and	lastly	a	migration	to	

balance	his	relationship.	His	first	mobility	was	driven	by	career	considerations	

and	he	completed	his	university	education	during	his	migration,	indicated	by	the	

box	coloured	in	orange	as	well	as	the	transition	number	1	(transitioning	into	or	

out	of	education).	In	the	second	migration	he	transitioned	to	full-time	

employment	but	migrated	out	of	personal	development	motivations,	indicated	

by	the	box	coloured	in	blue	as	well	as	the	transition	number	2	(transitioning	into	

or	out	of	self-realisation).	He	then	became	a	parent,	experienced	a	turning	point,	

which	led	him	and	his	partner	to	the	decision	to	leave	the	country	and	migrate	

again.	This	is	indicated	by	the	box	coloured	in	purple	as	well	as	the	transition	

number	4	(transitioning	into	parenthood)	as	well	as	by	the	striped	line,	

symbolising	the	type	of	turning	point.	
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Figure	19.	Mapping	of	age,	trajectories,	motivations	and	turning	points	
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7	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

8	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Motivation

s:	

Self-realisation		 Balancing	one’s		

relationship		

Career		

	

Changes	into	trajectories:	1	Education,	2	Employment,	3	Marriage,	4	Parenthood	
	

Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	
	

Turning	point:	Having	children	(4	total)	 	

	

Turning	point	–	Relationship	(7	total)	

	

Turning	point	–	Divorce	(4	total)	

	

	

For	the	majority	of	participants,	motivations	changed	several	times	

during	the	course	of	their	mobilities.	They	began	and	moved	out	of	several	

trajectories.	This	paints	a	dynamic	and	complex	nature	of	the	life	course.	Certain	

motivations	change	at	predictable	times	(normative	transitions),	others	do	not	
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(turning	points).	As	such,	all	but	one	participant	experienced	either	personal	

development	or	career	motivations	at	the	beginning	of	their	relocation	careers	

and	at	a	relatively	young	age.	In	the	majority	of	cases	both	career	and	personal	

development	motivations	were	intertwined	and	interchanged	with	the	

trajectories	of	either	paid	employment	or	education.	In	other	words,	participants	

either	studied	or	were	in	employment,	yet	their	migrations	were	predominantly	

driven	by	personal	development.	To	illustrate	this,	I	briefly	describe	the	link	

between	changing	motivations	and	trajectories	for	the	case	of	Matthias,	

visualised	in	the	figure	below.		

Figure	20.	Example	of	match	between	trajectories	and	motivations:	Matthias’	case	

	

Relocations	 Trajectory	 Motivation	

1st		 Study	 Career	

2nd		 Study	 Personal	Development	

3rd		 Work	 Personal	Development	

4th		 Study	|	Relationship	
Personal	Development	|	

Relationship	

	

Matthias	initially	went	abroad	for	the	first	time	during	his	university	

studies	because	it	was	a	mandatory	part	of	his	course.	While	there,	he	focussed	

on	his	internship	program.	However,	he	liked	being	abroad	so	much	that	after	he	

completed	his	education	he	sought	an	employer	that	would	allow	him	to	go	

abroad	again.	His	two	subsequent	relocations	were	driven	by	self-realisation	

goals.	Even	though	one	occurred	within	the	trajectory	of	education,	the	other	one	

within	that	of	employment.	His	fourth	relocation	was	within	the	context	of	self-

realisation	but	changed	after	he	married	his	partner	and	prepared	for	another	

relocation.	This	next	one	would	be	driven	by	family	goals,	he	explained.	The	

intertwining	of	self-realisation	and	employment	in	Matthias’	case	is	not	

surprising,	given	that	individuals’	lives	exist	within	several	trajectories,	such	as	

careers	and	family,	simultaneously.		

	

This	point	is	also	a	key	assumption	in	life	course	research,	which	studies	

the	interconnections	between	these	trajectories.	Yet	international	migration	has	
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thus	far	been	mostly	described	in	single	dimensions,	for	example	in	the	context	

of	careers.	Two	further	examples	that	demonstrate	the	complexity	of	

international	migration	when	it	is	overlayed	with	individuals’	general	life	course	

are	Felix	and	Silja,	who	deliberately	changed	their	careers	to	relocate	and	thus	

fulfil	self-realisation	goals.	Both	quit	their	regular	employment	after	having	

already	spent	several	years	in	the	workplace	and	decided	to	relocate	abroad.	In	

Felix’	case,	it	was	because	of	his	interest	for	a	particular	place,	China.	In	Silja’s	

case,	it	was	due	to	a	wish	to	explore	new	facets	of	herself.	Both	kept	working	

throughout	their	perceived	‘career	breaks’	Felix,	in	fact,	managed	the	subsidiary	

of	a	German	organisation	in	China	and	could	thus	have	been	classified	as	a	career	

expat.	However,	while	it	is	true	that	he	was	an	expat	his	main	motivation	to	

migrate	was	not	career-driven	at	all.	This	is	just	one	case	that	demonstrates	the	

intertwined	and	fluid	character	of	trajectories	and	motivations	throughout	the	

life	course.	While	complex	to	entangle,	it	is	nevertheless	important	to	do	so	if	we	

want	to	truly	understand	what	drives	international	mobility.		

	

The	third	motivation,	relationships,	was	associated	with	two	trajectories,	

marriage	and	parenthood.	It	occurred	for	most	participants	later	in	life.	One	

exception	was	Ute,	who	married	her	husband	early	and	followed	him	abroad	for	

several	decades.	Divorce	also	occurred	later	in	participants’	lives,	triggering	an	

end	to	the	relationship	motivation.	It	was	then	followed	by	either	a	self-

realisation	motivation	or	a	career	motivation	and	in	one	case	(Berta’s)	it	entailed	

a	renewed	relationship	motivation	once	she	re-married.	Overall,	the	mapping	of	

these	motivations	shows	their	interlaced	character	in	relation	to	life	trajectories	

–	life	events	trigger	changes	in	trajectories,	which	in	turn	influence	motivation.	It	

also	demonstrates	the	relatively	predictable	character	of	normative	transitions,	

progressing	from	education	to	career,	from	marriage	to	parenthood	and	

sometimes	divorce,	to	a	renewed	focus	on	personal	development	after	ending	a	

relationship	or	renewed	interest	in	a	career	after	divorce.		

	

In	contrast	to	this	predictability	stood	participants’	turning	points,	which	

occurred	at	irregular	and	surprising	moments	of	their	lives.	While	some	turning	

points	happened	expectedly	in	pivotal	moments,	such	as	separation	or	becoming	
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a	parent,	this	was	not	always	so.	For	example,	in	the	cases	of	Anke,	Katja,	Berta	

and	Ute,	their	separations	caused	them	to	experience	turning	points.	For	Julia,	

who	also	separated,	however,	this	was	not	the	case.	Likewise,	Berta	experienced	

a	turning	point	when	entering	one	relationship	but	did	not	experience	a	turning	

point	when	she	began	another	relationship	with	another	partner	later	on.		

Some	people	did	not	experience	any	turning	points	at	all,	others,	like	

Berta	experienced	two.	This	randomness	is	entirely	in	line	with	other	studies	on	

turning	points.	Indeed	it	is	said	that	because	every	individual’s	life	path	and	

dynamics	in	it	are	unique,	they	follow	“chaotic	internal	regimes”	(Wingens	et	al.,	

2011,	p.	16).	While	this	may	limit	the	transferability	of	findings	in	relation	to	the	

timings	of	turning	points,	it	is	still	important	to	identify	them	as	elements	of	the	

life	course	because	of	the	different	qualities	they	display	and	subsequent	

consequences	they	have	on	individuals,	for	instance	in	the	context	of	

acculturation.		

	

The	data	also	demonstrates	the	importance	of	the	family	trajectory	for	a	

group	of	highly-skilled	migrants,	who	are	generally	discussed	within	the	career	

realm.	Despite	their	highly-skilled	background,	participants	did	not	report	any	

turning	points	in	the	context	of	career	or	education	trajectories.	Indeed	they	did	

not	mention	the	transitions	towards	these	trajectories	explicitly	at	all,	even	as	

normative	transitions.	The	fact	that	only	relationships	caused	turning	points	and	

none	of	the	other	trajectories	is	even	more	surprising,	given	that	it	was	the	least	

often	identified	motivation	overall.	In	addition,	the	personal	development	

motivation	had	in	itself	an	aspect	of	reinvention,	which	aligns	closely	with	the	

nature	of	turning	points.	Yet	it	was	not	associated	with	those	by	participants.	In	

the	context	of	careers,	family	migration	has	been	mostly	discussed	in	the	context	

of	support	for	expatriates.	For	example,	research	on	the	‘trailing	spouses’	
(Harvey,	1998;	Shahnasarian,	1991;	Beaverstock,	2005),	argues	that	they	play	a	

key	role	in	establishing	social	networks	in	the	host	country,	but	also	that	they	

may	lack	organisational	support,	thus	representing	a	risk	factor	to	successful	

expatriation.	Only	recently	has	there	been	an	acknowledgement	of	the	

importance	of	partners	as	independent	actors	rather	than	as	accompanying	

spouses	(Kofman,	2004;	Cooke,	2008;	Raghuram,	2004).	Overall,	research	
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acknowledging	the	complexity	of	the	role	of	family	decision-making	in	mobility	

is	scarce,	albeit	with	some	notable	exceptions	(Konzett-Smoliner,	2016).	The	

finding	that	for	the	participants	in	this	study	transitions	were	embedded	in	

family	ties	adds	to	literature	that	challenges	notions	of	careers	as	the	dominant	

drivers	for	mobility.	All	of	these	findings	give	weight	to	the	importance	of	

relationships	in	this	group	and	highlights	the	impact	it	had	on	their	motivation	

for	mobility.	In	the	context	of	research	on	highly	skilled	migrants	this	represents	

an	important	finding,	stressing	the	need	to	integrate	thus	far	distinct	literatures	

on	the	different	motivations	to	move	as	discussed	above,	including	that	on	family	

migration.	

	

The	findings	on	transitions	add	important	knowledge	on	international	

mobility	as	they	demonstrate	the	nature	of	repeated	mobility	as	a	multiplicity	of	

trajectories	that	change	continuously	over	long	periods	of	time,	all	interacting	

with	each	other.	Individuals	choose	locations	based	on	motivations	embedded	in	

life	trajectories.	When	life	trajectories	change	because	of	events	such	as	

marriage,	birth	or	divorce,	they	impact	individuals’	motivations	and	perceptions	

of	the	host	country,	which	in	turn	may	impact	on	aspects	such	as	acculturation	or	

even	migration	itself.	Turning	points	were	the	moments	when	participants	

realised	this	change,	through	the	assessment	of	their	new	needs	and	how	these	

fit	into	their	existing	location.	In	all	cases,	participants	acted	in	line	with	their	

turning	points,	engaging	in	further	mobility	or	staying	in	place.	This	dynamic	

view	differs	from	the	linear	and	static	theories	on	mobility	motivation	that	focus	

on	discrete	migrant	groups	and	single	places	and	also	is	different	to	classic	

theories	on	acculturation,	which	typically	focus	on	single	migration	events	and	

groups.	The	findings	on	transitions	also	support	research	into	role	adjustment	

(Lazarova	et	al.,	2010;	Shaffer	et	al,	2016),	which	demonstrates	that	a	change	of	

roles	supports	individuals’	and	families’	successful	adjustment	abroad.	

Transitions,	including	turning	points,	can	help	explain	how	this	happens.	The	

data	in	this	study	demonstrates	that	turning	points	represent	participants’	

reaction	to	specific	triggers	at	any	one	time	and	in	any	environment,	to	which	

they	respond,	in	some	cases,	with	mobility.	
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3 COPING	WITH	MOBILITY	
	

In	the	previous	two	chapters	I	demonstrated	that	participants	hold	

different	motivations	throughout	their	mobilities	and	how	these	change	

throughout	transitions	in	the	life	course.	In	this	chapter	I	discuss	how	

participants	are	able	to	successfully	navigate	the	multitude	of	changes	and	

adaptations	required	throughout	their	personal	mobility	journeys,	which	is	

fundamental	for	sustaining	their	motivation	for	repeated	mobility.	I	do	so	in	the	

context	of	coping,	which	refers	to	individuals’	“efforts	…	to	manage	(i.e.,	master,	

tolerate,	reduce,	minimize)	environmental	and	internal	demands,	and	conflicts	

among	them,	which	tax	or	exceed	a	person's	resources”	(Lazarus	&	Launier,	

1978,	p.	311).	Much	research	is	devoted	to	the	topic	of	coping	in	mobility	(Kuo,	

2014;	Brown,	2008;	Caligiuri	et	al.,	1998)	and	to	understanding	the	strategies	

individuals	develop	to	cope	(Lazarus	&	Folkman,	1984,	Lazarus,	1991).	Earlier	

studies	have	identified	that	individuals	develop	coping	strategies	that	are	either	

problem-	or	emotion-focused	(Lazarus	&	Folkman,	1984;	Lazarus	&	Launier,	

1978),	such	as	distancing,	self-controlling,	seeking	social	support	and	others	

(Folkman,	Lazarus,	Gruen,	&	DeLongis,	1986).	In	addition,	avoidance	coping	and	

reappraisal	–	where	individuals	either	avoid	challenging	situations	or	reevaluate	

them	as	less	challenging	-	have	been	identified	as	important	coping	strategies,	

too	(Pienaar	&	Rothman,	2003;	Pienaar,	2008).	Little	research,	however,	has	

investigated	how	individuals’	strategies	may	support	not	just	coping	in	one	place	

but	also	further	repeated	mobility.	An	exception	to	this	is	a	promising	study	on	

diplomats	(Fliege	et	al.,	2016),	which	has	identified	that	having	an	adaptive	

attitude	to	new	situations	is	crucial	for	coping	with	mobility.	However,	it	is	not	

known	which	other	strategies	may	be	helpful	to	support	repeated	mobility.	

Understanding	this	is	crucial	because	the	stressors	in	repeated	mobility	are	

different	to	those	of	adapting	to	one	place	abroad	only.	As	such,	literature	on	

coping	has	focused	on	place-specific	aspects	such	as	cross-cultural	differences	

and	work-related	issues	occurring	in	one	place	(Sanchez,	Spector,	&	Cooper,	

2000).	Research	on	individuals	who	engage	in	repeated	mobility,	such	as	third	
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culture	kids	and	their	parents	(Dewaele	&	Van	Oudenhoven,	2009)	or	serial	

expats	such	as	diplomats	(Fliege	et	al.,	2016,	Mäkelä	&	Suutari,	2011)	has	

identified	that	beyond	the	demands	placed	on	them	in	one	particular	

acculturation	context,	they	deal	with	overarching	feelings	of	uncertainty,	loss	of	

control	and	increased	ambiguity	that	transcend	stressors	of	one	particular	place	

(Wilkinson	&	Singh,	2010;	Foyle,	Beer,	&	Watson,	1998;	Nicholson	&	Imaizumi,	

1993).	It	is	thus	important	to	understand	how	individuals	cope	with	these	

demands	and	how	the	existing	literature	can	be	extended.	

	

There	is	also	a	lack	of	research	investigating	the	role	of	national	cultural	

identity	in	coping,	yet,	the	ways	in	which	individuals	reconcile	their	association	

with	their	birth	culture	and	the	new	cultures	they	encounter	has	been	identified	

as	crucial	for	their	ability	to	cope	with	mobility	(Butcher,	2009).	I	define	German	

cultural	identity	as	the	ways	in	which	participants	conceptualise	themselves	as	

Germans.	I	am	specifically	interested	in	how	they	position	themselves	in	relation	

to	or	in	opposition	to	others,	both	those	abroad	and	at	home	and	how	their	

cultural	identity	changes	and	adapts	with	their	mobilities.	This	positioning	is	

crucial	as	it	allows	them	to	adjust	to	different	mobility	contexts	required	in	

repeated	mobility,	such	as	settling	or	continued	mobility,	an	aspect	that	has	not	

been	discussed	in	literature	on	Germans	abroad	before.	In	discussing	national	

cultural	identity,	I	adopt	a	polycentric	viewpoint	that	allows	for	variations	in	the	

individual	contexts	Germans	abroad	operate	in,	rather	than	putting	the	State	and	

its	structures	such	as	policies,	media	or	organisations,	at	the	center	of	the	

discussion.	More	so,	acknowledging	Brubaker’s	seminal	work	on	‘groupism’	

(Brubaker,	2002)	I	refrain	from	equating	individuals’	identification	with	culture,	

the	State	or	ethnicity	with	those	of	whole	groups,	seeing	them	as	categories	of	

practice	in	individuals	rather	than	tools	for	analysis	(Brubaker	&	Cooper,	2000).		

	

National	cultural	identity	is	an	important	aspect	to	consider	in	the	context	

of	coping	because	individuals’	identity	is	fundamentally	challenged	in	

intercultural	contexts	and	individuals	need	to	reconcile	potentially	diverging	

values,	norms	and	behaviours	with	those	of	the	culture	they	were	raised	in	(e.g.	

Molinsky,	2007),	developing	coping	behaviours	(Berry,	2006).	Indeed,	
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individuals’	identity	plays	a	central	role	in	making	sense	of	mobility	processes	

overall	(Castells,	1997,	Giddens,	1990).	Germans	abroad	are	a	particularly	

interesting	case	to	investigate	in	this	context	because	the	majority	of	studies	on	

Germans	abroad	have	shown	that	their	connection	to	Germany	and	what	it	

means	to	be	German	is	highly	individualised	and	fluid	(Maxwell	&	Davis,	2016;	

Bade,	1992),	potentially	supporting	coping.	This	is	partially	so	because	the	

existence	of	a	coherent	German	community	abroad,	most	commonly	described	as	

diaspora,	is	contested,	in	both	historic	and	current	contexts	(Maxwell	&	Davis,	

2016;	O’Donnell,	Bridenthal	&	Reagin,	2010;	Judson,	2005).	Likewise,	historic	

research	demonstrates	that	where	migration	was	voluntary,	Germans	were	able	

to	reconcile	their	identification	with	the	host	country	and	Germany	quite	easily	

(Bade,	1992,	Erlinghagen	&	Stegmann,	2009).	Germans	abroad	thus	present	an	

interesting	subject	for	understanding	how	national	cultural	identity	and	more	

specifically	fluidity	of	cultural	identity	can	be	a	supporting	factor	for	coping	with	

mobility,	more	so	than	in	individuals	from	groups	with	more	‘fixed’	cultural	

identities.		

	

Coping	in	the	current	study	became	important	in	the	context	of	social	

relationships	with	locals	and	expats.	The	importance	of	relationships	has	been	

discussed	in	earlier	research	on	mobility,	for	their	role	in	creating	a	sense	of	

home	(Nowicka,	2007),	of	identity	(Ghosh	&	Wang,	2003)	and	their	role	in	tying	

people	to	place	(Butcher,	2009).	In	the	current	study	relationships	created	a	

focal	point	around	which	participants	developed	a	number	of	coping	strategies,	

to	deal	with	the	constraints	of	their	mobility.	Mobility	in	this	group	was	mostly	

contained	to	certain	timeframes,	a	certain	type	of	social	relationships	and	living	

arrangements,	which	impacted	motivation	and	ability	to	conduct	life	as	

participants	would	have	wanted	to.	Tanja	described	this	in	the	context	of	time,		

…It	was	…	always	clear	that	I	am	there	for	a	limited	time…you	know	that	

it’s	a	short	time	and	that’s	why	I	didn’t	feel	part	of	it	[the	country].	If	I	

would	have	known	that	I	would	stay	longer	I	would	have	made	an	effort	

to	go	to	places	where	I	know	I	could	meet	locals,	…or	even	just	people	

who	would	stay	longer.	My	friendship	circle	consisted	of	people	who	

would	only	stay	for	a	limited	amount	of	time	and	that’s	why	I	didn’t	
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attempt	to	make	friends	with	people	who	have	their	life	focus	there.	

(Tanja,	participant)		

The	circumstances	of	their	mobilities	led	participants	to	perceive	a	lack	of	

control	over	their	private	life	and	work-	domains,	discussed	in	earlier	studies	

(Lauring	&	Selmer,	2009).	This,	in	turn	impacted	their	relationships	with	locals.	

This	was	particularly	so	for	participants	who	lived	in	housing	arranged	by	the	

organisations	they	were	part	of,	where	they	had	little	choice	in	location	and	

accommodation	style.	They	experienced	a	lack	of	control	over	their	own	

environment	and	linked	this	directly	to	less	contact	with	locals	and	to	having	

more	contact	with	foreigners	instead.	For	example,	when	I	asked	Tanja	about	her	

feeling	of	belonging	in	Finland	she	began	to	talk	about	her	accommodation	there:	

“…it	was	very,	very	nice,	designed	in	that	typical	local	style,	almost	stereotypical.	

There	was	a	childcare	and	a	sauna	attached	to	it,	exactly	how	you	imagine	it.”	

However,	while	the	style	of	accommodation	kept	with	local	traditions,	it	

contributed	to	a	sense	of	isolation	rather	than	a	feeling	of	belonging.		

It	was	very	nice	but	it	wasn’t	really	part	of	the	[local]	culture.	It	was	

inhabited	to	70%	by	foreigners,	by	exchange	students,	who	are	allocated	

to	live	there	because	they	can’t	find	themselves	anything	on	their	

own…And	that’s	how	the	socializing	was.	You	quickly	got	to	know	the	

French	upstairs,	the	English	downstairs…it	definitely	impacted	on	not	

feeling	a	part	of	it	[the	culture].	(Tanja,	participant)	

This	sentiment	was	shared	by	participants	in	different	locations	and	

contexts	and	has	been	discussed	in	other	research,	particularly	in	places	with	

large	expat	populations	such	as	Singapore,	where	four	participants	of	this	study	

had	resided	previously	(Beaverstock,	2014).		

	

The	majority	of	participants	had	been	driven	to	go	abroad	in	order	to	

escape	their	German	environments	(11	out	of	19)	-	an	aspect	that	I	will	outline	in	

detail	in	the	following	chapter	as	part	of	the	overarching	theory	on	repeated	

mobility.	

In	relation	to	the	context	of	coping	with	the	Germans	abroad,	this	forced	

proximity	to	their	own	cultural	group	therefore	proved	challenging	for	most	

individuals.	In	fact,	their	aim	was	to	go	‘incognito’,	to	be	recognized	and	seen	by	
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locals	as	individuals	rather	than	as	representatives	of	a	German	group	first	and	

foremost.	However,	getting	to	know	locals	was	for	many	only	possible	after	

considerable	effort	and	for	some	never	occurred.	The	language	barrier	was	a	

significant	factor	with	all	participants	mentioning	it	as	important	to	how	they	

related	to	the	locals	and	their	culture.	But	even	in	cases	where	people	spoke	the	

language,	contact	was	possible	only	with	considerable	persistence	and	tact.	

Undine	for	example	described	that	getting	to	know	locals	had	to	be	slow	and	

careful,	“You	first	speak	with	people	who	have	been	there	longer	than	you.	And	

of	course,	you	try	constantly	to	get	in	contact	with	the	locals	to	slowly	build	

contact	at	some	point”	(Undine,	participant).	Making	contact	required	patience,	

and	persistence.	Considering	the	time	constraints	of	participants’	mobilities,	as	

mentioned	above,	it	is	unsurprising	that	meeting	locals	was	difficult.	Part	of	this	

difficulty	was	grounded	in	the	perception	of	an	anticipated	leave,	for	example,	

several	people	speculated	that	the	locals	would	not	consider	befriending	them	as	

they	thought	they	would	leave	soon,	anyway.	In	addition,	for	some	the	process	

was	not	only	slow	but	also	difficult.	Betty,	for	example	said	that	she	tried	

consistently	to	get	to	know	locals	but	conceded	that	she	did	not	succeed,	“In	the	

end,	I	never	got	there	where	I	really	wanted	to,	which	was	to	be	really	close	to	

the	people,	to	be	taken	into	their	inner	circle.	It’s	just	very,	very	difficult	to	get	

there	as	a	foreigner”	(Betty,	participant).	

	

As	participants	realised	the	difficulty	of	getting	to	know	locals,	they	came	

to	understand	their	Germanness	as	a	limitation	to	attaining	their	goals.	National	

cultural	identity	therefore	was	a	key	contributor	to	developing	coping	behavior.	

Many	participants	shared	a	sentiment	of	being	‘stuck’	with	being	German,	that	

being	seen	as	German	was	inescapable	and	explained	that	they	had	only	become	

aware	of	this	once	they	had	left	Germany.	This	created	an	inner	conflict	for	them	

because,	as	mentioned	earlier,	the	majority	of	participants	were	motivated	to	go	

abroad	in	order	to	escape	their	dominant	(German)	group.	Paradoxically,	it	was	

precisely	the	fact	of	going	abroad	that	made	people	reflect	on	their	origins	and	

made	them	realise	how	much	more	the	categorisations	of	others	made	them	

think	about	their	origins.	This	reflection	made	participants	realise	that	they	

would	always	remain	German	to	some	extent,	whether	they	liked	it	or	not,	“…	it	
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wasn’t	easy	being	German	[abroad].	You’re	much	more	pinned	down	to	being	

German	and	therefore	you	are	forced	to	come	to	grips	with	it”	(Julia,	participant).	

Julia	for	instance	explained	that	for	many	years	she	had	tried	to	escape	her	own	

culture,	aiming	to	become	somebody	else	by	leaving	Germany	behind,	“For	three	

years	I	spent	every	summer	in	London,	working,	I	had	just	discovered	Virginia	

Woolf	and	decided	to	study	English	and	then…I	thought	to	myself	–	being	

German,	let’s	leave	that	one	behind,	shall	we?”	She	chose	to	become	part	of	a	

different	culture	and	yet	became	aware	of	her	failure	to	escape	her	origins,		

I	would	have	given	anything	to	be	part	of	it	[English	culture].	I	spent	

hours	in	front	of	the	mirror	practising	accents	…at	the	same	time	I	knew	

that	this	was	a	club	that	was	unattainable.	And	that	will	stay	that	

way…because	of	my	accent	and	because	you	really	can’t	deny	it	[that	

you’re	German].	(Julia,	participant)		

In	a	similar	line	of	thought	Felix	explained	that	despite	living	many	years	

abroad,	remaining	German	was	inevitable	for	him	because	he	was	“probably	

more	German	than	one	would	like	to	admit”.		

	

Notions	of	the	need	to	‘overcome’	Germanness	in	contemporary	German	

migration	have	not	been	discussed	extensively	in	the	academic	literature,	with	

some	exceptions	(Ertl,	2012;	Kipp,	2008)	Yet,	the	topic	has	been	subject	to	

German	media	coverage.	The	Guardian	newspaper	interviewed	Bernhard	

Schlink,	one	of	Germany’s	prominent	writers	and	thinkers	about	this	

phenomenon	and	his	views	expressed	a	sentiment	shared	by	many	of	his	

contemporaries,	including	the	participants	in	the	current	study,	“The	former	

judge,	whose	main	home	is	Berlin,	cites	examples	of	friends	and	colleagues	who	

have	done	much	to	disguise	their	Germanness,	to	assume	other	identities	in	an	

effort	to	escape	the	sometimes	overwhelming	historical	responsibility….	It	is	a	

subject	he	covers	in	depth	in	a	volume	of	essays,	Guilt	about	the	past,	in	which	he	

argues,	“We	Germans	tend	to	prefer	to	see	ourselves	as	world	citizens	of	a	world	

society,	as	free	citizens	of	a	free	world,	as	Atlanticists	or	Europeans,	rather	than	

Germans”.	The	wish,	he	says,	is	symptomatic	of	another	desire,	to	escape	what	it	

means	to	be	German,	including	the	solidarity,	responsibility	and	guilt	attached	to	

that”	(Guardian,	2012).	Participants’	wish	to	not	be	seen	as	Germans	abroad	was	
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symptomatic	of	the	complexities	mentioned	above.	Berta	for	instance	described	

how	her	main	focus	during	her	first	two	stints	abroad	was	not	how	she	would	

perceive	her	new	environment	but	how	her	hosts	would	react	to	her	as	a	

German,	“Back	then	I	was	actually	more	concerned	with	how	the	French	would	

react	to	me	as	a	German.	Because	of	the	background	of	WWII.	And	it	was	the	

same	with	the	Russians,	that	occupied	me	a	lot”.	In	this	way,	cultural	identity	

became	a	reason	to	develop	coping	behaviour.	Their	inability	to	overcome	their	

own	Germanness	was	tied	to	others’	perceptions	about	them	as	Germans	but	

also	linked	to	their	lack	of	exposure	to	locals.		

	

As	a	result	participants	engaged,	often	reluctantly,	with	their	expat	

community,	a	well-known	coping	mechanism	discussed	in	other	studies	(Butler	

&	Hannam,	2014).	This	was	a	convenient	arrangement	because	expats	were	the	

ones	who	provided	support	to	participants	practically,	emotionally	and	

culturally.	Berta’s,	Carina’s	and	Christoph’s	accounts	illustrate	this	best,		

Of	course	when	you	relocate	and	there’s	a	big	expat	community,	that’s	the	

community	that	takes	you	in.	They	are	your	first	point	of	contact	and	care	

for	you	because	they	have	been	through	it	themselves.	Therefore	they	are	

your	first	contact	and	your	life	plays	out	there.	(Berta,	participant)		

	

Expats	also	continued	to	provide	support	on	an	emotional	level	

throughout	participants’	stays.	They	provided	a	separate	space	from	the	outside	

world,	“an	area	of	retreat	for	many	people,	a	cultural	space	of	comfort”,	a	place	

where	“you	seek	a	bit	of	freedom,	of	relaxation	from	the	cultural	challenges	that	

you	have	to	face	every	day”	(Christoph,	participant).	Meeting	other	foreigners	

was	a	way	of	being	yourself	without	having	to	conform	to	the	expected	norms	of	

the	host	country,		

…you	don’t	have	to	be	careful	not	to	say	anything	wrong,	do	anything	

wrong	and	can	put	on	your	‘slippers’,	behave	like	you	would	like	to	do	all	

the	time	and	be	able	to	shake	off	all	the	courtesies	that	you	have	to	deal	

with	on	a	daily	basis.	(Christoph,	participant)		

In	this	analogy	of	the	slippers,	Christoph	described	that	only	with	other	

foreigners	was	it	possible	to	be	comfortable,	to	be	one’s	‘real’	self,	to	take	a	break	
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from	the	performances	one	had	to	play	out	during	the	day	when	living	in	another	

culture.		

	

Similarly,	for	Betty,	this	divide	between	the	‘local’	and	the	‘expat	world’	

also	existed	in	two	realms.	One,	the	local,	was	equated	with	the	hard	work	of	

integrating,	the	other,	the	expat	one,	with	excitement.	Throughout	the	interview	

she	had	remarked	on	her	disappointment	that	she	was	not	able	to	befriend	locals	

to	the	extent	that	she	would	have	liked	to	but	at	the	same	time	talked	about	the	

amazing	experiences	she	had	with	people	who	were	also	expats	in	the	countries	

she	lived	in.	Living	as	an	expat	forced	her	to	make	a	difficult	choice,	“That’s	the	

inner	conflict	I	always	experienced.	On	the	one	hand	no	time	and	motivation	to	

integrate	more,	on	the	other	the	distraction	and	adventure,	excitement”	(Betty,	

participant).	For	her,	being	in	expat	circles	was	a	retreat	of	adventure	and	in	

contrast	to	this,	meeting	locals	required	effort.		

	

However,	while	expat	circles	were	accessible	and	provided	support,	they	

also	diminished	participants’	connection	to	the	local	place,	a	notion	asserted	in	

classic	works	on	the	cosmopolitan	business	elite	(Calhoun,	2003)	as	well	as	in	

recent	studies	on	expat	networks	(Beaverstock,	2002;	Harrison	&	Michailova,	

2012).	Expats	were	the	first	point	of	contact	when	people	arrived	in	the	country	

but	also	remained	the	main	point	of	identification.	My	own	survey	data	

confirmed	this	view.	In	the	questionnaire	participants	were	asked	to	rank	the	

groups	they	identified	most	strongly	with	at	their	respective	locations.	The	

majority	of	respondents	(15)	indicated	that	they	identified	with	foreigners	first	

and	foremost.	Several	participants	made	the	connection	between	lack	of	

belonging	and	foreign	friendship	circles,	for	example	Tanja,	who	talked	about	the	

fact	that	she	did	not	feel	part	of	the	place	she	lived	in	because	of	her	foreign	

friendship	circle:	“I	think	when	you’re	part	of	a	country	then	you	have	a	lot	to	do	

with	the	locals	but	we	were	still	always	together	in	groups	of	foreigners”	(Tanja,	

participant).	Similarly,	Berta	said	she	felt	“like	in	a	Ghetto”	in	Singapore	and	

explained	that	this	was	due	to	her	status	and	connection	to	the	group	of	expats:	

“I’m	an	expat	and	I’m	together	with	this	expat	community”	(Berta,	participant).	

Having	lived	in	many	different	places,	earlier	in	the	interview	she	talked	about	
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varying	degrees	of	belonging	and	explained	the	link	between	the	size	of	an	expat	

community	and	the	need	to	integrate,		

When	you	go	somewhere	where	this	[expat]	network,	this	community,	

doesn’t	exist	you	are	much	more	reliant	on	yourself.	Of	course,	then	you	

just	don’t	have	the	contact	and	because	of	that	will	integrate	much	more	

into	the	[local]	society	in	the	long-term.	It	always	depends	on	how	large	

this	expat	community	is.	(Berta,	participant)		

Having	access	to	the	expat	community	diminished	the	need	to	integrate	

more	and	resulted	in	a	position	of	an	observer,	as	somebody	who	was	there	but	

somehow	not	part	of	‘it’.	A	number	of	participants	described	this	aspect	by	using	

the	words	“to	break	through”	and	to	“be	taken	in”	to	an	inner	circle	and	

described	themselves	as	having	failed	to	achieve	this.	Tanja,	for	example	said	

“…we	went	there	[to	local	events],	and	looked	at	it,	and	had	a	great	time	but	it	

was	more	as	an	observer	[rather	than	being	part	of	it]”.	Similarly,	Ute	summed	

up	this	sentiment	by	saying	about	her	relationship	to	Mexico	and	the	locals	

there:	“Sure,	I	was	part	of	it	[Mexico]	but	I	was	not	one	of	them	[the	locals].”	This	

passive	aspect	of	living	in	the	place	but	only	looking	at	it	from	the	outside	also	

rang	true	for	Christoph,	who	shared	that	in	none	of	his	five	foreign	locations	he	

inhabited	he	had	felt	part	of,		

…maybe	I	was	a	tiny,	tiny	part	of	it	but	being	part	of	something	means	for	

me	having	an	active	part,	that	I	play	an	active	part	in	it,	participate,	maybe	

have	some	influence	on	the	rules…and	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	claim	that	in	

any	of	the	places	I	lived	in.	(Christoph,	participant)		

For	one	person	this	sense	of	isolation,	of	being	confined	to	the	expat	

community	led	to	moving	back	to	Germany.	Betty	shared	how	after	her	fifth	stint	

abroad	she	decided	to	return,		

At	some	point	I	thought,	no,	I	don’t	want	this	anymore…I	had	found	a	new	

group,	expats	again,	but	it	became	more	and	more	difficult	to	keep	the	

people	together…it	took	so	much	strength	to	constantly	adjust	to	new	

people	and	I	never	got	as	deep	as	I	wanted	to…	And	I	also	noticed	in	the	

end,	that	I	can’t	really	get	into	the	culture	itself	and	that	I	was	again	on	

that	expat	track.	And	that’s	nice	but	only	for	a	certain	time.	(Betty,	

participant)	
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Splitting	

To	cope	with	the	conundrums	of	wanting	to	escape	Germany	but	being	

close	to	German	expats,	participants	engaged	in	‘splitting’	(Walsh	&	Shulman,	

2007)	-	originating	from	psychology,	the	term	refers	to	migrants’	perception	of	

delineated	worlds,	the	familiar	one,	such	as	the	expat	scene,	and	the	foreign	one,	

the	host	country.	Psychoanalytic	literature	posits	that	splitting	is	a	psychological	

defense	mechanism.	It	can	be	triggered	by	migration	(Akhtar,	1999)	but	with	

successful	adaptation	to	their	new	environment,	migrants	may	reunite	both	

sides	more	and	more	to	finally	achieve	full	integration	of	both	worlds,	accepting	

them	for	their	positive	and	negative	sides.	However,	literature	also	posits	that	

this	process	takes	long	periods	of	time	(White,	2013),	which	most	participants	

did	not	possess	given	their	ongoing	and	time-constrained	mobility.		

	

In	this	study,	participants	created	a	strong	delineation	between	–

undesirable	but	attainable-	expats	and	those	that	were	closer	to	the	locals.	

Expats	were	those	that	were	also	foreigners,	including	but	not	limited	to	

Germans,	and	that	were	there	for	a	limited	amount	of	time.	People	clearly	

distinguished	them	from	foreigners	who	planned	to	stay	on.	Anke,	Tanja,	Felix,	

Betty,	Jette	and	Berta	for	example	all	termed	the	two	as	different	categories	or	

types,	painting	one	as	insular	and	focused	on	international	friendship	circles	

versus	the	other	as	having	become	a	local.	Berta	for	instance	talked	about	her	

current	residence	Singapore	and	explained	that	she	saw	expats	as	a	separate	

category	of	inhabitants,	explaining	that	they	had	their	own	visa	status	and	that	

specifically	produced	expat	magazines	catered	to	their	needs.	Christoph	

pinpointed	the	expat	group	as	having	a	very	specific	cultural	grounding	which	

did	not	extend	beyond	the	Western	world,		

Admittedly,	the	core	is	German-speaking	and	then	it	extends	a	little	bit	

towards	the	European	part.	Every	now	and	then	you	have	a	Brit,	a	French	

or	a	Pole	in	there	but	overall,	admittedly	the	core	is	German-speaking	and	

then	European.	(Christoph,	participant)		
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Felix	used	the	term	‘flexpat’	to	distinguish	from	the	‘expat’	not	just	in	

length	of	time	spent	in	the	country	but	also	to	delineate	the	interest	in	the	place	

and	culture,		

…the	typical	expat	is	definitely	a	specific	‘type’…who	leaves	after	two	

years	but	who	also	didn’t	learn	anything	about	the	country,	who	sat	all	

day	in	the	office	and	communicated	more	with	Germany	than	with	China.	

And	then	there	are	the	‘flexpats’	who	stay	longer…,	come	out	of	their	own	

impulse,	have	different	motivations,	are	more	international	[rather	than	

German],	like	the	language	and	learn	it	etc.	(Felix,	participant)		

Several	other	participants	described	‘the	expat’	as	a	particular	‘type’	or	

way	of	life,	like	Betty	for	example,	who	said	that	when	she	went	abroad	she	was	

“on	the	expat-track”.	These	accounts	resonate	with	research	on	mobility	in	a	

western	context,	particularly	on	the	international	business	elite.	This	work	

portrays	their	members	as	a	separate	class,	as	privileged	and	insular	(Calhoun,	

2003;	Szerszynski	&	Urry,	2002)	and	as	inhabiting	separate	social	spaces,	termed	

‘transnational	spaces’	(Ley,	2004;	Waters,	2007),	similar	to	the	expat	villages	

described	above.		

	

To	escape	the	stereotypical	‘expat	group’,	an	important	part	of	the	

splitting	was	to	reduce	contact	with	it	or	to	limit	it	to	certain	contexts.	Carina	for	

example	explained,		

…it	was	always	my	panic	to	be	in	a	German	enclave,	I	always	took	extreme	

care…not	to	be	part	of	a	German	circle	because	of	course	you	can	have	all	

of	that,	be	part	of	it…and	then	you	meet	Germans	all	the	time…that	would	

be	my	absolute	horror.	(Carina,	participant)		

Carina	tried	to	avoid	expats	in	her	friendship	circles,	nevertheless,	she	

told	me	that	her	current	best	friend	was	a	German	expat	as	well.	She	told	me	the	

story	of	how	they	met:	“Kirsten…	shocked	me	at	our	first	date.	The	first	thing	she	

said	to	me	was:	“You’re	German.	I’m	actually	not	really	interested	in	contacts	

with	other	Germans”.	I	thought,	here	we	go.	Now	we	have	the	best	time	together	

but	really,	I	feel	the	same	way	as	her”.	This	quote	is	illustrative	of	participants’	

longing	to	be	in	contact	with	locals	and	feeling	that	the	convenience	of	the	-	

easier	to	access	–	expat	group	may	hinder	them	in	doing	so.			
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Similar	to	Carina	and	her	friend,	expats,	specifically	Germans,	were	

deliberately	avoided	by	some	participants	or	restrained	to	certain	aspects	of	life	

abroad.	Felix	for	example	restricted	contact	with	expats	to	his	work,	“…this	type	

of	Germans,	they	don’t	help	me,	because	I	know	them,	I’ve	got	enough	of	them	in	

my	professional	context…they	don’t	get	me	any	further	on	a	personal	level”	

(Felix,	participant).	Christoph,	despite	talking	earlier	about	the	ease	he	felt	with	

his	fellow	mobile	people,	did	not	distinguish	between	work	and	private	expat	

networks	but	clearly	categorised	certain	groups	of	expats	for	certain	activities.	

He	talked	about	his	membership	in	these	different	groups	as	touching	different	

aspects	of	his	personality	and	that	in	each	of	these	groups	and	places	he	could	

relate	and	behave	differently.	He	likened	his	activities	in	these	groups	to	entering	

“different	cultural	spaces”.	They	were	clearly	delineated	and	existed	outside	of	

the	local	environment.		

[When	I	am	in]	say	for	example	a	Poker	club	in	Bangkok	[I	inhabit]	a	very	

specific	cultural	space,	just	like	I	do	when	I	go	to	the	Swiss	Chamber	of	

Commerce.	I	try	to	behave	accordingly	in	both,	…	I	don’t	just	pretend	to	

like	both,	I	actually	enjoy	both.	(Christoph,	participant)	

At	the	same	time,	he	explained	that	the	basis	for	his	membership	was	that	

he	could	always	keep	a	distance,		

I	am	the	Head	of	the	Chamber	of	Commerce,	am	in	many	clubs,	am	very	

active	there.	I	really	know	everybody	here	but	it	goes	only	up	to	a	point…	

With	them	I’m	on	exactly	the	level	that	I	want	it	to	be…I	know	[them]…but	

don’t	want	to	be	hugged	or	kissed	by	them.	I	shake	their	hand,	say	

hello…and	then	I	quickly	run	away.	Up	to	this	point	and	not	any	further.	

(Christoph,	participant)		

Christoph’s	account	demonstrates	participants’	overall	sentiment	that	

while	expats	were	‘there’,	they	were	not	a	desirable	group	to	interact	with.	

Splitting	enabled	them	to	cope	with	the	lack	of	local	contacts	while	maintaining	

their	aspirations	of	not	being	one	of	the	‘typical’	expats.		
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Being	different	

Splitting	was	also	a	key	coping	mechanism	for	those	who	settled	for	

longer	periods	of	time,	albeit	in	slightly	different	ways.	They,	like	the	expats,	

developed	an	ability	to	deal	with	the	stress	and	anxiety	that	comes	with	mobility	

but	did	so	by	using	another	emotion-focused	mechanism	(Lazarus	&	Folkman,	

1984;	Lazarus	&	Launier,	1978).	They	conceptualized	themselves	as	being	

different.	‘Being	different’	was	a	practice,	a	disposition	and	a	position	that	was	

performed	in	different	mobility	contexts.	Earlier	research	has	established	that	

positioning	themselves	as	different	to	locals	is	a	key	strategy	for	both	

marginalized	(Ang,	2003)	and	privileged	migrants,	such	as	organisational	expats	

(Butcher,	2009).	It	allows	them	to	relate	to	new	places	over	time.	In	the	current	

sample,	being	different	had	two	sides	to	it	–	on	the	one	hand	it	was	about	being	

in	a	foreign	place	but	still	being	German	and	therefore,	not	local.	On	the	other	

hand,	it	was	about	having	been	somewhere	else	and	therefore	different	to	the	

Germans	at	home.	Individuals	saw	themselves	as	German	but	with	dinstinctions,	

such	as	being	“a	German	who’s	not	so	German	anymore”	(Julia),	a	“mixed-up-

person”	(Christoph)	or	as	having	a	‘double-culture’	(Silke).	Jette	explained	this	

delineation	between	herself	and	other	Germans	as	well	as	other	German	expats	

as	follows,		

You	have	a	different	view	of	the	world	and	of	things	that	are	happening	in	

Germany	than	somebody	who	has	always	lived	in	Germany	and	also	

somebody	who	lived	somewhere	else	for	half	a	year	and	then	went	back	

to	live	in	Germany…and	even	somebody	who…went	abroad	during	their	

studies	and	then	lived	in	Germany…I,	on	the	other	hand,	went	abroad	

several	times.	And	I	see	myself	as	also	very	different	to	those	who	have	

lived	abroad	for	a	little	while	and	[then	returned.]…I	think	you	really	are	a	

different	person	because	of	that.	(Jette,	participant)	

	

A	key	aspect	of	how	participants	differentiated	themselves	from	others	

was	their	expression	of	being	fluid	in	their	identities.	All	19	participants	

described	some	aspect	of	disconnect	within	places,	of	not	clearly	belonging	to	

one	place	or	the	other.	Some	described	this	as	a	position	of	fragmentation,	like	

Undine	who	said	she	had	“different	parts”	in	her	and	while	she	was	part	of	the	
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local	culture,	there	“are	also	other	parts	of	oneself,	that	belong	somewhere	else”.	

Others	saw	this	position	as	place-bound	and	described	themselves	as	being	

‘literally	in	between’.	Anke,	for	example,	said	she	was	“comfortably	sitting	

between	the	chairs”	and	that	she	preferred	a	position	of	“fluidity	and	of	being	

less	fixed	in	her	identity”.	Likewise,	Felix	said	he	saw	himself	as	a	‘global	citizen’	

and	wished	for	a	passport	that	he	could	travel	and	work	with,	one	that	would	

state	that	he	“comes	from	no-where	and	every-where”.	This	place	of	in-between-

ness	was	also	expressed	as	a	process	in	time.	Jutta,	for	example	talked	about	

having	“migrated	to	Australia”	but	not	having	“emigrated	from	Germany”.	In	this	

sense,	she	had	arrived	without	having	left.	Yet,	she	saw	herself	as	“definitely	part	

of	both	cultures”.	Jette	recollected	her	feelings	of	in-between-nes	prior	to	having	

children	and	compared	it	to	now.	“Back	then	I	saw	myself	more	as	an	

international	person.	Now	I	see	myself	as	a	German	in	Australia”.	Similarly,	

Matthias	expressed	his	experience	of	belonging	as	a	process	that	included	an	

anticipation	of	change:	“…the	centre	of	my	life	is	here,	at	least	at	the	moment”.		

	

These	accounts	demonstrate	participants’	clear	identification	as	being	

between	states	and	cultures,	belonging	to	several	places	at	the	same	time	while	

experiencing	comfort	in	this	position.	Not	one	of	the	participants	talked	about	

being	divided	or	having	serious	doubts	about	where	they	belonged.	Instead,	they	

based	their	views	on	themselves	in	a	position	of	fluidity	and	possibility,	much	

discussed	in	literature	on	modern	migration	contexts	such	as	transnationalism	

(Vertovec,	2001),	and	cosmopolitanism	(Calhoun,	2003).	These	concepts	stress	

that	while	a	belonging	to	several	places	has	to	be	inherently	and	by	necessity	

juxtaposed,	people	who	live	in	multiple	places	base	their	identities	on	

successfully	navigating,	negotiating	and	managing	these,	which	was	a	key	

marker	of	difference	for	participants.	

	

This	differentiation	also	extended	to	being	unlike	the	locals	abroad.	All	

participants	used	the	pronoun	‘them’	while	describing	the	locals	in	their	places	

of	residence,	and	the	pronoun	‘we’	when	talking	about	Germans,	despite	having	

made	clear	that	they	were	different	to	them	as	well.	Communication	styles	were	

a	clear	marker	of	differentiation,	leaving	them	to	confess	they	remained	German.	
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Jutta,	for	example,	referred	to	a	different	communication	style	that	she	and	her	

German	friends	had	in	oppose	to	the	locals,	“I’m	used	to	a	different	way	[of	

communicating]…and	that’s	where	I	think	we	[Germans]	often	clash	with	the	

Australians…they	just	can’t	deal	with	our	way	[of	communicating]”.	Similarly,	

Julia	said	that	“they	[the	locals]	are	very	nice…but	they	don’t	talk	about	much”,	

then	contrasting	this	with	her	friends	of	non-Australian	background:	“…when	we	

get	together…we	do	that	indeed”.	This	also	extended	to	physical	aspects,	such	as	

clothing	or	food.	Carina,	who	currently	lived	in	Singapore	but	was	planning	to	

return	to	her	house	in	the	French	countryside	said	that	she	did	not	see	herself	as	

a	local,	referencing	as	an	example	the	style	of	clothing	that	the	French	had,“I	

would	never	go	shopping	there...	I	bring	all	of	my	shoes	and	bags	from	

Singapore.”	Equally,	Jutta	mentioned	that	she	would	‘fly-in’	certain	things	from	

Germany,	like	a	certain	brand	of	German	tea.	Being	different	was	about	living	

abroad	but	being	distant	to	the	locals	in	both	locations,	at	home	and	abroad.	This,	

however,	had	a	different	quality	to	what	has	been	depicted	in	earlier	studies,	

where	these	social	and	material	home-making	strategies	arise	out	of	a	wish	to	

gain	comfort	or	recreate	the	former	home	(Aycan,	1997).	Rather,	the	participants	

in	this	study	gained	comfort	not	through	the	material	practices	and	objects	in	

and	of	themselves.	In	bringing	objects	in	from	elsewhere,	participants	asserted	

their	international	identities	in	opposition	to	those	of	the	locals	who	did	not	have	

access	to	these.	They	thus	compensated	their	limitations	in	accessing	locals’	

social	circles	by	demonstrating	their	ability	to	access	goods	from	the	

international	market,	in	turn	supporting	their	own	coping.	

Splitting	home	
For	both	expats	in	repeated	mobility	and	for	settling	expats,	splitting	

occurred	also	in	relation	to	their	conceptualisations	of	home.	Participants	

compartmentalised	Germany	as	their	unchangeable	past,	which	they	described	

in	the	term	of	‘Heimat’.	Their	current	and	future,	however,	they	saw	as	a	home	

that	they	were	able	to	create	and	shape	themselves.	These	concepts	were	tied	up	

with	action	and	inaction,	their	current	active	life	was	one	of	choice	and	mobility	

and	their	stagnant	past	was	one	that	was	chosen	for	them	and	that	would	never	

change.		
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This	view	was	shared	by	all	but	two	out	of	19	participants	in	this	study.	

Talking	about	Germany	they	used	expressions	such	as,	“…it	is	the	past,	not	the	

present	or	the	future”	(Hilda,	participant)	and	“one	is	where	I	come	from,	one	is	

where	I	am	now”	(Jutta,	participant).	In	other	words,	they	used	words	and	

phrases	to	describe	a	division	between	their	origin,	the	place	that	they	had	left,	

and	the	current	home,	between	Germany	and	the	other	countries	they	had	lived	

in.		

	

The	most-often	used	term	to	encompass	the	combination	of	the	past	and	

Germany	was	that	of	‘Heimat’.	The	term	‘Heimat’	in	the	German	language	carries	

a	specific	and	self-evident	meaning.	To	use	the	words	of	Ratter	and	Gee	(2012)	it	

has	an	“almost	intuitive	meaning,	with	everyone	knowing	or	feeling	what	is	

implied�(p.	128).	Heimat	was	associated	with	one’s	origins,	which	provide	

sustenance	and	space	for	further	growth,	as	Hilda	said,	“Germany	for	me	is	still	

where	my	roots	are.	It’s	not	home	but	I’m	deeply	ingrained	there.	You	have	your	

roots	and	you	grow	from	there”.	However,	Heimat	was	also	used	to	juxtapose	the	

then	and	now,	placing	it	in	the	context	of	time	-	Heimat	meant	one’s	origins	

whereas	home	the	now.	Silke	summed	up	the	sentiment	of	the	term	in	this	group	

by	saying,	“Heimat	is	really	the	past	and	home	is	the	present”.	In	this	sense,	

participants	described	their	Heimat	with	Hannerz’	words,	who	states	that	“home	

is	really	home,	but	in	a	special	way”	(1996,	p.	110).	This	romantic	notion	of	

Heimat	is	surprising,	given	participants	wanted	to	escape	Germany	in	the	first	

place.	However,	participants’	concepts	of	Heimat	encompassed	the	mostly	

positive	aspects	of	their	time	in	Germany	and	of	the	aspects	that	shaped	them	as	

people.	Heimat	were	the	parts	of	Germany	that	they	chose	to	remember	when	in	

migration.	The	negative	aspects	of	Germany,	however,	remained	active	in	their	

memory	and	continued	to	be	a	reason	for	not	returning.	Framing	home	as	

‘special’	but	in	the	past	enabled	them	to	cope	not	just	with	their	current	place	

abroad	but	with	repeated	mobility	because	to	continue	moving,	they	would	have	

to	experience	its	loss	on	a	repeated	basis.	Keeping	it	in	the	past	enabled	a	

mindset	that	is	focused	on	the	present	and	allows	for	the	possibility	to	have	

other	homes	elsewhere	or	even	in	no	particular	place	at	all.	In	the	context	of	the	
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literature	on	coping	with	mobility	this	is	an	interesting	finding	because	the	

concept	enables	individuals	to	cope	with	potentially	repeated	mobility	and	not	

with	moving	to	one	particular	place,	which	has	been	the	concern	of	coping	

literature	so	far.		

	

The	distinct	nature	of	participants’	coping	in	comparison	to	coping	with	

one	place	became	evident	as	they	talked	about	their	current	and	future	homes.	

Participants	described	them	simultaneously	in	the	present	and	the	past,	they	

were	physical	places	or	objects	and	feelings	of	belonging,	multiple	and	ever	

changing.	All	of	these	would	co-exist,	at	times	with	each	other,	at	other	times	

disappear	and	then	reappear	again.	Participants’	homes	were	not	a	stable	

physical	place	but,	to	use	Nowicka’s	(2007)	words,	a	way	for	participants	to	

achieve	“security,	stability	and	familiarity	under	the	conditions	of	temporality,	

flexibility	and	anxiety	characteristic	of	a	mobile	life-style.”	(p.	2).	Participants	

stressed	that	for	them,	home	was	an	ever-changing	concept,	with	some	being	

added,	others	disappearing.	Some	added	continuously	more	homes	to	their	

repertoire	as	they	relocated,	without	dropping	any	association	with	older	homes,	

others	did	the	opposite.	Anke,	who	had	lived	in	three	different	locations	abroad	

and	in	three	locations	within	Germany	described	this	aptly.	“For	me	home	is	not	

a	geographical	place…the	concept	is	probably	not	that	important	to	me	or	

rather…my	home,	like	a	snail,	I	can	carry	with	me	wherever	I	go”,	(Anke,	

participant).		

	

Participants’	descriptions	of	home	were	in	line	with	conceptualisations	

that	see	it	as	continuously	fluid	and	in	process	(Ahmed	et	al.,	2003;	Staeheli	&	

Nagel,	2006;	Nowicka,	2007;	Blunt	&	Dowling,	2006)	and	some	authors	have	

argued	that	“…the	notion	of	home	as	a	durably	fixed	place	is	in	doubt”	(Nowicka,	

2006,	p.	140).	However,	in	oppose	to	some	research	suggesting	that	this	may	

cause	friction	or	ambivalence	(Walsh,	2006;	Butcher	2009),	participants	in	this	

study	were	at	ease	bridging	the	variety	of	concepts,	lacking	any	difficulty	in	

encompassing	them.	Some	of	the	reasons	for	this	attitude	were	most	likely	the	

privileged	position	of	the	time	and	place	they	were	in.	Through	the	internet	they	

had	seamless	access	to	German	media	as	well	as	social	media	and	thus,	a	
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relatively	up-to-date	and	effortless	option	to	connect	with	their	homeland.	Most	

of	them	also	did	not	have	dependents	left	in	Germany,	such	as	ageing	parents.		

Yet,	the	core	reason	for	why	they	were	comfortable	with	their	fluid	homes	is	

because	fluidity	enabled	their	homes	to	be	malleable,	to	meet	the	minimum	of	

expectations	for	the	time	and	place	appropriate	so	that	eventually,	they	could	

move	on	again.	For	Felix,	for	instance,	it	was	enough	if	home	was	where	he	

“could	put	his	pillow	down	and	sleep”,	or	using	his	alternate	words,	any	place	

“…where	the	degree	of	fulfilment	matches	the	degree	of	expectations”.	Similar	to	

Christoph,	who	had	changed	countries	every	four	years	and	travelled	regionally	

extensively,	home	needed	to	be	virtual	to	accommodate	his	lifestyle.	While	he	

was	attached	to	the	idea	of	home	through	his	relationships,	these	existed	around	

the	globe	and	were	thus	impossible	to	“pin	down”	to	one	particular	place,	

“…globalising	the	whole	thing	even	further.”	Participants’	view	of	home	was	thus	

a	key	enabler	to	adapting	to	change	in	their	lives,	both	caused	by	mobility	itself	

as	well	as	the	change	that	participants	experienced	in	other	areas	of	their	lives	

while	living	in	mobility.	Change	throughout	mobility	was,	as	demonstrated	in	the	

previous	chapter,	ongoing	and	included	emotional,	social	and	material	aspects.	

Consequently,	participants	framed	home	as	an	association	of	choice,	flexible	

enough	to	adapt	to	this	change	over	time.	For	Felix	his	expectations	towards	

home	had	changed	to	be	more	comfort	driven	as	he	aged	while	others	related	

home	to	their	changing	emotional	landscape	throughout	mobility,	“It	changes	

emotionally,	it	really	depends	in	which	phase	you	are	at	the	moment.	When	

you’re	a	bit	unhappy	you	think	it	would	be	great	to	be	in	Germany	but	generally	

it’s	about	feeling	at	home	emotionally”	(Berta,	participant).	Another	aspect	of	

change	encompassed	social	relationships	that	naturally	shifted	throughout	

mobility,	also	initiating	a	shift	in	the	perceptions	of	home,		

I	had	a	phase	where	I	used	to	say	‘home	is	where	the	heart	is	and	where	

my	friends	and	family	are’…but	my	parents	and	brother	don’t	live	in	

Germany	anymore	and	that’s	why	it’s	easy	to	distance	yourself	from	that	

emotionally…now	I	say	home	is	where	my	everyday	life	happens.	

(Undine,	participant)	
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Recreating	homes	

The	strategy	of	perceiving	homes	as	fluid	enabled	participants	to	cope	

with	mobility	and	was	supported	by	a	related	mechanism	–	to	create	and	

recreate	homes	in	a	transferrable	and	replicable	way	in	other	places.	

Participants	were	experienced	in	creating	homes	in	a	literal,	material	sense	of	

the	immediate	living	environment	but	also	in	undertaking	different	activities	in	

the	new	place.	Both	were	particularly	fitting	for	a	repeated	mobility	context	

because	they	were	moveable	and	could	be	repeated	and	recreated	in	different	

geographical	locations.	These	activities	included	hobbies	(Anke),	work	(Silja,	

Anke),	reading	and	listening	to	German	(Julia,	Hilda)	as	well	as	everyday	

routines,	such	as	going	to	the	same	coffee	shop	every	day	(Silja).	Participants	

created	home	strategically	through	symbolic	relationships	(Staeheli	&	Nagel,	

2006),	including	in	physical	spaces	through	material	aspects.	Julia’s	statement	

was	expressive	of	this,	where	she	explained	that	she	always	needed,		

a	room	to	myself	and	in	it	there	have	to	be	all	the	things	that	are	

important	to	me…I	have	a	lot	of	knick-knacks	and	a	couple	of	pieces	of	

furniture,	a	lot	of	them	from	Germany,	and	I	know	once	I’ve	unpacked	

them	[from	moving],	once	they’re	there,	that’s	home,	then	everything’s	ok.	

(Julia,	participant)	

Carrying	and	re-assembling	these	pieces	upon	every	relocation	created	

the	feeling	of	home	she	desired,	wherever	she	went,	“Then	I	take	everything	with	

me,	unpack	it	and	sometimes	even	in	the	same	constellation	because	that	picture	

always	hangs	above	the	chest”	(Julia,	participant).	The	act	of	re-building	these	

things,	including	from	her	birthplace,	created	home,	“a	safe	place	where	I	know	I	

can	close	the	door	and	nothing	will	happen…it’s	my	inner	warm	blanket”.	In	

doing	so,	she	created	what	Tolia-Kelly	(2006)	calls	“textures	of	home”	(p.	676),	

layering	objects	from	every	time	and	place	of	her	mobility.	These	activities	could	

be	performed	anywhere	and	the	places	they	were	performed	in	became	home	

because	of	them,	not	the	place	itself.	Had	they	done	the	same	in	a	different	place	

over	a	period	of	time,	they	would	have	also	gained	the	same,	albeit	temporary,	

status.	In	the	context	of	repeated	mobility,	this	is	a	valuable	strategy	because	it	

represents	a	repeatable	process	that	participants	undertook	at	every	point	of	
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mobility,	distinguishing	it	considerably	from	coping	strategies	discussed	in	other	

research	so	far.		

	

Imagining	future	homes	
Another	coping	strategy	conducive	to	repeated	mobility	encompassed	the	

act	of	imagining	future	homes,	often	as	soon	as	they	had	arrived	in	another	place.	

All	but	one	participant	(18)	expressed	a	temporality	in	relation	to	their	current	

homes,	even	though	only	four	of	them	knew	they	had	to	relocate	from	the	start,	

for	example	for	their	work.	Imagining	futures	homes	gave	them	a	sense	of	

reassurance	that	their	lives	were	still	open	to	possibility,	even	in	those	

participants	who	had	settled	(12	participants).	Anke,	for	instance,	who	had	

stayed	continuously	in	one	place	for	more	than	two	decades	considered	

relocation	an	option	if	it	became	relevant	to	her,	“whatever	comes	up…I’ll	deal	

with	it	then.	Should	I	come	to	the	conclusion	that	I	want	to	move…I’ll	do	it”.	It	

also	appealed	to	participants’	cosmopolitan	sense	of	self,	in	which	they	had	an	

‘elective’	belonging	(Savage,	Bagnall,	&	Longhurst,	2005),	choosing	themselves	

which	place	to	call	home.	Carina,	for	instance,	said	of	herself	and	her	husband,	

“…knowing	I	will	grow	old	here,	that’s	too	boring	for	me,	we	can’t	do	that	...	

knowing	that	that’s	all	there	is	that’s	not	enough	for	both	of	us,	the	travel	

definitely	continues”.	This	imagined	future	included	different	forms	of	travel,	all	

based	in	the	context	of	relative	privilege,	where	they	could	choose	the	

circumstances	and	times	of	their	movements.	Silke	for	instance	talked	about	how	

she	had	wished	to	move	to	the	south	of	France	from	Paris	for	a	number	of	years	

now	because	of	the	weather,	explaining	that	every	move	she	made	would	have	to	

be	an	improvement	from	the	previous	place.	Katja	talked	about	moving	to	France	

for	a	couple	of	months	because	she	enjoyed	the	culture.	Felix	speculated	about	

moving	to	Ethiopia	when	he	was	retired	to	learn	more	about	his	daughter’s	

culture.	Christoph	said	that	he	and	his	wife	were	constantly	discussing	the	best	

place	to	move	to	in	the	future,	“probably	somewhere	in	Europe”.	These	

phantasies	about	the	future	had	to	go	beyond	ordinary	tourism	though,	because	

it	rested	on	their	view	of	themselves	as	engaging	in	perpetual	mobility.	Different	

to	a	migrant	who	had	settled	in	one	place,	they	saw	themselves	as	having	more	
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options	and	possibilities,	as	Appiah	(1998)	describes	in	the	context	of	

cosmopolitanism,	“[For	them]…the	circulation	of	people	among	different	

localities	will	involve	not	only	cultural	tourism	(which	the	cosmopolitan	admits	

to	enjoying)	but	migration,	nomadism,	diaspora”	(p.	618).	Their	ways	of	

imagining	their	futures	reinforced	their	views	of	themselves	as	perpetually	

mobile,	as	staying	true	to	themselves	which	in	turn,	as	a	self-fulfilling	prophecy	

facilitated	their	ability	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.		

National	cultural	identity	to	assert	difference	

The	final	strategy	for	coping	with	repeated	mobility	was	participants’	use	

of	specific	aspects	of	their	national	cultural	identity	to	assert	their	difference	

towards	others.	These	included	a	way	of	communicating	(Anke	and	Jutta),	a	way	

of	operating	in	everyday	life	and	at	work	(Felix,	Betty,	Undine	and	Carina),	a	

specific	sense	of	humour	(Silke),	knowledge	of	the	German	political	and	cultural	

landscape,	as	well	as	a	shared	cultural	heritage	that	defined	participants’	

Germanness	and	that	they	were	actively	cultivating	(Hilda,	Carina,	Christoph	and	

Julia).	Each	of	them	maintained	that	they	remained	German,	on	some	level,	

despite	trying	to	distance	themselves	from	it	and	linked	it	to	these	elements	

mentioned	above,	demonstrating	their	difference	to	locals.		

	

Yet,	rather	than	‘living	Germanness’	as	a	reproduction	of	Heimat,	as	has	

been	for	example	depicted	in	literature	on	diasporas	(Moosmüller,	2002),	

participants	used	elements	of	Germanness	deliberately	where	it	was	suitable	for	

them	and	in	opposition	to	the	locals.	This	behaviour	has	been	discussed	in	earlier	

studies	on	Germans	abroad	in	a	historical	context,	where	early	German	settlers	

used	Germanness	to	present	themselves	as	superior	(O’Donnell	et	al.,	2005).	In	

the	current	study,	participants	used	Germanness	strategically,	at	times	hiding	it,	

at	times	using	it	overtly	to	demonstrate	their	difference	as	a	direct	reaction	

against	being	seen	–	and	stereotyped	–	as	German,	while	also	recognising	that	

they	would	be	unable	to	shed	their	Germanness	completely.	Felix	described	how	

he	tried	to	control	his	Germanness	in	everyday	life	by	monitoring	it,	but	in	stress	

situations	he	reverted	immediately	to	his	default	cultural	behavior,	his	‘German	

machine’,	as	he	called	it,	“…in	stress	situations,	where	I	can’t	afford	to	have	a	
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meta-awareness,	the	German	within	me	comes	to	the	surface,	definitely,	the	

‘German	machine’	switches	on	right	away”.		

	

Other	participants	were	equally	aware	that	they	were	able	to	adjust	their	

cultural	behaviours	but	that	they	would	still	be	perceived	as	different,	regardless	

of	how	hard	they	tried.	Anke	described	this	in	the	context	of	communication	

styles:	Describing	a	conflict	in	a	work	context	in	which	she	tried	to	be	polite	but	

was	still	perceived	to	be	rude,	she	said,		

You	know	what,	in	general,	I’ve	become	much,	much	more	polite	and	

careful,	much	more	than	I	would	in	a	German	environment,	I	don’t	even	

have	to	try	hard	anymore	and	I	do	that	even	more	so	when	I	am	dealing	

with	hierarchies…and	now	I	said	–	Bugger	off,	I	don’t	care,	it	was	polite	

enough,	if	you’re	that	sensitive	you	can	get	stuffed!	(Anke,	participant)		

	

As	a	consequence,	participants	developed	and	cultivated	a	sense	of	

difference	that	allowed	them	to	accept	and	demonstrate	their	Germanness	to	

others.	They	asserted	their	difference	by	using	Germanness	in	deliberate	ways,	

playing	with	Germanness	and	with	the	expectations	that	came	from	others	about	

what	it	meant.	In	this	sense	it	was	not	a	feeling	of	superiority	but	of	asserting	

their	uniqueness	as	individuals	rather	than	being	a	‘typical’	German.	Carina	for	

example	saw	her	Germanness	as	being	very	fastidious	and	talked	about	how	she	

used	this	quality	at	work.		

Germans	have	the	reputation	for	being	very	meticulous…you	get	raised	

with	the	mindset	that	when	you	do	things,	you	do	them	properly…At	

work	I	choose	when	it	fits	me	[to	be	Australian	or	German]…I	must	say,	I	

also	use	this	to	my	advantage.	When	I	want	to	see	results	at	work,	I	use	it	

[Germanness]	and	I	get	things	done.	(Carina,	participant)		

Likewise,	Undine	said	that	while	she	had	remained	German,	she	played	

with	the	qualities	and	stereotypes	that	were	imposed	on	her	Germanness	by	

others	and	used	that	to	her	effect.		

…I	think	I’m	still	the	same	German	that	I	was	seven	years	ago	when	I	left.	

But	it	always	depends	because	you	are	always	confronted	with	

stereotypes	and	that’s	where	I’ve	become	a	bit	more	rigorous.	Now	I	say	
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I’m	not	a	typical	German	and	I	always	say	I	love	being	late.	So,	I	use	that	a	

bit	to	my	advantage.	(Undine,	participant)		

	

Asserting	difference	also	meant	to	demonstrate	knowledge	about	

Germany	that	locals	did	not	possess	and	to	then	use	that	to	their	advantage.	This	

was	particularly	the	case	in	the	language	and	cultural	domains.	Participants	were	

careful	to	cultivate	these	aspects	of	Germanness	and	to	retain	them	throughout	

their	mobility.	Indeed,	survey	results	revealed	that	all	participants	followed	

German	media	and	Germany-related	social	media	at	least	once	a	week,	about	a	

quarter	did	so	every	day.		

In	oppose	to	other	portrayals	of	Germans	abroad	who	experience	a	sense	of	

distance	and	loss	of	connection	to	Germany	(Graaf,	2014),	for	the	participants	in	

this	group	it	was	easily	accessible	if	they	chose	to.	All	participants	indicated	in	

their	surveys	that	they	undertook	some	activities	to	uphold	the	connection	to	

Germany	at	least	several	times	per	week,	most	said	they	did	so	daily.	All	19	

respondents	used	a	multitude	of	communication	channels,	including	Skype,	

email,	and	social	media.	All	of	them	consumed	German	language	media,	either	

online	or	in	physical	form.	In	addition,	all	of	them	had	visited	Germany	since	

relocating,	some	of	them	even	visited	regularly	like	Christoph	who	travelled	

there	every	two	months.	This	communication	was	perceived	as	easy	to	uphold,	

none	of	them	mentioned	a	particular	effort	in	keeping	up	their	German	culture,	

several	even	explicitly	said	how	effortless	it	was.	Their	experiences	were	thus	

firmly	placed	in	the	context	of	transnationalism,	which	allowed	them	to	assert	

their	difference	to	the	locals	at	home	and	in	Germany	while	still	being	connected	

to	it.	

	

Part	of	this	ease	was	their	decision	to	continue	living	their	‘Germanness’	

and	the	environment	to	afford	this.		Christoph,	for	example,	said	“I	recognize	

myself	in	the	way	that	we	talk,	communicate	and	think	in	Germany”	and	

contrasted	the	other	languages	he	speaks	to	German,	which	remains	his	“think-	

and	feeling	language”.	His	comment	noting	that	he	is	“careful	not	to	let	it	slip”	

implied	a	sense	of	proudness	on	the	German	cultural	heritage.	In	his	interview	he	

referred	fondly	to	the	German	concept	of	‘Bildung’	(education).		Similarly,	Julia	
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said	that	both	literature	and	language	were	at	the	heart	of	her	roots	in	Germany	

and	that	she	had	come	to	realise	that	this	was	to	her	advantage.  

The	main	connection	to	Germany	is	for	me	definitely	literature.	And	I	

know	that	I	will	always	be	rooted	there	simply	because	I	haven’t	read	so	

much	in	any	other	language	as	in	German...I	used	to	think	it	was	a	

problem	and	now	I	see	it	as	an	advantage. (Julia,	participant)  

Both	she	and	Hilda	said	that	they	deliberately	incorporated	Germanness	

into	their	lives.	Julia,	being	an	academic,	slowly	shifted	her	work	focus	towards	

Germany.	And	Hilda	increasingly	made	efforts	to	read	German	literature.	All	

these	accounts	demonstrate	that	while	participants	were	aware	of	their	

remaining	Germanness,	they	managed	to	use	it	to	their	advantage	in	both	work	

and	private	contexts.	They	thus	reconciled	potentially	conflicting	aspects	of	

engaging	in	repeated	mobility	and	succeeded	in	conceptualising	themselves	as	

being	different	to	both	locals	at	home	and	abroad.		

Ability	to	cope	with	repeated	mobility	
These	strategies	of	conceptualising	and	coping	with	their	experiences	of	

repeated	mobility	resulted	in	an	ability	to	deal	with	relative	ease	with	the	

different	mobility	contexts	they	experienced.	Even	though	the	study	did	not	

measure	coping,	the	continuous	mobility	that	participants	engaged	in	suggests	

that	they	coped	with	the	stressors,	except	in	one	case	where	the	participant	

decided	to	return	to	Germany.	The	strategies	themselves	as	well	as	their	context	

offer	new	insights	into	coping	and	provide	a	number	of	valuable	extensions	of	

the	existing	literature	in	this	field.	The	challenges	participants	faced	were	

different	to	those	that	have	been	discussed	in	literature	on	coping	before	as	they	

were	not	concerned	with	particular	incidents	in	one	place	but	related	to	

overarching	challenges	across	repeated	mobility.	Stressors	identified	in	the	

research,	such	as	repeatedly	establishing	social	relationships,	finding	one’s	home	

and	re-defining	oneself	over	and	over	again	are	unique	to	the	experience	of	

repeated	mobility.	Being	exposed	to	these	stressors	repeatedly	and	over	long	

periods	of	time	does	not	necessarily	make	this	easier,	in	fact,	stress	research	

(Pearlin,	1989)	and	research	on	individuals	in	repeated	mobility,	has	shown	that	

with	repeated	exposure	stress	responses	grow	(Fliege	et	al.,	2016).	Similarly,	it	
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has	been	demonstrated	that	existing	research	on	individuals	who	engage	in	

single	migration	only	is	limited	in	its	usefulness	for	understanding	repeated	

mobility	experiences	(Andresen	&	Biemann,	2013).	Given	the	increasingly	fluid	

nature	of	migration	forms,	it	is	therefore	important	to	understand	what	is	helpful	

to	individuals	with	more	stress	exposure	as	this	can	expand	our	current	

understanding.	This	is	particularly	so	because	it	is	based	on	studies	focussing	

mostly	on	one-time	mobilities,	and	therefore	individuals	with	potentially	less	

frequent	stress	exposure.		

	 	

The	current	study	can	also	provide	insight	into	our	understanding	on	the	

effectiveness	of	specific	coping	strategies	for	different	contexts.	The	strategies	

participants	employed	to	cope	with	their	unique	stressors	were	both	emotion-,	

as	well	as	problem-focused.	Their	effectiveness	for	this	group	represents	

contradictory	evidence	to	earlier	studies	that	have	found	problem-focussed	

strategies	to	be	more	effective	in	coping	than	those	that	are	emotion-focussed.	

Exploring	this	field	further	is	therefore	important.		

	

This	research	also	highlights	the	key	role	that	national	cultural	identity	

can	play	in	coping	and	more	specifically	fluidity	of	national	identity.	Previous	

studies	have	identified	that	in	mobility	contexts,	individuals	constantly	construct	

identities	anew	(Hatch	&	Schultz,	2004;	Beech,	2008;	Alvesson,	2010)	and	that	

multiple	identity	identification	can	be	beneficial,	for	instance	in	a	workplace	

context	(Lee	et	al.,	2018),	yet	studies	on	Germans	abroad	–	in	particular	

historical	ones	–	demonstrate	that	national	cultural	identity	was	a	fixed	

identification	point	for	individuals	who	felt	a	loss	of	home	(Wilbers,	2016)	and	

can	still	remain	so	today	(Kranz,	2016;	Moosmüller,	2002;	Aycan,	1997).	

However,	rather	than	coping	by	using	national	identity	as	a	retreat,	the	

participants	in	this	study	used	their	Germanness	in	more	pragmatic	and	fluid	

ways,	at	times	demonstrating	it,	at	times	hiding	it	but	always	to	their	advantage.	

Using	their	identity	in	this	way	supported	their	ways	of	being	different,	which	in	

itself	has	been	shown	to	be	helpful	in	acculturation	contexts	(Butcher,	2009).	

Thus,	participants’	construction	of	their	cultural	identities	helped	them	cope	

with	mobility	contexts,	an	important	addition	to	existing	research	on	coping.		
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Finally,	the	identified	strategies	in	this	research	–	splitting,	seeing	homes	

as	fluid	and	divided	into	past	and	present,	creating	homes	anew	and	imagining	

future	homes	–	could	be	supportive	of	other	cognitive	coping	strategies	

identified	in	earlier	research,	such	as	positive	self-instruction	and	having	an	

adaptive	attitude	to	change	to	new	situations	(Fliege	et	al.,	2016).	It	is	therefore	

likely	that	certain	coping	strategies	–	or	a	combination	of	them	-	may	work	better	

for	some	mobility	contexts	than	others.	Expanding	coping	to	the	context	of	

repeated	mobility	and	learning	from	the	strategies	employed	by	participants	can	

therefore	be	considered	as	a	useful	contribution	to	this	field.	
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4 REPEATED	MOBILITY	
In	the	previous	three	chapters	I	demonstrated	on	an	individual	case	basis	

the	aspects	of	motivations,	transitions	and	the	coping	mechanisms	that	support	

participants	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	The	variations	between	cases	helped	

me	synthesise	these	aspects	into	an	overarching	theoretical	model	of	repeated	

mobility	motivation,	which	I	present	in	this	chapter.	Before	that,	I	identify	the	

relationships	between	the	earlier	introduced	aspects	and	discuss	the	underlying	

drivers	for	repeated	mobility	motivation.		

Drivers	for	initial	mobility	motivations		

The	analysis	of	participants’	mobility	journeys	demonstrated	two	

different	pathways	into	repeated	mobility.	These	were	shaped	by	two	different	

drivers	for	the	initial	motivation	to	go	abroad:	1.	the	drive	to	conform	with	the	

existing	social	group	(8	participants)	and	2.	to	escape	it	(11	participants).	Over	

time	these	drivers	changed	for	one	group	of	participants	and	remained	for	

another,	smaller	group	of	participants.	

Conforming	with	trajectories	
The	first	initial	driver	arose	out	of	participants’	trajectories	at	that	time,	

which	were	either	education,	work	or	marriage	related.	As	discussed	earlier,	

trajectories	as	used	here	are	individuals’	overlapping	pathways	in	life	that	are	

shaped	by	societal	structures	(Elder	Jr,	Johnson,	&	Crosnoe,	2003;	Elder,	1985).	

Participants’	drivers	to	go	abroad	manifested	only	once	participants	were	on	a	

particular	trajectory,	for	instance	education.	Only	within	the	trajectory	did	they	

become	aware	of	the	opportunity	to	go	abroad,	having	been	content	with	their	

existing	life	in	Germany	until	this	point.	Institutions	such	as	universities	and	

employers	drove	the	initial	awareness	by	offering	programs	to	go	abroad,	with	

varying	degrees	of	pressure	to	comply	with	workforce	demands.	In	fact,	for	half	

the	participants	in	this	category	(4)	their	initial	mobility	was	demanded	by	their	

employer	or	the	labour	market	at	large	at	the	time.	Others,	while	not	forced,	felt	

that	there	was	an	expectation	that	going	abroad	would	be	part	of	their	working	
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life	because	“that’s	what	everybody	did”	(Anke)	and	it	was	“just	a	normal	part	of	

the	program”	(Matthias).	

	

In	setting	up	and	encouraging	individuals	to	join	going-abroad	programs	

and	other	related	initiatives,	organisations	shape	group	norms	around	mobility,	

particularly	in	Germany	where	there	are	increasing	requirements	for	

undergraduate	degrees	to	include	at	least	one	study	abroad	semester	as	part	of	

the	program.	Once	participants	entered	the	educational	trajectory,	they	became	

aware	that	going	abroad	was	part	of	the	norm	in	their	environment.		There	was	

little	effort	they	had	to	put	in	to	go	abroad,	they	merely	had	to	conform	to	

expected	norms.	All	participants	in	this	group	talked	about	the	existing	

structures	in	place	that	supported	their	initial	mobility	including	well-

established	going-abroad-programs	for	future	managers	and	study	exchange	

programs	at	university.	For	these	participants,	the	drivers	for	initial	mobility	

emerged	out	of	their	trajectory,	making	them	aware	of	the	possibility	and	

opportunities	that	may	come	out	of	going	abroad.	As	a	consequence,	it	was	

conforming	with	social	group	norms	in	certain	trajectories	that	drove	initial	

mobility	motivation	for	these	participants.		

	

Conformity	driver	as	a	catalyst	for	repeated	mobility	
Two	pathways	led	from	this	initial	conformity	driver.	For	those	younger	

and	not	established	in	the	workforce	yet,	conformity	acted	as	a	catalyst	for	

coming	into	one’s	own,	leading	later	on	to	self-initiated	expatriation,	a	finding	

confirmed	in	other	research	on	international	student	mobility	(Netz	&	Jaksztat,	

2017).	For	those	older	and	more	established	in	the	workforce,	conformity	as	

driven	by	an	employer	led	to	repeated	mobility	in	the	context	of	their	career.		

	

Older,	established	group	-	Career	expats	

For	this	group	initial	mobility	acted	as	a	catalyst	for	later	mobility.	This	

occurred	in	two	ways,	the	first	one	of	which	was	to	follow	the	determined	career	

path	within	an	organisation,	by	either	being	a	career	expat	(Christoph,	Mario)	or	

accompanying	a	spouse	who	was	a	career	expat	(Ute,	Carina).	For	this	track	
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participants	continued	to	conform	with	the	demands	of	their	employer,	

remaining	abroad	as	the	organisation	required,	with	little	time	in	between	in	

Germany.	As	the	figure	further	below	demonstrates,	unlike	the	other	group,	

these	participants	were	older	at	the	time	of	their	first	mobility	(average	age	34)	

and	had	completed	their	university	studies.	In	the	case	of	Christoph	and	Mario	

they	had	chosen	their	employer	deliberately,	knowing	that	their	career	might	

require	them	to	go	abroad	at	some	point.	Nevertheless,	it	was	the	commitment	to	

the	career,	or	their	partner,	that	prevailed	rather	than	the	wish	to	live	abroad	as	

such,	supporting	the	argument	that	their	driver	was	shaped	by	conformity.		

	

This	was	evident	in	their	discussions	around	locations	they	were	

relocated	to	as	the	organisation	needed	them	there.	They	did	not	choose	the	

places	to	live	in	as	such,	they	merely	went	along	with	what	the	organisation	had	

pre-selected	for	them.	This	was	equally	the	case	for	Carina	and	Ute,	spouses	of	

organisational	expats,	who	followed	their	husband’s	work	and	later	on	for	Ute	as	

she	divorced	her	husband	and	became	an	organisational	expat	herself.		

	

Identity	theory	(Burke	&	Reitzes,	1991;	Rothbard	&	Edwards,	2003),	and	

more	specifically	theories	on	role	salience	(Amatea,	Cross,	Clarke,	&	Bobby,	

1986),	state	that	individuals	act	in	accordance	with	the	dominant	roles	they	hold	

in	their	lives.	In	the	context	of	mobility	this	has	been	demonstrated	in	research	

on	the	decision-making	of	dual-career	couples,	where	the	roles	of	partner	and	

employee	potentially	stand	in	conflict	with	one	another	and	decisions	are	made	

in	accordance	with	the	more	dominant	role (Van	der	Velde	et	al.,	2017).		

	

The	same	dynamics	have	been	demonstrated	in	this	study,	where	the	

drive	to	conform	stemmed	from	participants’	dominant	roles	as	either	career	

expats	or	the	partners	of	those.	The	mobility	histories	of	these	participants	

demonstrate	that	their	motivations	aligned	with	their	dominant	

trajectories/roles	at	that	time	in	their	lives	(figure	below):	where	participants	

moved	for	their	partner	their	dominant	motivation	(purple	field)	and	the	

trajectory	they	were	in	(red	arrow)	were	that	of	family	(Carina	and	Ute),	where	
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they	were	expats	themselves,	the	motivation	(pink	field)	and	dominant	

trajectory	(black	arrow)	of	career	dominated	(Christoph,	Mario,	later	on	Ute)		

	

Figure	1.	Conformity	driven	career	expats,	older	group	
	

	

	

Work	trajectory	 	 Education	trajectory	 	 Family	trajectory	

	

1st/2nd/3rd…-6th	M:	times	of	mobilities	in	chronological	order	

Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	

Length:	length	of	stay	

Place:	place	of	migration	

	

	

	

Younger	group	–	self-initiated	expatriation	
For	the	second	group	whose	initial	mobility	was	driven	by	conformity	(4	

participants),	their	first	experience	abroad	was	also	a	catalyst	for	further	

mobility	but	held	a	different	quality	to	those	that	went	abroad	as	career	expats	

within	one	organisation.	Here,	initial	mobility	had	created	a	taste	for	further	

mobility,	which	eventually	led	to	self-initiated	expatriation.	The	first	mobility	

was	in	many	respects	an	innocent	experience.	In	oppose	to	the	other	group,	

participants	felt	they	were	still	‘green’	and	inexperienced	in	going	abroad.	They	

also	had	a	clear	requirement	to	return	to	Germany	after	their	stay.	Both	aspects	

are	illustrated	by	this	participant	quote.		

It	was	the	first	time	that	I	was	away	from	Germany	for	a	long	time	and	of	

course	I	was	still	connected	by	the	umbilical	cord	because	I	was	still	a	

Balancing	relationships	

motivation	

Self-realisation		

motivation	 Career		motivation	

	 Carina	 Christoph	 Ute	 Mario	

1st	Mob/Age/Length/Place	 35,3	Belgium	 32,4	Russia	 25,3	Greece	 38,4	USA	

Germany	 	 	 9	 	

2nd	Mob/Age/Length/Place	 38,2	France	 36,3	Philliipines	37,4	Mexico	 42,4	Lithuania	

3rd		Mob/Age/Length/Place	 40,4	Singapore	 39,2	India	 41,1	Argentina	 46,	4	Germany	

Germany	 	 	 11	 4	

4th		Mob/Age/Length/Place	 	 41,5	Thailand	 53,5	Russia	 	

5th		Mob/Age/Length/Place	 	 46,4	Singapore	 60,5	Algier	 	

6th		Mob/Age/Length/Place	 	 	 65,	3	Germany	 	

Germany	 	 	 3	 	
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student	and	it	was	very	clear	that	I	would	be	going	back	to	Germany	to	

study.	(Anke,	participant)	

	

Nevertheless,	while	participants	knew	they	would	come	back	to	Germany,	

challenges	had	to	be	overcome	on	the	ground.	Key	to	the	experience	was	an	

element	of	surprise	and	triumph,	where	they	had	to	encounter	and	conquer	

unexpected	perceptions	or	fears	about	themselves	and	others.	Felix,	for	instance	

was	challenged	by	his	own	views	on	his	knowledge	of	foreign	countries	when	he	

arrived	in	New	York	with	his	partner.	“We	had	culture	shock.	We	thought	we	

were	going	to	have	the	easiest	transition…We	thought	we	knew	everything	about	

it	and	in	fact	we	didn’t.”	In	turn,	this	learning	facilitated	a	‘coming	into	one’s	

own’,	growing	up.	Matthias	related	it	to	the	overcoming	of	insecurities	about	

being	able	to	live	in	a	foreign	environment.		

[the	first	time]	was	also	so	important	because	it	took	away	my	insecurity,	

because	in	the	beginning	I	didn’t	know:	how	does	it	all	work?	How	will	I	

manage?	How	will	I	be	able	to	speak	the	language,	understand	the	

culture?	And	so	on.	When	I	arrived	I	really	knew	nothing	and	nobody.	

(Mattjias,	participant)		

	

In	contrast	to	the	career	expats,	these	participants	returned	to	Germany	

after	initial	mobility.	They	wanted	to	complete	their	education	or	establish	a	

career	in	Germany,	however,	they	wanted	to	venture	back	abroad	as	soon	as	they	

could.	This	was	easier	for	participants	who	were	already	working	and	well	

established	in	the	workforce	because	as	the	figure	below	illustrates,	they	were	

able	to	return	abroad	faster	than	those	who	were	not	(see	figure	21).		
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Figure	2.	Self-initiated	expats		
	

	

	

	

Work	trajectory	 	 Education	trajectory	 	 Family	trajectory	

	

1st/2nd/3rd…-6th	M:	times	of	mobilities	in	chronological	order	

Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	

Length:	length	of	stay	

Place:	place	of	migration	

	

	 Felix	 Anke	 Katja	 Matthias	

1st	Mob:Age/	Length	

/Place	 34,1	USA	 21,1	Scotl	 21,3	Switze	 22,1	USA	

Germany	 1		 10	 6	 2	

2nd	Mob:Age/	Length	

/Place	 36,9	China	 32,4	SIN	 30,1	Austr	 25,1	Aus	

Germany	 	 	 	 3	

3rd	Mob	Age/	Length	

/Place	 45,2+	Aus	 36,26	Austr	 32,31+	Aus	 29,1	Braz	

	 	 	 	 	

4th		Mob	Age/	Length	

/Place	 	 	 	 30,4	Aus	

	 	 	 	 	

	

Felix	for	instance	had	already	been	employed	when	he	went	abroad	for	

his	studies	and	left	the	second	time	for	the	same	employer	after	one	year,	

whereas	Anke	had	to	complete	her	university	studies	and	search	extensively	for	

opportunities	to	go	abroad	again,	which	took	her	about	ten	years.	Matthias	

deliberately	chose	to	extend	his	studies	to	be	able	to	go	abroad	and	later	on	

chose	an	international	employer	on	that	basis,	returning	abroad	within	two	

years.	He	explained	his	reasoning.		

[The	first	mobility]	really	made	a	mark	because	it	made	me	realise	that	I	

really	love	living	abroad,	and	also	for	longer	periods	of	time.	And	I	liked	it	

so	much	that…that	was	the	reason	why	I	decided	to	then	study	in	

Australia…and	when	I	decided	to	join	such	a	big	company	like	Siemens	it	

was	because	I	knew	they	had	a	lot	of	foreign	subsidiaries	and	I	wanted	to	

go	back	abroad	again.	(Matthias,	participant)		

	

Family	motivation	

Self-realisation		

motivation	 Career		motivation	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 179	

	

	

Thus,	for	the	younger	cohort,	initial	mobility	driven	out	of	conformity	led	

to	self-initiated	expatriation	as	soon	as	participants	felt	able	to	do	so	in	relation	

to	their	careers.	For	the	older	cohort,	already	established	in	the	workforce	at	the	

point	of	their	first	mobility,	their	career	happened	by	being	abroad.	The	same	

driver	thus	caused	different	outcomes,	depending	on	the	context	participants	

were	in.		

Escaping	the	existing	social	group	
The	aspect	of	conformity	for	this	cohort	is	significant,	in	particular	in	the	context	

of	the	second	group	–	the	majority	of	participants	–	which,	while	also	using	

education	and	work	as	opportunities	to	go	abroad,	was	motivated	and	driven	by	

very	different	reasons.	Rather	than	conformity,	their	motivation	for	initial	

mobility	was	driven	by	the	wish	to	escape	their	social	group.	This	driver	was	

rooted	in	participants’	earlier	experiences	in	relation	to	their	larger	

environment,	their	social	group,	relating	to	negative	socialisation	experiences	in	

the	past.	This	driver	existed	on	a	continuous	range,	with	one	end	representing	a	

negative	perception	towards	participants’	self,	of	them	being	different	to	their	

environment	and	on	the	other	end	with	participants	perceiving	their	outside	

environment	as	negative.	For	some	participants,	going	abroad	was	therefore	an	

attempt	to	improve	themselves	in	relation	to	their	current	reference	group.	

Other	participants	understood	themselves	to	be	in	an	opposition	to	their	social	

environment.	They	voiced	aspects	of	rejecting,	questioning	and	escaping	the	

larger	social	groups	they	were	part	of,	such	as	school,	friendship	circles	or	the	

places	they	lived	in.	By	leaving,	they	sought	a	better	environment	than	they	could	

at	home.		

	

The	identification	of	the	two	different	drivers	for	initial	mobility	–	

conformity	and	escape	-	is	important	as	it	demonstrates	different	pathways	into	

mobility	while	using	the	same	mechanisms,	work,	study	and	marriage,	to	do	so.	

While	drivers	such	as	emancipating	oneself,	escaping	(Bartolini	et	al.,	2017)	and	

perceiving	mobility	as	a	way	of	‘becoming’	(Ly	Thi	Tran,	2015)	have	been	

identified	in	other	research	on	highly-skilled	mobility,	in	particular	on	student	

populations,	they	have	not	been	distinguished	as	in	opposition	to	a	‘conforming’	
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group,	as	identified	above.	This	highlights	the	role	of	individuals’	social	

environment	in	their	motivation	to	engage	in	mobility,	a	point	made	in	research	

on	mobility	networks	(Helbling	&	Teney,	2015).	Yet,	while	typically	the	role	of	

social	relationships	has	been	discussed	as	a	factor	that	encourages	mobility,	

participants’	negative	relationships	with	their	social	groups	question	this	

assertion.	The	role	of	social	relationships,	and	in	particular	negative	ones	in	

relation	to	mobility	motivation	thus	requires	further	investigation.	

	

The	closest	resemblance	in	existing	literature	to	the	two	drivers	identified	

are	the	dichotomous	intrinsic	and	extrinsic	drivers	documented	in	self-

determination	theory	(Haines,	Saba	&	Choquette,	2008,	Deci	&	Ryan,	1985).	

These	have	been	linked	mostly	to	motivation	to	move	for	work	(Ryan	&	Deci,	

2000	a,	b)	rather	than	to	the	variety	of	motivations	identified	here,	of	which	

work	is	only	one.	Finally,	they	have	been	undertaken	in	isolation	from	instances	

of	repeat	mobility,	focusing	on	single	mobility	events	only.	Addressing	these	

aspects,	however,	is	important	as	it	allows	a	deeper	exploration	of	the	

motivations	for	mobility.	As	such,	analysing	participants’	multiple	instances	of	

mobility	by	distinguishing	drivers	and	motivations	over	multiple	mobility	events	

revealed	not	just	different	pathways	for	entering	mobility	but	also	the	

development	of	those	pathways	over	time.	To	the	best	of	my	knowledge,	this	is	

the	first	time	undertaken	in	a	study	and	it	therefore	offers	interesting	insights.	

Particularly	striking	was	the	fact	that	while	the	conformity	group	initially	

consisted	of	SIEs	and	organisational	expats,	only	the	latter	remained	stable	in	

their	motivations	throughout	the	life	course	(stability	pathway	discussed	in	the	

next	section).		

	

While	the	study	did	not	trace	underlying	drivers	for	all	mobility	episodes,	

the	stability	of	participants’	life	circumstances	in	relation	to	their	employer	

suggests	that	they	remained	in	the	conformity	group	throughout	their	mobility	

journeys.	Initial	conformity	coupled	with	employment	stability	as	well	as	an	

older	age	at	first	mobility	is	thus	likely	to	have	contributed	to	motivational	

stability.	While	four	participants	remained	in	the	conformity	group	overall	and	

four	left	to	the	‘change’-group,	no	participant	‘changed’	into	the	conformity	
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group.	In	terms	of	mobility	pathways	this	suggests	that	conformity	at	an	older	

age,	during	a	more	constant	life	stage	leads	to	stability	in	motivation,	whereas	in	

younger	age	groups	conformity	can	still	lead	to	instability	in	motivation	due	to	

the	expected	changes	in	the	life	course.	The	coupling	of	these	concepts	in	relation	

to	mobility	pathways	is	novel	and	offers	an	opportunity	to	extend	existing	

theory,	in	particular	adding	insights	on	the	use	of	different	motivational	

approaches	to	expatriate	selection	and	management.	So	far,	the	dominant	

criteria	to	selecting	expatriates	are	employment	history	and	personality	

variables	such	as	for	instance	prior	international	experience,	extraversion	and	

stress	tolerance	(Tye	&	Chen,	2005),	yet	age	at	first	mobility	and	in	conjunction	

with	that,	stable	circumstances	during	the	life	stage	have	not	been	considered	

yet.	To	further	develop	the	idea	of	pathways	throughout	mobility	an	expansion	

of	research	methodology	is	required	to	include	longer	timespans,	multiple	

episodes	of	mobility	and	different	age	ranges.	

Mobility	pathways	

Following	the	pathways	of	the	initial	conformity	and	escape	groups,	there	

were	two	diverging	groups	with	different	mobility	experiences	and	outcomes.	

While	the	initial	drivers	governed	further	mobility	for	one	part	of	the	initial	

conformity	group	(four	participants),	three	interrelated	aspects	changed	the	

initial	pathways	for	the	rest	of	the	participants.	These	were	1.	Age	at	first	

mobility,	2.	Stability	in	the	life	course,	and	3.	Organisational	boundedness	in	

mobility	(figure	22).	
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Figure	3.	From	initial	drivers	to	pathways	
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Stability	pathway	

Those	participants	who	had	been	driven	to	go	abroad	by	conformity	and	

who	went	abroad	as	organisational	expats	or	the	partners	of	those	displayed	

several	commonalities,	which	cumulatively	led	to	stability	in	participants’	lives,	

despite	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	(see	figure	23).	They	began	their	

mobility	within	the	trajectory	of	a	career	(Christoph,	Mario)	or	marriage	(Carina,	

Ute),	in	the	formation	stages	of	either,	at	an	average	age	of	34.	All	four	stayed	

consistently	with	them	same	organisation	or	partner.	Participants’	partners	also	

stayed	with	their	respective	organisations.	Their	mobilities	corresponded	to	the	

opportunities	and	expectations	that	arose	out	of	the	dominant	life	stage	they	

were	in	when	they	began	their	mobilities,	either	career	or	family	–	participants	

either	moved	for	their	career	or	for	their	partners.	They	were	governed	by	the	

organisations	they	or	their	partners	were	part	of,	their	mobilities	happened	in	

planned	and	foreseen	ways,	within	set	timings	and	sequences	and	little	to	no	

time	in	Germany	in-between.	Subsequently,	their	pathway	of	mobility	was	

characterised	by	stability	in	motivations,	withstanding	life	events	throughout	

Conformity	driver	 Escape	driver	

1.	Age	at	first	mobility	

2.	Stability	in	the	life	course	

3.	Organisational	boundedness	

Organisational	expats	

4	participants	

SIEs	

4	participants	

SIEs	

11	participants	

Stability	pathway	 Change	pathway	

4	participants	 15	participants	
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their	mobility	journeys,	such	as	marriage	or	having	children	(figure	23).	They	

also	did	not	experience	any	turning	points.	Their	pathways	were	thus	consistent	

with	their	initial	drivers	of	conformity	within	the	career	or	family	trajectory.	The	

pathway	mapping	below	(figure	23)	illustrates	this	consistency.	The	exception	to	

this	was	Ute,	who	divorced	her	husband,	an	organisational	expat,	and	returned	

to	Germany	for	a	number	of	years	before	becoming	an	organisational	expat	

herself.		

	

Figure	4.	Stability	pathway	
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In	this	group,	several	inter-related	factors	created	stability,	influencing	

the	nature	and	outcomes	of	participants’	pathways.	As	participants	began	their	

journeys	later	in	life	they	had	already	experienced	a	number	of	life	events	prior	

to	mobility,	both	within	career	and	family	trajectories,	for	instance	completing	

education,	choosing	a	career	path	or	meeting	their	life	partner.	Their	behavior	

and	decision-making	within	the	career	and	family	trajectories	were	thus	more	

deliberate,	stable	and	long-term	than	in	the	cohort	that	started	mobility	earlier	

in	life.		

	

For	instance,	both	Christoph	and	Mario	entered	their	organisations	at	

high-level	management	roles	in	the	understanding	that	their	career	would	

require	them	to	commit	long-term	if	they	were	to	follow	the	career	path	foreseen	

by	their	organisation.	They	both	went	through	year-long	management	programs	

as	well	as	assessment	centers	when	starting	employment	with	their	

organisations,	demonstrating	considerable	commitment	to	their	chosen	paths.	

Likewise,	Ute	and	Carina	demonstrated	serious	commitment	by	marrying,	having	

children	and	following	their	partner’s	career	abroad.	Their	life	stages	as	well	as	

the	trajectories	they	were	in	at	the	point	of	first	mobility	-family	and	

employment-	created	the	context	for	stability.		

	

This	was	different	for	participants	who	joined	similar	trajectories	in	

different	life	stages.	Matthias	for	instance	also	joined	a	large	organisation	and	

went	abroad.	However,	he	was	much	younger	at	that	point	in	time,	joined	in	a	

more	junior	role	and	subsequently	left	the	organisation	to	pursue	a	PhD-

program	abroad.	In	contrast,	Christoph	also	completed	a	PhD	but	did	so	at	a	later	

stage	in	his	life,	being	established	in	his	career	and	while	continuing	to	work	in	

his	organisation	as	an	organisational	expat.		

	

This	context	was	furthered	by	organisational	attachment.	Even	though	

their	trajectories	demanded	mobility	and	participants	experienced	life	events,	

the	stability	created	through	the	organisations	shielded	participants	from	

motivational	change.	Carina	and	Ute	for	instance	both	had	children	while	abroad,	

yet	were	not	concerned	with	finding	full-timework	due	to	their	husband’s	
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generous	remunerations.	Likewise,	Christoph’s	and	Mario’s	partners	were	able	

to	join	them	abroad	without	needing	to	find	work	due	to	their	high	income.	This	

in	turn	created	stability	in	their	trajectories	outside	work,	fostering	stability	in	

the	career	trajectory	as	well.		

	

Remuneration	in	itself	has	proven	to	be	a	key	factor	for	organisational	

commitment	by	employees	and	expats	in	particular	(Nishat	Faisal	&	Al-Esmael,	

2014;	Martin,	1981)	and	this	research	helps	explain	how	in	turn	high	income	

may	contribute	to	stability	in	the	career	trajectory.	In	addition,	the	assignments	

abroad	typically	lasted	four	to	five	years,	allowing	participants	to	plan	ahead.	

The	organisational	attachment	thus	provided	planning	stability,	further	

increasing	the	likelihood	of	stable	motivations.	Another	factor	identified	in	this	

work	as	well	as	in	other	research	(Beaverstock,	2002,	2011)	is	the	international	

network	of	other	expats	who	live	a	similar	lifestyle.	This	is	furthered	by	the	

infrastructure	provided	by	organisations	when	abroad,	in	particular	

accommodation	options	close	to	other	expats	and	expat	clubs.	Participants	in	

this	study	as	well	as	previous	research	has	demonstrated	how	expat	networks	

and	communities	create	their	own	culture	within	the	boundaries	of	such	

infrastructure	(Pattaroni	&	Adly,	2017),	also	known	as	‘ethnoscapes’	(Appadurai,	

1990).	The	experience	of	mobility	may	thus	be	encouraging	a	uniform	and	stable	

experience	rather	than	a	diverse	one,	as	Ley	(2004)	states,	the	�life-world … of	

the	transnational	elite	may	be	highly	localised	and	restricted	to	particular	

territories … hopping	from	one	expatriate	enclave	to	another”	(p.	157).	This	

likeness	in	experiences	may	in	turn	facilitate	further	stability	in	motivations	also.	

	

The	identification	of	stability	pathways	for	certain	participants	and	their	

relationship	to	age,	life	stages,	trajectories	and	organisations	is	important	for	

several	reasons.	While	organisations	are	interested	in	achieving	positive	

mobility	outcomes,	research	has	predominantly	focused	on	organisational	

factors	impacting	those.	Only	more	recently	have	studies	explored	contextual	

factors,	such	as	the	management	of	different	life	domains	(Kempen,	Hattrup,	&	

Mueller,	2017)	and	their	impact	on	expatriate	outcomes.	The	findings	discussed	

above	add	knowledge	to	this	body	of	work,	identifying	age,	life	stages,	and	
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trajectories	as	other	potential	contextual	factors	impacting	expatriate	outcomes,	

in	addition	to	organisational	ones.	These	factors	supported	the	consistency	in	

participants’	motivations,	impacting	in	turn	the	stability	of	expats’	mobility	

journeys,	which	led	to	positive	organisational	outcomes	(no	turnover).	In	this	

context,	motivation	in	itself,	and	more	specifically	stability	in	motivations,	can	be	

seen	as	another	contextual	factor	contributing	to	positive	mobility	outcomes	for	

organisations.		

Change	pathway	

This	was	particularly	pertinent	when	identifying	the	second	mobility	

pathway.	Regardless	of	initial	conformity	or	escape	drivers,	participants	

displayed	change	in	their	motivations	throughout	their	journeys.	Their	

demographics,	contexts	and	mobility	behavior	differed	considerably	from	that	of	

the	other	group,	they	were	younger	and	in	the	education	stage	of	their	life	when	

they	went	abroad	for	the	first	time.	This	in	turn	meant	that	they	would	

experience	a	transition	towards	a	career	and	family	formation	stage	in	life	in	the	

future	and	that	they	would	do	so	in	the	context	of	mobility.	The	mapping	of	

participants’	life	events	and	their	contexts,	of	the	ensuing	changes	in	motivations	

as	well	as	of	their	transitions	towards	different	life	stages	demonstrated	how	this	

occurred	(Figures	24	and	25).	
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Figure	5.	Participants	with	motivational	changes	throughout	their	mobility	journeys	–	Age,	Duration,	Places	and	motivations		
	

 

1st/2nd/3rd…-6th	M:	times	of	mobilities	in	
chronological	order	
Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	
Length:	length	of	stay	
Place:	place	of	migration	
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Figure	6.	Participants	with	motivational	changes	throughout	their	mobility	journeys	–	Age,	motivations	and	life	trajectories	
	

	

1st/2nd/3rd…-6th	M:	times	of	mobilities	in	
chronological	order	
Age:	Age	at	first	mobility	
Length:	length	of	stay	
Place:	place	of	migration	
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Analysing	the	individual	pathways	chronologically	it	is	visible	that	in	all	

but	two	cases	(Ute	and	Silja)	participants	started	their	mobility	journeys	as	

students,	then	progressed	to	employment	and	started	forming	a	family	around	

age	30.	Their	first	employment	happened	either	simultaneously	or	prior	to	

family	formation,	with	the	exception	of	Ute	who	had	married	and	divorced	

before	moving	abroad	for	her	own	career.		

	

Mobility	at	the	beginning	of	participants’	journeys,	most	often	within	the	

education	trajectory,	meant	to	explore	opportunities.	After	the	first	mobility	had	

acted	as	a	catalyst	for	going	abroad,	participants	sought	ways	to	repeat	this	

experience	for	either	self-realisation	or	career	goals.	This	became	visible	when	

mapping	participants’	motivations	with	the	trajectories	they	were	on	at	that	

time,	indicated	by	the	different	coloured	arrows	(trajectories)	and	fields	

(motivations).	The	mapping	highlights	that	self-realisation	motivations	(light	

blue),	and	to	a	lesser	extent	career	motivations	(light	pink),	dominate	the	first	

few	mobilities	and	that	these	correspond	with	either	study	(green	arrow)	or	

work	trajectories	(black	arrow)	during	participants’	early	to	late	twenties.	Apart	

from	the	initial	move,	these	mobilities	were	unremarkable	in	and	of	themselves.	

However,	this	changed	when	participants	neared	transitions	between	

trajectories,	for	instance	work	and	family	(red	arrows),	which	caused	them	to	

make	decisions	about	their	mobility	in	different	ways.		

	

Timing	of	transitions		

These	transitions	were	conceptualised	by	participants	as	events,	

moments	in	time	caused	by	external	factors,	leading	them	to	change	the	course	

of	their	mobility.	Four	types	of	events	occurred	within	the	group:	having	a	child,	

entering	a	relationship	or	marrying,	divorce	as	well	as	entering	employment	that	

required	mobility.		In	and	of	themselves,	these	events	were	relatively	ordinary,	

in	particular	as	they	were	congruent	with	participants’	expected	life	stage	

transitions	at	the	time	of	the	event.	For	instance,	participants’	average	age	at	

which	they	transitioned	into	family	motivations	and	trajectories	was	in	their	late	

20s,	consistent	with	societal	norms	of	the	family	formation	stage	in	life.	Similarly,	

those	participants	who	were	driven	to	mobility	by	employment	opportunities	
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did	so	typically	during	the	career	formation	stage	in	their	thirties.	Life	course	

research	terms	these	events	‘normative	transitions’,	which	are	expected	and	

predictable	(Elder,	1985).		

	

Transitions	abroad	

Interesting	about	these	cases,	however,	was	the	fact	that	the	transitions	

occurred	in	the	context	of	mobility,	because	this	fact	alone	increased	their	

likelihood	of	remaining	abroad.	All	participants	in	this	group	experienced	these	

major	transitions	while	abroad,	be	it	towards	the	career	or	family	formation	

stage	in	life	or	divorcing.	For	instance,	seven	out	of	15	participants	in	the	change	

pathway	group	started	their	first	employment	in	a	foreign	country	(Hilda,	Jutta,	

Undine,	Anke,	Katja,	Julia	and	Berta).	As	a	consequence,	it	was	likely	that	this	

increased	the	likelihood	of	them	staying	abroad	(King	&	Ruiz-Gelices,	2003).	

Participants	identified	that	the	only	career	networks	they	had	were	outside	of	

Germany,	and	none	at	home	(Hilda,	Julia),	that	they	were	lacking	German	work	

experience	and	knowledge	of	the	workplace	there	(Hilda,	Jutta)	and	that	they	

had	built	their	career	focus	on	the	fact	that	they	were	foreigners	abroad,	thus	

capitalising	on	their	mobility,	be	it	working	as	a	German	language	teacher	(Anke,	

Berta)	or	being	academics,	adjusting	their	research	focus	accordingly	(Julia,	

Hilda).	Similarly,	ten	out	of	15	participants	had	met	their	life	partners	in	the	

family	formation	stage	while	being	abroad	and	in	all	ten	cases	their	partner	was	

not	from	Germany.	This,	in	turn	influenced	the	likelihood	of	them	remaining	

abroad,	with	all	ten	participants	moving	internationally	for	their	partner	rather	

than	returning	home.	Participants’	context	within	which	life	transitions	

happened,	being	abroad,	thus	proved	to	be	an	important	factor	in	their	repeated	

mobility.		

	

This	was	particularly	the	case	for	some	participants,	who	experienced	

several	transitions	in	the	context	of	mobility	simultaneously.	Hilda,	Undine,	

Matthias,	Jutta	and	Silke	all	completed	their	university	studies	around	age	30	and	

had	to	enter	the	workforce,	thus	signaling	the	career	formation	stage	in	their	life.	

At	the	same	time	they	had	all	formed	serious	relationships	and	had	indicated	

that	they	either	had	moved	internationally	for	their	partner	(Undine	and	Silke)	
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or	had	remained	abroad	after	having	found	a	partner	(Hilda)	or	would	need	to	

move	(Matthias).	This	in	turn	impacted	their	mobility	behavior	further,	requiring	

them	to	accommodate	both	family	and	career	transitions.	As	in	all	but	one	case	

their	partners	were	not	German	and	they	had	not	established	a	career	in	

Germany,	the	likelihood	was	high	that	they	would	choose	to	start	their	career	

overseas,	while	also	accommodating	their	family	trajectory.		

…it	was	really	hard	to	get	a	visa	[for	her	partner]	in	Germany.	So	for	us	it	

was	the	easier	solution	for	me	to	come	to	Australia.	It	was	ok	for	me	

because	at	that	time	not	much	was	holding	me	back	in	Germany.	I	had	

finished	my	studies	and	I	didn’t	have	a	job,	neither	here	[Germany]	nor	

there	[Australia]	so	it	didn’t	really	make	a	difference	[where	I	would	

start].	(Jutta,	participant)		

The	impact	of	the	two	transitions	into	new	trajectories,	career	and	family,	

on	the	motivation	for	further	mobility	was	thus	twofold.	The	timing	of	

transitions	in	individuals’	lives	in	this	group	was	therefore	crucial	in	determining	

the	likelihood	for	further	mobility.		

	

While	the	importance	of	life	stages	has	been	discussed	before	in	the	

context	of	dual	couples’	decision-making	on	initial	mobility	(Harvey,	Napier	&	

Moeller,	2009),	it	has	not	been	examined	in	terms	of	consequential	steps,	i.e.	how	

life	changes	that	happen	during	mobility	impact	the	motivation	for	further	

mobility.	The	data	demonstrates	however,	that	this	is	crucial	and	that	therefore	

the	importance	of	motivational	factors	needs	to	be	evaluated	in	the	context	of	

individuals’	life	stages.	For	instance,	some	aspects	such	as	career	may	not	be	as	

important	to	individuals	in	some	life	stages	as	in	others	and	changes	in	

motivation	for	career	related	mobility	may	occur	for	those	reasons.	This	in	turn	

has	importance	for	aspects	of	human	resource	management	such	as	staff	

selection.	For	instance,	current	data	demonstrates	that	the	majority	of	highly-

skilled	Germans	abroad	are	young	and	male	(Sauer	&	Ette,	2007b)	which	in	

terms	of	life	course	studies	predicts	an	imminent	family	planning	stage	in	the	

future.	However,	as	discussed	earlier,	dual	career	families	are	challenging	to	

manage	and	a	potential	motivational	shift	in	this	group	is	possible,	so	it	is	likely	

that	the	investment	into	these	highly-skilled	employees	cannot	be	maximised	to	
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best	effect.	Factoring	in	life	stages	into	this	area	of	research	could	be	helpful	in	

this	regard	and	future	studies	should	therefore	consider	this	when	analysing	

motivations	for	mobility.	

Turning	points	
		 While	most	of	these	transitions	were	experienced	as	normative,	some	

types	of	events	–in	this	group	meeting	a	life	partner,	having	children	and	divorce	

-	were	experienced	by	some	participants	as	turning	points.	These	were	moments	

in	time	in	which	participants	redefined	themselves	and	in	turn	went	through	a	

decision-making	process	in	relation	to	the	fit	between	their	new	self	and	their	

mobility.	Literature	describes	turning	points	as	entirely	individually	and	

biographically	driven.	Timing,	contexts	and	outcomes	of	turning	points	are	

therefore	inconsistent	and	unpredictable	across	groups	of	people	(Elder,	1985).	

	

As	a	consequence,	some	participants	engaged	in	further	mobility	after	

experiencing	turning	points,	others	stayed	in	the	same	place.	This	is	important	

from	two	perspectives.	From	an	acculturation	perspective,	the	turning	point	

marked	the	beginning	of	relating	to	mobility	in	a	new	way.	Participants	

negotiated	new	ways	of	being	in	their	location	and	of	themselves	in	it,	

acculturating	anew	in	an	old	environment,	albeit	with	new	perceptions.	Turning	

points	are	moments	in	time	where	people	are	at	a	crossroads	in	their	lives	and	

make	decisions	about	their	mobility.	They	demonstrate	that	individuals	review	

and	revise	mobility	decisions	while	abroad	in	line	with	their	life	events.	Mobility	

experience	and	decision-making	is	thus	non-linear	and	involves	multiple	ongoing	

decisions	on	whether	to	remain	abroad	or	to	return	while	being	abroad.	Turning	

points	are	the	specific	times	when	this	happens.	These	findings	expand	on	the	

body	of	knowledge	perceiving	decision-making	in	mobility	as	a	complex	and	

circumstantial	process	(Glassock	&	Fee,	2015;	Mountford,	2013),	challenging	its	

representations	of	being	linear	and	focused	on	the	time	of	immediate	pre-

departure	only.	They	thus	warrant	further	exploration	in	future	studies.	

	

Turning	points	are	also	important	as	they	demonstrate	the	significance	of	the	

psychological	aspects,	and	more	specifically	role	changes,	surrounding	mobility	
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decision-making.	Turning	points	mark	moments	in	time	when	individuals’	views	

of	themselves	change	while	being	in	mobility.	This	view	of	self	is	related	to	roles,	

such	as	being	a	student,	spouse	or	parent	(Hogg,	2016;	Stryker	&	Serpe,	1982;	

Stryker,	1968).	It	provides	the	context	in	which	participants	evaluate	their	life	

events	and	situations	and	subsequently	guides	mobility	behavior.	While	it	is	well	

established	that	role	changes	influence	individuals’	views	of	themselves	(Burke,	

2006),	little	research	has	explored	this	aspect	in	mobility	beyond	studying	

changes	in	work	roles	that	come	with	international	mobility	(Anderzén	&	Arnetz,	

1999).	The	cases	in	this	study	demonstrate	that	beyond	work	role	changes,	

personal	role	changes	impact	significantly	on	the	motivation	to	move,	

highlighting	the	need	to	narrow	currently	existing	research	gaps	on	the	role	of	

personal	development	in	mobility	(Bonache,	Brewster	&	Suutari,	2001).		

	

The	changing	view	of	self	was	important	not	just	for	participants	who	

experienced	turning	points	and	role	changes	but	for	all	participants	who	had	

experienced	continuous	mobility	experience	over	long	periods	of	time.	These	

participants	experienced	an	internal	change	that	made	them	decide	on	the	future	

course	of	their	overall	mobility,	rather	than	individual	instances.	The	outcomes	

of	these	decisions	were	to	achieve	a	certain	normalisation	in	relation	to	their	

geographical	mobility,	either	to	remain	abroad	indefinitely	or	to	return	to	

Germany	and	refrain	from	further	mobility.	The	causes	of	making	these	decisions	

were	cumulative	mobility	experience	and	two	associated	factors	that	were	

related	to	individuals’	capital	and	psychological	states.	

Cumulative	mobility	experience	

Cumulative	mobility	experience	consisted	of	those	factors	that	impacted	

long-term	mobility	decisions	and	that	had	emerged	only	after	engaging	in	

mobility	at	least	twice.	Once	participants	had	experienced	multiple	mobilities,	

the	likelihood	of	remaining	abroad	rose	because	of	accumulative	experience	of	

mobility	over	time.	In	particular,	participants	acquired	social	capital,	such	as	

friends	and	work	networks,	and	conceptualised	themselves	as	‘being	abroad’.	

The	effect	of	this	was	particularly	visible	in	the	cases	of	Anke,	Berta	and	Katja,	

who	all	had	married	foreigners	and	relocated	internationally	to	live	with	their	
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partners	but	then	divorced	after	long	periods	of	time.	When	those	marriages	

dissolved,	participants	had	been	abroad	for	over	ten	years’	time,	residing	in	the	

same	place.	Experiencing	turning	points,	they	went	through	a	process	of	re-

evaluating	their	positions	in	life,	including	their	mobilities,	seriously	considering	

a	return	to	Germany.	All	three	participants	evaluated	capital	factors,	such	as	

employment,	networks	and	housing	but	also	social	and	emotional	aspects	such	

as	friendships.	They	thus	considered	the	cumulative	effect	of	being	in	mobility,	

leading	them	to	make	decisions	accordingly,	with	all	three	deciding	to	stay	

abroad.	In	these	three	cases,	cumulative	mobility	experience	involved	the	

building	of	different	streams	of	capital	over	time	(Doherty	&	Dickmann,	2013)	–	

as	participants	stayed	in	one	place,	their	social	capital	grew,	making	it	harder	to	

leave,	as	Berta	stated,	“I	had	my	job,	my	friends,	my	flat,	all	established	and	had	

nothing	of	that	in	Germany.	I	didn’t	see	a	reason	to	leave”.	

	

Furthering	this	argument	is	the	contrasting	case	of	Ute,	which	

demonstrated	that	a	lack	of	accumulated	capital	abroad	could	influence	the	

decision	to	return	to	Germany.	She	also	had	extensive	mobility	experience	when	

she	divorced	but	had	been	living	in	different	places	every	five	years	together	

with	her	career	expat	husband.	Having	had	just	moved	from	her	previous	posting	

abroad	to	a	new	country	when	the	separation	happened,	she,	like	the	other	

three,	evaluated	her	living	circumstances,	job	opportunities	as	well	as	her	

support	network	when	considering	what	to	do	next,	“When	I	arrived	there,	he	

already	had	his	new	wife.	And	I	didn’t	understand	why	I	hadn’t	been	told	about	it	

before	because	I	wouldn’t	have	left	in	the	first	place…”.	As	her	existence	abroad	

had	been	tied	to	her	husband’s	career	and	income	as	an	organisational	expat,	

including	the	employer-paid	accommodation	for	the	family,	she	had	to	now	

consider	her	career	options.	However,	despite	having	substituted	her	roles	as	

expat-spouse	and	mother	with	volunteer	roles	and	church	and	relief	work	as	

well	as	having	acquired	several	languages,	she	faced	limited	career	options	

abroad,	forcing	her	to	return	to	Germany.		

I	went	to	Bonn	because	I	thought	I	can’t	do	much	with	my	diploma	

anymore	and	church-	or	emergency	relief	work	is	also	not	a	good	basis	for	

a	permanent	job.	But	I	was	multilingual	and	it	became	apparent	quite	
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quickly	that	I	could	teach	German	at	the	embassies	(in	Bonn)...	(Ute,	

participant)		

Ute’s,	as	well	as	the	other	three	participants	who	experienced	divorce	

demonstrate	the	importance	of	capital	for	cumulative	mobility	experience.	

	

The	other	key	aspect	to	cumulative	mobility	experience	was	that	of	a	

mindset	change	or	change	in	how	participants	viewed	themselves,	which	nine	

out	of	19	participants	experienced.	As	discussed	earlier,	participants	shifted	

their	conceptualisations	about	themselves	in	relation	to	Germany	and	being	

abroad.	In	seven	out	of	nine	cases	participants	came	to	see	mobility	as	the	norm	

and	consequently	considered	themselves	as	‘unable’	to	live	in	Germany	anymore.	

Only	four	of	them	have	had	an	escape	mentality	when	they	started	their	mobility	

journeys.	

	

However,	in	two	cases	(Betty	and	Ute),	mobility	had	the	opposite	effect,	

where	participants	decided	not	just	to	return	to	Germany	but	also	to	refrain	from	

further	mobility.	Betty	had	held	mostly	self-realisation	motivations	throughout	

her	mobilities,	going	abroad	for	relatively	short	periods	of	time	through	either	

internships	throughout	her	studies	and	eventually	employment	abroad.	She	had	

consistently	been	searching	for	a	better	way	to	live	than	she	saw	possible	in	

Germany,	feeling	that	Germany	was	never	quite	‘enough’	for	her,	in	line	with	

other	accounts	of	life	style	migration	(Benson	&	O'Reilly,	2009).	However,	while	

she,	like	the	other	participants	considered	factors	like	employment,	social	

networks	and	relationships,	she	decided	against	further	mobility	because	of	the	

cumulative	experience	of	mobility,	which	was	an	exception	to	how	she	would	

have	liked	to	have	experienced	her	‘norm’.		

It	was,	again,	a	language	problem.	I	didn’t	manage	to	learn	Dutch,	wasn’t	

really	motivated	and	noticed	that	again	I	can’t	get	close	enough	to	the	

daily	culture	of	the	country,	was	again	on	the	expat	track.	The	job	also	

became	more	difficult…and	at	some	point,	I	thought	to	myself,	no,	I	don’t	

want	that	any	more.	I	had	a	number	of	relationships	that	all	broke	up	and	

in	between	I	had	found	a	nice	group	of	people,	almost	a	clique,	again	

expats,	but	it	became	more	and	more	difficult	because	of	the	fluctuations.	
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The	people	left	and	it	was	so	draining	to	keep	all	the	people	together	and	

get	used	to	new	ones	that	I	decided	for	myself,	no,	I	can’t	get	as	deep	

[being	abroad]	as	I’d	like	to.	(Betty,	participant)	

	

Her	quote	illustrates	the	effect	of	cumulative	experience	from	multiple	

previous	mobilities,	describing	that	here,	like	in	other	locations	she	hadn’t	been	

able	to	normalise	her	existence	abroad	as	the	locals	could,	for	instance	to	learn	

the	language,	to	connect	with	locals	the	way	she	had	wished	to.	As	she	realised	

she	would	always	remain	‘only’	an	expat	rather	than	a	local	abroad	and	the	

perceived	‘draining’	nature	of	being	an	expat,	she	decided	to	return	to	Germany	

for	good.	The	feeling	of	never	quite	being	‘at	home’	abroad	was	a	decisive	factor,	

not	just	for	her	but	also	for	Ute	who	decided	to	retire	in	Germany	after	her	career	

as	an	organisational	expat.	Both	Ute’s	and	Betty’s	experiences	were,	even	after	

long	times	abroad,	best	understood	in	the	context	of	being	‘still	rooted’	(McHugh	

&	Mings,	1996),	for	Ute	based	on	her	lived	experience	in	the	past,	for	Betty	what	

she	was	longing	for.	Permanent	settlement	in	Germany	provided	for	them	the	

grounds	for	their	identity,	the	identity	of	a	person	well-connected	to	one	

particular	place	that	they	know	well	and	where	they	are	known.		

	

Their	experience	could	be	compared	to	the	remaining	ten	participants	

who	had	also	experienced	multiple	mobilities,	however,	who	had	decided	to	

settle	in	one	particular	place	abroad.	They	differed	to	both	those	participants	

who	would	remain	mobile	and	those	that	returned	to	Germany	in	that	their	

residence	abroad	was	tied	to	their	work	or	partner,	rather	than	a	mindset	that	

was	shaped	by	multiple	mobility	experiences.	These	participants	felt	they	had	

become	‘established’	in	one	particular	place	abroad,	or	at	least	would	remain	in	

the	same	place	for	the	foreseeable	future.	Their	partners	were	locals,	they	

started	families	in	those	places,	had	local	friends	and	were	employed	by	local	

organisations.	They	had	become	‘settlers’	(Farrer,	2010)	rather	than	remained	

expats,	further	delineating	and	contrasting	the	experience	of	those	participants	

who	experienced	mobility	as	the	grounds	for	their	identity,	who	perceived	as	

always	being	in	one	place	as	“not	enough”	(Carina)	and	who	felt	that	“leaving	is	
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part	of	(my)	life”	(Berta).	While	they	would	not	return	to	Germany,	neither	

would	they	continue	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	

	

Recognising	these	different	effects	of	repeated	mobility	on	participants’	

lives,	and	the	circumstances	that	are	shaped	by	it,	is	important,	as	it	

demonstrates	the	significance	of	mindsets	and	attitudes	for	mobility	decision-

making.	Other	research	has	begun	to	explore	the	role	of	attitudes	shaping	

motivations	for	remaining	abroad.	Crowley-Henry	(2007),	for	instance	identified	

a	protean	career	outlook,	in	which	lifestyle	factors	rather	than	only	career	

factors	impact	decision-making,	as	crucial	for	SIE’s	decisions	to	remain	abroad.	

Likewise,	Hoppe	and	Fujishiro	(2015)	highlight	the	importance	of	individuals’	

values	and	beliefs	pre-mobility	in	mobility	decision-making.	Related	to	this,	

research	on	international	managers	has	identified	a	‘global	mindset’	as	

important	for	maximising	effectiveness	within	the	career	domain	(Levy	et	al.,	

2007),	thus	making	it	potentially	easier	for	managers	to	remain	abroad.	In	

addition,	some	studies	(Arora,	Jaju,	Kefalas,	&	Perenich,	2004;	Nummela,	

Saarenketo,	&	Puumalainen,	2004)	have	identified	that	a	global	mindset	

develops	with	international	experience	over	time.		

	

Building	on	these	studies,	this	present	research	demonstrates	the	

complexity	of	cognitive	orientations	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility.	The	

changing	mindsets	of	the	participants	in	this	group	highlight	two	different	

aspects	of	the	cognitive	orientation,	capital	and	mindsets,	and	in	addition	to	this,	

demonstrate	their	development	within	the	context	of	the	lifecourse	and	its	

changing	circumstances	and	motivations.	The	outlooks	of	participants	identified	

in	this	study,	which	were	grounded	in	changing	conceptualisations	about	

themselves,	invite	a	view	in	which	repeated	mobility	creates	an	outlook	based	on	

the	cumulative	effect	of	mobility,	a	meta-motivator	shaping	and	co-existing	with	

other	motivations	but	that	is	intertwined	with	the	variations	of	the	life	course	as	

well	as	the	experience	within	mobility.	This,	in	turn,	further	refines	the	idea	that	

mobility	is	not	only	driven	by	motivations	that	are	simply	a	series	of	individual,	

changing	motivations	at	any	point	in	time	but	rather	that	decision-making	in	

mobility	is	a	complex,	fluid	and	ongoing	process	(Bochove	&	Engbersen,	2015;	
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Dickmann	et	al.,	2008).	The	current	study	thus	highlights	the	need	to	integrate	

theoretical	perspectives	that	include	the	factors	that	impact	motivation	during	

each	mobility,	such	as	aspects	of	acculturation;	the	events	in	individuals’	lives	

that	occur	during	mobility	(the	life	course)	as	well	as	the	overarching	mindset	

resulting	of	cumulative	mobility	experience.	Doing	so	would	offer	a	context-

specific	perspective	on	mobility	over	long	periods	of	time	and	narrow	existing	

research	gaps	in	this	area.	

	

In	addition,	a	deeper	exploration	of	the	overarching	mindset	for	mobility	

is	warranted.	Research	has	identified	that	previous	international	work	

experience,	social	approval	as	well	as	personality	variables	are	likely	to	impact	

the	development	of	a	mindset	that	is	focused	on	mobility	(Tharenou,	2010;	Mol,	

Born,	Willemsen,	van	der	Molen,	&	Derous,	2009;	Van	der	Velde,	Bossink	&	

Jansen,	2005),	yet,	as	other	research	has	argued	(Andresen	&	Margenfeld,	2015),	

the	structural	factors	for	each	mobility	such	as	motivations	related	to	career	or	

family	should	be	examined	in	future	studies.	As	outlined	above,	doing	so	for	

every	unique	mobility	instance	can	be	especially	beneficial	in	this	regard.		

	

Together	with	the	earlier	discussed	findings,	cumulative	mobility	experience	can	

help	explain	the	drivers	and	relationships	that	lead	to	repeated	mobility.	The	

following	models	illustrate	this	visually	(Figure	26,	Figure	27).		
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Figure	7.	Repeated	mobility	in	highly-skilled	Germans	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	
Figure	8.	Concepts,	themes	and	dimensions		 	
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This	mapping	identified	two	distinct	pathways	into	repeated	mobility	that	

were	marked	by	different	starting	points	into	the	mobility	journey.	The	life	stage	

at	which	participants	went	abroad	for	the	first	time	influenced	their	likelihood	of	

experiencing	life	transitions	later	in	life	and	thus	their	mobility	experience.	As	

such,	those	participants	who	went	abroad	later	in	life,	and	within	established	

trajectories,	be	it	family	or	career,	remained	abroad	due	to	the	effect	of	

cumulative	mobility	experience	rather	than	life	transitions.	They	experienced	

their	repeated	mobility	as	relatively	stable	with	continuous	motivations	

throughout.	For	those	participants	who	went	abroad	initially	earlier	in	life	and	

within	the	establishment	stage	of	their	education	and	career	trajectories,	

repeated	mobility	was	governed	by	life	transitions	that	increased	their	likelihood	

of	remaining	abroad,	either	settling	permanently	in	one	place	or	continuing	to	

engage	in	repeated	mobility.	Their	experience	of	repeated	mobility	was	at	times	

marked	by	turning	points,	in	which	they	had	to	re-define	themselves	and	the	

relationship	to	their	place	of	residence	abroad,	potentially	decreasing	further	the	

likelihood	of	their	return	to	Germany.	Like	the	other	group	they	also	experienced	

cumulative	mobility	experience	over	time,	further	decreasing	the	prospect	of	

return.	
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V	DISCUSSION	
In	this	final	chapter,	I	examine	the	findings	of	the	study	in	more	detail,	

beginning	with	addressing	the	aims	and	research	questions	of	the	study,	

followed	by	the	theoretical	contributions	of	my	research	and	then	discussing	the	

implications	they	hold	for	further	theory	development.	I	then	discuss	the	

implications	of	the	findings	for	practice.	In	a	last	step,	I	highlight	the	most	

important	limitations	and	strengths	of	the	study,	make	several	suggestions	for	

replicating	the	findings	in	other	settings	and	discuss	directions	for	future	

research.		

Addressing	the	aims	and	research	question	of	the	study	

This	study	investigated	German	migrants’	motivation	to	relocate	

repeatedly	internationally.	The	aims	were	to	understand	whether	and	why	

motivation	to	engage	in	mobility	changes	over	time	and	to	identify	factors	

impacting	this	change.	I	employed	a	phenomenological,	interpretivist	

methodology	incorporating	case	studies	and	grounded	theory,	drawing	on	data	

from	surveys	and	individual	interviews.	I	analysed,	synthesized	and	abstracted	

this	data	to	address	the	following	research	question:	What	is	the	motivation	for	

repeated	mobility	in	highly	qualified	Germans	and	which	factors	influence	it?		

	

Addressing	the	aims	of	the	study	&	answering	the	research	question	

The	results	of	the	study	demonstrate	that	mobility	motivation	changes	

over	time	and	that	these	changes	are	related	to	individuals’	life	course	as	well	as	

their	experiences	in	mobility.	The	findings	demonstrate	that	there	were	three	

types	of	motivations	in	highly	qualified	Germans	–	those	related	to	work,	

relationships	and	self-realisation.	Individuals	make	decisions	on	repeated	

mobility	in	the	context	of	changes	to	their	life	events,	which	they	experience	as	

transitions	into	and	out	of	social	trajectories.	The	study	identified	two	types	of	

transitions	that	occurred	concurrently	to	mobility	–	normative	transitions	and	

turning	points.	Normative	transitions	were	planned	and	expected	and	were	

connected	to	life	events	such	as	relocating	for	work	or	education.	Transitions	
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that	were	experienced	as	turning	points	were	exceptional	events.	In	my	sample	

eight	transitions	were	present:	completing	schooling	(1),	transition	towards	and	

ceasing	study	and	paid	employment	(2-5),	having	children	(6),	marrying	(7)	and	

divorce	(8).	11	of	these	transitions	were	normative,	whereas	15	were	turning	

points.	While	both	types	of	transitions	coincided	with	mobility	in	the	sample,	

turning	points	had	a	larger	impact	on	the	individual,	changing	their	view	of	

themselves.	Only	they	caused	participants	to	re-assess	their	motivation	for	

mobility	as	well	as	their	migration	status,	thus	forming	a	decision-point	on	

whether	to	stay	or	relocate	again.	These	turning	points	were	associated	with	

three	life	events	–	having	children,	forming	relationships	and	divorce.		

	

The	research	identified	two	pathways	into	mobility,	which	were	defined	

by	motivational	stability	or	motivational	change	respectively.	Individuals	

experiencing	motivational	change	were	younger	at	their	initial	mobility	in	

comparison	to	those	who	were	older	and	more	established	in	their	careers	and	

life.	Individuals’	life	stage	at	the	time	of	first	mobility	is	thus	likely	to	effect	

changes	in	mobility	motivation	throughout	their	mobility	journeys	later	on.		

	

The	study	also	identified	that	mobility	itself	supports	individuals’	ability	

to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	Participants	experience	their	mobility	through	

the	negotiation	of	the	social	relationships	they	encounter	and	themselves	in	

relation	to	them.	In	response	to	managing	these	complexities,	participants	

develop	psychological	coping	mechanisms	that	see	them	‘split’	their	perceptions	

of	themselves,	others,	their	present	and	past.	This	leads	to	a	fluid	perception	of	

themselves	in	relation	to	key	groups	they	belong	to,	such	as	their	national	

cultural	group	of	Germans.	Some	mechanisms,	in	addition	to	helping	participants	

cope	in	the	present,	are	future	oriented	towards	the	next	mobility	episode.	

Together	with	their	fluid	and	malleable	sense	of	what	it	means	to	be	German,	

this	enables	them	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	long-term.	
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Contributions	and	implications	for	theory	

Nature	of	mobility		

The	findings	in	the	study	relating	to	life	trajectories	and	the	transitions	

between	them	represent	a	significant	contribution	to	our	knowledge	on	the	

nature	of	mobility.	They	represent	a	shift	from	a	focus	on	static,	single-

migrations	and	their	underlying	motivations	to	one	of	mobility,	which	consists	of	

a	number	of	mobility	events	that	may	or	may	not	be	interrelated.	This,	in	turn	is	

important	because	a	view	of	mobility	as	consisting	of	multiple	motivations	

understands	migration	as	dynamic	with	many	different,	shifting	impact	factors	

which	otherwise	may	not	be	identified	and	contributes	knowledge	to	the	fields	of	

mobility	and	migration	research	as	well	as	international	management.	The	study	

thus	aids	a	more	accurate	understanding	of	factors	impacting	mobility	

motivation,	including	those	related	to	careers.			

	

Research	in	other	fields,	such	as	geography,	shares	this	view	of	mobility,	

as	well	as	of	its	motivation,	as	being	fluid.	It	understands	movement	as	the	norm	

(Urry,	2007)	rather	than	an	exception	to	‘normal’	sedentary	lives.	Baumann	

(2000,	2007)	for	example	has	called	the	current	context	of	migration	as	one	of	

‘liquid	modernity’,	which	is	characterised	by	temporariness,	individualisation	

and	a	‘migrant	habitus’	of	open	options	and	intentional	unpredictability	

(Engbersen,	2015),	underlining	the	increasing	multiplicity	of	mobility	episodes	

in	individuals’	lives.	While	research	in	international	management	indirectly	

acknowledges	the	fact	that	some	of	its	research	subjects,	such	as	experienced	

expats	or	self-initiated	expats	do	possess	multiple	relocation	experiences,	

research	has	thus	far	only	explored	single	movements	and	the	motivation	for	

these.	This	has	resulted	in	a	significant	gap	in	the	context	of	current	mobility	

trends	and	multiple	moves,	leaving	open	opportunities	to	examine	the	

relationships	between	these	events,	in	particular	the	different	motivations	

underpinning	them.		

	

The	existing	study	demonstrates	that	mobility	–	and	the	motivation	for	

mobility	–	occurs	within	the	context	of	individuals’	life	course	and	is	influenced	
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by	individual	mobility	experiences,	which,	over	time	develop	an	overarching	

mobility	motivation.	Decision-making	in	mobility	is	thus	a	complex,	fluid	and	

ongoing	process	(Bochove	&	Engbersen,	2015;	Dickmann	et	al.,	2008).	This	has	

interesting	implications	for	the	theory	on	mobility	motivation	because	it	

demonstrates	a	need	to	integrate	theoretical	perspectives	that	have	so	far	been	

discussed	separately	(Bochove	&	Engbersen,	2015).	As	such,	the	overarching	

mobility	motivation	requires	an	integration	with	research	on	the	individual	

factors	that	impact	motivation	during	every	mobility	instance,	such	as	aspects	of	

acculturation;	as	well	as	the	individual	factors	in	individuals’	lives	that	occur	

during	mobility	(the	life	course).	In	addition,	future	studies	could	benefit	from	an	

expansion	of	data	collection	in	terms	of	time,	the	variety	of	participant	

backgrounds	and	life	trajectories.	In	this	way,	longitudinal	data	collection	with	

participants	who	may	be	members	of	different	groups	throughout	different	

mobilities	could	significantly	expand	current	understandings	of	mobility.	In	

particular,	ccombining	life	stage,	acculturation	and	mindset	perspectives	would	

allow	for	sophisticated	predictions	that	could	benefit	expatriate	selection	

processes.	

Links	between	motivations:	normative	transitions	and	turning	points		
The	study	contributes	to	a	better	understanding	of	the	linkages	between	

changing	motivations	in	mobility,	by	identifying	normative	transitions	and	

turning	points.	Earlier	research	(Findlay,	McCollum,	Coulter,	&	Gayle,	2015)	has	

made	the	case	for	investigating	transition	points	and	interrelationships	within	

mobilities	rather	than	focusing	on	the	‘static’	episodes	of	migration	itself,	

because	they	provide	a	more	accurate	picture	of	today’s	mobility	patterns.	This	

study	contributes	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	dynamics	behind	migration	

decisions	and	provides	opportunities	to	link	different	migration	episodes	in	

participants’	lives.	In	fact,	the	findings	on	turning	points	and	normative	

transitions	contribute	to	and	support	earlier	calls	for	integrating	different	life	

trajectories	in	migrants’	lives	(Al	Ariss	et	al.,	2012;	King,	2002).	Yet,	while	these	

authors	have	argued	that	a	number	of	trajectories	are	entrenched	in	motivations	

for	mobility,	attempts	to	integrate	these	have	been	limited	and	their	impact	on	

the	motivation	to	move	has	only	been	acknowledged	indirectly.	This	is	
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particularly	so	surrounding	discussions	of	highly-skilled	migrants	in	the	

discipline	of	international	management.	For	example,	the	impact	of	family	

trajectories	on	the	motivation	to	stay	abroad	has	been	discussed	from	an	

organisational	perspective	in	the	context	of	family	and	spouse	support	(Li	&	

Jackson,	2015)	but	exact	moments	in	time	when	these	transitions	happen	have	

not	been	identified.	This,	however,	is	significant	as	it	may	help	address	crucial	

questions	in	international	mobility	research,	in	particular	how	expats	come	to	

change	their	motivation	to	stay	in	one	location.	Knowing	more	about	the	

underlying	mechanisms	of	these	decisions	may	help	organisations	respond	

better	to	such	incidences.	In	this	context,	the	identification	of	certain	life	

trajectories,	such	as	that	of	family,	and	an	assessment	of	when	they	might	

converge	with	those	of	careers	is	particularly	important	and	warrants	the	

extension	of	research	methodologies	to	accommodate	their	discovery.		

	

These	contributions	discussed	in	the	points	above	have	important	

implications	for	theory	and	in	particular	research	methodology,	as	they	

demonstrate	a	need	to	extend	prevalent	practices	in	international	management	

research.	This	can	be	achieved	by	extending	dominant	research	methodology	by	

three	aspects:	1.	Time	frames,	by	collecting	more	longitudinal	data	over	several	

migrations,	2.	contexts,	by	accounting	for	a	variety	of	participants’	circumstances	

at	different	points	of	their	mobilities	and	refrain	from	classifying	them	into	

migrant	groups,	such	as	career	expats,	self-initiated	expats	etc.	and	3.	Examining	

the	rupture	points	in	individuals’	lives.	This	approach	would	allow	to	identify	

dependencies	not	just	between	motivation	and	a	first	initial	move	but	also	the	

relationship	between	several	mobility	episodes,	life	changes,	experience	in	place	

and	the	link	to	a	motivation	for	subsequent	mobility.	It	would,	for	example	allow	

to	accommodate	different	motivations,	such	as	career	or	family,	in	highly	skilled	

individuals	across	different	life	trajectories	and	life	phases,	as	I	have	done	in	this	

study.	With	traditional	approaches,	typically	shorter	term	and	group-based,	is	

less	likely	to	be	possible.	Studies	in	other	areas	have	already	incorporated	such	

approaches	successfully.	For	example,	life-course	approaches	are	increasingly	

being	applied	across	disciplines	such	as	demography,	geography,	and	economics	

to	study	individuals’	lives	over	long	periods	of	time.	Using	a	sociological	
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perspective	they	are	ideally	suited	to	interdisciplinary	work,	especially	as	they	

can	be	seen	“as	a	theoretical	orientation”	(Elder	et	al.	2003)	and	thus	

accommodate	a	range	of	disciplinary	traditions.	For	instance,	life	course	

approaches	are	well	suited	to	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	methods	(Giele	&	

Elder	1998).	This	approach	emphasises	the	need	to	understand	the	relationships	

between	structure	(such	as	organisations),	agency	(e.g.	that	of	the	highly	skilled	

individual)	and	time	(Wingens	et	al.,	2011),	which	is	a	key	concern	in	

understanding	what	drives	highly-skilled	migrants	to	engage	in	repeated	

mobility,	especially	in	disciplines	that	are	organisation-oriented	such	as	

international	management.	As	Wingens	et	al.	(2011)	state,	“Understanding	

migrants’	behaviour	and	explaining	the	cumulative	effects	resulting	from	their	

actions	which,	in	turn,	are	embedded	in	societal	structures	and	framed	by	

institutions,	requires	just	the	kind	of	dynamic	research	approach	the	sociological	

life	course	perspective	suggests”	(p.	2).	This	approach	results	in	rich	data	that	

addresses	the	points	raised	above	(1-3).	It	is	longitudinal	(1.)	and	thus	is	able	to	

identify	changes,	such	as	in	motivation.	It	incorporates	multiple	life	trajectories	

rather	than	exclusively	focussing	on	the	career	trajectory	(2.).	It	also	examines	

the	interrelationships	between	life	changes	and	trajectories	including	turning	

points	(3.)	More	use	of	life	course	approaches	in	international	management	

studies	could	therefore	help	narrow	the	identified	research	gap	currently	

existing	in	the	literature.	

Turning	points	and	acculturation		

This	study	demonstrates	that	within	mobility,	participants	underwent	a	

number	of	transitions	as	well	as	significant	moments	of	change,	turning	points.	

Turning	points	triggered	a	need	in	participants	to	re-evaluate	their	existing	

perceptions	and	relationships	to	their	environments	and	social	ties.	This	process	

of	re-evaluation	has	been	researched	in	great	detail	in	the	context	of	

acculturation	(Berry,	2006).	However,	thus	far	this	research	has	concentrated	on	

only	one	event	triggering	the	process	of	acculturation,	when	individuals	enter	a	

new	country.	Underpinned	by	the	assumption	that	the	main	stressor,	or	trigger,	

for	acculturation	processes	is	the	event	of	migration	itself	(Berry,	2006),	it	

essentially	assumes	a	static	model	of	acculturation	in	which	it	develops	in	a	
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linear	fashion	over	a	period	of	time.	Life	changes,	and	in	particular	turning	points	

in	migration	have	not	received	attention	in	acculturation	research	in	this	context,	

except	in	the	context	of	work	related	shock	events	(Hussain	&	Deery,	2018).	Yet,	

more	recently	the	influence	of	individuals’	life	contexts	in	mobility	on	

acculturation	has	received	increased	attention	(Ward	&	Geeraert,	2016;	McNulty,	

2015).		The	findings	in	the	current	study	extend	existing	research	in	this	area	

significantly	by	demonstrating	that	triggers	for	acculturation	processes	occur	

within	mobility	itself,	essentially	generating	‘re-acculturation’	processes.	This	

finding	is	important	as	it	demonstrates	a	much	more	complex	process	of	

acculturation	than	has	thus	far	been	identified	in	the	literature,	albeit	with	some	

exceptions.	Hermans	and	Kempen	(1998)	have	argued	that	acculturation	and	

identity	processes	are	contested	and	move	continuously	and	Bhatia	and	Ram	

(2009)	demonstrate	how	events	in	mobility	can	change	individuals’	

acculturation	processes.	This	in	turn	has	consequences	for	areas	of	research	

concerned	with	the	effective	acculturation	of	individuals,	including	international	

management.	It	is	for	instance	possible	that	life	events,	such	as	those	identified	

in	this	study	(entering	a	relationship,	having	children,	divorce)	may	influence	

individuals’	acculturation	negatively	more	often	throughout	their	mobility	than	

has	thus	far	been	assumed.	In	addition,	these	may	be	events	that	organisations	

have	little	control	over.	To	understand	this	aspect	better	it	is	important	to	

include	life	events	that	happen	in	mobility	as	possible	triggers	for	acculturation	

and	re-acculturation	processes	in	research	studies.	In	this	context	turning	points	

are	particularly	helpful	as	they	pinpoint	exact	moments	in	time	when	

acculturation	processes	may	be	triggered	and	the	nature	of	those.	This	in	turn	

may	help	to	identify	the	development	and	dynamism	of	acculturation	processes	

within	migration	periods.	Including	turning	points	as	possible	triggers	for	

acculturation	processes	within	migration	events	could	thus	be	important	to	

drive	knowledge	in	this	area	further.	

Life	trajectories		

The	research	identified	a	relationship	between	changing	mobility	motivations	

and	participants’	life	trajectories.	The	study	demonstrates	that	participants	have	

a	variety	of	motivations	and	that	despite	their	highly-skilled	status,	and	
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employment,	only	one	part	of	them	is	career	related.	This	stands	in	contrast	to	

the	majority	of	international	management	literature	focusing	almost	exclusively	

on	individuals’	career	trajectories,	despite	some	research	having	shown	that	

mobility	in	highly	skilled	migrants	is	impacted	by	multiple	life	trajectories	(Ho,	

2011).	While	disciplinary	boundaries	are	necessary,	in	this	case	they	create	a	

significant	gap	in	our	understanding	of	what	motivates	people	to	move	–	within	

or	outside	career	contexts	-	which	in	turn	may	impact	negatively	on	our	overall	

understanding	of	the	subject	matter.	This	study	demonstrates	that	individuals	

who	engage	in	career-related	assignments	may	have	other	core	motivations	for	

mobility	that	intertwine	with	those	of	their	career	goals,	yet	conducting	studies	

exclusively	from	a	career	angle	does	not	allow	to	capture	this	aspect	–	to	use	Ho’s	

(2011)	words,	“studying	migration	only	in	terms	of	visas	or	occupational	

categories	limit	a	full	understanding	of	the	breadth	and	changing	episodes	

making	up	migrant	experiences”	(p.	1).		

	

This	study	took	a	novel	approach	in	that	it	provided	open	questions	about	

mobility	experiences	that	were	not	career-focused	and	thus	allowed	participants	

to	equally	explore	different	facets	that	impacted	on	their	motivations	to	move,	

such	as	family	or	personal	development.	The	current	focus	in	international	

management	limits	studies	in	their	ability	to	encompass	variations	of	

motivations	over	longer	periods	of	time	due	to	their	disciplinary	and	

methodological	constraints,	typically	examining	single	mobility	events	with	a	

focus	on	career	motivation.	The	study	was	also	unique	in	that	its	design	

encompassed	the	detailed	collection	of	up	to	four	mobility	episodes,	allowing	to	

capture	extensive	historical	data	from	participants.	This	resulted	in	the	

identification	of	a	variety	of	changing	motivations,	which,	even	though	taken	

from	highly-skilled	participants,	were	not	exclusively	career	related.	In	

advancing	theoretical	knowledge	further,	it	is	suggested	that	future	studies	

broaden	the	focus	when	researching	motivations	and	motivational	changes.	This	

could	be	achieved	by	exploring	in	greater	depth	aspects	outside	of	participants’	

careers	and	examining	the	interrelationships	between	them	and	the	career	

domain.	In	addition	to	this,	career-centric	research	could	be	contextualised	by	

exploring	the	importance	of	careers	in	individuals’	overall	life	contexts	in	
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comparison	to	other	life	domains	prior	to	collecting	data	on	career	motivations.	

Research	on	the	overlap	between	career	and	other	domains	has	demonstrated	

the	importance	of	this	previously	and	may	serve	as	a	useful	model	(Kempen	et	

al.,	2017).		

Impact	of	life	changes	on	motivation		
The	study	identified	that	transitions	in	and	out	of	social	trajectories,	and	

in	particular	turning	points,	could	have	significant	impact	on	individuals’	

motivation	for	mobility.	This	finding	addresses	a	significant	gap	in	the	literature	

as	so	far,	the	role	of	personal	change	in	the	context	of	mobility	is	not	well	

understood	(Bonache,	Brewster	&	Suutari,	2001).	Role	changes	for	instance	have	

so	far	been	only	investigated	in	the	context	of	work	role	changes,	despite	the	fact	

that	role	theory	considers	personal	role	changes,	such	as	that	of	becoming	a	

parent	as	significant	(Burke,	2006).	Identity	construction	perspectives	have	

argued	that	mobility	itself	has	a	strong	impact	on	individuals’	development	

(e.g.	Kohonen,	2004;	Osland,	2000;	Sussman,	2001).	Yet	no	research	in	this	area	

has	considered	the	changes	that	individuals	may	go	through	while	they	are	in	

mobility.	This	is	despite	the	fact	that	mobility	in	itself	can	be	a	challenging	and	

life	changing	experience	(Black,	Mendenhall	&	Odou,	1991),	irrespective	of	the	

possibility	of	life	changes	disrupting	it.		

	

Research	exploring	changes	to	individuals’	lives	in	mobility	should	

therefore	extend	theoretical	models	to	include	different	life	domains.	For	

instance,	role	theory	could	be	applied	beyond	professional	role	changes	to	those	

of	social	dimensions	such	as	to	the	roles	of	partner	or	parent.	Similarly,	studies	

taking	an	identity	construction	perspective	in	expats	(Jenkins,	1996)	could	

explore	aspects	such	as	self-reflection	and	identity	work	that	happens	in	

mobility	(Kohonen,	2008)	to	include	aspects	beyond	work	as	possible	

contributors	to	identity	shifts.	Expanding	the	repertoire	to	investigate	personal	

aspects	of	change	in	mobility	could	thus	provide	new	insights	into	the	motivation	

for	repeated	mobility	as	well	as	into	motivation	more	generally.	Classic	theories	

of	work	motivation,	for	example	Vroom’s	VIE	theory	(1964)	explain	that	

motivation	is	triggered	by	a	need	that	activates	the	goal	to	achieve.	The	findings	
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in	this	thesis	are	consistent	with	this	idea	but	they	go	further	to	explain	how	

motivations	can	be	disrupted	and	re-activated,	for	instance	through	the	process	

of	turning	points	and	subsequent	role	changes	in	individuals’	lives.	Equally,	the	

finding	on	life	changes	impacting	motivation	are	interesting	for	research	on	

motivational	mechanisms,	such	as	in	the	context	of	identities.	For	instance,	social	

identity	theory	(Hogg	&	Abrams,	1988;	Tajfel,	1978;	Tajfel	&	Turner,	1986)	

discusses	how	social	group	membership	motivates	individuals’	view	of	

themselves	and	in	turn	their	behavior.	Life	changes	can	impact	social	group	

membership	and	therefore	individuals’	identity	and	motivation.	Questions	of	

how	motivations	change	and	adapt	to	new	circumstances,	for	instance	role	

changes,	could	therefore	benefit	from	extension	to	include	more	dynamic	views	

on	the	relationship	between	motivation	and	behavior.	

Structural	factors		

The	findings	of	the	study	also	contribute	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	

structural	factors	impacting	mobility	decisions	in	highly-skilled	individuals.	

International	management	research	acknowledges	the	role	of	external	

circumstances,	such	as	spouses,	children	or	their	employer	in	decision-making.	

Yet,	on	a	theoretical	level,	it	mostly	examines	the	subject	from	the	perspective	of	

individuals’	agency	in	mobility	decisions.	The	findings	on	life	trajectories,	turning	

points	and	experiences	of	individuals	in	place	deepen	our	understanding	of	the	

ways	individuals’	mobility	decisions	occur	in	a	context	that	is	dependent	on	

external	circumstances.	

	

For	instance,	individuals’	initial	drive	to	go	abroad	for	the	first	time	was	

demonstrated	to	arise	in	response	to	the	social	groups	they	were	in.	Participants	

either	wanted	to	escape	the	group	as	a	reaction	to	negative	social	experiences	or	

conform	with	the	group.	Mobility	was	thus	a	response	mechanism	to	an	imposed	

structure	on	the	individual.	Transitions	into	different	life	trajectories	were	also	

guided	by	structural	factors	outside	of	individuals’	will,	such	as	educational	

institutions,	employers	or	social	relationships.	Likewise,	the	experiences	abroad	

were	also	guided	by	structural	factors,	for	instance	the	accommodation	that	

individuals	were	placed	in	by	their	organisations	dictated	their	ability	to	engage	
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with	locals,	as	did	the	timeframes	they	were	sent	abroad	for.	Turning	points,	

such	as	having	children,	meeting	life	partners	or	divorce	were	also	largely	

outside	individuals’	will,	yet	impacted	participants’	further	mobility	journey	by	

either	settling	or	engaging	in	further	mobility.		

	

Existing	literature	on	highly-skilled	mobility	has	made	this	point	in	

individual	instances	and	groups.	For	example	some	research	has	argued	that	

SIEs	keep	moving	because	of	financial	pressures	rather	than	free	will	(Cerdin,	

Andresen,	Al	Ariss,	&	Walther,	2013;	Andresen	et	al.,	2012).	Other	research	has	

highlighted	the	impact	of	the	family	on	expats’	decisions	to	take	on	an	

assignment	abroad	(Van	der	Veld,	2017).	Research	has	also	shown	the	

importance	of	networks	on	students’	decisions	to	go	abroad	initially	(Helbling	&	

Tney,	2015,	Carlson,	2013).	Yet,	there	has	been	no	research	to	date	

demonstrating	how	structural	factors	impact	mobility	motivation	as	a	chain	of	

events	overall.	This,	however,	is	significant	in	the	context	of	repeated	mobility	

because	it	demonstrates	not	only	the	extent	of	structural	factors	impacting	on	

mobility	motivation	but	also	how	they	can	facilitate	a	chain	of	mobility	events	

over	time.		

	

Overall,	this	research	contextualises	existing	studies,	which	understand	

individuals’	will	as	the	main	motivator	for	mobility,	in	particular	self-

determination	theories	such	as	push-	and	pull	or	capital	gains	theory.	Individual	

will	is	at	play	in	most	individual	mobility	decisions	in	privileged	groups	such	as	

the	one	from	the	current	study.	Yet,	participants	conduct	these	within	a	context	

of	their	lives	that	is	ever	changing.	Considering	this,	it	is	crucial	to	consider	these	

contexts	when	applying	self-determination	theories	to	understand	mobility	

decision-making.	So	far	research	has	looked	into	push	and	pull	factors	for	

different	occupational	groups	such	as	students	(Lesjak,	Juvan,	Ineson,	Yap,	&	

Axelsson,	2015;	Caruso	&	De	Wit,	2015)	or	academics	(Froese,	2012)	but	has	

failed	to	incorporate	a	combination	of	different	structural	aspects	such	as	age,	

socio-economic	status,	gender,	family	status	and	other	social	trajectories,	which	

may	impact	individuals’	decision-making.	The	importance	of	structural	aspects	
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as	demonstrated	in	this	study	highlights	the	need	to	consider	more	of	these	

factors	in	the	future.	

Cumulative	effects	of	mobility	
The	research	identified	that	mobility	encourages	motivation	for	further	

mobility	through	the	personal	change	that	individuals	experience	while	on	their	

journeys.	Participants	accumulated	social	and	career	capital	while	abroad,	which	

over	time,	discouraged	them	to	return	to	Germany.	Beyond	specific	motivations	

for	moving	to	one	particular	place,	they	also	developed	a	continuous	motivation	

to	live	in	mobility,	regardless	of	the	attraction	to	one	particular	place.	This	was	

reinforced	by	a	view	of	themselves	as	different	to	both	locals	and	migrants.	Both	

aspects	contribute	important	knowledge	and	help	narrow	the	research	gap	on	

individuals’	motivation	in	repeated	mobility	contexts.	First,	the	finding	presents	

an	opportunity	to	expand	place-specific	research,	beyond	one	mobility	event	to	

understanding	motivations	as	an	overarching	cognitive	preference	that	develops	

over	several	mobility	episodes.	Existing	research	in	this	area	has	focused	on	

motivations	for	individual	locations,	discussing	for	instance	push-	and	pull	

factors	for	a	specific	location	(Dickmann,	2012).	Questions	on	how	these	

motivations	develop	over	several	mobility	episodes	or	which	impact	previous	

mobilities	may	have	on	subsequent	moves	represent	a	research	gap	in	this	area.	

The	findings	in	the	current	study	demonstrate	that	out	of	motivations	for	

individual	mobilities,	through	the	experience	in	place,	an	overarching	motivation	

for	mobility	may	develop	over	time.	Individuals	may	be	motivated	by	aspects	for	

specific	locations	but	these	may	be	combined	with	an	overarching	wish	to	keep	

moving.		

	

Likewise,	there	is	an	opportunity	to	expand	research	that	acknowledges	

longer-term	motivations	beyond	place-based	ones.	Studies	in	this	area	focus	

mostly	on	migrant	–	or	mobility	groups,	such	as	lifestyle	migrants	(O’Reilly	&	

Benson,	2009)	or	cosmopolitans	(Glick	Schiller,	2015).	Research	subjects	in	this	

area	are	seen	to	be	‘perpetually’	on	the	move,	as	possessing	an	innate	need	to	

keep	on	moving.	The	current	research	demonstrates	that	this	motivation	may	

not	be	innate	and	perpetual	but	that	it	may	develop	through	mobility	experience	
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itself.	While	some	participants	showed	an	early	interest	in	repeated	mobility,	the	

majority	of	those	who	engaged	in	it	developed	a	‘taste’	for	it	over	longer	periods	

of	time.	While	the	development	of	an	overarching	motivation	has	been	discussed	

in	some	prior	studies	(Andresen	&	Margenfeld,	2015),	a	decline	in	it	has	not.	Yet,	

some	participants	ceased	their	wish	for	mobility	in	order	to	settle,	indicating	that	

overarching	motivations	interact	with	changes	in	individuals’	lives	that	may	

impact	motivation	both	positively	and	negatively.	This	so	far	unreported	aspect	

demonstrates	the	need	to	integrate	cumulative	effects	of	mobility	with	other	

aspects	of	mobility	that	may	impact	motivation,	such	as	acculturation	

(experience	in	place)	or	life	stages	(events).	Doing	so	would	help	narrow	

research	gaps	in	place-specific	(push/pull)	and	group-specific	(cosmopolitans	

etc.)	research	and	demonstrate	how	motivations	can	be	both	relating	to	one	

mobility	event	only	and	become	overarching	over	time.	It	could	thus	help	

integrate	research	on	the	aforementioned	groups.	This	is	fundamentally	different	

to	how	motivation	has	been	studied	in	mobility	contexts	so	far	and	can	enrich	

existing	studies	significantly.	Integrating	these	findings	into	future	research	

could	help	us	understand	the	nature	of	mobility	for	motivation	better,	especially	

in	individuals	who	are	continuously	moving.	To	achieve	this,	study	designs	that	

allow	for	reflections	on	a	number	of	motivations	and	the	factors	influencing	it	

are	recommended.	

In	addition	to	this,	the	study	also	contributes	to	existing	research	on	the	

group	of	self-initiated	expats,	which	formed	the	majority	of	the	cohort.	Research	

in	this	area	has	found	that	SIEs	may	engage	in	repeated	mobility	but	has	

identified	other	factors	than	personal	change,	such	as	financial	or	social	

relationship	concerns	as	primary	factors	for	remaining	abroad	(Selmer	et	al.,	

2017).	The	identification	of	ongoing	motivation	as	an	additional	factor	is	

important	because	it	helps	explain	why	and	how	individuals	continue	to	move	

even	when	place-specific	considerations	do	not	play	a	role	and	despite	

potentially	challenging	environments	abroad.	Other	research	could	explore	

further	whether	there	are	aspects	other	than	having	become	‘different’	to	locals	

that	play	into	this	overarching	motivation.		
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Lifestyle	migration	

The	findings	of	the	study	further	extend	our	understanding	of	the	

importance	of	place	for	the	motivation	to	engage	in	mobility.	The	work	

interrogates	a	core	assumption	drawn	in	a	range	of	literature	traditions	that	

place	is	paramount	to	individuals’	mobility	decisions.	Lifestyle	migration	for	

instance,	characterises	individuals’	location	choices	as	‘places	of	asylum	or	

rebirth’	(O’Reilly	&	Benson,	2009,	p.	6),	and	classifies	these	as	either	the	rural	

idyll,	the	coastal	retreat	or	the	cultural/spiritual	attraction	(Benson	&	

Osbaldiston,	2014).	Places	are	seen	as	the	reason	for	migration,	where	a	better	

life	can	be	achieved.	Repeated	mobility	challenges	this	understanding,	as	

individuals	choose	places	in	accordance	with	their	changing	needs.	Essentially	

these	places	can	be	anywhere	as	long	as	they	provide	the	right	conditions	to	

achieve	participants’	goals.	In	this	sense,	the	sample’s	conceptions	of	place	are	

more	congruent	with	those	found	in	the	literature	on	cosmopolitanism	where	it	

has	been	argued	that	they	are	‘neither	here	nor	there’	(Hannerz,	1990).	

Considering	these	aspects	is	important	to	research	interested	in	the	centrality	of	

place	in	individuals’	decision-making,	such	as	work	on	lifestyle	migration.	

Research	in	this	area	might	benefit	from	incorporating	aspects	of	change	in	the	

motivations	of	its	proponents,	exploring	for	instance	the	question	of	how	

relationships	to	places	develop	over	time.	Research	approaches	that	analyse	

different	trajectories	over	a	period	of	time	in	relation	to	space	are	helpful	in	this	

respect	as	they	identify	why	and	when	motivations	change.	Life	course	

approaches,	as	proposed	earlier,	can	be	one	such	way	of	achieving	this.	

Motivations	

In	aiming	to	understand	the	motivation	behind	and	experiences	of	

ongoing	international	mobility	in	highly-skilled	Germans,	the	study	makes	a	host	

of	contributions	by	adding	knowledge	on	the	motivations	of	a	thus	far	under-

researched	group.	The	research	identified	three	types	of	motivations	–	self-

realisation,	balancing	relationships	and	career-motivations	–	and	that	at	

different	times	in	their	lives	individuals	have	different	motivations	to	relocate.		
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Self-realisation	was	the	most	common	primary	motivation	for	relocation,	

with	31	instances	of	relocations.	Participants	who	named	this	motivation	

relocated	so	they	could	achieve	three	objectives	–	to	experience	an	exciting	

adventure,	to	reinvent	themselves	and	to	address	their	discontent	with	their	

current	environment,	sometimes	all	of	these	things	combined.	Often,	relocation	

journeys	began	for	motivations	of	self-realisation,	these	relocations	were	

experienced	at	a	younger	age	than	in	the	other	two	motivation-groups	and	they	

were	typically	not	tied	to	relationships	or	organisations	in	the	long-term.	In	27	

instances	participants	relocated	for	career-related	motivations,	such	as	to	fulfil	a	

project	assigned	by	their	work	or	to	study	abroad.	While	the	decision	to	relocate	

for	their	career	was	deliberate	and	pragmatic,	their	choice	of	location	was	

characterised	by	limited	autonomy	and	serendipity.	Finally,	in	25	instances	

participants	relocated	to	balance	their	relationship,	and	in	these	cases	they	

conceptualised	the	relocation	as	the	only	saviour	for	their	relationship	but	they	

executed	their	decision	to	relocate	by	making	rational,	joint	relocation	choices	as	

well	as	‘tagging	team’	with	their	partners.		

	

The	findings	for	each	of	those	motivations	contribute	important	knowledge	to	

different	areas	of	research.	

Self-realisation	motivation	
The	study	demonstrated	that	participants	are	mostly	motivated	by	the	

need	to	develop	on	a	personal	level,	which	included	experiencing	adventure,	

reinventing	themselves	and	leaving	everything	behind.	Self-realisation,	or	

related,	motivations	have	received	ample	attention	in	literature,	for	instance	in	

international	management	research	when	focussing	on	migration	in	the	context	

of	careers	(Thorn,	2009).	Equally,	these	types	of	motivations	have	received	

attention	in	literature	on	lifestyle	migration	(Benson	&	Osbaldiston,	2014;	

Harrison,	2003),	to	which	the	findings	in	this	study	contribute.	In	addition,	they	

demonstrated	that	aspects	of	the	self-realisation	motivation,	such	as	excitement	

and	newness,	diminish	with	experience	of	mobility	processes.	This	represents	a	

novel	aspect	to	this	area	and	has	important	implications	for	the	study	of	

international	management	and	in	particular	in	the	area	of	adjustment	research,	
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where	it	qualifies	some	of	its	core	assumptions.	The	concept	of	adjustment	(e.g.,	

Caligiuri	et	al.,	1998;	Kraimer,	Wayne,	&	Jaworski,	2001;	Shaffer	&	Harrison,	

1998;	Shaffer,	Harrison,	Gregersen,	Black,	&	Ferzandi,	2006;	Van	Vianen,	De	

Pater,	Kristof-Brown,	&	Johnson,	2004)	while	originating	from	psychological	

literature,	is	used	as	a	core	term	in	the	international	management	sphere	to	

describe	how	well	expats,	both	organisation-bound	and	independent,	relate	to	

new	foreign	environments.	It	has	been	shown	that	prior	international	experience	

impacts	positively	on	adjustment	(Church,	1982;	Black,	1988;	Parker	&	McEvoy,	

1993),	yet	little	is	known	about	the	effect	that	adjustment	has	beyond	the	

current	assignment,	in	particular	its	effect	on	the	motivation	to	undertake	

further	assignments.	The	data	in	this	study	demonstrates	that	as	individuals	

adjust	to	their	foreign	environments	and	acquire	knowledge	on	how	to	do	this	in	

different	places,	they	may	find	further	mobility	less	desirable.	For	organisations	

employing	expatriation	as	a	core	strategy	for	internationalisation,	adjustment	

may	thus	be	essentially	an	undesired	attribute,	impacting	on	individuals’	

aspiration	to	undertake	repeated	assignments	as	the	thrill	of	novelty	and	

knowledge	acquisition	subsides.		

	

This	in	turn	may	have	important	ramifications	for	staff	selection	and	

assignment	preparation	minimising	those	effects.	The	findings	in	this	study	

highlight	an	important	gap	in	our	knowledge	on	the	relationship	between	

successful	adjustment	and	the	motivation	for	further	mobility.	While	it	is	known	

that	motivation	for	migration	impacts	on	adjustment	in	place	(Begley,	Collings	&	

Scullion,	2008;	Peltokorpi	&	Froese,	2009),	it	is	unclear	which	effect	repeated	

adjustment	processes	have	on	the	motivation	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	

Targeted	research	extending	the	concept	of	adjustment	beyond	single	locations	

is	required	to	understand	the	long-term	effects	of	adjustment	on	motivation.	

This	could	be	accomplished	by	conducting	studies	with	participants	over	several	

mobility	episodes,	measuring	initial	adjustment	in	each	of	the	locations,	as	well	

as	aspects	contributing	to	it	and	their	impact	on	the	motivation	to	engage	in	

further	mobility	and	then	comparing	the	differences	and	the	factors	contributing	

to	them	over	long	periods	of	time.	This	way	we	could	better	understand	the	
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nature	of	adjustment	over	long	periods	of	time	and	how	it	relates	to	the	

motivation	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	

	

The	other	contribution	in	the	context	of	the	self-realisation	motivation	

relates	to	the	impact	early	life	experiences	had	on	participants’	motivation	to	

move,	which	has	thus	far	received	little	attention	in	the	literature.	As	such,	the	

finding	that	some	participants	were	influenced	by	early	life	mobility	within	

Germany	extend	literature	on	expats	in	useful	ways	because	it	departs	from	the	

dominant	discussion	in	this	literature	centering	on	short-term,	immediate	

motivations.	This	in	turn	allows	us	to	query	the	relationship	between	deeper-

seated	personal	experiences	and	the	motivation	to	engage	in	mobility,	offering	

avenues	for	new	areas	of	research.	It	is	for	example	plausible	to	imagine	that	

other	ways	of	displacement	may	have	an	impact	on	mobility	motivation,	for	

example	relocations	within	one’s	home	country	and	that	these	may	be	useful	to	

research	further.	For	this,	it	is	necessary	to	adopt	a	long-term	view	on	

researching	individuals’	deep-seated	motivations	for	mobility	and	choosing	

appropriate	methodologies	that	will	allow	doing	so.	A	life-course	perspective,	as	

employed	in	this	study	may	be	one	such	approach.		

Career	motivation	
In	the	context	of	the	career	motivation,	the	study	identified	autonomy	as	a	

potential	impact	factor	for	participants’	motivation	to	remain	overseas	or	to	

relocate	again.	This	finding	is	important	for	research	in	international	human	

resource	management,	as	a	lack	of	motivation	could	increase	the	risk	of	

individuals	terminating	assignments.	While	literature	has	explored	in	detail	what	

drives	individuals	to	end	overseas	assignments	(Caligiuri,	2000)	most	

perspectives	focus	on	the	immediate	factors	that	cause	problems	on	

assignments,	such	as	work,	non-work	or	family	factors	(Shaffer	&	Harrison,	

1998)	yet	the	aspect	of	autonomy	itself,	which	may	impact	on	these	more	

broadly	has	been	under-researched.	While	studies	have	confirmed	the	

importance	of	autonomy	in	careers	(Suutari	&	Mäkelä,	2007)	and	recent	

research	in	the	area	of	adolescent	development	has	demonstrated	a	link	between	

autonomy	and	adjustment	(Kwon,	Yoo,	&	Bingham,	2016),	it	has	not	been	
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identified	in	the	context	of	relocation	yet.	However,	in	this	group	a	lack	of	

autonomy	in	location	choice	shaped	individuals’	experiences	in	place	as	well	as	

their	motivations	for	further	mobility.	For	international	management,	further	

research	on	the	link	between	autonomy	and	adjustment	could	be	beneficial	

beyond	its	effect	in	relation	to	organisational	impact.	Autonomy	represents	a	

factor	that	may	add	to	knowledge	on	so-called	‘anticipatory’	adjustment	factors,	

which	are	factors	that	have	impact	on	the	outcome	of	an	assignment	even	before	

it	has	started	(Black	&	Gregerson,	1991).	Thus	far,	adjustment	literature	has	only	

identified	two	factors,	previous	relocation	experience	and	language	knowledge	

(Takeuchi	&	Chen,	2013).	Investigating	autonomy	could	open	up	areas	to	

ascertain	anticipatory	factors	that	may	impact	on	host	country	experiences	prior	

to	a	person’s	departure.	Researching	the	aspect	of	autonomy	related	to	career	

motivations	further	is	thus	interesting	from	both	a	scholar	as	well	as	

organisational	perspective.	On	a	broader	level,	this	requires	an	approach	that	

would	allow	researchers	to	draw	on	different	locations	to	accurately	assess	the	

degree	of	autonomy	participants	experienced,	which	is	most	likely	realised	with	

more	longitudinal	approaches	than	most	studies	currently	take.		

SIEs	and	expats	
In	addition	to	these	findings,	the	study	identified	interesting	aspects	in	

the	context	of	self-initiated	and	organisation-bound	expatriates	(Doherty	et	al.,	

2011;	Inkson,	2005;	Inkson	et	al.,	1997;	Suutari	&	Brewster,	2003).	Hereto,	

research	has	concentrated	on	two	distinct	‘categories’	of	people	who	locate	

abroad	within	organisational	contexts	-	people	who	are	‘sent’	by	their	company	

and	those	who	initiate	the	relocation	themselves.	Termed	self-initiated	

expatriates	(SIEs),	the	latter	are	contrasted	with	regular	expatriates	who	are	

sent	(rather	than	initiate	themselves)	by	their	employer	abroad	and	receive	

special	compensation,	including	financial,	for	their	relocation.	These	new	types	

of	professionals	(McKenna	&	Richardson,	2007)	have	been	coined	“international	

itinerants”	(Banai	&	Harry,	2004),	“independent	internationally	mobile	

professionals	(IIMP)”	(McKenna	&	Richardson,	2007;	Richardson	&	McKenna,	

2006),	“dual	citizens”	or	“free	agents”	(Stroh,	Black,	Mendenhall,	&	Gregersen,	

2005).	In	addition	to	their	different	actual	circumstances	of	relocation,	their	
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motivation	to	move	abroad	in	the	first	place	differs	also.	While	the	above	

mentioned	motivational	factors	have	been	found	to	be	present	for	both	company	

backed	and	self-initiated	expats,	several	studies	have	shown	that	some	of	these	

motivations	are	more	important	for	SIEs	than	for	regular	expats	and	vice	versa.	

For	example,	career-centric	aspects	such	as	career	capital	(Dickmann,	Doherty,	

Mills,	&	Brewster,	2008),	career	ambition	(Suutari	&	Taka,	2004),	adding	value	to	

one’s	career	(Doherty	&	Dickmann,	2008),	professional	development	(Stahl	&	

Cerdin,	2004)	and	career	opportunities	(Yan,	Zhu,	&	Hall,	2002)	have	been	

identified	as	the	major	motivations	for	career	expats,	with	intrinsic	factors	(Stahl	

&	Cerdin,	2004)	such	as	personal	development	and	family	considerations	

(Linehan	&	Walsh,	2000)	ranking	after	that.	In	contrast	to	this,	adventure	and	

exploration	(Inkson,	Arthur,	Pringle	&	Barry,	1997),	excitement	and	escape	

(Richardson	&	Mallon,	2005;	Richardson	&	McKenna,	2003)	along	with	family	

reasons	(Richardson,	2006)	were	identified	as	primary	drivers	for	SIEs.	More	so,	

these	motivations	play	an	important	role	in	the	decision	to	take	up	the	life	of	an	

international	itinerant.	In	her	study	on	2,600	highly	educated	New	Zealanders,	

Thorn	(2009)	found	a	division	of	reasons	for	being	mobile,	clustered	into	three	

groups.	Hereby,	of	the	ten	reasons	to	become	mobile,	only	three	were	related	to	

career,	two	to	economic	motives.	The	rest	were	linked	to	travel	and	relationship	

motives,	whereby	opportunities	for	travel	were	ranked	as	the	single	most	

important	sub-motive.		

	

The	findings	in	this	study	confirm	the	existence	of	the	two	types	

described	above	as	well	as	a	different	motivation	underlying	their	mobilities.	

However,	in	addition,	this	study	demonstrates	that	expats	change	groups,	from	

being	self-initiated	-	and	predominantly	motivated	by	self-realisation	-	to	being	

organisation	bound	-	and	mostly	career	motivated.	Thus	far	the	research	

between	both	groups	has	been	comparative	but	has	not	investigated	potential	

linkages	or	changes	between	them.	As	such,	studies	contrasting	the	two	groups	

directly	have	confirmed	the	existence	of	dichotomous	priorities	in	the	

motivations	to	relocate.	For	example,	in	their	study	on	relocation	decisions	of	

company	backed	and	self-initiated	expats,	Doherty	et	al.	(2011)	demonstrated	

that	in	the	context	of	western	Europe,	the	location	and	host	country	reputation	
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were	significantly	more	important	for	SIEs	in	the	decision	to	relocate,	whereas	

career	factors	more	important	for	company	backed	expats.	Similarly,	Suutari	and	

Brewster	(2001)	identified	that,	compared	to	regular	expats,	SIEs	were	more	

interested	in	an	international	career	and	that	for	them	going	abroad	was	a	way	

to	escape	a	poor	employment	situation	at	home.	The	current	study	confirms	

differences	between	these	groups	but	in	addition,	through	the	identification	of	

normative	transitions	and	turning	points,	adds	further	knowledge	to	advance	

this	area	of	research.	By	demonstrating	that	individuals	change	motivations,	and	

identifying	normative	transitions	and	turning	points	as	different	typologies	of	

this	change	the	research	links	the	two	groups	in	time.	This	has	important	

ramifications	for	studying	SIEs	and	career	expats	going	further.	As	such,	

identifying	these	linkages	could	help	answer	fundamental	questions	in	this	field,	

for	instance	why	individuals	may	leave	organisation-bound	assignments	and	

become	self-initiated	expats.		

	

Examining	transitions,	including	specific	normative	transitions	and	

turning	points	in	individuals’	careers	could	indicate	decisions	to	transition	

between	the	different	types	and	could	help	in	turn	identify	aspects	that	

organisations	may	be	able	to	address	in	this	context.	For	this	it	is	beneficial	to	

employ	approaches	that	recognise	and	link	individuals’	changing	motivations	as	

well	as	the	trajectories	they	exist	in,	such	as	that	of	careers.	Life	course	

approaches	such	as	employed	in	this	study	provide	one	such	way	of	doing	so.	

Balancing	relationships		

In	the	context	of	the	relationship	motivation	the	study	identified	that	

participants	balance	their	relationship	with	their	family’s	dual	careers	over	long	

periods	of	time.	This	is	important	for	studying	motivations	for	international	

assignments	in	the	highly-skilled	population	because	it	indicates	not	just	the	

dependencies	in	dual	career	couples	but	also	the	fluidity	of	roles	in	highly-skilled	

international	employees	themselves.	As	such,	the	findings	contribute	to	a	body	of	

research	that	increasingly	recognises	motivation	and	decision-making	over	

longer	periods	of	time,	with	the	couple	unit	as	a	shared	decision-maker	(Harvey,	

Napier	&	Moeller,	2009).	This	highlights	the	importance	of	individuals’	life	
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course	for	the	motivation	for	mobility	with	ramifications	for	two	particular	areas	

of	international	business	literature:	that	of	boundary	management	between	

career	and	life	domains	as	well	as	human-resource	management	in	international	

business	contexts.	As	such,	boundary	theory	(Nippert-	Clark,	2000;	Eng,	1996;	

Hall	&	Richter,	1988)	demonstrates	that	individuals	manage	overlapping	life	

domains,	such	as	work	and	family	through	a	number	of	strategies	such	as	

actively	segmenting	them	into	discrete	areas	(Nippert-Eng,	1996).	While	

challenging	enough	in	domestic	contexts,	boundary	management	is	more	

difficult	in	expatriate	contexts	because	the	organisation	plays	a	central	role	in	

individuals’	lives	in	terms	of	work,	social	and	cultural	domains	(Black	et	al.,	

1991;	Bhaskar-Shrinivas	et al.,	2005;	Glanz,	Williams	&	Hoeksema	2001;	Farh,	

Bartol,	Shapiro,	&	Shin,	2010).	In	addition,	for	the	individual	that	follows	their	

partner’s	career,	this	often	means	giving	up	their	own	career	ambitions	(Harvey,	

1998).	The	decision	to	go	abroad	as	a	dual	career	couple	therefore	may	entail	for	

them	a	loss	of	boundary	flexibility	–	the	degree	to	which	an	individual	perceives	

that	he	or	she	is	free	from	personal	or	situational	constraints	that	affect	his	or	

her	boundary	management	(Matthews	&	Barnes-Farrell,	2010).	While	these	

studies	demonstrate	the	complexities	of	managing	dual	careers	in	mobility,	the	

findings	from	the	present	research	demonstrate	that	participants	manage	them	

over	long	periods	of	time,	‘tagging	team’	with	their	careers	and	family	roles.	This	

suggests	a	possible	avenue	for	exploring	boundary	management	in	the	expat	

population	that	has	not	been	discussed	before.	For	this,	an	expansion	of	the	

concepts	that	pertain	to	the	literature	of	boundary	management	is	required,	in	

particular	in	relation	to	the	timeframes	that	are	considered	in	the	context	of	

decision-making	on	mobility.	As	such,	all	identified	studies	in	this	area	discuss	

decision-making	in	relation	to	one-time	decisions	(Brown,	2008;	Moore,	2002;	

Harvey,	1998,	1996)	rather	than	over	multiple	mobilities	as	is	the	case	for	

participants	in	the	present	research.	They	thus	fail	to	consider	the	fluidity	of	the	

different	roles	that	highly-skilled	migrants	take	on,	as	well	as	have	the	potential	

to	mischaracterise	the	individuals	undertaking	mobility.	There	is	for	instance	

evidence	that	female	migrants	make	deliberate	choices	around	when	and	how	to	

engage	in	family	migration	in	the	context	of	mobility	from	developing	into	

developed	countries,	(Ryan,	2008)	giving	weight	to	the	assertion	that	moving	for	
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a	relationship	is	strategic	rather	than	because	of	a	lack	of	choice	that	may	be	

gender	driven.	Given	the	majority	of	participants	who	moved	to	balance	their	

relationships	were	female,	the	current	findings	support	this	argument.	

	

The	second	contribution	of	these	findings	relates	to	research	on	the	

selection	criteria	for	expatriation.	So	far,	job-related	aspects	such	as	technical	

competence	or	past	performance	prevail	as	the	dominant	selection	criteria	

(Tharenou	&	Harvey	2006;	Tharenou	2007;	Levy-Leboyer 1994),	along	with	

personality	characteristics	(Barrick	&	Mount,	1991)	and,	increasingly,	soft	skills	

(Caligiuri 2000). However, except for Harvey,	Napier	&	Moeller	(2009),	no	

research	has	placed	emphasis	on	including	life	cycle	aspects	into	expatriate	

selection.	Doing	so,	however,	could	increase	our	ability	to	better	consider	other	

roles	outside	of	work	in	individuals’	aspects	of	career	planning	beyond	those	

related	to	being	a	spouse.	Extending	our	understanding	of	expatriates	to	be	more	

inclusive	of	their	other	roles	outside	work	would	be	beneficial	from	several	

perspectives.	First	it	would	potentially	enable	organisations	to	support	

transitions	from	work	to	non-work	roles	better,	second	it	would	offer	

opportunities	for	organisations	to	expand	their	talent	pool	beyond	individuals	

currently	focussed	on	careers	to	candidates	being	in	different	roles	but	

potentially	interested	in	career	roles	in	the	future.	This	expansion	also	requires	

an	inclusion	of	longitudinal	data	on	motivation	as	I	have	argued	in	earlier	parts	

of	this	chapter.	

Research	on	mobility	groups		

Together	with	a	broader	inclusion	of	research	on	different	domains	in	

participants’	lives,	existing	research	on	various	migrant	and	mobility	‘groups’,	

including	those	of	expats,	SIEs,	and	international	itinerants,	could	benefit	our	

understanding	of	mobility.	This	study	provides	a	model	for	linking	not	just	

different	motivations	but	research	on	different	groups,	which	could	be	utilised	

better	in	combination	with	each	other.	A	number	of	researchers	have	argued	for	

an	approach	incorporating	different	mobility	‘groups’	(Bochove,	2015,	Brubaker,	

2004).	Doing	so	requires	an	extension	of	the	investigation	of	motives	beyond	

fixed	groups	such	as	career-	or	self-initiated	expats	because	by	definition,	these	
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are	characterised	by	one	type	of	motivational	factors	–	those	that	are	either	

career	or	somewhat	more	personal-development	oriented.	Only	going	beyond	

these	boundaries	will	allow	us	to	include	other	relevant	factors	that	are	

currently	excluded	from	the	discussion.	Introducing	these	will	facilitate	a	better	

understanding	of	mobility.	Recently	it	has	been	found,	for	example,	that	students’	

mobility	pathways	remain	complex	even	after	gaining	first	employment	(Sage	et	

al.,	2013)	and	that	therefore	the	assumption	that	students	stay	in	place	once	

graduated	does	not	necessarily	hold	true.	Equally,	research	on	groups	who	are	

currently	outside	of	the	traditional	international	business	literature,	such	as	‘life-

style	migrants’	(Benson,	2014),	‘love’-	and	‘environmental’	migrants	are	part	of	

the	increasing	number	of	differently	motivated	migrant	groups	(King,	2002)	who	

could	all	be	relevant	for	understanding	international	career	motivations	and	

contribute	to	a	global	labour	market.		

	

The	current	research	questions	the	applicability	of	migrant	group	labels	

as	useful	research	paradigms.	As	in	the	present	study,	many	researchers	have	

noted	that	today	more	people	can	change	from	being	in	one	mobility	‘group’	to	

the	next,	either	in	separate	or	the	same	relocations,	for	example	self-initiated	

expats	can	change	their	status	to	becoming	permanent	migrants	(Al	Ariss	&	Syed,	

2011)	and	‘classic’	labour	migrants	have	other	than	just	financial	motives	for	

relocation,	such	as	to	build	international	careers	(Al	Ariss	&	Özbilgin,	2010).	

Indeed,	calls	for	an	approach	bridging	terminology,	groups	and	disciplines	have	

been	made	repeatedly.	Brubaker	(2004)	amongst	others	has	argued	that	the	

dissection	of	research	into	groups,	such	as	expat	or	students	needs	to	be	

overturned	in	favour	of	examining	the	whole	individual,	‘beyond	groupism’	

because	it	does	not	reflect	the	complex	reality	of	today’s	migration	patterns.		

	

Similarly	research	in	international	management	has	questioned	the	

validity	of	categories	such	as	‘expat’	(McKenna	&	Richardson,	2016;	Kunz,	2016),	

voicing	the	recognition	that	the	study	of	motivations	for	international	careers	

has	to	go	beyond	the	existing	focus	on	career	and	self-initiated	expats:		“It	has	

become	clear	that	in	many	cases	the	sharp	division	between	expatriates	and	

migrants,	both	in	reality	and	in	our	thinking,	makes	little	sense	and	that	some	
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people	sent	as	expatriates	settle	down	in	their	new	country	and	many	migrants	

return	home	after	a	short	period.”	(Brewster,	Bonache,	Cerdin,	&	Suutari,	2014,	

p.	1927).	As	demonstrated	in	this	study,	people	‘change	groups’	(McNulty	&	

Vance,	2017;	Al	Ariss,	Koall,	Özbilgin,	&	Suutari,	2012).	Ignoring	this	fact	due	to	

disciplinary	traditions	represents	not	just	a	loss	of	richness	in	data	but	an	

inaccurate	representation	of	individuals’	lives.		

	

Integrating	these	findings	requires	an	extension	of	the	current	discipline-

bound	knowledge	base	that	most	research	on	highly-skilled	mobility	draws	on	

(Bochove,	2015).	This	includes	an	extension	beyond	the	current	practices	of	the	

international	business	literature.	One	way	to	achieve	this	is	to	adjust	recruitment	

criteria	to	include	different	modes	of	work	and	mobilities	and	examine	the	

transitions	and	intersections	between	those.	As	the	current	research	

demonstrates,	work	histories,	especially	in	mobility	are	rarely	neat.	Discipline-

focussed	criteria,	such	as	boundedness	to	or	positions	within	organisations	could	

exclude	valuable	aspects	of	individuals’	mobility	histories	that	we	could	learn	

from.	In	turn,	integrating	research	on	different	mobility	groups	to	understand	

mobility	over	time	would	allow	for	a	more	rounded	understanding	of	

motivations	than	currently	possible.	

	

To	include	a	more	diverse	mix	of	migrant	groups	in	mobility	research,	

existing	terminology	employed	in	the	international	business	discipline	requires	

expansion.	For	example,	while	workers	from	Western	countries	are	termed	

‘expatriates’,	this	does	not	apply	to	non-Western	counterparts.	Only	a	small	

amount	of	studies	includes	expatriates	from	non-Western	countries	(Agullo	&	

Egawa,	2009;	Al	Ariss	&	Özbilgin,	2010;	Al	Ariss	&	Syed,	2011).	More	often	these	

are	termed	‘knowledge	workers’	and	‘migrants’	rather	than	career	expats	or	

SIEs,	albeit	with	some	exceptions	(Al	Ariss	&	Özbilgin,	2010).	Noting	this	point	in	

their	review	of	SIEs	and	the	migration	literature,	Doherty	et	al.	(2013)	observe	a	

dichotomous	discussion	of	careers	in	the	international	context.	Whereas	in	the	

context	of	Western	SIEs	the	emphasis	is	placed	on	individuals’	agency	and	the	

advantages	and	enablers	that	international	experiences	bring	to	them,	in	the	

context	of	SIE’s	from	developing	countries,	the	discussion	centers	around	
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barriers	rather	than	self-initiated	careers.	SIEs	from	developing	countries	are	

thus	excluded	from	the	discussion	concerning	international	careers,	and	this	in	

turn	constrains	the	discussion	itself	to	a	very	specific	set	of	actors	and	contexts,	

potentially	leading	to	gaps	in	understanding	the	complexity	of	migration.	

	

Finally,	to	enable	the	aforementioned	changes,	it	is	advantageous	to	

utilise	qualitative	research	methods,	which	lend	themselves	better	to	facilitating	

knowledge	on	individuals’	various	memberships	in	different	mobility	groups	

throughout	mobility.	In	addition	to	this,	more	long-term	approaches	are	

required.	Indeed,	there	has	been	a	recognition	that	research	on	expats	and	SIEs	

focuses	overwhelmingly	on	short-term	outcomes,	thus	limiting	knowledge	of	the	

consequences	of	international	career	contexts	(Brewster	et	al.,	2014).	Methods	

allowing	for	retrieval	of	participants’	histories	over	longer	periods	of	time,	such	

as	narrative	or	biographical	approaches,	are	therefore	critical.		

Experience	and	motivation	for	further	mobility	

The	study	identified	that	participants’	experience	in	place	is	impacted	by	

a	number	of	factors	outside	their	control,	two	of	which	are	often	timeframes	of	

mobility	and	the	expat	community.	As	these	factors	differed	throughout	

participants’	various	relocations,	their	experiences	as	migrants	did	so	

accordingly.	This	finding	is	significant	in	two	ways.	While	contextual	factors	

impacting	on	adjustment	have	received	significant	attention	in	the	literature,	the	

findings	identified	in	the	current	study	represent	an	exception.	As	such,	the	

impact	of	time	on	adjustment	has	thus	far	only	been	discussed	in	the	context	of	

previous	overseas	experience	(Konopaske	&	Werner,	2005)	not	in	terms	of	more	

complex	dimensions	as	done	in	this	study.	Likewise,	earlier	studies	have	

highlighted	the	importance	of	social	relationships	in	the	host	country	to	

adjustment	but	have	emphasised	the	organisation’s	role	in	facilitating	those	(Toh	

&	Denisi,	2007).		

	

This	study	found	that	expat	communities,	which	represent	one	way	of	

such	facilitation,	may	have	a	negative	impact	on	adjustment,	posing	important	

implications	for	research	in	the	area	of	international	management.	Research	into	
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individuals’	mobility	experiences	has	identified	that	organisations	play	a	

significant	role	for	expatriate	adjustment,	(Black	et	al.,	1991;	Bhaskar-Shrinivas	

et al.,	2005),	and	that	they	in	addition	to	logistical	support	often	act	as	‘cultural	

brokers’	(Glanz,	Williams	&	Hoeksema,	2001).	This	extends	to	expatriate	

networks,	which	provide	an	important	source	of	in-country	support	(Farh,	

Bartol,	Shapiro,	&	Shin,	2010),	facilitating	adjustment.	Very	little	research,	

however,	has	conceptualised	expat	networks	as	a	potential	negative	influence	on	

expatriate	adjustment,	as	the	data	in	this	study	suggests.	Li	and	Jackson	(2015)	

for	example	describe	expats’	lives	in	China	as	‘a	parallel	universe’.	Other	research	

argues	that	expat	circles	can	reduce	access	to	locals	(Harrison	&	Michailova,	

2012)	to	the	point	of	arguing	that	extended	exposure	to	expat	networks	can	

isolate	people	(Beaverstock,	2002;	Nowicka,	2012).	Some	authors	have	posited	

that	this	is	a	deliberate	choice	and	that	expats	‘manage’	the	exposure	of	their	

relationships	with	locals	(Nowicka,	2012).	While	this	was	true	for	my	group	to	

an	extent,	this	deliberate	choice	was	seriously	constrained	by	the	three	factors	I	

discussed	earlier.	Their	pre-arranged	housing,	the	fact	that	their	first	point	of	

contact	was	with	expats,	and	the	contrast	between	ease	of	interaction	with	

expats	in	oppose	to	meeting	locals.	Choosing	expats	over	locals	was	therefore	

less	of	a	calculated	behaviour	rather	than	a	necessary	and	convenient	

arrangement.	In	this	sense,	their	experience	of	place	was	impacted	by	factors	

that	they	had	little	control	over.		

	

In	this	context,	the	study	highlights	the	role	that	organisations	may	play	

in	impacting	motivation	for	mobility	as	they	typically	create	or	influence	these	

contexts.	While	the	impact	of	organisations	on	assignment	outcomes	is	well-

researched	(Bolino,	2007;	Lazarova	&	Cerdin,	2007;	Suutari	&	Brewster,	2003),	

the	influence	of	assignment	outcomes	on	further	mobility	has	not	been	examined	

yet.	More	so,	with	some	exceptions	(Claus,	Lungu,	&	Bhattacharjee,	2011)	the	

identified	factors	that	are	shaped	by	organisations	and	that	impact	assignment	

outcomes,	for	example	spousal	support,	have	not	been	looked	at	in	combination	

with	one	another	but	only	separately	to	each	other	(Brewster	et	al.	2014).	The	

current	study	extends	our	knowledge	on	the	role	of	these	factors	play	in	

significant	ways.	It	examines	mobility	experiences	not	just	as	an	outcome	(e.g.	in	
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the	context	of	adjustment)	but	as	a	pre-event	to	further	mobility.	In	the	context	

of	multiple	mobilities,	it	thus	opens	avenues	to	explore	possible	cumulative	

effects	of	experiences	in	mobility	–	both	in	terms	of	the	types	of	factors	and	over	

time	-	and	their	impact	on	the	motivation	and	experience	of	further	mobility.	An	

approach	allowing	such	investigations,	incorporating	multiple	mobility	episodes	

over	longer	periods	of	time	is	therefore	suggested.	

Present-	and	future	focused	coping	strategies		
In	answering	the	research	question	as	to	why	participants	engage	in	

repeated	mobility	it	was	important	to	understand	which	factors	support	

individuals	to	do	so.	The	current	study	demonstrates	how	participants	use	a	

number	of	coping	mechanisms	that	help	them	sustain	repeated	mobility.	They	

engage	in	splitting	across	several	areas	of	their	lives:	in	relation	to	their	concepts	

of	home,	their	national	cultural	identity	and	their	social	groups.	They	also	

position	themselves	as	different	in	relation	to	others.	A	number	of	these	

strategies	have	been	identified	in	other	research.	Splitting	is	a	well-known	

concept	in	psycho-analytic	literature,	where	it	has	been	discussed	as	a	coping	

response	to	migration	(Akhtar,	1999).	Participants’	different	perceptions	of	their	

past,	present	and	future	in	relation	to	their	physical	presence	as	well	as	their	

anticipation	of	leaving	has	been	discussed	in	the	context	of	liminal	time	

(Cwerner,	2001).	Likewise,	previous	research	has	identified	that	seeing	

themselves	as	different	may	help	individuals	to	cope	with	mobility	(Butcher,	

2009).	The	mechanisms	identified	in	the	current	study	are	interesting	because	in	

the	context	of	repeated	mobility	individuals	cope	not	just	with	the	current	move	

but	in	doing	so	prepare	themselves	for	future	mobility.	As	discussed	earlier,	the	

specific	coping	strategies	include	mindsets	and	practices	that	are	transferrable	

to	any	other	place	in	the	future.	Some	of	them,	in	particular	the	imagination	of	

future	homes	and	seeing	themselves	as	different	went	beyond	coping	in	one	

place	but	prepared	participants	to	leave	to	the	next	place	in	the	future.	This	

hereto-unidentified	finding	has	important	implications	for	research	on	coping	

and	mobility.	It	demonstrates	that	particular	strategies	of	coping	in	one	place	

may	facilitate	individuals’	motivation	to	engage	in	further	mobility,	essentially	

demonstrating	that	some	coping	strategies	are	both	current-	and	future	focused.	
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This	is	a	novel	idea	in	a	context	in	which	research	on	coping	strategies	has	

been	focused	exclusively	on	the	past	and	present.	For	instance,	earlier	studies	

have	identified	that	previous	relocation	experience	helps	individuals	to	cope	

with	the	demands	of	mobility.	Social	learning	theory	(Bandura,	1977),	as	an	

example,	argues	that	individuals	acquire	skills	to	cope	with	uncertainty	in	

mobility	through	observation,	modelling	and	reinforcement.	Other	studies	

showed	that	previous	mobility	helps	set	realistic	expectations,	which	in	turn	

helps	coping	(Searle	&	Ward,	1990;	Weissman	&	Furnham,	1987).	However,	

while	these	studies	have	focused	on	how	retrospective	experiences	impact	

coping	in	the	present,	no	research	to	date	has	identified	how	specific	coping	

strategies	in	the	present	may	influence	the	motivation	to	move	again	in	the	

future,	as	has	been	done	in	the	current	research.	To	understand	this	aspect	

better,	future	studies	could	examine	the	effect	between	specific	coping	strategies	

and	the	motivation	for	further	mobility	more	closely.	For	instance,	identifying	

other	ways	in	which	individuals	cope	in	place	while	also	focusing	on	future	

mobility	could	solidify	the	argument	of	simultaneously	current	and	future-

focused	coping	strategies.	Studies	could	also	examine	retrospectively	which	

coping	strategies	individuals	transferred	from	one	location	to	the	next	to	

understand	this	aspect	better.	Overall,	research	that	is	able	to	link	current	

experiences	in	place	with	the	motivation	to	engage	in	further	mobility	is	helpful	

in	narrowing	this	research	gap	further.	

National	cultural	identity	as	a	supporting	factor	for	repeated	mobility		

In	the	context	of	coping,	the	current	research	identified	that	participants	

perceived	and	used	their	national	cultural	identity	as	fluid,	at	times	highlighting	

it,	at	others	underplaying	it	to	suit	their	goals.	This	brings	up	interesting	

questions	about	the	supporting	role	that	national	cultural	identity	can	play	in	the	

motivation	for	mobility,	and	more	specifically	its	fluidity.	Earlier	research	has	

demonstrated	that	individuals	undergo	shifts	in	their	identities,	including	in	

their	national	cultural	identities	when	they	engage	in	mobility,	which	can	cause	

strain	upon	re-entry	to	their	home	culture	(Kohonen,	2008).	However,	the	

strategies	identified	in	this	research	that	supported	coping	in	place	were	more	
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closely	aligned	with	an	identity	that	is	fluid	and	malleable	and	able	to	reconcile	

elements	of	the	home	and	foreign	culture	alike.	This	is	particularly	interesting	

when	studying	specific	national	cultural	identities	because	how	individuals	

practice	and	sustain	the	relationships	to	their	national	cultures	varies	

considerably	from	culture	to	culture	and	from	individual	to	individual	(Bönisch-

Brednich,	2002).	Germans	abroad	represent	an	especially	suitable	subject	in	this	

context	because	it	has	been	recognised	that	their	cultural	practices	are	highly	

individualised	and	fluid	(Everke	Buchanan,	2007).	To	extend	this	finding,	it	

would	be	valuable	to	examine	the	relationship	between	fluid	national	cultural	

identity	and	individuals	from	cultures	other	than	Germany.	For	instance,	

comparing	findings	with	groups	where	there	is	more	pressure	to	conform	to	

cultural	practices	within	the	community	(Caxaj	&	Gill,	2017)	or	where	the	home	

state	exerts	pressure	to	uphold	ties	with	the	homeland	would	be	helpful	in	future	

research.	

Historic	research	on	Germans	abroad	demonstrates	that	these	factors	

were	present	in	German	communities	abroad.	They	contributed	to	at	times	

complex	acculturation	experiences	(O’Donnell	et	al.,	2010).	As	such,	in	oppose	to	

citizens	from	other	countries	abroad,	the	German	state	and	different	interest	

groups	saw	German	migrants	as	valuable	‘assets’1.	As	a	consequence,	the	state	

attempted	in	various	ways	to	retain	the	immigrants’	culture	abroad	as	‘German’	

as	possible.	The	formation	and	promotion	of	colonial	and	patriotic	societies	is	

one	example	of	this.	These	societies	led	campaigns	to	direct	migrants	towards	

countries	where	they	would	be	able	to	retain	their	Germanness	more	readily.	It	

also	included	setting	up	colonialist	magazines	such	as	Kolonie	und	Heimat,	that	

propagated	the	holding	up	of	German	culture	abroad	(O'Donnell	et	al.,	2005).	

Yet,	while	overall	initiatives	such	as	these	were	employed	to	rather	minimal	

success	(Sargent,	2005),	these	historic	accounts	demonstrate	that	German	

migration	experiences	in	the	past	were	constrained	by	the	interference	of	the	

state.	While	for	example	the	idea	of	community	magazines	and	patriotic	societies	

may	appear	somewhat	old-fashioned	today,	there	are	other	aspects	of	
																																																								
1	While	always	being	tied	to	economical	and	political	developments	(famines	and	war),	the	perception	of	these	emigrants	
within	Germany	only	changed	significantly	towards	the	end	of	the	three	transatlantic	migration	waves	of	the	1840s,	50s	
and	70s	and	the	introduction	of	the	first	federal	citizenship	law	in	1870.	For	the	first	time,	the	law	extended	rights	and	
citizenship	to	Germans	migrating	within	German	states	as	well	as	for	the	first	time	allowing	German	migrants	overseas	to	
retain	citizenship	if	registered	with	the	German	consulate	there.	
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Germanness	that	shaped	the	migration	experience	in	the	past	that	could	also	

permeate	other	transnational	communities	today.		

	

One	such	example	is	that	of	the	concept	of	‘Heimat’.	‘Heimat’,	which	in	its	

original	meaning	conveys	a	sense	of	belonging	tied	to	a	place,	had	historically	an	

important	function	in	German	communities	abroad.	On	the	one	hand	it	helped	

overcome	migrants’	differences	stemming	from	their	different	regional	origins	

and	political	viewpoints.	It	helped	form	a	uniting	bond	that	crossed	political	

interests	and	regionalism	and	helped	Germans	see	themselves	as	a	united	people	

who	in	noble	ways	contributed	to	their	new	countries	of	residence.	On	the	other	

hand	it	was	used	by	the	German	state	to	tie	its	citizens	to	the	homeland,	allowing	

to	transport	the	immigrants’	local	sense	of	belonging	to	a	place	far	away	while	

still	being	part	of	the	‘great	nation’	of	a	post-unified	Germany	(Lekan,	2005).	

Heimat,	therefore,	united	Germans	abroad	in	their	chosen	place	of	migration	and	

at	the	same	time	positioned	themselves	in	relation	to	their	German	homeland	

abroad.		

	

Both	of	these	aspects	–	relationship	with	migrants’	communities	and	

positioning	towards	the	homeland	-	are	fundamental	to	most	migration	

experiences	and	not	limited	to	a	certain	timeframe	in	history.	Indeed,	current,	

albeit	sparse,	research	shows	that	the	concept	of	Heimat	is	still	relevant	to	

German	migrants	today	but	that	it	is	practiced	very	differently	than	was	the	case	

historically	(Bönisch-Brednich,	2002;	Everke	Buchanan,	2007).	Bönisch-

Brednich	(2002)	for	instance	demonstrates	that	Germans	today	do	not	migrate	

forever	but	see	this	as	a	migration	for	a	certain	time,	thus	potentially	limiting	the	

relationship	to	community.	Equally,	German	cultural	practices,	such	as	to	speak	

the	German	language	and	observe	traditional	holidays	have	changed	Now	the	

‘living	out’	of	German	culture	remains	largely	individualised	and	private	(Everke	

Buchanan,	2007),	further	adding	to	this	assertion.	Given	these	historical	changes	

of	cultural	practices	in	one	community	alone,	future	research	should	explore	

similar	change	patterns	in	other	cultural	groups.		



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 234	
	

	

Current	German	mobility	experiences		

More	broadly	on	the	topic	of	national	cultural	identity,	the	study	

contributes	to	a	better	understanding	of	how	contemporary	German	highly-

skilled	migrants	engage	in	mobility.	Existing	studies	on	current	German	mobility	

have	covered	a	limited	scope,	with	the	little	research	available	focusing	on	single	

mobility	and	on	one	particular	group,	such	as	those	of	student,	career	or	lifestyle	

mobility	and	on	mobility	within	Europe.	For	example,	studies	have	explored	

different	areas	such	as	the	Canary	Islands	(Breuer,	2003)	and	the	Costa	Blanca	

(Holer	&	Terkessidis,	2006)	while	other	research	has	explored	German	student	

mobility	with	the	EU	(Carlson,	2013).	A	considerable	body	of	work	has	analysed	

the	motivations	of	highly-skilled	and	skilled	Germans	for	initial	mobility	(e.g.	

Sauer,	2007,	Verwiebe,	Mau,	Seidel,	&	Kathmann,	2010),	their	partners	(Kupka	&	

Cathro,	2007),	and	children	(Sander,	2016).	While	acknowledging	that	this	

group’s	mobility	patterns	are	often	fluid	and	that	they	may	migrate	repeatedly,	

existing	research	has	not	explored	the	changes	in	motivation	or	the	

circumstances	influencing	these	changes.		

	

The	current	study	expands	the	knowledge	base	on	contemporary	German	

mobility	significantly	as	it	traces	repeated	mobility	in	this	group.	It	thus	provides	

information	on	a	broader	variety	of	experiences	than	single	migrations	within	

one	geographical	space	and	captures	different	motivations	than	just	those	

related	to	lifestyle.	It	also	traces	two	different	pathways	into	mobility	and	

captured	three	different	pathway	outcomes	(return,	settling,	further	mobility).	

This	is	critical	given	there	is	very	little	knowledge	on	the	movements	of	Germans	

after	their	initial	move,	not	least	due	to	the	lack	of	integration	between	different	

countries’	migration	systems	(Sauer	&	Ette,	2007).	Considering	that	these	highly-

skilled	Germans	represent	a	valuable	human	resource	for	the	German	labour	

market,	this	study	provides	an	important	first	step	in	understanding	this	group’s	

mobility	behaviour.	

	

In	this	context,	the	question	of	national	belonging	is	particularly	

interesting	–	are	Germans	who	engage	in	repeated	mobility	likely	to	return	

because	they,	after	all,	remain	German?	The	study	suggests	otherwise.	
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Participants	in	this	study	negotiate	feelings	of	being	German	with	

cosmopolitanism,	which	is	agnostic	to	national	cultural	belonging.	The	sample	in	

this	study	formed	an	identity	that	is	different	to	that	of	the	Germans	they	know	

at	home,	that	have	only	migrated	to	one	place,	or	lived	in	different	places	but	

only	for	short	periods	of	time.	In	the	context	of	repeated	mobility,	participants’	

view	of	themselves	is	linked	to	agency,	their	ability	to	create	various	homes	in	

different	places	simultaneously.	In	contrast	to	this	they	perceive	their	roots	to	be	

in	Germany	and	themselves	to	be	and	to	remain	German,	despite	attempts	to	

shed	this	identity.	Because	of	their	positive	association	with	repeated	mobility	

and	their	simultaneous	groundedness	in	their	German	roots	they	do	not	

experience	conflict	or	difficulty	reconciling	previous,	current	and	future	homes	

as	has	been	depicted	in	some	research	on	similar	transnational	groups	(Walsh,	

2006;	Butcher,	2009).	Because	they	will	always	remain	German	they	will	not	

have	to	fear	loosing	their	Germanness.	This	is	aided	by	easy	access	to	travel	and	

communication.	Thus,	rather	than	rejecting	or	fixating	on	their	Germanness	as	a	

response	to	the	uncertainty	of	mobility	(Ahmed,	2004),	their	being	abroad	

allows	these	participants	to	define	themselves	anew	as	different	-	and	this	often	

implies	better	-	than	the	Germans	at	home.	This	picture	is	consistent	with	the	

description	of	cosmopolitans	in	literature,	who	“draws	strength	from	being	at	

home	in	a	variety	of	contexts”	(Giddens,	1991,	p.	190).	Escher	(2006)	argues	that	

individuals	can	achieve	this	strength	because	migration	creates	opportunities	for	

them	to	increase	their	scopes	of	action	and	belonging,	in	which	they	may	

establish	new	identities	for	themselves.	

	

Indeed,	participants’	scope	of	action,	their	ability	to	choose	where	to	live	

right	now	was	what	differentiated	them	strongly	from	typical	migrants	who	are	

most	often	depicted	in	literature	on	Heimat.	Consider	Brah’s	(1996)	research,	

where	migrants	long	for	a	feeling	of	home,	and	experience	a	“homing	desire”	(p.	

190),	which	causes	them	to	contest	their	different	homes	over	and	over	again.	In	

those	accounts,	migrants	are	torn	between	an	ongoing	longing	towards	Heimat	

and	the	place	they	live	in	now.	Even	research	on	transnational	frequent	migrants	

depicts	its	subjects	as	constantly	experiencing	tension	and	loss	in	leaving	their	

first	homes	(Butcher,	2009).	In	contrast,	in	the	current	group	there	was	no	such	
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conflict,	participants	felt	clear	about	their	delineations,	which	were	a	matter	of	

choice	in	this	moment.	Participants	in	the	present	study	can	thus	be	seen	as	

cosmopolitans,	which	Hill	(2000)	describes	as,	“individuals	who,	against	their	

origins,	choose	a	transnational	identity	situated	at	the	crossing	of	boundaries”	

who	possess	“a	weaned	identity”	(p.	7).		

	

These	accounts	demonstrate	participants’	clear	identification	as	being	

between	states	and	cultures,	belonging	to	several	places	at	the	same	time	while	

experiencing	comfort	in	this	position.	Not	one	of	the	participants	talked	about	

being	divided	or	having	serious	doubts	about	where	they	belonged.	Instead,	they	

based	their	views	on	themselves	in	a	position	of	fluidity	and	possibility,	much	

discussed	in	literature	on	modern	migration	contexts	such	as	transnationalism	

(Vertovec,	2001),	and	cosmopolitanism	(Calhoun,	2003).	These	concepts	stress	

that	while	a	belonging	to	several	places	has	to	be	inherently	and	by	necessity	

juxtaposed,	people	who	live	in	multiple	places	base	their	identities	on	

successfully	navigating,	negotiating	and	managing	these.	In	this	sense	they	align	

with	the	concept	of	the	‘cosmopolitan	patriot’	(Appiah,	1998),	migrants	that	are	

cosmopolitan	in	their	outlook	yet	who	remain	‘rooted’	in	their	native	culture	

(Beck,	2003;	Stanton,	2006)	wherever	they	go.		

Yet,	while	‘rooted’	cosmopolitans	practice	a	connection	to	their	home	

country	through	sustaining	cultural	practices,	the	participants	in	this	study	did	

not	feel	a	strong	need	to	do	so,	maybe	apart	from	checking	the	news	weekly.	This	

fact	is	most	certainly	furthered	by	the	lack	of	necessity	in	engaging	with	other	

Germans	on	a	deeper	basis	–	the	ease	of	communication	and	travel	allow	for	easy	

upkeep	of	language	and	knowledge	on	Germany	as	well	as	social	contacts	there.	

While	being	different	from	the	assertions	on	‘rooted’	cosmopolitanism,	this	also	

differs	from	existing	research	that	focuses	on	single	migrations,	which,	at	least	in	

the	past,	were	often	long-term,	and	in	which	migrants	had	rarely	the	option	of	

return.	In	those	studies,	the	Germans	abroad	sought	out	other	Germans	to	keep	

up	their	culture	and	own	German	identity	(Schulze,	Skidmore,	John,	Liebscher,	&	

Siebel-Achenback,	2006).	However,	in	the	current	study,	most	often	participants’	

engagement	with	their	Germanness	is	unsolicited	and	stems	from	their	foreign	

environment,	which	reminds	them	that	they	are	indeed	German	and	
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consequently	they	have	to	take	position	in	relation	to	it.	Participants’	‘use’	of	

their	Germanness	in	opportune	moments	as	an	advantageous	commodity	

demonstrates	further	a	certain	emotional	removal	of	Germanness	in	their	

present-day-identity.	In	this	sense,	this	group	of	Germans	can	be	best	described	

as	‘reluctant	rooted	cosmopolitans’.		

	

These	findings	contribute	new	knowledge	on	the	possible	effects	of	

repeated	mobility	on	cultural	identity	in	this	group.	Based	on	the	findings	in	this	

study	it	is	possible	to	posit	that	with	increased	mobility	the	connection	to	

Germany	diminishes	and	remains	important	only	as	part	of	individuals’	personal	

biography,	an	assertion	which	provides	interesting	avenues	for	further	study.		

Future	research	into	the	topic	could	examine	how	the	identified	patterns	relate	

to	groups	with	different	characteristics,	for	instance	how	perceptions	and	

behaviour	of	individuals	may	change	across	the	lifespan	or	across	different	

contexts	in	which	individuals	make	decisions	about	a	return	home	or	further	

mobility.	The	current	research,	for	example,	examines	turning	points	

surrounding	the	birth	of	children.	This	provides	reason	to	believe	that	at	certain	

times	in	personal	biographies	cultural	aspects	could	hold	more	importance	than	

at	other	times.	It	could	also	be	expanded	to	examine	other	variables	surrounding		

mobility	experiences,	such	as	timeframes	or	frequency	of	mobility	to	understand	

the	impact	on	individuals’	feeling	of	belonging.		

Implications	for	practice	

This	study	has	implications	for	repeat	migrants,	policy	makers	and	

international	employers.	It	is	a	study	of	repeated	migrants’	perspectives.	

Therefore,	an	initial	consideration	is	the	potential	implications	of	this	research	

for	other	repeat	migrants.	The	participants	in	this	study	reported	that	they	found	

it	a	valuable	experience	to	have	opportunities	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility.	

Based	on	their	comments,	the	resulting	framework	can	potentially	assist	other	

repeat	migrants	to	reflect	on:	their	motivations	to	engage	in	mobility,	the	

changes	and	implications	this	brings	to	their	lives,	the	learnings	and	

enrichments.	It	can	further	assist	to	reflect	on	the	challenges	repeated	mobility	

entails	and	how	repeat	migrants	differ	in	the	ways	they	perceive	things	and	
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pursue	their	lives.	In	short,	the	framework	provides	a	tool	for	repeat	migrants	to	

explore	the	motivations	behind	their	decisions	to	engage	in	repeated	mobility	

and	how	this	is	influenced	by	their	disposition	and	environment.	 

Considering	multiple	trajectories	
The	finding	that	motivations	change	over	the	course	of	different	

mobilities	demonstrates	a	need	for	organisations	to	consider	individuals’	whole	

lives,	including	their	history	and	future	aspirations,	rather	than	only	single	

trajectories	such	as	the	present	career,	when	aiming	to	recruit	or	to	retain	

international	talent.	In	addition	to	devising	strategies	based	on	candidates’	

career	or	financial	motivations	it	is	recommended	to	include	strategies	targeted	

at	individuals	who	move	out	of	self-realisation	or	personal	reasons	while	being	

employed	by	an	organisation.	Organisations	could	target	these	candidates	by	

recruiting	more	widely	from	a	broader	range	of	candidates	and	by	offering	more	

flexible	work	options.	For	example,	for	candidates	who	are	moving	out	of	self-

realisation	motivations	organisations	may	consider	employment	options	with	

additional	leave	entitlements	or	job	share	arrangements	which	would	allow	

employees	more	time	to	develop	personally	while	working	for	the	organisation.		

	

Equally,	existing	support	schemes	for	spouses	could	be	extended	to	focus	

on	their	skills	and	on	developing	them	further	or	to	offer,	potentially	job-sharing	

schemes	so	as	to	provide	an	opportunity	for	career	development	in	both	the	

employee	and	their	partner.	Considering	the	study’s	findings	that	motivations	

change	throughout	the	life	course	organisations	would	be	advised	to	take	a	long-

term	view	on	engaging	individuals	throughout	and	beyond	their	employment	

period.	Having	regular	check-ins	with	employees	on	their	motivation	during	

employment	and	afterwards	and	having	systems	to	track	these	may	help	in	

identifying	candidates	as	they	move	in	and	out	of	certain	motivations	and	life	

phases.	These	systems	could	also	help	in	predicting	possible	changes	in	

individuals’	life	trajectories	which	organisations	may	then	be	able	to	react	to	

earlier	than	is	currently	the	case.		
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Policy	

While	not	the	focus	of	this	thesis,	the	study	also	has	implications	for	

policies	around	mobility,	such	as	visa	regulations	and	work	permits.	Individuals’	

lives,	including	the	length	and	context	of	their	mobilities	are	shaped	by	these	

structures	and	sometimes	constrain	movements.	For	example,	the	German	state	

makes	it	difficult	for	nationals	to	obtain	citizenships	in	other	countries	outside	

the	European	Union,	forcing	them	to	decide	between	the	German	and	desired	

citizenship	unless	they	apply	for	an	exemption.	This	may	create	problems	for	

individuals	who	are	used	to	relative	ease	of	movement	and	who	would	like	to	

settle	down.	While	these	constraints	are	unlikely	to	motivate	them	to	move	back	

to	Germany,	they	may	for	example	encourage	them	to	continue	their	temporary	

migration	rather	than	stay	in	one	place	permanently.	

Expat	management	
The	study	identified	two	interesting	aspects	for	organisations,	which	go	

against	established	assumptions	surrounding	expat	management.	While	

organisations	aim	to	create	comfortable	relocation-,	working-	and	living	

conditions	for	their	employees,	which	often	include	the	facilitation	of	expatriate	

social	networks	abroad,	the	study	has	found	that	these	can	impact	negatively	on	

individuals’	motivations.	While	organisations	often	consider	these	aspects,	for	

example	in	designing	assignments	for	specific	periods	of	time,	by	offering	access	

to	expat	clubs	and	encouraging	family	relocation,	the	study	demonstrates	that	

these	intentions	may	have	a	negative	effect.	As	such,	in	the	study	participants	

only	made	considerable	efforts	to	integrate	–	and	therefore	stay	long-term	in	a	

place	–	when	they	knew	that	their	stay	was	intended	to	be	long-term	from	the	

beginning.	Equally,	participants	considered	the	interaction	through	networks	

associated	with	work,	such	as	expat	clubs,	as	inferior	to	work-	and	expat	

independent	networks	and	felt	they	contributed	to	the	feeling	of	‘not	belonging’,	

which	in	turn	strengthened	their	motivation	to	leave.	Finally,	while	local	

partners	had	a	strengthening	effect	on	the	motivation	to	stay,	foreign	partners	

did	not.		

	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 240	
	

	

To	prevent	the	diminishment	of	excitement	and	to	facilitate	the	

interaction	with	locals,	both	of	which	were	identified	in	the	study	as	effects,	

organisations	are	advised	to	consider	addressing	these	aspects.	For	example	

they	could	set	minimum	stays	of	one	year	to	encourage	employees’	motivation	to	

‘belong’.	They	could	also	consider	giving	expats	time	off	to	build	social	ties	

outside	of	work	rather	than	investing	in	creating	work-related	structures	that	

people	rely	on	to	utilise	in	their	time	off.	Equally,	creating	living	conditions	closer	

to	those	of	the	countries	expats	relocate	to	and	allowing	to	establish	networks	

with	the	locals	rather	than	expats	may	thus	be	more	beneficial	in	the	long-run,	

with	individuals	retaining	their	appetite	for	repeated	mobility.	For	instance	

organisations	may	encourage	families	to	engage	more	with	local	cultures,	for	

example	by	providing	accommodation	in	local	rather	than	typical	expat	areas,	

encouraging	membership	in	local	schools	rather	than	international	ones	and	to	

help	organise	employment	for	spouses	in	local	rather	than	expat	organisations.	

Normalising	mobility		

The	establishment	of	normative	transitions	and	turning	points	in	the	data	

on	repeated	mobility	is	significant	because	it	normalises	individuals’	repeated	

mobility	rather	than	portraying	migration	events	as	exceptional.	The	data	

demonstrates	that	in	the	study	normative	and	exceptional	events	occurred	

before	the	backdrop	of	geographical	mobility,	rather	than	this	being	the	main	

turning	point	itself.	The	majority	of	literature	on	international	migration	

however,	still	portrays	it	as	an	exceptional	event	(English,	Zeng,	&	Ma,	2015),	

albeit	there	is	a	growing	body	of	research	that	sees	mobility	as	the	norm	rather	

than	the	exception	(Favell,	Feldblum,	&	Smith,	2007).	In	reverse,	the	exceptional	

events	that	did	happen	in	mobility	caused	participants	to	re-evaluate	their	

locations,	contrary	to	those	mobilities	where	no	such	events	occurred.	This	

finding	can	have	important	implications	for	a	number	of	practical	applications.	

For	one,	it	demonstrates	that	not	all	mobilities	are	experienced	equal,	some	are	

more	impactful	than	others.	Taking	the	findings	on	turning	points	and	life	

trajectories	together	and	assessing	individuals’	contexts	they	are	in	when	

engaging	in	mobility	could	help	organisations	pre-empt	more	challenging	

assignments	and	provide	extra	support	for	them	in	those	instances.	At	other	
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times,	less	might	be	required.	On	the	other	hand,	recognising	that	exceptional	life	

events	may	occur	for	employees	in	mobility	and	that	these	events	may	put	

individuals’	commitment	to	mobility	at	risk,	organisations	are	advised	to	create	

support	for	life	events	that	happen	in,	not	just	before	mobility.	

Autonomy	
It	is	also	advisable	for	organisations	to	consider	the	aspects	of	autonomy	

in	location	choice	and	the	amount	of	time	they	send	employees	on	assignments.	

Rather	than	perceiving	those	purely	as	outcomes	in	itself	or	by-products	of	

assignments,	organisations	would	be	advised	to	consider	these	aspects	as	

influencing	factors	for	employees	deciding	whether	to	take	on	any	further	

assignments.	Not	considering	these	could	potentially	have	negative	impacts.	For	

example,	the	behaviour	as	demonstrated	by	participants	in	this	study	could	lead	

individuals	to	self-withdraw	from	certain	locations	in	the	future,	which	in	turn	

may	represent	challenges	for	organisations,	in	particular	those	managing	

organisation-bound	expats.		

	

Limitations	and	strengths	

Limitations	
Like	in	any	research,	the	earlier	discussed	contributions	of	this	study	have	

to	be	evaluated	in	the	context	of	its	limitations,	in	particular	in	relation	to	its	

research	design.		

	

Sample	

The	characteristics	of	the	sample	present	one	of	the	limitations	of	this	

study.	Participants	were	selected	to	adhere	to	a	number	of	criteria,	which	were	

identified	from	the	literature	on	migration	motivation.	They	included	the	

number	of	migrations,	age	at	time	of	migration	and	their	family	and	language	

background.	I	selected	participants	who	had	migrated	at	least	twice	as	adults	for	

a	period	of	at	least	six	months	and	who	had	an	exclusively	German	background	

in	terms	of	language	and	family	upbringing.	While	convenience	sampling	allowed	

me	to	recruit	participants	with	insight	into	a	broad	range	of	different	
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experiences	and	perspectives	on	the	topic	of	repeated	mobility	it	also	resulted	in	

a	gender	imbalance	in	the	sample,	with	only	four	participants	being	male.	An	

explanation	for	this	could	be	the	methodology	of	the	study,	which	was	qualitative	

and	used	interviews	as	the	main	data	collection	tool.	In	particular,	a	number	of	

studies	have	found	that	women	are	more	likely	to	take	part	in	interviews	as	they	

have	a	higher	tendency	towards	self-disclosure	than	males	(Robinson,	2014;	

Dindia	&	Allen,	1992)	and	this	tendency	might	have	also	affected	the	sample	

make-up	in	the	current	study.		

	

Gender	can	provide	important	insights	into	different	experiences	but	in	

the	context	of	international	mobility	previous	research	has	shown	that	specific	

mobility	choices	and	not	gender	in	itself	may	lead	to	disparate	mobility	

experiences.	For	the	group	of	highly-skilled	migrants,	gender	has	been	discussed	

in	the	context	of	dual	career	couples	(Harvey,	1998),	where	partners	need	to	

manage	two	full-time	careers	in	geographically	dispersed	locations	as	well	as	in	

the	context	of	family	migration	(Kofman,	2004),	where	one	partner	gives	up	

work	to	follow	a	partner	abroad.	These	contexts	can	impact	individuals’	

motivation	to	engage	in	mobility	and	it	has	been	argued	that	women	are	more	

likely	to	move	for	their	partners	than	men	(Bayes,	1989).	In	the	context	of	

convenience	sampling	it	was	therefore	important	to	account	not	just	for	the	

gender	but	also	for	the	types	of	motivations	that	participants	had	moved	for.	

When	analysing	the	sample	from	this	angle,	it	was	more	balanced	with	less	than	

half	of	participants	(eight	out	of	19)	having	moved	for	their	partner	or	family	at	

the	time	of	interview.	This	suggests	that	despite	gender	differences,	a	balance	of	

mobility	motivations	would	be	represented	in	the	sample.	I	also	evaluated	the	

sample	in	the	context	of	calls	to	conduct	more	research	into	overlooked	

populations	(McPhail,	McNulty,	&	Hutchings,	2016;	Gedro,	2010),	which	includes	

women	(Bochove	&	Engbersen,	2015).	The	sample	thus	provided	an	opportunity	

to	address	these	gaps	in	the	literature.	

	

Evaluating	the	gender	imbalance	further,	another	interesting	aspect	

arose.		
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In	discussing	the	results	relating	to	the	motivation	to	relocate	for	

relationships,	one	male	participant	had	done	so	in	the	‘relationship-motivation’	

group	in	oppose	to	all	but	two	female	participants.	In	addition,	one	other	

participant	had	moved	to	his	partner’s	place	of	choice,	albeit	with	the	main	

motivation	being	career-driven.	One	other	male	participant	said	the	career	

choice	of	his	partner	was	equally	important	to	his	own	when	considering	

relocations	and	the	remaining	male	participant	said	he	would	not	have	relocated	

if	his	partner	had	not	accompanied	him.	While	analysing	the	data	further	I	

observed	that	the	way	participants	constructed	their	gender	in	the	context	of	

mobility	decision-making	was	inclusive	and	non-constraining,	i.e.	that	men	were	

also	prepared	to	move	and	that	women	did	so	only	when	there	were	advantages	

for	them	associated	with	the	move.	Nevertheless,	the	conclusions	on	the	

balancing	relationships	motivation	for	mobility	in	this	group	remain	impacted	by	

this	factor,	requiring	future	studies	to	consider	it	when	designing	research.	

	

Feasibility	constraints	

Due	to	time	constraints,	I	asked	participants	to	focus	on	only	four	of	all	of	

their	migrations	in	the	past,	rather	than	sharing	their	experiences	on	their	

complete	migration	journeys.	I	also	limited	my	definition	of	‘migrations’	to	a	

minimum	of	6	months.	However,	participants	had	often	undertaken	more	than	

just	four	migrations	and	had	moved	for	periods	of	shorter	than	six	months	which	

they	nevertheless	considered	migrations.	While	imposing	these	constraints	was	

necessary	to	conduct	the	study	in	a	realistic	time	frame,	it	also	limited	

particpants’	full	travel	histories	to	an	excerpt,	forcing	them	at	times	to	brush	

over	or	omit	interesting	facts	that	could	have	complemented	the	resulting	

theory.	Future	studies	may	therefore	aim	to	record	individuals’	complete	

mobility	histories	to	gain	a	more	accurate	understanding	of	their	complete	

mobility	history.	

	

Recall	

The	data	used	in	the	study	was	derived	from	participants’	personal	

accounts	of	their	experiences	over	long	periods	of	time,	which	presents	a	

limitation	of	the	study.	While	self-reports	are	essential	for	research	where	other	
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sources	of	data	do	not	exist	(Baldwin,	2000)	they	do	pose	recall	and	encoding	

problems,	which	can	affect	the	accuracy	of	data	(Tourangeau,	2000;	Yin,	2013),	

for	example	when	participants	have	gaps	in	their	memories	or	their	memories	of	

events	are	inaccurate.	This	bias	may	have	caused	respondents	to	simplify	their	

motivations	for	migration	in	retrospect	or	to	single	out	certain	events	that	may	

have	driven	their	decisions	to	migrate,	as	well	as	to	underplay	negative	aspects	

in	their	migrations	which	may	have	contributed	to	their	mobility.		

	

To	account	for	this	possibility,	I	used	various	strategies	to	aid	recollection	

and	reconstruction	of	past	experiences.	One	technique	I	employed,	as	

recommended	by	Tourangeau	(2000),	involved	decomposing	participants’	

experiences	into	various	steps	in	preparation	for	and	when	I	conducted	

interviews,	since	in	the	case	of	long-term	migration	experiences	the	exact	years,	

numbers	and	sequences	of	all	migrations	might	be	difficult	to	remember.	A	

second	technique	I	used	was	triangulation,	both	in	data	collection	through	the	

use	of	the	questionnaire,	and	theoretical	triangulation	through	the	use	of	

literature,	to	account	for	recall	and	encoding	issues	with	the	interview	data.	The	

questionnaire	in	particular	helped	participants	recall	their	mobility	history	by	

asking	them	to	provide	details	on	a	number	of	aspects	of	their	migration	history. 

	

Applicability	to	different	contexts	

Finally,	the	resulting	theory	is	limited	to	the	contexts	in	which	it	can	assist	

understanding	or	explaining	repeated	migration	motivation	in	German	adults.	

Therefore,	in	interpreting	the	findings,	readers	should	consider	the	context	in	

which	the	theory	was	developed	and	how	it	may	be	comparable	to	theirs.	As	

such,	I	do	not	assume	that	the	theory	is	equally	appropriate	or	reflective	of	

repeated	migration	experiences	for	people	from	other	nationalities.		

	

This	applies	particularly	to	groups	of	people	from	non-western	countries	

who	arguably	will	be	motivated	by	different	factors	for	repeat	migration	and	

may	face	different	constraints	to	migration	than	those	impacting	Germans.	

Equally,	an	important	aspect	of	the	study	was	to	understand	how	the	belonging	

to	homeland	is	experienced	by	Germans	who	migrate	repeatedly	and	I	do	not	
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assume	that	the	resulting	data	on	coping	from	the	theory	will	be	equally	

applicable	to	non-German	persons.	However,	the	applicability	of	this	theory	to	

other	cultures	and	contexts	is	a	possible	area	of	future	research	(see	next	

section).		

	

Relationships	

In	relation	to	explaining	the	relationships	between	migration	episodes	

and	motivations,	it	is	not	possible	to	make	any	inferences	with	regard	to	the	

causal	directions	of	the	paths	observed.	Although	the	comprehensive	literature	

review	and	the	exploratory	interview	findings	provide	strong	theoretical	reason	

to	hypothesize	the	relationships	described,	only	longitudinal	empirical	research	

can	explicitly	test	causality	(Erlinghagen	&	Stegmann,	2009).			

Strength	

The	limitations	of	the	study	are	countered	by	some	of	its	strengths.	Most	

notably,	the	present	research	focuses	on	a	hitherto	unexplored	aspect	of	

migration,	that	of	motivational	change.	In	hypothesising	that	individuals	may	

experience	motivational	change	throughout	their	lives	I	consequently	designed	a	

methodology	that	would	allow	me	to	look	for	those	changes.	In	particular,	I	

employed	a	qualitative,	longitudinal	research	design	that	allowed	me	to	capture	

the	motivational	changes	over	the	course	of	individuals’	lives.	A	particular	

strength	of	the	study	also	stemmed	from	the	broad	recruitment	criteria,	which	

were	not	limited	to	career-	or	other	expat	groups	and	thus	allowed	to	capture	

highly-skilled	individuals	at	various	stages	of	their	lives,	with	various	

motivations	for	migration.		

Future	directions	for	research	

My	findings	and	the	limitations	inherent	in	my	study	entail	several	

avenues	for	future	research.	In	establishing	changing	motivations	across	several	

mobility	episodes,	this	study	creates	an	opportunity	for	further	research	into	the	

phenomenon,	for	example	to	apply	it	other	groups.	As	such,	it	would	be	

important	to	explore	the	motivations	for	repeated	mobility	with	larger	sized	

samples	and	to	expand	the	number	of	mobility	episodes	beyond	four,	as	was	
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done	in	this	study.	Quantitative	studies,	with	larger	sample	sizes	may	be	able	to	

examine	and	support		some	of	the	findings.	For	example,	latent	class	growth	

modelling	may	be	one	technique	employed	as	it	also	allows	for	studying	

trajectories	over	time.	

	

To	gain	a	clearer	picture	of	how	different	motivations	interact	across	

different	types	of	mobility	it	would	be	useful	to	include	shorter	migration	

episodes	than	the	six	months	used	in	this	study,	providing	avenues	to	contribute	

to	research	on	contemporary	migration	patterns	such	as	temporary	migration.		

	

To	gain	an	overall	better	picture	of	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	it	is	

important	to	research	the	phenomenon	in	groups	other	than	the	highly-skilled,	

such	as	skilled	or	unskilled	populations.	This	may	result	in	the	discovery	of	

different	trajectories	in	individuals’	life,	which	in	turn	may	result	in	different	

motivations	for	mobility	as	well	as	different	points	in	life	when	these	trajectories	

intersect.	This	suggestion	equally	applies	to	the	assertion	to	extend	the	group	

beyond	one	nationality,	Germans,	to	others	to	identify	whether	some	of	the	

aspects	discussed	in	the	study,	such	as	the	change	in	cultural	identity,	apply	

across	nationalities.	Furthermore,	the	identification	of	the	factors	of	autonomy,	

expat	networks	and	time	as	impacting	on	adjustment	and	in	turn	on	the	

motivation	for	further	mobility	warrants	the	need	to	undertake	further	research.	

This	includes	testing	the	identified	factors	in	different	contexts	and	groups	as	

well	as	more	research	into	the	relationship	between	adjustment	and	the	

motivation	for	further	mobility.	

Concluding	remarks	

This	thesis	investigated	the	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	in	highly-

skilled	Germans	and	the	factors	contributing	to	it.	Aiming	to	understand	

participants’	motivation	from	their	own	perspective,	I	conducted	an	interpretive	

study	with	a	combined	grounded	theory	and	case	study	method	approach.	My	

analysis	showed	that	motivations	for	repeated	mobility	changed	and	this	was	

influenced	by	three	factors:	the	life	course,	mobility	experience	itself	and	

biographical	factors	such	as	age	at	first	mobility.	The	underlying	driver	for	initial	
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mobility	was	biographically	and	socially	driven,	either	arising	in	opposition	to	or	

in	conforming	to	the	social	group.	Once	abroad,	the	life	course	heavily	influenced	

participants’	further	mobility	pathways	by	inviting	continuous	reflection	upon	

their	mobility	status.	This	was	governed	by	life	transitions	in	and	out	of	social	

trajectories	such	as	family,	education	or	work.	However,	participants’	

experiences	of	living	abroad	also	led	them	to	develop	coping	behaviours	that	in	

turn	were	supportive	of	further	mobility.		

	

Building	on	these	findings,	I	argue	that	the	study	of	repeated	mobility	

motivation	requires	a	long-term,	dynamic	approach	that	focuses	on	the	aspect	of	

change	within	individuals’	lives	and	integrates	a	number	of	perspectives	into	the	

study	of	mobility.	These	include	for	instance	approaches	that	assume	the	

individuals’	agency	as	central	to	mobility	motivation,	such	as	self-determination	

theory	and	push-and-pull	theory	(Dorigo	&	Tobler,	1983)	as	well	as	structural	

approaches	that	examine	the	factors	impacting	upon	individuals’	decisions,	such	

as	network	theory	(Meyer,	2001).	Integration	is	also	required	in	terms	of	the	

different	types	of	actors	discussed	in	mobility	literature	such	as	expats	and	their	

spouses,	SIEs,	students	etc.	While	this	study	has	adapted	life	course	theory	as	a	

suitable	approach	to	explain	motivation	for	repeated	mobility,	it	has	to	be	seen	

as	one	amongst	other	possible	options.	Equally,	the	methodology	of	the	study	

cannot	demonstrate	causality,	approaches	that	test	the	generated	theory	will	

therefore	support	it	further.	

	

The	research	makes	a	number	of	contributions	to	international	

management	research	as	well	as	to	research	on	German	migration.	These	include	

the	establishment	of	a	dynamic	model	of	motivation	for	repeated	mobility	that	

demonstrates	changes	to	motivation	throughout	individuals’	life	course.	It	thus	

contributes	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	role	of	change	within	mobility	

motivation.	This	has	implications	for	research	on	different	mobility	groups,	

highlighting	the	need	to	connect	them	in	order	to	gain	a	clearer	picture	of	

individuals’	motivations	over	long	periods	of	time.	It	also	has	implications	for	

acculturation	research,	opening	avenues	to	explore	multiple	acculturation	

processes	during	mobility	that	are	triggered	by	change.	Connected	to	this,	the	
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links	between	the	identified	motivational	changes	and	the	life	course	contribute	

knowledge	to	international	management	research	on	the	role	of	life	course	

transitions	in	mobility	as	well	as	on	life	stages	for	employee	resourcing.	Both	

have	so	far	been	overlooked,	with	some	exceptions	discussing	assignment	

planning	in	dual	career	couples	(Harvey	et	al.,	2009).	

	

In	relation	to	German	migration	studies,	by	identifying	different	mobility	

pathways	the	study	demonstrates	how	different	mobility	outcomes	(e.g.	

returning	home	or	staying	abroad)	eventuate.	While	the	outcomes	have	been	

discussed	in	the	context	of	research	on	German	temporary	migration	(Ette	et	al.,	

2015),	no	research	has	identified	the	pathways	that	lead	to	them.	The	study	thus	

contributes	new	knowledge	to	German	migration	literature.	Furthermore,	it	

contributes	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	role	of	national	cultural	identity	in	

highly-skilled	migrants’	motivation	to	remain	abroad,	a	hereto	under	discussed	

aspect	in	the	literature.	

	

The	implications	arising	out	of	the	study	suggest	the	need	to	place	higher	

emphasis	on	the	study	of	motivational	change	in	the	context	of	mobility	because	

it	can	help	explain	and	predict	mobility	outcomes.	The	results	could	lead	to	

further	research	on	motivational	change	within	mobility	and	in	particular	other	

factors	than	the	life	course	affecting	it.	Another	implication	is	the	need	to	

consider	the	life	course	in	future	studies	on	mobility	motivation,	in	particular	as	

an	impact	factor.	Research	in	international	management	is	heavily	segmented	

into	groups,	such	as	SIEs,	expats	or	students,	which	are	skewed	towards	younger	

age	groups	and	thus	represent	limited	coverage	of	the	life	course	overall.	An	

implication	arising	out	of	this	could	be	to	strive	for	more	balance	when	designing	

studies	on	motivations	for	mobility.	Connected	to	this,	a	key	implication	out	of	

the	study	is	to	better	link	existing	research	on	different	groups	and	approaches	

to	study	mobility	because	mobility	is	a	multi-faceted	problem	that	requires	a	

multitude	of	approaches	(Bochove	&	Engbersen,	2015).	
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APPENDICES	
Appendix	1	

CONSENT	FORM	

	

"	Repeated	relocation	in	German	adult	global	nomads"	

	

PROJECT	INVESTIGATORS:	

Dr.	Birgit	Lang	

Dr.	Tine	Koehler	

Ms.	Jelena	Belin	

	

You	are	being	asked	to	take	part	in	a	research	study	on	the	experiences	of	

repeated	relocation.	We	are	asking	you	to	take	part	because	you	have	indicated	

an	initial	interest	upon	contact	with	one	of	the	researchers.		

Please	read	this	form	carefully	and	ask	any	questions	you	may	have	before	

agreeing	to	take	part	in	the	study.	

What	the	study	is	about:		

The	research	investigates	how	multiple	relocation	impacts	on	the	identity	of	

persons	who	have	relocated	at	least	twice	in	their	adult	life.	To	take	part	in	the	

project	you	must	be	the	partner	of	someone	who	
• has	been	born	and	lived	in	Germany	until	he/she	was	an	adult	
• has	relocated	as	an	adult	to	at	least	two	countries	for	a	stay	of	at	least	one	year	or	longer.	

	

What	we	will	ask	you	to	do:	If	you	agree	to	be	in	this	study,	we	will	ask	you	to	

fill	in	a	survey	on	your	perspective	on	your	partner’s	repeated	relocations.	It	will	

take	approximately	20	minutes	to	fill	in.	
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Risks	and	benefits:	

There	are	no	direct	benefits	to	you	other	than	furthering	research	on	identity	

changes	in	a	relocation	context.	Repeated	relocation	is	demanding	yet	

increasingly	common	and	we	hope	to	find	out	more	about	what	this	means	to	

individuals.	Participating	will	allow	you	to	reflect	on	your	partner’s	as	well	as	

your	own	experiences	and	you	will	receive	a	brief	outline	of	the	results	

highlighting	other	participants’	experiences.	There	is	the	risk	that	you	may	find	

some	of	the	questions	to	be	sensitive.	

Your	answers	will	be	confidential.	The	records	of	this	study	will	be	kept	

private.	In	any	publication	we	make	public	we	will	not	include	any	information	

that	will	make	it	possible	to	identify	you.	Research	records	will	be	kept	in	a	

locked	file;	only	the	researchers	will	have	access	to	the	records	and	they	will	be	

destroyed	after	a	period	of	five	years.		

Taking	part	is	voluntary:	Taking	part	in	this	study	is	completely	voluntary.	You	

may	skip	any	questions	that	you	do	not	want	to	answer.	If	you	decide	not	to	take	

part	or	to	skip	some	of	the	questions,	it	will	not	have	any	adverse	effect	on	your	

participation	in	the	project	and	you	can	ask	for	any	information	that	you	

supplied	to	be	deleted.	If	you	decide	to	take	part,	you	are	free	to	withdraw	at	any	

time.	You	can	also	choose	to	take	part	in	some	aspects	of	the	study	and	withdraw	

from	others.	

If	you	have	questions:		

Should	you	require	any	further	information,	or	have	any	concerns,	please	do	not	

hesitate	to	contact	the	researchers;	Dr.	Birgit	Lang	+61	3	8344	7667	,	Dr.	Tine	

Koehler	+61	3	9035	5852	and	Jelena	Belin	+61	432978261.	Should	you	have	any	

concerns	about	the	conduct	of	the	project,	you	are	welcome	to	contact	the	

Executive	Officer,	Human	Research	Ethics,	The	University	of	Melbourne,	on	ph:	

8344	2073,	or	fax:	9347	6739.	You	will	be	given	a	copy	of	this	form	to	keep	for	

your	records.	
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Statement	of	Consent:		

"	Repeated	relocation	in	German	adult	global	nomads"	

	

PROJECT	INVESTIGATORS:	

Dr.	Birgit	Lang	

Dr.	Tine	Koehler	

Jelena	Belin	

	

	

I	have	read	the	above	information,	and	have	received	answers	to	any	questions	I	
asked.	I	have	received	a	copy	of	and	read	the	Plain	Language	Statement;	

I	have	received	an	adequate	explanation	of	all	likely	risks,	effects,	discomforts	or	
inconvenience	arising	from	participation	in	the	project;		

I	understand	participation	is	voluntary,	that	I	have	the	right	to	withdraw	at	any	
time,	and	that	I	may	withdraw	any	data	I	have	supplied	(up	to	the	point	of	
analysis/publication);	

I	am	satisfied	that	the	confidentiality	of	the	information	I	have	provided	will	be	
safeguarded	subject	to	any	legal	limitations,	and	understand	any	special	risks	
involved.	

I	understand	they	I	will	not	be	identified	in	any	publication	arising	from	the	
research.	I	consent	to	take	part	in	the	study.	

Your	Signature	___________________________________	Date	________________________	

Your	Name	(printed)	____________________________________________________________	

In	addition	to	agreeing	to	participate,	I	also	consent	to	having	the	interview	tape-
recorded.	

Your	Signature	____________	Date	_________________________	

Signature	of	person	obtaining	consent	_________________	Date	_____________________	

Printed	name	of	person	obtaining	consent	____________	Date	_____________________	

This	consent	form	will	be	kept	by	the	researcher	for	at	least	five	years	beyond	the	
end	of	the	study	and	was	approved	by	the	Human	Research	Ethics	Committee	at	
The	University	of	Melbourne	on	[date].	 	



MOTIVATION	FOR	REPEATED	MOBILITY		 	 294	
	

	

Appendix	2	

Interview	guide	-	questions	
	
	
Interview	time:	1	hour	
	

1. How	have	you	experienced	living	in	the	different	cultures	you’ve	lived	in?	

a. ->	Probe	for	each	migration	episode	

b. ->	Probe	for	contrasts,	positive,	negative,	influencing	factors	

2. Why	did	you	leave	the	place?	

a. ->	Probe	for	each	migration	episode	

b. ->	Probe	for	influencing	factors	

3. How	close	do	you	feel	yourself	to	be	to	the	cultures	that	you	live	or	have	lived	in?	

How	has	this	changed	over	the	migrations/years?	

a. ->	Probe	for	each	mobility	episode	

b. ->	Probe	for	influencing	factors	

4. How	have	you	experienced	being	part	of	different	 cultures	 simultaneously,	 for	

example	 the	 German	 and	 the	 French	 one?	 How	 has	 this	 changed	 over	 the	

migrations/years?	

5. How	has	your	relationship	to	all	things	German	developed	over	time?	

6. Which	role	does	 “being	at	home”	play	 in	your	 life?	How	has	 this	changed	over	

the	migrations/years?	

7. Which	role	does	“leaving	again”	play	in	your	life?	How	has	this	changed	over	the	

migrations/years?	

8. What	would	you	say	is	important	when	you	are	trying	to	get	used	to	living	in	a	

new	culture?	

9. Is	there	anything	you	would	like	to	add?	
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Appendix	3	

Relocation	experience	survey	

	

Thank	you	for	participating	in	this	research	project	on	repeated	relocation	experiences.	The	research	consists	of	two	steps:	this	survey	and	an	interview.		

	

Filling	in	the	survey	will	take	you	about	45	minutes.	It	consists	of	28	questions	in	two	parts:	the	first	part	of	the	survey	is	concerned	with	your	current	place	of	

residence	and	lifestyle.	The	second	part	asks	you	to	compare	your	experiences	in	each	of	your	former	places	of	residence.	Please	fill	in	the	questions	as	much	as	

you	can	and	leave	those	that	you	cannot	blank.	Please	feel	free	to	add	additional	information	that	has	not	been	referred	to	in	the	questions	under	the	column	

‘other’	or	at	any	other	suitable	place	in	the	survey.		

	

After	completing	the	survey	I	will	contact	you	to	arrange	a	suitable	time	for	an	interview.	Thank	you	for	your	participation.	

	

Part	I:	Current	place	of	residence	and	lifestyle	

	

	

1.	What	is	your	date	of	birth?	

2.	Where	did	you	grow	up?		

3.	What	is	your	highest	level	of	education?	
	

☐	 Hauptschule	 ☐	 Realschule	 ☐	 Gymnasium	 ☐	 Apprenticeship	 ☐	 University	 	 	

4.	What	is	your	legal	status?	
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☐	 German	citizenship	only	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

		 ☐	 Multiple	citizenships		 	 Which	countries?	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 ☐	 Citizenship	of	country	other	than	Germany	 	 Which	country?	 	 	 	 	 	 	

		
☐	 German	citizenship	and	permanent	

residence	

	 Which	country?	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 ☐	 Other:	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	

5.	What	is	your	current	occupation?	

	 ☐	 Employed->																																																									☐	As	a	local	employee	(Ortskraft)																																					☐	As	a	posted	employee	
(Entsandter)	

		

What	is	your	job	title?	

Which	company	do	you	work	for?	

Is	it	a	German	company?																																			☐						Yes																																																																																☐						No	

	 	

	
	 	 	

	 	 Which	languages	do	you	speak	at	work?	 	 	

	

	 At	work	I	speak	German																	%	of	the	time.																																					

At	work	I	speak	……………..															%	of	the	time.	

At	work	I	speak	……………..															%	of	the	time	

		

	

	
☐	 Self-employed	 	 In	which	field?	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	
☐	 Studying	->	 	 ☐As	a	local	student	 	 ☐As	an	international	student	 	 	 	 	 	 	
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		 ☐	 Stay-at	home	carer	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	
☐	 Unemployed	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

		 ☐	 Looking	for	work	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	

6.	How	often	are	you	in	contact	with	Germans?	Please	tick	as	many	as	applicable	

	

	 Daily	 	 Weekly	 	 Monthly	 	 Less	than	once	a	

month	

	 Never	 	 	

German	partner	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	
German	parents	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	
German	friends	locally	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	
German	friends	in	Germany	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	
German	colleagues	at	work	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	 	 ☐	
Other:	

	

	 ☐	
	

	 ☐	
	

	 ☐	
	

	 ☐	
	

	 ☐	
	

	

7.	Do	you	live	close	to	what	could	be	considered	a	German	community	

	 	 	 	 	 	 ☐Yes	 	 	 	 ☐No	 	 	

	

8.	Was	proximity	to	other	Germans	a	consideration	in	your	choice	of	accommodation?		

	 	 	 	 	 	 ☐Yes	 	 	 	 ☐No	 	 	
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9.	In	which	languages	do	you	access	media?	Please	write	each	of	the	languages	you	use	in	the	appropriate	column	for	media	and	frequency.	

	

																					Frequency	

Media																				

Daily	 Weekly	 Monthly	 Less	than	once	a	

month	

Never	

Internet	

	

	

	 	 	 	 	

Newspaper/Magazines	

	

	

	 	 	 	 	

Books	

	

	

	 	 	 	 	

Radio	 	 	 	 	 	

TV	 	 	 	 	 	

Social	Media	 	 	 	 	 	

Other:	 	 	 	 	 	
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10.	How	frequently	do	you	consume	German	products/services?	

If	you	seek	out	products/services	from	other	locations	you	have	lived	previously,	please	write	the	country	in	the	appropriate	column.	

																					Frequency	

Product/	

Service																				 Daily	 Weekly	 Monthly	 Less	than	once	a	month	 Never	

Food	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Media	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Entertainment	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Training/education	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Health	services	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Schooling	for	my	

children	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

	

11.	If	you	consume	German	products/services	how	do	you	access	them	(Leave	blank	if	you	don’t	consume	any)?	

																												Access		

Product	

Access	locally	 Buy	online	 Buy	when	in	

Germany/ask	someone	to	

bring	for	me	

Travel	specifically	to	

Germany	to	access	it	

Create	myself	

Food	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Media	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Entertainment	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Training/education	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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Schooling	for	my	children	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Health	services	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
	

12.	Which	holidays	do	you	celebrate?		

	 ☐☐	 German	Christmas	

Other:	

☐	 German	New	

Year	

☐	 German	Easter	 ☐	 German	

Reunification	Day	

☐	 Local	Holidays	 	

	

	

	

13.	How	has	this	changed	over	the	course	of	your	relocations?	

	 ☐	 Celebrate	German	

holidays	more	

☐	 Celebrate	

German	holidays	

less	

☐	 Have	added	local	to	

German	holidays	

☐	 Have	replaced	

German	with	

local	holidays	

☐	 Celebrate	less	

overall	

	 	

Part	II	–	Previous	relocation	experiences	

	

I	will	now	ask	you	about	different	aspects	about	each	of	your	places	of	residence.	I	am	interested	in	how	you	compare	them	to	one	another	chronologically.	For	

example	if	you	lived	in	Germany	first,	then	the	US	and	now	Australia	I	would	like	you	to	compare	the	US	to	Germany	and	Australia	to	the	US.	If	you	have	lived	in	

more	than	five	locations,	please	list	the	last	five	consecutive	ones.	

	

	 	 1st	location		 2nd	location	 3rd	location	 4rth	location	 5th	location	

14.	Where	did	you	live?	 	 	 	 	 	 	

15.	From	when	to	when?	

	

………	-	…………	 ………	-	…………	 ………	-	…………	 ………	-	…………	 ………	-	

…………	

16.	Why	did	you	move	 	 	 	 	 	 	
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there?	

Posted	by	my	work		

	

	

Position	held:	

Organisation:	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Work	for	a	local	company	

(not	posted	by	company)	

	

	

	

Position	held:	

Organisation:	

☐	
	

----------	

	

☐	
	

----------	

	

☐	
	

----------	

	

☐	
	

----------	

	

☐	
	

----------	

	

Travel	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Study		

	

	

International	student?	Y/N	

Receive	scholarship?	Y/N	

☐	
----------	

	

☐	
----------	

	

☐	
----------	

	

☐	
----------	

	

☐	
----------	

	

Exchange	

	

	

On	which	scheme?	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Private	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Self-employed	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Other:	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

	

	

17.	Living	situation:	In	relation	to	your	private	life,	how	was	the	living	standard	in	each	of	your	respective	locations?	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			
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Germany		

Better	->	Please	go	to	Q	18	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Worse->	Please	go	to	Q19	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Same	 	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
	

18.	In	which	way	was	the	living	standard	better?	Please	tick	as	many	as	appropriate.	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Better	work/live	balance	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Better	climate	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Less	time	travelling	to	work	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Better	education/schooling	for	my	

kids	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Partner	was	able	to	have	a	job	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Made	good	friends	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Had	more	disposable	income	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Less	bureaucracy	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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19.	In	which	way	was	the	living	standard	worse?	Please	tick	as	many	as	appropriate.	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Worse	work/live	balance	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Worse	climate	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
More	time	travelling	to	work	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Worse	education/schooling	for	my	kids	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Partner	was	unable	to	have	a	job	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Didn’t	make	friends	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Had	less	disposable	income	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
More	bureaucracy	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Other:	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
	

20.	If	you	held	a	job	in	your	locations:	what	was	your	job	satisfaction	in	the	respective	locations?		

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Not	applicable->	Please	go	to	Q23	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Higher->	Please	go	to	Q21	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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Lower->	Please	go	to	Q22	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
	

	

21.	What	do	you	think	were	the	reasons	for	a	higher	job	satisfaction	in	these	locations?	Please	tick	as	many	as	appropriate.	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

More	job	security		 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Less	performance	pressure	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Lower	level	of	job	complexity	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Better	relationship	with	supervisors	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Better	relationship	with	subordinates	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Better	relationship	with	colleagues	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Higher	net	earnings	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Workstyle	was	a	good	match	to	my	own	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Had	little	or	no	language	issues	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Other:	

	
	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

22.What	do	you	think	were	the	reasons	for	lower	job	satisfaction	in	these	locations?	Please	tick	as	many	as	appropriate.	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			
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Germany		

Less	job	security	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
More	performance	pressure	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Higher	level	of	job	complexity	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Challenging	relationship	with	supervisors	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Challenging	relationship	with	

subordinates	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Challenging	relationship	with	colleagues	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Lower	net	earnings	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Found	the	local	workstyle	challenging	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Language	barrier	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Other:	

	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

	

23.	How	well	did	you	adept	to	the	local	culture	in	each	of	your	respective	locations?		

	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Very	well->	Please	go	to	Q24	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Not	very	well->	Please	go	to	Q25	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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24.	Why	do	you	think	you	adjusted	well	in	this	location?	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Showed	initiative	in	actively	adapting	to	the	local	culture	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Spoke	the	local	language	before	I	moved	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Learned	the	local	language	there	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Was	able	to	communicate	in	a	common	foreign	language	

e.g.	English	or	German	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Knew	the	culture	well	through	previous	experience	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Knew	the	culture	well	as	my	partner	is/was	from	there	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Partner/family	supported	the	move	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Prepared	myself	for	cultural	challenges	by	doing	

research	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Had	culture	specific	training	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Had	local	friends	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Was	prepared	through	previous	relocation	experience	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Location	was	a	good	cultural	fit	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Circumstances	were	the	same	as	in	previous	move	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
My	environment	didn’t	require	adaptation	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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I	was	well	supported	by	my	organisation	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
I	have	an	inapt	ability	to	adapt	to	different	cultures	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Other:	
	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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25.	What	do	you	think	were	the	hindrances	in	you	adapting	easily?	

	 1st	location	in	

comparison	to	

Germany		

2nd	location	in	

comparison	to	1st			

3rd	location	in	

comparison	to	2nd			

4rth	location	in	

comparison	to	3rd			

5th	location	in	

comparison	to	4th			

Didn't	show	initiative	in	actively	adapting	to	the	

location	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Didn't	speak	the	local	language	before	I	moved	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Didn't	learn	the	local	language	there	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Wasn't	able	to	communicate	in	a	common	foreign	

language	e.g.	English	or	German	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Hadn't	been	exposed	to	this	culture	before	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Partner/family	was	negative	towards	the	move	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Didn't	prepare	myself	for	cultural	challenges	by	

research	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Lacked	culture	specific	training	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Didn't	have	local	friends	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Wasn't	prepared	through	previous	relocation	

experience	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	

Location	was	not	a	good	cultural	fit	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Circumstances	were	worse	than	in	previous	move	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Was	not	used	to	moving	and	adapting	to	different	

cultures.	

☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
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My	environment	required	too	much	adaptation.	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
Was	unable	to	work.	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
I	was	not	well	supported	by	my	organisation.	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	 ☐	
	

26.	How	do	you	keep	in	touch	with	people	from	your	previous	locations?	Please	tick	as	many	as	applicable	

	

☐	 I	don’t	keep	

in	touch	

☐	 Social	media	 ☐	 Phone/video	

conferencing	

☐	 Text	messaging	 ☐	 Email	

☐	 Regularly	

plan	visits	

there	

☐	 See	each	other	in	other	

destinations		

☐	 See	each	other	in	

Germany	

☐	 Other:	

	

	 	

27.	Do	you	keep	in	touch	with	events/news/culture	of	your	previous	locations?		

☐No,	for	none	of	
them.		

	

->	Why	not?	

	
☐Travel	there	
regularly	anyway		

	

☐Not	worth	the	effort	
as	I	will	relocate	

anyway		

☐Too	hard	to	keep	
track		

	

☐Too	time	consuming		

	 ☐Didn't	like	the	
locations		

	

	 ☐Other:	

☐	Yes,	for	some	
previous	locations	

	

	

	

->	How	do	you	do	

this?	

☐Travel	there		
☐Keep	in	touch	
with	friends	there	

☐Read	local	media	
online		

	

☐Keep	in	touch	with	
expats	locally	(e.g.	

French	expat	group	in	

Melbourne)		

	 ☐Keep	in	touch	
with	colleagues	

there		

☐Travel	there		
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☐Yes	for	all	
previous	locations.	

	

	

	

☐Attend	culturally	
relevant	events	

locally	(e.g.	French	

film	festival	in	

Melbourne)		

	

☐Keep	in	touch	with	
friends	there		

	

☐Attend	culturally	
relevant	events	locally	

(e.g.	French	film	festival	

in	Melbourne)	

	 ☐Other:	
	

	 	

	

28.	What	have	you	taken	or	adopted	into	your	own	life	from	each	of	your	locations?	Please	tick	as	many	as	applicable	

☐	 Physical	objects	

(e.g.	furniture)	

☐	 Language	 ☐	 Outlook	on	life	 ☐	 Elements	of	cultural	

expectations	and	behaviour	

☐	 Local	work	style	

☐	 Cuisine/style	of	

cooking	

☐	 Celebration	of	different	

holidays	

☐	 Customs	and	

superstitions	

☐	 Other:	 	 	

	

Thank	you	for	your	participation.	
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