
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Sussex Migration Working Paper no. 21 
 
 
 
Temporary migration to the UK as an ‘Au Pair’:  
Cultural exchange or reproductive labour? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emma Newcombe 

COMPAS, University of Oxford 

February 2004 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 2 

Summary  

Au pairs are young, single, European temporary migrants. They have been absent from academic, public 
and political debates because of their specific profile and the role that they play. This paper aims to 
illuminate this group, theoretically, by looking at issues of mobility and social reproduction, and empirically, 
to establish the reality and complexities of these two dimensions. I argue that the state, agencies, families 
and au pairs themselves are implicated in crosscutting relationships of demand and power that make critical 
personal relationships based on reciprocity or hierarchy. 
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Preface 

 

The purpose of this paper is to make visible a previously ignored and ambiguous group of temporary 
migrants. This is important because there are significant and growing numbers of au pairs coming to the UK. 
They are worthy of more attention in their own right, but also in terms of the links that they have to issues 
of mobility and social reproduction. Mobility has an elusive quality that has led to a denial of its importance 
in migration studies. Social reproduction has also traditionally been sidelined compared to the emphasis 
placed on production. A discussion on the temporary migration of au pairs will illuminate and link both these 
important issues. 

The initial premise implied in the title to this paper is that there is an either/or choice between cultural 
exchange and reproductive labour. This is not the case, but the tension between the two things expresses 
something of the underlying ambiguity. ‘Cultural exchange’ is assumed to be the motivation for au pairs and 
host families, with housework and childcare being considered an insignificant form of repayment. However, 
in reality the cheap, flexible assistance that au pairs supply within the home is often the main reason for 
families to take part in the scheme. Therefore, there is fine balance between needing a worker and 
incorporating them as ‘part of the family’. This paper will argue that such relationships depend on 
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1. Setting the Scene 
 

Au Pairs coming to the UK are defined as young 
women and men, aged 17 to 27, unmarried, 
without dependents and wishing to live abroad for 
a maximum of two years as a member of a family. 
The scheme’s main intention – to allow young 
people to improve their linguistic skills and 
experience life in another country in exchange for 
‘day-to-day family duties’ (Council of Europe 
1969: 4) – remains unchanged since its inception 
over 30 years ago1. Au pairs are expected to do 
no more than 25 hours a week of childcare or 
light-household chores, and in return they are 
given ‘pocket money’ of approximately £45 per 
week. Home Office recommendations have not 
changed since the outset, apart from expansions 
to include men and additional countries outside of 
the EEA2. Nationals of these designated countries3 
are required to apply for au pair visas before they 
enter the UK. This is therefore, not a new 
migration phenomenon, but one that attracts 
surprisingly little academic, media or political 
attention. 

Significant numbers of au pairs enter the UK each 
year, rising from 7,720 in 1991 to 12,900 in 2001. 
However, this figure only includes nationals from 
outside the EEA that are required to have visas. 
Estimates for 2000 put the total figure nearer 
60,000 (Addley 2002). These numbers look likely 
to continue rising in correlation with demand, 
given the increasing prominence of dual-career 
households, privatisation of childcare and the 
opening of borders within the Europe (Cox 
Unpublished). The numbers of migrant domestic 
workers, a distinct, but connected group, are also 
increasing to meet an escalating demand for 
affordable, flexible labour in order to assist with 
the strains of home and work life. Research on 
the experiences of migrant domestic workers (cf. 
Gregson and Lowe 1994; Henshall Momsen 1999; 
Anderson 2000; 2001; Nelson and England 2002) 
                                                 
1 The UK is not a signatory of the 1969 Strasbourg 
agreement that defines ‘in all member States, the 
conditions governing ‘au pair’ placement’ (ibid.: 1). 
However, Home Office recommendations closely follow 
the guidelines set out by this agreement   
2 EEA = European Economic Area, includes all EU 
Countries, plus Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway. 
3 Designated countries are: Andorra, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, The 
Faroes, Greenland, Hungary, Macedonia, Malta, 
Monaco, San Marino, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, 
Switzerland and Turkey. In December 2002, six 
accession countries - Bulgaria, Estonia, Poland, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Romania - were also added. 

shows the vulnerability of migrant women in the 
household, not only because of their gender and 
citizenship status, but also because the nature 
and location of their work hides them from 
protective mechanisms, such as labour legislation. 
Research is only now beginning to extend this 
body of work by looking at the similarities and 
differences with au pairs’ experiences (cf. 
Anderson and Cox Forthcoming; Cox and Narula 
Undated).  

Au pairs, although doing similar work to migrant 
domestic workers, are unique in many respects. 
Their profile typically differs because the 
legislation requires them to be of a certain age, 
not to have dependents and to stay temporarily. 
Although this may also reflect the reality of many 
domestic workers, this is not how they are 
generally perceived. Domestic workers are 
considered to have a paid, contractual relationship 
with their employer, whereas au pairs are 
supposed to be ‘on equal terms’ (translation of 
the term ‘au pair’), offering their help as a family 
member. How this plays out, successfully or 
unsuccessfully, is very important in terms of 
exploitation or enjoyment. Au pairs, unlike 
domestic workers, fit neatly into a modern 
conception of mobility and integration within 
Europe, hence the extension of the scheme to 
include accession countries. This is therefore a 
rare example of immigration rules opening up 
without challenge, but why? I argue that different 
groups, from the state and au pair agencies, to 
individuals and families, have vested interests in 
the scheme’s existence. The state has a need to 
manage migration, provide affordable childcare 
(to increase people’s ability to go out to work) 
and to encourage mobility within an integrated 
Europe. Au pair agencies on the other hand make 
their money as intermediaries between host 
families and au pairs. Families require flexible, 
cheap, on-call assistance in the home. And finally, 
au pairs themselves are motivated to capitalise on 
gains to be had from the experience of living 
abroad and improved language ability. This 
suggests a win-win situation, but it is too 
simplistic an approach. I argue that all these 
players are implicated in crosscutting 
relationships, not as part of some conspiratorial 
plot to exploit, but in a classic example of mobility 
that is necessary to different groups, and easily 
acceptable to the general public.  

Given the considerable numbers of au pairs that 
travel within Europe and beyond, the large 
amount of literature generated on domestic work, 
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experienced by migrants. Nevertheless, it is 
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do away with, but their critical analysis may be 
key to finding things that have previously been 
invisible.  

 

 

3. Methods 

3.1 Existent data sources 

Finding accurate quantitative data on au pairs is 
virtually impossible. At first sight immigration 
statistics appear perfectly adequate, but since 
many au pairs come from within the EU, they are 
not picked up by immigration statistics. They also 
do not appear in labour market data sets, 
because they are not considered to be formally 
working. Informal sector numeration is similarly 
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Outcropping aims to access certain populations by 
going to places where they are likely to 
congregate. Again this method is susceptible to 
bias, but it is likely to save time and guarantee 
wider coverage than snowballing. Cox and Narula 
(Undated) employed this method for reaching au 
pairs by going through English language classes, 
au pair agencies and primary schools. However, 
relying on gatekeepers, such as English teachers 
or agency managers, was problematic because 
some were reluctant to give their trust and time. 
Also it was unfortunate that I was conducting 
research when classes were revising, taking 
exams and closing down for the summer. Even 
where summer courses were operating, 
attendance by au pairs was usually poor because 
they tended to go home, go on holiday with their 
host families or were doing extra hours of 
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Figure 2: Exchanging two separate commodities 

 

 

Source: www.aupair-plus.com 

 

The split between these two aspects is symbolic 
of diverging interests that require careful 
management. The assumed ‘win-win’, normative 
model does not account for these differing 
agendas, which require further interrogation of 
relationships between the respective parties. 

 

4.2 A more complex view 

The three vignettes presented here typify the 
range of au pair narratives that I encountered. Of 
the nine au pairs I met, four were badly treated 
as Serena was in vignette 1. Two enjoyed the 
experience so much that it felt like a long holiday, 
Maria being one of them (Vignette 2). The other 
two had mixed opinions, in that they worked very 
hard, but  Tw (.75  Tdh view) Tj
126 lgnettey5Tw (.5b1mative )  in th24j
0 -12.75  TD 0.1188  Tc 1.. T mu6 hol2r j
0 -12d8ing onT mu6 hol 0yc4  Tc g134  Tc 5diahat 1gTD 0a58
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4.2.2 Vignette 2 

Maria left a good job and close supportive family 
in Slovakia to experience life in a different country 
and learn English. She paid an agency to find her 
a placement and bought an expensive flight. She 
ended up with a family who treated her ‘like a 
slave’, ordering her to her room when they came 
in, not showing how to operate things, not 
allowing her to eat with them, yet still giving her 
the responsibility for their six month old baby. 
Eventually the agency found another family who 
were quite the opposite and she was extremely 
happy with them for two and half years. This 
second experience still opposes the traditional 
model, because the family took a very flexible 
interpretation of the rules. Nevertheless it offers 
an example of an extremely positive experience 
for the hosts and au pair.  

 

Maria’s second family 

I am still really good friends with them and I still see 
them all the time. Kate was always saying to Amy, 
make sure you teach Maria English. Kate would always 
make sure that I was busy during the day when Amy 
was at school, either I was going to Church to play the 
bells, or I was going to the market to help out. She 
always made sure that someone came in the door in 
the morning to pick me up to go somewhere and they 
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Mica: My family did. I had boyfriend and they never 
told me anything. When we came there they told me 
anything is okay because I had basement room and my 
own door. Mind you when I first went to that room I 
couldn’t believe it. My friend came and we really had to 
clean the room, it was tiny. I was in hospital too for 
three days with poisoning from the damp in that place 
but I went back because I loved the baby and the 
family were nice to me. 

Mica’s case epitomizes the absence of simple 
dichotomies, in that generally she was content, 
but some aspects could have been better. Once 
her English improved it was easier to look for 
another job and therefore she was able to use the 
flexibility of the scheme to her own advantage by 
moving to a family that would suit her needs and 
overall aims. Mica is currently working in a 
restaurant and is here on a student visa studying 
English. She hopes to be able to come back to 
Oxford when Slovakia joins the EU in order to 
study nursing. 

 

4.3 Institutional contexts 

Like all social groups, au pairs are very 
heterogeneous. However, the three vignettes 
outlined above represent differing extremes of 
experience. How and why these three cases differ  
offers a useful starting point for drawing out what 
lies behind the normative model. These findings 
are not offered as empirically tested truths, due to 
the size of the study. However, common features 
have arisen consistently that affect a person’s 
experience and provide justification for further 
research. The variables I hypothesise here as 
crucial to the success of an au pair’s experience 
are grouped within ‘institutional contexts’ – the 
impact that state and agencies have on the 
construction of roles and relationships, and 
‘individual practices’ – how au pairs and host 
families react to, replicate and form relationships 
based on crucial factors of hierarchy or 
reciprocity. Each of these relationships can be 
masked by, or related to, cultural exchange or a 
reproductive burden, although this is not a simple 
dichotomy. 

Relationships, such as those between host 
families and au pairs, do not occur in a vacuum. 
They are shaped by, and connected to, demands 
of wider structural forces and institutions. This 
section therefore focuses on how the state and au 
pair agencies affect the temporary migration and 
experience of au pairs. 

4.3.1 The State 

The au pair scheme is built on an idea of 
reciprocal exchange. Matching the demand for 
unskilled entry into the UK with the demand for 
support within the home seems on the surface a 

win-win situation. However, the inbuilt flexibility 
unwittingly favours host families, because they 
control access to money and accommodation in 
return for labour. Therefore, success requires a 
conscious effort on the part of the family to rectify 
this imbalance and often a flexible interpretation 
of the legislation. 

Being able to work outside the home is not 
permitted on an au pair visa, although some 
families encourage or support it. This was not a 
factor that was originally considered, but a 
surprising element that arose in those cases 
where the au pair was very happy with the 
experience. For them it meant being able to 
extend their networks of support and friendship, 
whilst gaining a certain amount of financial and 
social independence. For example, Maria worked 
outside the home to supplement her income, but 
also to improve her English and gain new 
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option for complaint is to switch families. Where 
agencies were willing to help, they found it 
difficult to place au pairs that were unable to 
provide references from the previous host 
families, again giving the family the upper hand.  

Nationality was another subject that came up 
consistently in conversations with agencies and 
host families. Many families would start off by 
saying that nationality made no difference, but 
would contradict themselves by explaining why 
they had been able to cancel out whole 
populations on the basis of one experience or a 
stereotype.  

‘We actually preferred to have them [au pairs 
from Eastern Europe] rather than people in 
France and Germany, because of the 
perception of those people having relatively 
simple means, rather than having come from a 
more affluent sort of environment.’ (Rob, 
Witney) 

Au pair agencies that I interviewed replicated 
these arguments and racist stereotypes, as Bakan 
and Stalius (1995) found in their study of 
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responsibility for tasks showed cleaning, washing, 
tidying and ironing were tasks that were not on 
the whole shared, but done primarily by au pairs. 
Other duties like reading to the children, cooking 
for the family and shopping were shared or taken 
up the mother. Interestingly, eight respondents 
said that the father was responsible for washing 
the car, with a further eight saying ‘other person’ 
or ‘no one had responsibility’. This was the only 
category where the father featured as a majority 
and provides further evidence that reproductive 
duties are still falling on women or their 
replacement – the au pair. I argue that au pairs 
are often a replacement wife or mother, rather 
than an ‘additional other’, because it was often 
the mother that took responsibility for finding an 
au pair and managing them in the home.  

‘I was the one that was pushing to have one 
and I was definitely the one to take 
responsibility for dealing with the au pair. That 
is just the way things are, the woman often 
has to deal with things like that. Perhaps I felt 
guilty at leaving my girls while I was at work.’     
(Pauline, Newbury) 

 Where applicable it was the mother that had 
responsibility for setting tasks, checking work and 
general behaviour 15. Interestingly, the father did 
participate more when it came to paying the au 
pair. Therefore, although the presence of an au 
pair was emancipating women from some aspects 
of their domestic responsibility they still had to 
replace themselves, which meant that the 
gendered division of labour was not challenged. 
The structure of the family and the relationships 
that hosts establish, in terms of hierarchy or 
reciprocity, are shown here to be significant. 
Some host families felt that paying their au pair 
had bought them the right to control the au pairs’ 
tasks, but more than this, control over them as 
individuals. 

‘I felt like she was controlling me instead of her 
children. It was like she wanted to put 
somebody else there you know. I felt like I had 
to listen because if I did not then I felt like I 
would lose the house, she would kick me out 
and what I’m going to do. I will be on the 
streets, so I had to listen, but her children 
didn’t have to!’             (Jeanie, Slovakia) 

One host family interviewed proudly explained 
that they would treat their au pairs as family 
members and they were so close that they were 
going to Turkey to visit their ex-
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to have a friendly relationship when things do not 
work out as they intended. For example, one host 
mother said that she had had much better 
experiences with nannies as opposed to au pairs: 

‘People would say to me, you are not acting 
like you are a boss. But I would say I don’t 
want to be, not when I am at home. I hadn’t 
needed to with the nannies. All the nannies we 
had were excellent. I expected it to be like 
that.’   (Pauline, Newbury) 

This host family had decided not to get another 
nanny because of the cost and the fact that they 
did not require full time childcare. Yet they still 
expected to have a professional ‘worker’ because 
they consistently compared the service in terms of 
quality and value for money. Although the mother 
claimed that she treated her au pairs like ‘one of 
the family’, there was no understanding of the 
contradiction that this entailed. There is therefore 
a strong correlation between the structure of the 
family, its reproductive burden and the integration 
of ‘another’, in this case an au pair. 

 
4.5 Summary 

Relationships formed between au pairs and host 
families – within a context set by the state and 
agencies – are crucial to the success of an au 
pair’s migratory project. Figure 3 shows the 
relational axes (as previously described within the 
theoretical discussion) on to which I have plotted 
the Vignettes outlined at the beginning of this 
chapter. These represent the three general types 
of experience that I judged to be most common 
based on my own data collation and the analysis. 

 

Figure 3: Modelling relationships 
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V2 exemplifies the friendship model that proved 
successful for au pairs and host families alike. It 
operated like a friendship because reciprocity was 
essential. Serena, in her own words, would have 
been prepared to do tasks without any rules or 
any financial repayment. V1 on the other hand 
shows an opposite extreme whereby the family 
did not pay Maria and she was treated as the 
lowest rank on the family hierarchy. Cultural 
exchange in this case was not even a 
consideration. Finally, V3 gives an example of a 
clearer expectation of work and more financial 
compensation for extra duties. Again cultural 
exchange was not a priority, but the family was 
able to recognise the importance of their au pair 
as a reproductive asset. I have also plotted some 
possible positionings for domestic workers based 
on available literature (cf. Anderson 2000; 
Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Meagher 2002), which 
offer an interesting comparison. The key 
difference is that although au pairs might be 
within a hierarchical relationship, they do not 
appear in the lower left quarter because they do 
not have a paid contract. For domestic workers 
this may in fact be the most advantageous 
positioning because they are given proper reward 
for their work, rather than being expected to do 
things through reciprocity alone. Therefore, 
despite the fact that the nature of their work 
might be similar the relationships they find 
themselves in are very different. This highlights 
the power that families have in deciding the au 
pair role, because they are able to choose 
whether they are treated as friends and equals or 
as another reproductive supplier provided by the 
market.   

The above diagram shows an extended line on 
the unpaid/familial side (compared to figure 1) 
because through this extension the state is able 
to shift responsibility into the private sphere, 
making the corresponding axis even more 
fundamental. That is not to say that there is a 
huge conspiracy to exploit au pairs. On the 
contrary, the scheme is an unsurprising response 
to various demands. However, the fragile nature 
of the relations requested by the legislation, i.e. 
being part of the family, is not properly accounted 
for. In many cases it simply does not work. 
Therefore, in order to consider any changes we 
must first being to understand and admit the 
influence that different actors – such as the state 
or agencies – have in the construction of 
relationships. A managed migration agenda offers 
no space for unsuccessful migratory experiences 
because there is an implicit assumption of self-
reliance or temporariness. In practice, there are 
complex levels of success and failure that are not 
explained by referring to individuals’ 

Key: 

V1 – Vignette 1, Serena 

V2 – Vignette 2, Maria 

V3 – Vignette 3, Mica 
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idiosyncrasies alone, or by ignoring wider 
structural factors.  

 
 

5. Conclusions  
 

This paper started by listing reasons that explain 
why au pairs have been invisible within academic, 
political and public debates. They are invisible for 
a number of reasons, not least because they 
epitomise liminality. This liminality has been 
theoretically explored in terms of the elusive 
nature of mobility and the concealed role of social 
reproduction. It was also tested empirically by 
looking at how au pairs are positioned in reality. 
Exposing these elements allows us to understand 
the conceptual limits of migration theory, as well 
as, gaining a better understanding of au pairs 
themselves. Although the choice between ‘cultural 
exchange and reproductive labour’ did not turn 
out to be the simpl
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