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Preface

The preface of  a book on the life courses of  highly skilled migrants probably 
demands an introduction to my life course as a highly skilled migrant. Rather than 
focusing on my parallel life course careers and their interdependencies, I would like to 
reflect on the linked lives in this stage of  my life course. Just as central as linked lives are 
in the life course approach and in this dissertation, they have been crucial for me during 
the writing of  this book. The support, opinions and advice from my professionally and 
socially linked lives have shaped both this dissertation and my life course decisions. I felt 
particularly thankful for being surrounded by so many caring people when I had to run 
the extra miles after I had already finished a PhD marathon, all that support really kept 
me going.

First, I would like to thank my supervisors. It has not always been easy for you 
either to keep me on track during those long years, but I am glad we have reached the 
end point together. Leo, I appreciate how you relate everything to the wider picture. 
Thank you for reminding me to not overcomplicate things and to not have unrealistic 
expectations for the dissertation and for myself. Claartje, although you officially became 
my co-promotor in the very end of  my PhD trajectory, you have been involved in the 
background throughout the process, thank you for that. I have learned a lot from your 
critical thinking, eye for the detail, pragmatic attitude, and thorough feedback. Ajay, 
it has been a privilege to have a highly skilled Indian migrant in the Netherlands as a 
supervisor of  this dissertation; your theoretical knowledge and first-hand emic view have 
been very valuable. It was good to know your office door was always open for formal and 
informal chats, during good times and not so good times.

Equally importantly, I am grateful to the research participants for sharing their life 
stories with me. I think back of  the fieldwork as the most inspiring and rewarding part 
of  the PhD process.

Jouke, the first article benefited from your economic geographer’s perspective, 
thanks for your input.

I was hosted by the Centre for Population Change at the University of  Southampton 
during my fieldwork in the UK, my thanks for the opportunity and support go to all 
people involved. Sabu, your big smile and helpfulness gave me confidence that everything 
will work out. Hildah, our lively discussions on European and African norms and values 
were eye-opening and amusing. Panos and Eva, thanks for introducing the British (night 
life) culture to me, I guess we would all pass the integration test now. Devyanee, my stay 
in Southampton would not have been the same without you, I value our friendship a lot. 

During the years I have spent at the Population Research Centre, I have shared the 
office and hallway, talks and walks, the joys and frustrations of  doing a PhD with many 
colleagues who have played an important role in writing this book. Karen, you hold a 
special place for me as the first PRCer I got to know, thanks for the gezelligheid in our 



office. Too bad I could not keep up with your productivity. Alessandra, we make a good 
She and The Other Blonde team. I have enjoyed the culinary weekends in The Hague, 
Leiden and Barcelona with you, and hope there are many more to come. Eva, it has always 
been nice to visit cultural events with you, I hope this tradition will continue (luckily 
Bremen is only 2 hours away). My other officemates from the Netherlands, Tanzania, 
Bangladesh and Malaysia, thank you for the company. Shirish, your perseverance and 
kindness are extraordinary. Many thanks to you and your family for your hospitality 
in Pune! Marieke, you are such a sweet person, and although we did not manage to 
have the double or triple PhD defence day, I am so glad we got to eat the long-awaited 
PhD cake for the both of  us this year. Vera, our numerous jokes and business ideas 
were a great way to counterbalance the PhD issues. Fala to all Dimitrievskas/-is for a 
memorable trip to Macedonia. Meredith, thanks for all your lovely chats, e-mails, advice, 
and sarcasm. It was very special to visit you and Pete Down Under. Mirjam, thanks for 
the PhD motivation, pilates lessons and get-togethers. Billie, your energy seems to be 
endless and it brightens up the day (Go team Paranymphs!). Biswamitra, thank you for 
the wonderful day and positive vibes in the colourful Bangalore. Erka, I still remember 
our disappointment when discovering that the Blue Danube is not blue at all. Fanny, 
thank you so much for cheering for me literally and figuratively through the wind and 
rain when riding a bicycle to Loppersum train station, or when heading towards the PhD 
finish line. To all the other colleagues at the department and the faculty, many thanks for 
the Zernike memories!

I also wish to thank the people from the academic community outside my home 
and host institutes who have influenced me as a researcher. My thanks are due to fellow 
demographers from the Estonian Institute for Population Studies for their interest in my 
research and for involving me in their academic activities. The depth and breadth of  your 
seminars are impressive, as is the hard work you have put into developing the institute. 
Members of  the Migration and Culture Research Network in Groningen, thanks for the 
fruitful paper discussions. Emma, writing and publishing an article with you was a very 
useful experience for me.

Elen and Marii, I cannot thank you enough for being my paranymphs; you are my 
support not only for academic questions, but, more importantly, for all other matters. 
Our ‘in-depth interviews’, ‘panel discussions’, ‘workshops’, ‘winter schools’, ‘participant 
observations’ and ‘international conferences’ are the best.

Dear Boschlust people, thank you so much for all the friendships and fun, and 
for giving me a second home in Groningen. Jelle, Lea, Martti, Michel, Robert, Tiago, 
thanks for all the necessary distraction from the dissertation. Friends in Hong Kong 
and the HK Hiking Meetup community, it was great to discover this amazing city and 
its even more amazing nature with you after the lonely days in the library with my 



laptop and dissertation. Amit, thanks for the (possibility and) opportunity to finally 
visit the homeland of  my research participants, and to experience the Indian culture 
myself. Margreet, thank you for the listening ear and for the ideas on how to improve 
my PhD experience. Mevrouw Klat, I admire your optimistic take on life, and your words 
of  wisdom often give me comfort. Wiebo, it is always a pleasure to go on the long walks 
with you and the dogs, and talk about literature, among other things. Erik, although our 
life paths are separated now, you shaped my life course a lot during the many years we 
were together. Thank you for your support and belief  in me, and for putting up with yet 
another whole night that I had spent on writing this dissertation.

My dearest friends from Saaremaa—Andre, Argo, Maarja, Taavi, Tiina—our long-
lasting friendships mean so much to me, even though (or perhaps even more so because) 
we have not met frequently during the past 11 years that I have lived outside of  Estonia. 
Liili, most likely I would never have pursued a master’s degree in demography and 
written this dissertation thereafter if  you would not have invited me to join you in the 
Migration course during our Erasmus year. Our discussions on all sorts of  topics and our 
adventures in Polish villages and Georgian night trains are one of  a kind. Kaisa, Kristel, 
Peeter, I am glad to have friends like you. 

My mother’s unconditional support has always been my source of  strength to not 
give up. Thank you for letting me make my own life course decisions. I am most pleased 
that we are so close despite of  the long physical distance between us. Die Familie Schepke, 
I appreciate the lovely atmosphere during the get-togethers in Germany and Sweden. 
Lieber Ulf, thank you for being there for me at all times, as well as for your creative ways 
of  guiding me towards the completion of  this book and of  getting my mind off  the PhD 
stress. Your care and enthusiasm always make me smile as much as possible and as little 
as necessary. I am so happy our lives are linked.

Aitäh!

Anu
September 2016, Pihtla
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Overview of the empirical chapters 

The chapters included in this PhD dissertation are modified versions of  the following 
publications and manuscripts:

Chapter 2
Kõu, A., Van Wissen, L.J.G., Van Dijk, J., and Bailey, A. 2015. A life course approach to 
high-skilled migration: Lived experiences of  Indians in the Netherlands. Journal of  Ethnic 
and Migration Studies 41 (10), 1644–1663.

Chapter 3
Kõu, A., and Bailey, A. 2014. ‘Movement is a constant feature in my life’: Contextualising 
migration processes of  highly skilled Indians. Geoforum 52, 113–122.

Chapter 4
Kõu, A., Bailey, A., Mulder, C.H., and Van Wissen, L.J.G. 2013. ‘For the sake of  the 
family and the future’: The linked lives of  highly skilled Indian migrants in the Netherlands 
and United Kingdom. International Conference on Population Geographies, 25–28 
June 2013, Groningen.

Resubmitted to an international peer-reviewed journal.

Chapter 5
Kõu, A., and Bailey, A. 2015. ‘Some people expect women should always be dependent’: 
Indian women’s experiences as highly skilled migrants. Workshop ‘Migration, 
development and citizenship: Examining the nexus between the arrangement of  
migrant lives and (global/national) political and economic regimes’, 25–26 June 2015, 
Amsterdam.

Invited to revise and resubmit to an international peer-reviewed journal.
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1.1 High-skilled migration
International labour migration from developing to the developed countries 

continues to be both a major cause and a consequence of  today’s globalisation trends. A 
large majority of  destination countries particularly welcome highly skilled migrants, and 
restrict the entry of  low skilled migrants (Castles, 2013). Given the population ageing and 
the shortage of  skilled labour, competition for foreign talent is not a new phenomenon 
in the developed countries (King, 2002; Koser and Salt, 1997). In 2000 the European 
Parliament put forth the Lisbon agenda, in which it announced its intention to make the 
European Union (EU) ‘the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy 
in the world by 2010’ (European Parliament, 2000). However, research indicates that 
the EU economies lack flexible highly skilled workers (Zimmermann, 2005). Because of  
economic and technological changes, the need in the EU for a high-skilled workforce has 
been growing even faster over the past decade (CEDEFOP, 2010). 

Attracting ‘the brightest and the best’ from abroad benefits the host economies, as 
highly skilled migrants contribute to productivity performance, innovation capacities, 
welfare systems, and the international dissemination of  knowledge (Commander, 
Kangasniemi, and Winters, 2003; George et al., 2012; Kapur and McHale, 2005; Salt, 
2006). For example, Saxenian’s (2002) research on migrant entrepreneurship in Silicon 
Valley concluded that the contributions of  Chinese and Indian engineers accounted for 
most of  the growth in technology businesses. 

India has one of  the largest pools of  highly skilled labour in the world (Sasikumar and 
Hussian, 2008), and an estimated 25 million Indians have settled overseas (Government 
of  India, 2011). More than four per cent of  the tertiary-educated leave India to work 
in other countries (Bhargava, Docquier, and Moullan, 2011), mainly engineers, IT 
specialists, and health professionals (Khadria, 2004). In the OECD countries, India is 
among the top 10 countries of  origin of  immigrant doctors and nurses (Dumont and 
Zurn, 2007).

Several EU member states have implemented immigration rules to attract highly 
skilled migrants from third countries. This dissertation focuses on the Netherlands and 
the United Kingdom (UK). The highly skilled visa schemes in those two countries differ 
in terms of  their origins, requirements, and benefits for the migrants. The UK is a popular 
destination among many migrants across the globe for linguistic and historic reasons 
(Hopkins and Levy, 2012), whereas the Netherlands is a relatively new destination 
country for the highly skilled. We have chosen to study these two countries to observe 
their potential dissimilarities stemming from their institutional contexts.

In the Netherlands, the knowledge migrant (kennismigrant) visa scheme was launched 
in 2004, and nearly 60,000 applications were received up to 2014 (IND, 2012, 2014; 
INDIAC, 2009). Throughout the years, roughly every third applicant has been an Indian, 
making Indians the largest group among the knowledge migrants (IND, 2012, 2014). 
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These migrants are mainly employed in the IT and other business sectors (INDIAC, 
2009). The knowledge migrants are defined as ‘labour migrants with nationally or 
internationally scarce expertise; generally highly educated and earn an above average 
wage; employed in sectors of  great economic or social importance’ (ACVZ, 2004, 144, 
translation). However, the only application criterion is the prospective minimum salary, 
which is indexed yearly. In 2013, the Modern Migration Policy was implemented, 
which explicitly focuses on ‘migrants in economic demand,’ and restricts the entry of  
other migrants. Under this policy, the prospective employer has greater responsibility 
for proving that a migrant is indeed in demand (IND, 2013). In parallel, highly skilled 
migrants can enter through the European Blue Card route, which offers more flexibility 
within the EU, but sets higher salary requirements.

The UK government put forward the Highly Skilled Migrant Programme in 2002, 
which was changed into the Tier 1 visa scheme in 2008. In this points-based system, the 
application criteria include qualifications, English skills, available maintenance funds, 
prospective earnings, UK work experience, and level of  demand. In 2011, another set 
of  major reforms were announced, such as removing the link between temporary and 
permanent migration, and setting an annual cap of  20,700 third-country nationals to 
work as skilled professionals (Home Office, 2011). The labour migration system in the 
UK is demand-driven, leaving the responsibility of  selecting the migrants and complying 
with legal requirements to the employers. Non-EEA (European Economic Area) 
nationals are predominantly concentrated in the high-skilled employment sectors due to 
the focus on attracting skilled migrants to fill the gaps in the UK labour market (Green 
and Owen, 2013). In 2015, there were nearly 60,000 sponsored visa applications for 
skilled work, and 78 per cent of  these were for Indian nationals (Home Office, 2015a). 
A similar pattern has been observed throughout the years. Of  all Indian nationals to 
whom skilled work visas were issued in 2008, 19 per cent had been granted settlement in 
2013 (Home Office, 2015b). As in the Netherlands, most of  the highly skilled migrants 
in the UK work in IT and communication fields, scientific and technical sectors, or the 
financial and insurance industries (ONS, 2015).

Although in both countries dependant visas are included in the highly skilled migrant 
visa schemes, there is a lack of  recognition in these regulations that migration is a social 
process. This further reflects the quantifiable concepts that the literature on high-skilled 
migration dominantly focuses on: brain drain, brain gain, remittances, investments, and 
returns of  human capital. As Castles (2013, 133) states: ‘All too often both government 
policies and public perceptions are based on the idea of  migrants as economic beings, 
whose motivations are determined by narrow cost-benefit considerations. They ignore 
the social relationships of  migrants as members of  families and communities, as well as 
the way personal characteristics and goals change over the human life cycle’.
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The complexity in migration patterns has been increasing throughout the recent 
decades, as a variety of  migration motives other than financial gains has emerged, and as 
migration has become less likely to be a one-off  event (Poot, Waldorf, and Van Wissen, 
2008). The increasing diversity of  migration motives and processes creates new forms of  
migration and mobility. Among these, transnational migration has come forth perhaps the 
most dominantly, and many highly skilled migrants could be regarded as transnationals. 
Migrants engaged in transnationalism ‘live their lives across international borders’ 
(Glick Schiller and Fouron, 1999, 344), and they are likely to be involved in various 
domains—such as economic, social, and cultural domains—both in the home and host 
country (Portes, 1997). One of  the main reasons for migrants to sustain relationships 
in the country of  origin is to have contacts and support available in case returning back 
(Levitt and Jaworsky, 2007). However, not all migrants are transnationals, and there is 
a large variety of  the extent of  involvement in transnational practices among those who 
are (Levitt, DeWind, and Vertovec, 2003; Portes, 2003). Although the transnationalism 
literature emphasises the geographical and cultural dimension of  being a member of  
different countries and cultures, in this literature the notion of  sequencing of  migration 
episodes, including return migration and onward migration stages in the lives of  migrants 
remains rather implicit. This dissertation adopts an approach that emphasises these 
sequences, through the lens of  the life course. Likewise, the perspective of  migration 
trajectories as multiple movements rather than a one-off  migration event (Schapendonk, 
2011) underlines the aspects of  variability and flexibility in the life course approach. The 
trajectory perspective on migration emphasises the need to embed migration experiences 
in the contexts of  personal events and policy developments (Ho, 2011), overlapping with 
the central themes of  the life course approach put forward by Elder (1975, 1994).

Migrants are thus not just economic but social agents who are also embedded in 
social, cultural, and historical contexts. In order to acknowledge these contexts and 
dynamics in the migration processes, we aim in this dissertation to study high-skilled 
migration from the life course perspective. The life course approach allows us to look at 
migration as a coherent component within a constellation of  other life domains, such 
as education, employment, and family. By going beyond the boundaries of  economic 
reasoning, we are able to examine and explain the patterns of  the life course that both 
constitute and are determined by high-skilled migration. While acknowledging that 
highly skilled migrants are also striving to improve their financial situation, we are not 
arguing that economic theories of  (high-skilled) migration should be ignored. Instead, 
we aim to provide another perspective on this issue—namely, the perspective of  the 
migrants. Therefore, the main objective of  this research is to help us gain a deeper 
micro-level understanding of  how the interdependencies of  education, employment, and 
household trajectories shape the migration trajectories in particular, and the life courses 
in general of  highly skilled migrants and their significant others. 
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1.2 Life course approach
The life course approach is a cohesive instrument for studying life trajectories and 

life events or transitions of  individuals over time and in social processes (see Elder, 1985, 
1994; Kulu and Milewski, 2007; Wingens et al., 2011). The transitions concern status 
passages or roles that account for particular changes in the life of  an individual (Elder, 
1985; Dykstra and Van Wissen, 1999), such as entering the labour market or becoming 
a parent, which alter employment and family status, respectively. From the perspective 
of  migration, the central elements of  the life course are the age-differentiated social roles 
and the transitions between these roles (Clark, Glick, and Bures, 2009). The variability 
of  the timing and the sequence of  transitions across different trajectories underline the 
diversity and unpredictability of  life paths (Clark and Davies Withers, 2007; Elder, 1975; 
Geist and McManus, 2008). 

The various dimensions of  the life course approach are summarised in a framework 
proposed by Elder (1975, 1994), which consists of  four central themes. The first component, 
‘lives in time and space’, refers to the historical and geographical context that influences 
the life paths of  individuals, or the ‘cohort effect’. The second component, ‘timing of  
lives’, looks at the life course in terms of  the occurrence, the duration, and the sequence 
of  transitions. The concept of  ‘linked lives’ emphasises individuals’ embeddedness in 
social relationships, and recognises the roles of  the lives of  other people in forming the 
life paths of  individuals. The last element, ‘human agency’, which connects the other 
elements, assumes that human beings are consciously and deliberately making choices 
in order to construct their own life paths.

Rossi’s (1955) pioneering work on linking the family life cycle and residential 
mobility was one of  the early attempts to incorporate those four elements of  the life 
course approach. However, the life cycle approach assumes a predetermined set of  
events in a predetermined sequence that all individuals undergo. The main transitions 
of  a family life cycle—leaving the parental home, marriage, raising children, retirement, 
and widowhood—are major triggers for relocations. In addition to these transitions, the 
life course approach recognises transitions such as singlehood, cohabitation, separation, 
and remarriage; and thus allows for diversity in life paths.

The diversity in the sequence, timing, and number of  transitions in the life course 
is also exemplified in the considerable fluidity between education and employment 
trajectories. Being both major migration motives for the highly skilled, and closely 
linked to residential and financial independence, the contexts for these transitions can 
differ. Whereas enrolment in tertiary education often marks the step of  leaving the 
parental home—and is related to the timing and cultural norms that pertain to it—, 
entry into the labour market is more likely to be paired with or shortly followed by union 
formation. However, rather than a linear transition from full-time education to full-time 
employment, there is a multitude of  intermediate statuses and overlaps between those 
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two (Raffe, 2003). In the case of  migrants, the distinction between student migrants 
and other skilled migrants has become less clear partly due to their potential additional 
identities as workers (Raghuram, 2013). The changes in education and work towards 
flexible employment, life-long learning, and internationalisation of  labour markets have 
promoted the partial merging of  education and employment trajectories (Teichler, 1999). 
In this dissertation, the thin boundaries between education and employment trajectories 
are further exemplified in the case of  participants pursuing a PhD degree. Whereas in 
the UK, they are regarded as students of  higher education, in the Netherlands PhD 
candidates are predominantly considered as research employees. We recruited research 
participants aged between 25 and 40 years in order to study migrants in certain stages of  
the life course where many important transitions are expected to occur. People have most 
likely completed (the first stage of) tertiary education by the age of  25 and have entered 
or are about to enter the labour market. Also union and family formation processes by 
and large take place in the 25–40 age group.

The life course inherently takes into account significant others and their life 
trajectories. In most of  the migration literature, these significant others are a migrant’s 
partner and children, and, to a lesser extent, his or her parents. While a large share 
of  the existing research that links the life course and (high-skilled) migration focuses 
on Western countries, our study is one of  the few that explores non-Western migrants. 
Given the cultural context of  India, the country of  origin in this dissertation, we also 
include extended families. However, extended families play a part in the migration 
process in Western societies as well, when, for instance, grandparents relocate in order 
to take care of  their grandchildren (Hank and Buber, 2009). Family members can also 
keep individuals from migrating: couples are found to be less likely to relocate when 
their parents are living nearby (Mulder and Malmberg, 2014).

Although not an explicit focus in the current study, we acknowledge the importance 
of  social networks as a source of  significant others of  the migrants, and also acknowledge 
that studying social networks adds to understanding migration as a social product (Boyd, 
1989). According to social network theory, individuals invest in social relationships in 
order to gain access to resources embedded in the social structures that increase expected 
returns of  instrumental actions (social, economic, and political returns) or expressive 
actions (physical and/or mental health, and life satisfaction) (Lin, 1999). Harvey (2008) 
summarises that social networks are crucial for highly skilled migrants to find jobs. 
Social networks both provide and limit opportunities for an individual (Lin, 1999). 
Strong ties generate bonding social capital (or exclusive social networks) that connects a 
homogeneous group, whereas weak ties often deliver bridging social capital (or inclusive 
social networks) that creates linkages between heterogeneous groups, and thus is likely 
to provide access to large variety of  resources (Putnam, 2000; 2004). However, regarding 
migrant social networks, Raghuram, Henry, and Bornat (2010) have pointed out the 
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shortcoming in migration research in taking into account the role of  non-migrants’ 
networks in the labour market outcomes of  migrants.

Another focal point of  this dissertation is dual-earner couples. Mincer (1978) 
refers to ‘tied movers’ as migrants who move for the career benefits of  their partner, 
while at the same time often sacrificing their own professional ambitions. The existing 
literature has established that tied movers are mainly women, as they tend to experience 
downward job mobility after migration (Boyle et al., 2008; Cooke, 2008a; Smits, Mulder, 
and Hooimeijer, 2003). Gender is thus an important topic within the study of  high-
skilled migration, because it is ‘at the nexus of  governmental regulations, the social lives 
of  individuals and community values that intersect in migration’ (Mooney, 2006, 399).

1.3 Research questions, data and thesis outline
The above discussion illustrates how research on high-skilled migration can benefit 

from the life course approach. Whereas quantitative frameworks tend to overemphasise 
the economic-related outcomes of  migration, our qualitative research provides a 
window into the ‘underlying social and cultural migration decision-making processes’ 
(Smith, 2004, 265). We use semi-structured biographic in-depth interviews as research 
instruments, drawing from the biographic-narrative interview method (Wengraf, 2001). 
The biographical approach directly relates to the life course by emphasising social 
embeddedness and its impact on an individual’s decision-making processes (Findlay and 
Li, 1997; Halfacree and Boyle, 1993; Ní Laoire, 2008). Examining migrant biographies 
provides us with insights into how individuals construct their life courses in terms of  both 
geographical and social mobility (King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003). Using a biographical 
approach to study highly skilled migrants adds to our understanding of  the relationship 
between the different stages of  the migration process, and highlights the significance of  
social and institutional factors, as well as the traditional economic factors.

A total of  47 semi-structured biographic interviews were conducted: 22 in the 
Netherlands and 25 in the UK; 36 with men and 11 with women. Table 1.1 gives 
an overview of  the ages, the marital and family status, and the occupations of  the 
participants. The participants were recruited based on the following criteria: holder of  
a highly skilled migrant visa (or dependant of  a visa holder), aged 25–40, and an actual 
or an intended residential duration of  at least one year. The data were collected between 
June 2010 and August 2011 in the Netherlands, and between May and August 2011 in 
the UK. Participant recruitment turned out to be quite a challenging task, as attempts 
to recruit participants through cultural associations, multi-national companies, and 
social media were unsuccessful. The vast majority of  participants were thus recruited by 
means of  snowball sampling through personal and professional contacts. To minimise 
the risk of  including only participants with similar characteristics, we sought to create 
as many entry points to snowball sampling as possible. The timing of  the fieldwork in 
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the UK coincided with the announcement and/or implementation of  several changes 
in high-skilled migration policies (see Table 3.1), a topic that emerged in almost all of  
the interviews, and that directly influenced the migration experiences and plans of  the 
participants. 
 
Table 1.1 Profile of participants (N=47)

Characteristic Number of 
participants

Characteristic Number of 
participants

Agea 25-29 24 Occupationb Research 15c

30-34 10 Engineering 9

35-40 6 IT 9

Finance 4

Marital status Single 12 Medicine 4

Relationship 6 Other 5

Engaged 5

Married 23 Has a child or children 14

Divorced 1

a Two participants were 24 years old and five were over age 40.
b One participant was on parental leave.
c 10 participants were PhD researchers and five were employed in as junior or senior researchers in the academia.

Based on the interview, a visualisation of  the life course of  each participant was 
depicted for an overview of  his or her parallel careers and life course events (see Figures 
2.1 and 4.1). These visualisations provide illustrations of  path interdependencies, timing 
of  events, and linked lives. 

This dissertation focuses on the migration motivations, decisions, and experiences 
of  individuals who migrate; and on the internal and external influences on these 
motivations. The main research question is:

How are the migration motivations, decisions, and experiences of  highly skilled Indians 
in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom shaped by life course interdependencies, 
significant others, and cultural and institutional contexts?

The dissertation consists of  four chapters in which we examine the life course of  
highly skilled migrants from different viewpoints. Chapter 2 proposes the theoretical 
and empirical grounds for applying the life course approach to high-skilled migration. 
Building on this foundation, each of  the following chapters deals with a specific 
aspect within this approach: the migration process (Chapter 3), linked lives (Chapter 
4), and gender (Chapter 5). Throughout these chapters, we discuss various elements 
of  the migration experiences of  the participants, including their migration motivations, 
decision-making, and plans; their interpersonal and intergenerational relationships; and 
their respective cultural norms and institutional settings. 
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Chapter 2 presents a framework that links high-skilled migration to the life course 
approach. We extend the focus from economic outcomes of  high-skilled migration to 
the biographies of  the migrants, as well as to social and cultural aspects in the migration 
process. We seek to answer the following question: 

1. How do highly skilled Indian migrants construct their life courses with regard to 
education, employment, household, and migration trajectories?

The empirical part of  this chapter is based on Dutch data only. We demonstrate 
how a culture of  migration among the highly skilled in India promotes studying and/or 
working abroad as a norm. 

In Chapter 3, we examine migration as situated in the life course. The central 
argument here is to view migration as a process that includes the events and contexts 
that shape the migration experiences before, during, and after the move.

2.1 What resources do highly skilled Indian migrants use for migration?

2.2 How is migration decision-making embedded in the life course context? 

2.3 How does the institutional setting modify migration expectations and experiences in 
different stages of  the migration process? 

Self-actualisation, rather than economic motives, proves to be the major driver 
for migration and the formation of  migrant capital. We also illustrate how restrictive 
migration policies limit migrants’ agency and determine their further settlement or 
migration plans.

Chapter 4 focuses on linked lives: the life courses of  migrants and their families. 

3. How do significant others shape the life courses of  highly skilled Indian migrants in 
general and migration trajectories in particular?

We go beyond the nuclear family and include the parents and the extended 
family, thereby taking into account the Indian cultural context, in which close family 
ties are produced and maintained largely through the extended or joint family system. 
This chapter highlights the participants’ life course choices, which are linked to their 
significant others, and which often shape their migration decisions. 

Chapter 5 is guided by the following question: 

4. In what ways do gender norms shape the migration experiences of  highly skilled Indian 
women? 

This chapter explores the interplay between gender norms and cultural context in 
the migration experiences of  female highly skilled migrants, providing a picture in which 
women are viewed as being more than just tied movers. We show how women navigate 
between cultural norms and personal aspirations, and conclude that migration can, to a 
certain extent, be seen as a means of  escaping from patriarchal norms. 
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Chapter 6 summarises the main findings and highlights the contributions of  this 
dissertation to the research on high-skilled migration and the life course. We also 
provide policy implications and recommendations for further research, and reflect on 
the limitations of  this study. 



Chapter 2 
A life course approach to high-skilled 

migration:
Lived experiences of Indians in the 

Netherlands

 
 
This chapter is a modified version of: 
Kõu, A., Van Wissen, L.J.G., Van Dijk, J., and Bailey, A. 2015. A life course approach to 
high-skilled migration: Lived experiences of  Indians in the Netherlands. Journal of  Ethnic 
and Migration Studies, 41 (10), 1644–1663.
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Abstract
This article presents a framework which applies life course approach to high-skilled 
migration. By using the lens of  the life course, migration behaviour is viewed not only 
in response to labour market triggers, but also in relation to other life domains such as 
education, employment and household. The data presented in this article are drawn from 
22 in-depth interviews and visualisations of  parallel careers. The results illustrate how 
highly skilled Indian migrants in the Netherlands shape their life course and highlight 
the parallel careers that structure their migration trajectories. Parents, spouse and social 
networks inform the life course decisions of  these migrants through the linked lives 
mechanism to a large extent. Our findings challenge the notion of  ‘trailing wives’ and 
suggest that, despite of  gender differences in the life course patterns, the joining spouses 
play an active role in the family migration decisions of  the highly skilled. Life course 
approach enables us to understand the migration process through the lives of  the highly 
skilled and reveals how—the often culturally conditioned—life course interdependencies 
frame their migration decisions.

Keywords: high-skilled migration; Indian migrants; life course; parallel careers; 
qualitative research
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2.1 Introduction
The rapid development of  telecommunication technologies and decline in 

transportation costs have facilitated migration at the highest pace ever since the 
beginning of  the millennium (Levitt, DeWind, and Vertovec, 2003; Portes, Guarnizo, 
and Landolt, 1999). Diverging demographic trends between the developed and less 
developed countries, on the other hand, also encourage the swift mobility of  migrants. 
Several member states of  the European Union (EU) have adopted policies that facilitate 
and regulate the immigration of  highly skilled migrants as a partial remedy against short-
term frictions on the labour market caused by an ageing population. The need for highly 
skilled migrants continues to be a pressing issue as the EU would have required 700,000 
additional researchers by 2010 in order to reach the Barcelona target of  spending 3% 
of  the member countries’ GDP on research and technological development (European 
Commission, 2003).

However, the main aim of  these policy programmes designed to attract highly skilled 
migrants seems to be couched in terms of  importing labour but not people (Castles, 
2006), considering migrants only in terms of  economic efficiency (Ho, 2006). Ryan and 
Mulholland (2014, 597) suggest that ‘there has been a tendency to underestimate the 
“human face” of  “elite” migrants’. Despite the clear need to include family dynamics 
(Clark and Davies Withers, 2007) and social network factors (Harvey, 2011) in the 
migration process, migration motives and outcomes other than economic gain are often 
neglected in research on high-skilled migration. Larsen et al. (2005) observe that for the 
highly skilled the migration decision is based not only on financial reasons, but also on 
individual’s values and expectations. Furthermore, the negotiation of  employment and 
family life remains an important issue, as well as the career experiences of  high-skilled 
female immigrants on the labour market (Lee Cooke, 2007; Liversage, 2009).

The aim of  this article is to present a framework which links the life course approach 
to research on high-skilled migration. By using the lens of  the life course, migration 
behaviour is viewed not only in response to labour market triggers, but also in relation 
to education, employment and household trajectories of  the highly skilled migrants and 
their significant others.  The life course approach connects the micro and macro levels 
by focusing on the interplay between structure and agency (Wingens et al., 2011), and it 
inherently also relates to the meso level, as life courses are embedded in relationships to 
others (Gardner, 2009). Furthermore, the life course approach allows studying multiple 
transitions simultaneously rather than focusing at one particular event at a time (Kulu 
and González-Ferrer, 2014). Levy and the Pavie Team (2005) add that the life course 
approach enables studying lives as ongoing processes, not just focusing on single events. 
Life course events directly influence migration decision-making, as do the perceived 
opportunities depending on the life stage (Kley and Mulder, 2010). We also highlight 
the role of  context, as events in the life course do not take place in isolation but in a 
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specific place and time. Life course transitions of  an individual are also nested in a 
family context, as certain transitions modify the relationships depending on the social 
and cultural definitions of  the family (Kobayashi and Preston, 2007; Yeoh, Huang, 
and Lam, 2005). Thus, expanding the focus from only economic-related outcomes of  
migration enables to shed light on the ‘underlying social and cultural decision-making 
processes’ (Smith, 2004, 265). 

This article first examines the concept of  high-skilled migration. Then it continues 
by presenting a theoretical framework of  life course approach applied to high-skilled 
migration and thereafter provides results from an empirical study in the Netherlands. 
In the final section the implications of  life course interdependencies on shaping the 
migration decisions of  the highly skilled are discussed. 

2.2 High-skilled migration: concepts and definitions
Defining a highly skilled migrant has been a widely debated subject. Generally, 

a highly skilled migrant is considered one with a tertiary education or an equivalent 
specialised work experience (Iredale, 1999), whereas the notion of  ‘equivalent experience’ 
remains ambiguous and admission policies differ on the requirements for the level of  a 
university degree differ per country. In the Netherlands a highly skilled migrant is defined 
through the significance of  their contribution as they are referred to as ‘labour migrants 
with nationally or internationally scarce expertise; generally highly educated and earn 
an above average wage; employed in sectors of  great economic or social importance’ 
(ACVZ, 2004, 144, translation). Many scholars advocate the distinction between skills-
based (i.e., working experience) and qualifications-based (i.e., educational attainment) 
professional expertise (Koser and Salt, 1997; Williams and Baláz, 2005). This article 
retains the use of  the term ‘highly skilled migrants’ and assumes that their working 
experience is equivalent to completed tertiary education.

From a theoretical point of  view, high-skilled migration is usually presented 
in terms of  human capital of  the individuals. People are assumed to move to labour 
markets whose requirements match their education and work experience, and where 
they expect to receive the most satisfying pay-off  for their investment in human capital 
(Borjas, 1989). This line of  reasoning thus views migrants rather as economic agents 
but not as social agents. Investments in human capital can also lead to non-economic 
returns (Becker, 1962). Personal development, creating a professional network, gaining 
international experience, and better working conditions and opportunities are equally 
or even more important than the highest economic returns in the migration decision-
making process of  knowledge migrants (Guth and Gill, 2008; Harvey, 2011; Khoo, 
Hugo, and McDonald, 2008). These reasons account for the temporary rather than 
permanent, circular rather than unidirectional nature of  high-skilled migration (Koser 
and Salt, 1997).
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The circular nature of  the mobility of  professionals is of  crucial importance for the 
macro consequences in terms of  brain drain, brain gain or brain circulation. Migration 
of  high-skilled labour is beneficial not only to the migrants themselves and to the 
receiving countries, but also to the sending countries that profit from the initial outflows 
of  these migrants. The receiving countries gain from the accumulation of  skilled labour 
which leads to increase in the level of  productivity (Commander, Kangasniemi, and 
Winters, 2003), boost in contributions to the welfare system (Kapur and McHale, 2005), 
and stimulation of  innovation capacity and international dissemination of  knowledge 
(Salt, 2006). The professional expertise and networks of  expatriates can be transformed 
into development of  and investments in the home country (Stark, Helmenstein, and 
Prskawetz, 1997), even when they do not physically return. Migrant remittances are a 
major resource for economic development (Ratha, 2003). In India, remittances make up 
23.1per cent of  export earnings (Hugo, 2005).

Within the field of  skilled migration, international student mobility holds a large 
share. Students are desired migrants as they bring and develop their skills and then 
subsequently develop the destination countries (King and Raghuram, 2013). Raghuram 
(2013), however, suggests that the boundaries between student migrants and other 
skilled migrants are blurring, particularly due to increased integration in the society 
and the multiple potential identities of  students, such as workers or family members. 
Postgraduate studies are a step towards career opportunities. Findlay et al. (2012) argue 
that international student mobility should be seen in the wider context of  life course 
aspirations of  the students, in particular it should be related to subsequent mobility 
intentions. As Li et al. (1996) observe: migrating to learn might lead to learning to 
migrate. In the Netherlands, the focus of  this article, PhD candidates are regarded as 
researchers rather than students. They receive a salary or a scholarship, they do not pay 
tuition fees and they are essentially conducting research. Also the Dutch high-skilled 
migrant visa scheme includes PhD candidates as salaried labour migrants.

Migration of  the highly skilled is not a one-off  event but the acquisition of  skills 
and work experience can trigger many movements. Salt (1988, 398) pointed out already 
decades ago that ‘[e]ach [migration] step can be understood only in the light of  the 
sequence as a whole’. Additionally, Beaverstock (1996) suggests that professional and 
managerial workers need to be (globally) mobile in order to obtain the skills required for 
the international markets and clients. One of  the main reasons why Indian IT and health 
professionals work abroad is the high value of  such experience when returning to India 
(Khadria, 2004), thus international working experience may even be prescribed by the 
norms of  the origin community and culture. This view is supported by Robinson and 
Carey (2000) who, based on their study on Indian doctors in the UK, argue that despite 
economic motives migration can be regarded as a cultural and social phenomenon.
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2.3 Studying high-skilled migration from the life course perspective

2.3.1 Life course as an approach
This article views migration as an inherently dynamic phenomenon, as an integrated 

part of  the life course of  individuals within the context in which they live. The life course 
approach provides a coherent tool to examine the evolution of  life trajectories and life 
events of  individuals over time and in social processes (see Elder, 1985, 1994; Kulu 
and Milewski, 2007). Life course transitions are regarded as intermediary between 
contextual factors and migration outcomes (Bernard, Bell, and Charles-Edwards, 2014). 
In this article the life course approach is applied to understand the events (or transitions) 
and trajectories (or careers) in key life domains of  education, employment, household 
and migration. The trajectories/careers evolve simultaneously, or parallel to each 
other, and often depend on one another. Due to interdependence of  one’s life course 
trajectories, an event in one trajectory can bring about status changes in other trajectories 
(Dykstra and Van Wissen, 1999). Such effect of  ‘parallel careers’ is particularly well 
exemplified by migration that is frequently accompanied by alterations in several other 
life domains (Mulder and Hooimeijer, 1999; Mulder and Wagner, 1993): the completion 
of  higher education or embarking on cohabitation often implies a change in one’s place 
of  residence. The interdependencies of  parallel careers are two-dimensional: direction 
of  causality and type of  dependence between trajectories (Mulder and Wagner, 1993). 
In the life course framework unidirectionality is rarely assumed for causality between 
different trajectories. Status and event dependencies play a role in the interconnectedness 
of  different trajectories. The former assumes that the occurrence of  an event in one 
trajectory is affected by the status occupied in the other; whereas according to the latter, 
it is due to the occurrence of  the event in the same trajectory (Willekens, 1999). The 
various dimensions of  the life course approach are summarised in a framework proposed 
by Elder (1975, 1994), depicted in Table 2.1.

Time is a crucial element in the life course approach. Elder (1975) distinguishes 
between three different dimensions of  time. Individual time concerns the chronological 
order of  life events in the life of  an individual; social time includes influences from social 
institutions, roles, norms and values on the transitions; and historical time sees the events 
from the perspective of  historical changes (Elder, 1975; Dykstra and Van Wissen, 1999).

Table 2.1 The central dimensions of the life course approach

Theme Description

Lives in time and 
space

Historical and geographical context that influences the life course of  
individuals; the cohort effect.

Timing of lives Occurrence, duration, and sequence of  transitions.

Linked lives Individuals’ embeddedness in social relationships; the role of  significant 
others in shaping one’s life course.

Human agency Conscious and deliberate choices in constructing one’s life course.
Sources: Elder (1975, 1994)
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2.3.2 Migration decision-making and life course
Given Elder’s (1975, 1994) four central themes (see Table 2.1), in this proposed 

framework it is crucial to consider migration decision-making in a wider setting of  factors 
that either facilitate or hinder migration. Mulder and Hooimeijer (1999) distinguish 
between factors derived from the individual or household (the micro context) and factors 
that are created externally (the macro context). They regard micro-context factors as 
resources and restrictions that concern the life course of  the individual and the linked 
lives. The factors on the macro level are classified as opportunities and constraints that 
are prescribed by the social context. 

Qualifications and skills, or human capital, required for a particular job are the main 
resources. An important restriction stems from the household composition, namely, the 
more persons it consists of, the more complex the migration decision-making. Mincer 
(1978) coined the term ‘tied movers’ to refer to migrants who move in order to advance 
the partner’s career and thereby often give up their own employment-related ambitions. 
Women have predominantly been found to be tied movers, as they tend to undergo 
downward mobility after migration (Boyle et al., 2008; Clark and Davies Withers, 2002; 
Cooke, 2008a). However, not only economic considerations are the key motivation for 
family migration. Pittman and Blanchard (1996) suggest that the relative resources of  
both partners should be looked at, leaving more space for the discussions on power and 
gender relations within the family. Moreover, Ackers (2004) shows that economic factors 
tend to be more applicable for young and single migrants, whereas for those in further 
life course stages, such as migrants with a partner and/or child, family considerations 
are more relevant.

On the macro level, opportunities include the availability of  specific jobs for the 
highly skilled, as well as beneficial immigration policies, whereas barriers to immigration 
or absence of  the vacancies are constraining factors.

2.3.3 Networks, life course and migration
Social and organisational networks can affect the life course of  highly skilled at 

the meso level. Social ties provide both information on settlement destinations and the 
means for interpreting migration as a social phenomenon, not only as an outcome of  
economic decision-making (Boyd, 1989). Emphasising the importance of  social networks 
in migration, Massey et al. (1998) observe that the cost of  migration is reduced for each 
new migrant when he or she utilises the social capital from the networks. Nevertheless, 
a critique of  this theory is its orientation only towards the economic aspects of  migrant 
networks. For the highly skilled migrants, one of  the most important benefits from 
social networks is finding employment and recruitment via informal contacts (Alarcón, 
1999; Conradson and Latham, 2005; Meyer, 2001). Organisational networks, on the 
other hand, often predetermine the employment and migration trajectories, since 
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overseas postings are integrated in the policies of  multinational companies as a part of  a 
professional career (Beaverstock, 2005).

2.3.4 Life course, migration and the highly skilled
This article studies high-skilled migration from the life course perspective to stress 

that migration is not isolated from other life course trajectories and to illustrate the role 
of  significant others in shaping the migration trajectory of  the highly skilled Indians in 
the Netherlands.

Despite the diversity assumed in the life course approach, some general patterns 
within the context of  international migration among the highly skilled can be pointed 
out. Research has confirmed that highly educated people are more likely to move 
more often and over longer distances (Flowerdew and Al-Hamad, 2004; Whisler et al., 
2008). This is supported by the finding that long-distance moves undertaken are mainly 
employment-related (Clark and Davies Withers, 2007; Kulu and Billari, 2004). Many 
studies suggest that migration propensity depends on the family status and composition. 
The larger the family size, the less likely people are to move (Boyle et al., 2008; Kulu, 
2008; Sandefur and Scott, 1981; Whisler et al., 2008). Married people are found to be less 
prone to relocation (Clark and Davies Withers, 2007; Sandefur and Scott, 1981; Whisler 
et al., 2008). However, the likelihood of  union dissolution is higher among couples who 
move frequently over long distances (Boyle et al., 2008; Muszynska and Kulu, 2007). 
With regard to family formation, the fertility of  the highly educated appears to be lower 
than that of  the low-educated (Kulu, 2005). Some studies have concluded that migration 
is shortly followed by the birth of  a child (Andersson, 2004; Kulu and Milewski, 2007; 
Lee Cooke, 2007), although it is not clear whether this is specifically applicable to high-
skilled migration, and it is most likely less relevant for education-related migration. 
Kley and Mulder (2010) suggest that migration decisions stem to a large extent from life 
course events and from perceived opportunities in various life domains. Bernard, Bell, 
and Charles-Edwards (2014, 233) add that not all migration decisions are directly driven 
by life course events, but also through ‘contextual factors such as economic development, 
social inequalities, degree of  gender equity, cultural norms and value systems’ which 
indirectly influence the life course in general and migration trajectory in particular.

Whereas a vast majority of  the previous research linking life course and (high-
skilled) migration has focused on the Western countries, this article will examine migrants 
from a non-Western country, India, where path dependencies may not resemble those 
of  the Western context. The discrepancies might occur due to differences in resources, 
restrictions, opportunities and constraints that form the life course in general and more 
specifically transitions such as union formation or onset of  professional career.
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2.4 Data and methods
This study explores life course from a qualitative perspective to understand migration 

processes from the micro level and to account for the historical and geographical context, 
timing of  lives, linked lives and human agency. We have discussed the advantages of  
qualitative research methods for studying the life course of  migrants in our earlier work 
(Kõu and Bailey, 2014). In order to get insights on how highly skilled Indian migrants 
in the Netherlands construct their life courses with regard to education, employment, 
household and migration trajectories, 22 in-depth interviews were conducted.

2.4.1 Study setting and research participants
In the Netherlands the high-skilled migrant visa was introduced in the end of  2004 

and by 2011 approximately 30,000 applications were received (IND, 2012; INDIAC, 
2009). Roughly one-third of  these migrants were employed in IT and other business 
sectors, whereas another third worked in industry, trade, or education and research 
(INDIAC, 2009). Three quarters of  the visa applicants were males, every second aged 
18–30 years, and every third of  Indian origin (INDIAC, 2009). Highly skilled migrants 
in the Netherlands value the country’s well-performing labour market, a high level of  
income per capita, and the reputation of  Dutch universities and research institutes 
(Berkhout, Smid, and Volkerink, 2010). The inflow of  labour migrants from Asian 
countries will continue in the future and even increase as India and China will remain 
the largest pools of  highly skilled migrants in the world (Nicolaas, 2009).

The research participants of  our study were sought by means of  snowball sampling 
among Indians aged 25–40 at the time of  interview who were either holders of  a 
knowledge migrant visa or their dependant spouses. The required actual or intended 
residential duration was at least one year. The interviews took place in Amsterdam, 
Eindhoven and Groningen between June 2010 and August 2011. Among the 22 
participants, 17 participants were males; 10 participants were married, 4 engaged and 2 
in a relationship. Five participants were parents. Eight participants were working in the 
field of  research, seven participants were engineers, another seven were employed in the 
IT and other business sectors, and one participant was currently a stay-home mother but 
looking to return to labour market.

2.4.2 Interviews and analysis
The main issues dealt with in the interviews were the life events that have led to 

migration accounts and vice versa. Drawing from the biographic-narrative interview 
method (Wengraf, 2001), the form of  the interviews gave the participants the chance 
to tell their life story and further reflect on the context of  their migration decision, 
behaviour and experiences. After the narration, the principal researcher posed specific 
questions stemming from the research questions to add details to the issues revealed in 
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the first phase of  the interview.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed and thereafter analysed with the 

qualitative data software MAXQDA. The main themes that arose from both deductive 
and inductive coding of  the transcripts are outlined in the following sections. The data 
collection and analysis was grounded in theoretical saturation, thus the 22 interviews 
provided sufficient research material. Theoretical saturation is attained when no 
new information or different insights emerge from the interviews, categories are well 
developed with regard to their variation, and relationships among concepts are founded 
and validated (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

Additionally, the principal researcher depicted the life course events and parallel 
careers of  each participant (see Figure 2.1). This method allows for a quick visualisation 
of  path interdependencies and timing of  events. The visualised life story was based 
on the information received from the participant throughout the interview. Similarly, 
quantitative life course studies use life history calendar (Ensel et al., 1996; Freedman 
et al., 1988); however, it does not allow the illumination of  directionality between life 
domains, nor the level of  detail as provided by this personalised qualitative visualisation.

2.5 Findings

2.5.1 ‘I wanted to have international exposure’
A culture of  migration (Massey et al., 1993) is present among the participants as 

nearly everyone reported their family members, friends or fellow students from India were 
or had been living abroad. Such a culture of  migration is promoted through migration 
networks and experience abroad of  significant others which results in studying or 
working abroad as a norm for the highly skilled. Participants referred to such migration 
as ‘pilgrimage’, ‘fashion’ or even ‘craze’:

Long before me, my supervisor’s supervisor came [to a particular Dutch institute]. Then 
my supervisor’s colleague came here. So there’s a tradition of  people coming in, going back, 
it’s like … this kind of  … pilgrimage kind of  thing. (Rahul 1, 38, scientist).

We use the life story of  Ganesh to illustrate the different interactions between 
migration, education, employment and household trajectories (see Figure 2.1 for the 
visualised life course). It is not a standard life story but provides insights into the life 
of  a high-skilled migrant. We also present experiences of  participants from different 
occupations to show the range of  practices. At the time of  the interview, in June 2010, 

1   All participants are given fictitious names in order to protect their anonymity.
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Ganesh was a PhD researcher in Groningen2 and had lived in the Netherlands for 
approximately 1.5 years.

In 2001 Ganesh had moved from his hometown to Hyderabad for undergraduate 
studies in engineering. The choice of  study field stemmed from his individual interest, 
but also his parents strongly suggested this specialisation due to labour market demand. 
According to Ganesh, ‘formula-based’ decision-making is very common among Indian 
parents. Upon graduating he moved to Mumbai for a master’s programme at the 
prestigious Indian Institute of  Technology (IIT). Having graduated in 2006, he worked 
for an IT-company and then took up a job as a research assistant at IIT Mumbai. Three 
months later he relocated to New Delhi to join a company which was formed by IIT 
Delhi alumni. After working for a couple of  years, Ganesh decided to pursue a PhD to 
broaden his theoretical knowledge. Driven by gaining international experience, seeking 
PhD positions abroad was partially for financial reasons, but also because there were 
fewer opportunities available in the field in India. He contacted his professor at the IIT 
who advised a department at the University of  Groningen where the professor already 
had established research contacts.

In general, when talking about their decision and experiences of  moving abroad, 
nearly all participants referred to it as to ‘go out’. Arjun (28, IT specialist) referred to 
postgraduate studies abroad as ‘a gateway to escape India’. The world ‘out’ was perceived to 
offer more than India, in addition opportunities to explore other countries and cultures. 
The first migration step was undertaken when a certain level of  human capital had been 
acquired in the form of  graduation from studies or work experience in India. Several 
participants had lived in one or two other foreign countries prior to their move to the 
Netherlands. Again, the motivation for the following migration account was drawn from 
finalised scientific degree or work-related project. 

The first and foremost drive for emigration was often expressed with the word 
‘opportunities’. Specific career or education advancement opportunities are sought, as 
well as opportunities to get acquainted with another culture. Contrary to the widespread 
opinion that financial returns are the primary motivation for  high-skilled migration, 
earnings abroad were not of  top priority:

All of  them [former colleagues in India] are gone out India, not because they want to go 
there but there’s not enough opportunity to do … high-tech stuff  or … It’s not just, you 
know, getting money, it’s also opportunities that you want. So you just go out. (Rahul, 
38, scientist).

Economic benefits were nevertheless of  great relevance to several participants, 

2   ‘Ganesh’ gave permission to report on the actual place names.
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especially to those pursuing a PhD3, suggesting relative wage is an important motive 
particularly in the early stages of  being a highly skilled migrant. Here, the importance 
of  regarding significant others when making the migration decision comes into play: 
whereas in India the PhD fellowship or salary is enough to live on one’s own, it is often 
insufficient to support family or spouse financially.

Gaining international experience was another essential migration motivation for 
the participants. ‘International exposure’ is considered necessary for professional as well 
as for individual development and most importantly includes learning and applying new 
skills, extending one’s network and exploring a new culture. Experience of  having lived 
abroad is highly valued and is also expected to be of  advantage for the future migration 
trajectory:

One was of  course that economically it’s better. And second that … then I thought that 
I would see much more how the … world works. And you meet more people in the field. 
(Sudeep, 26, PhD researcher).

The transition from education or employment to migration trajectory of  these 
highly skilled Indians derives thus from the outlook to develop both professionally and 
personally, and less from the prospective earnings, whereas these motives are often driven 
by the migration norm created by others’ experiences.

2.5.2 ‘Once settled with the job, get married!’
In order to fully utilise the international experience, the participants had been 

residing or intended to stay abroad for at least a couple of  years. This time period was 
often perceived long enough to go through the stage of  union formation; in case this 
phase was not yet passed.

In the Indian context, the cultural background clearly comes to forth when discussing 
the issue of  marriage since the tradition of  arranged marriages prevails. Its implications 
are twofold: this life course event is very much timed, and often shaped by parents and 
other family members. Marriage may consciously be postponed until a certain other 
event, most often entry into a job, has taken place. The participants agreed that after that 
event the parents’ expectations are more justified. The majority of  them indicated that 
the initiative to start searching for a spouse was taken by their family members, and given 
the cultural context, participants accepted that initiative. The search would usually start 
when the migrant has already settled down and has had a job for a year or two:

So, it just happened that at this time … Well, Indian moms, they have this attitude of… 
pushing their boy-child as soon as he’s settled, he is firmed with his job, get married! So that 
translated to me as well. I was like ‘Okay, no problem’. (Ashok, 29, engineer).

3  A PhD candidate was said to be paid five to eight times more in the Netherlands than in India.
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However, for females, marriage often takes place at the end of  their education 
trajectory, before entering the labour market, suggesting different life course patterns 
for males and females. As Mukta (26, engineer) illustrates, referring to the timing of  her 
marriage: ‘If  I think about my life before my marriage, then it is all educational thing’.

Once one of  the spouses moves to or already lives abroad, education and/or 
employment trajectories of  the other spouse are taken into consideration. In case of  an 
arranged marriage, a suitable spouse candidate is usually expected to have the same level 
of  education, thus specialised opportunities in the labour or education market in the 
destination country are required also for her or him.

Two months after the research interview Ganesh got married through an arranged 
marriage (see Figure 2.1). His parents and other family members had searched for a 
candidate who would not only be suitable for him, but also ‘compatible’ with the whole 
family. The timing of  marriage was facilitated by favourable visa conditions. In 2013 
Ganesh planned to finalise his PhD and his wife her master’s programme, after which 
they intended to stay in Europe in order to gain international work experience:

Sometimes the advantages [of  high-skilled migrant visa] prove to be very useful. Like for 
example studies of  my wife, I am planning to apply for my wife here, she wants to do her 
Master. Because if  I look at the normal fee 4, it is very costly for me and I cannot afford it. 
[- - -] If  I would have been a bursary 5… then I think my wife is not allowed to work. I 
would have postponed marriage for a couple of  years till I complete [PhD] and then I will 
get a post-doc, till then I would have postponed. (Ganesh, 26, PhD researcher).

However, not everyone necessarily complies with parents’ request to get married 
even when being settled. One of  the reasons is to concentrate on one domain at a time and 
to not simultaneously deal with transitions in several trajectories, which was particularly 
common among the female participants. Sanjita (28, PhD researcher) has deliberately 
postponed her marriage until she finishes her PhD, although her parents are convinced 
that ‘at a certain age you have to be married’. Thus whereas she wants to advance her career 
at this stage of  her life, her parents consider it as a hindrance to getting married. On the 
other hand, separation of  different trajectories can sometimes also be determined by 
social norms, gender roles and expectations present in the culture. Indian women were 
traditionally to focus on family life and not on their professional career, nowadays the 
trend is changing, but combining the two domains can be challenging:

4   In the academic year 2010/2011, the tuition fee for Dutch or EU nationalities or (the dependants of) highly 
skilled migrants was €1,672, whereas for others master’s programme fees ranged from €14,200 to €19,100.

5   University of  Groningen distinguishes between bursary-PhD and employee-PhD The former receives 
payments as scholarship, whereas the latter as a salary and is thus an employee. Due to that status only the 
employee-PhD researchers are eligible for the high-skilled migrant visa and spousal benefits.
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Now I’m thinking that it would have been possible [to combine postgraduate studies and 
marriage], but at that time it was like … I either do this thing or that thing because when 
I was [in my] bachelor’s I realised there is a lot [to] study, lot of  time you need to invest in 
studying and … if  you are married, that means you have duty to take care of  your in-laws. 
I mean, if  you’re staying with them, then … husband and in-laws and many other things, 
how much time I can give to study? [- - -] But his [husband’s] parents were like ‘Okay, now 
he will be doing PhD, he will be earning, so we should just finish off  with his marriage’. 
(Mukta, 26, engineer).

Earlier days people preferred to divide their responsibilities, it’s a typical family life. But 
now it’s changing, everybody goes to work. And it’s not limited that the women [are] at 
home or men at work. Like, if  my wife and myself  is there, we decide whether both of  us 
will go to work or not. Nobody will ask you to go to work and nobody will … force you to 
stay at home. (Venkatesh, 32, IT specialist).

The examples in this section shed light on the timing of  entering into a marriage 
which is to a large extent explained by the system of  arranged marriage in India. Although 
the traditional role of  women as housewives is losing its place in Indian culture among 
the higher educated, perceptions of  the different norms of  combining professional career 
and family life for both genders still tend to remain. Highly skilled Indian migrants rather 
postpone marriage than marry at early age; however, external factors such as strong 
pressure from parents or advantageous visa conditions may lead to a quicker marriage 
decision.

2.5.3 ‘My plans are to get children only when I get back to India’
Many participants perceived that the transition from marriage to first child involves 

complex negotiating of  overlap between employment, household and migration, hence 
this decision was usually held off  for a couple of  years. Several reasons for postponement 
were named. Again, the Indian norm of  arranged marriages has to be borne in mind, 
and so the timing factor comes into play. The spouses are often not acquainted with 
one another before the marriage or at least not as extensively as generally in Western 
societies, thus there is a need for a time to ‘get to know each other’ after getting married 
and therefore the birth of  the first child is often postponed for a few years. Of  equal 
importance is to settle in the career and make most of  ‘international exposure’ before 
planning children, both in terms of  securing the financial position of  the family, as well 
as realising professional potential:

It’s pretty clear [we will not have children] not, not, not till four years after we get married. 
I’m personally in such a phase of  my life … Yeah, it’s, these four years are a bit … crucial 
for me in my own development. And making it more secure for my family. [- - -] So I can see 



Chapter 2

38

that even she is growing in her career, I don’t want to stop her all of  a sudden. I just want 
both of  us to get settled with our careers, just go in a nice flow. I think then it’s the right 
time afterwards. And I think the most important point, this is, this is arranged marriage 
system, it’s not a love marriage or a partnership marriage, something like that. We get 
some more time to get to know each other. (Ashok, 29, engineer).

Nearly all participants without children indicated their plan to have children only 
when they have returned to India in order to raise children in their own cultural and 
linguistic environment. The presence of  grandparents and care provision is regarded as 
a natural necessity given the high priority attached to family values. Following this line 
of  reasoning, Ganesh plans to have his first child in about five years’ time (see Figure 
2.1). Apart from affection, the shared care from grandparents is also instrumental in the 
ability to maintain dual careers. Furthermore, the norm of  living close to family enables 
reciprocal care, namely, to take responsibility of  the well-being of  parents as they get 
older.

However, some participants who already had a child did not necessarily plan to 
return to India. This can partly be explained by their previous migration experience—
they had lived in at least one foreign country in addition to the Netherlands—and their 
willingness to settle in one country for a longer time:

I have moved fairly. So one thing that it’s not easy. Going to new country and then… 
setting up a house and, you know, getting used to the culture and place and so on. But now 
our son is born here, so I would like to… give him a couple of  years. I mean, it’s rather his 
choice where would he like to go. Stay here or we go back to India or we go to US. (Vinod, 
41, IT specialist).

Returning to India was also in the minds of  the participants who did not plan to 
have children in the near future. There are strong family ties and a close attachment 
to parents. The ‘family system’ is also an explanation why parents and other family 
members sometimes even enforce a particular organisation of  the life trajectories on 
their children who then in turn try to conform to parents’ expectations:

Until I got a job or little after that there wasn’t any pressure [from parents]. For marriage. 
Once they know ‘Okay, one thing is over’, they get paranoid about the other thing. Once I 
got a job and start up settling, then they thought ‘What next? What next? Marriage!’ So 
there was an immense pressure to get married soon. But with children, nothing yet. But I 
wouldn’t be surprised if  it comes up tomorrow. I’ve seen that pattern for everything in my 
family. (Diya, 26, finance specialist).

Hence, cultural norms to a large extent determine the interplay between different 
events in the household trajectory and are likely to result in the postponement of  getting 
children. Return migration to India is often conditioned by couples’ preference to 
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raise children where their own roots are and where mutual care can be shared with the 
grandparents. 

The brief  overview of  Ganesh’s life story illustrates the multiple links between 
different life course events and trajectories, as well as the rich evidence of  influence of  
significant others on one’s life course which can only be revealed by means of  adopting 
a qualitative research approach.

2.6 Conclusion
This article applied a qualitative life course approach to high-skilled migration 

in combination with a semi-structured biographic interview method to demonstrate 
the valuable in-depth knowledge on migration processes of  highly skilled Indians in 
the Netherlands, as well as on their life course trajectories surrounding the migration 
trajectory. The qualitative research approach allows for a deeper understanding of  the 
complexities of  (family) migration decision-making beyond economic thinking, opening 
up space for including human agency and sociocultural context (Smith, 2004).

Through the theoretical framework which brings together the life course approach 
and high-skilled migration, we have been able to identify the wealth of  transitions 
between education, employment, household and migration trajectories. It is important 
to recognise the variety in the life course trajectories of  global households (Yeoh, 2009). 
Analysing the interaction between the life course and migration provides insights into 
how international migration may cause interruptions in traditional family processes 
(Clark, Glick, and Bures, 2009). We have exemplified how participants used ‘skilling’ 
and migration as ways to temporarily disregard socio-cultural norms, and delay certain 
life course events: (extensively) pursuing higher education leads to the postponement of  
marriage, and preoccupation with early professional career makes room for negotiating 
the age at childbirth. In this manner, the social norms of  union and family formation are 
overruled by the new social norms of  education and career among the highly skilled. As 
we have shown, migration motives change at certain life course stages which also alter 
the roles of  family members throughout the life course. Our study extends the theoretical 
and empirical understanding of  family migration by incorporating the timing element 
in migration decision-making. The implications of  an arranged marriage for both union 
formation and childbearing underline the role of  timing of  life course transitions. In line 
with previous research (Bonney, McCleery, and Foster, 1999; Lindstrom and Giorguli 
Saucedo, 2007), we conclude that short-term goals are often connected to ambitions 
in career advancement, whereas long-term goals often relate to aspirations in family 
formation and childrearing.

Migration decision-making becomes more complex as the individual moves further 
in the household career. We have shown how the linked lives of  the participants and their 
families are culturally conditioned. Only by nesting individuals within the contexts of  
the people in their lives (Moen and Hernandez, 2009), the complexities of  the processes 
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underlying knowledge migration can be fully comprehended. Following the notion by 
Ryan et al. (2009, 61) that ‘focus on individual migrants has underestimated the complex 
roles of  families in the migration strategies and decision-making’, our study illustrated, 
for example, the role of  intergenerational care in return migration patterns of  the highly 
skilled Indians. Similarly, Harvey (2009), based on a study on highly skilled migrants in 
the USA, has argued that family considerations and cultural environment are among 
the most important return migration motives. One of  our key findings highlights that 
the role of  parents tends to be remarkable in primary transitions between education, 
employment and union formation, whereas the spouse influences future migration and 
employment decisions. As the Dutch Government strives to be one of  the forerunners 
in the EU knowledge economy, then, in order to retain skilled migrants, it needs to 
recognise the sociocultural context of  migrants and further develop policies favourable 
for family migration.

Another significant contribution of  this paper is pointing out the gender division 
in the life course of  high-skilled Indian migrants and changing gender norms. Our data 
suggest that life course interdependencies are more dominantly present for the male 
Indian migrants, whereas cultural boundaries—although decreasingly—lead the female 
migrants to compartmentalise the events in different life course trajectories and keep 
postgraduate studies, union formation and labour market entry as separate, rather than 
simultaneous events. The women in our study who migrated as dependants were not just 
tied movers (Mincer, 1978) but were actively engaged in labour market or postgraduate 
education. Although the female migrants often move to fulfil gender roles such as 
marriage (Guo, Chow, and Palinkas, 2011), they do not sacrifice but strategise: migrating 
abroad can provide attractive opportunities in education or employment (Liversage, 
2009). Confirming the findings of  Ryan and Mulholland (2014), the women in our study 
cannot be considered ‘trailing wives’ but active agents in family migration processes of  
the highly skilled.

The empirical evidence in this study advances theorising migration of  the highly 
skilled by incorporating other key life course trajectories of  education, employment and 
household. The timing, linked lives and gender components influencing these life course 
trajectories provide valuable insights into the migration mechanisms and therefore 
deserve further and more elaborate research. This evidence supports Ho’s (2011, 122) 
suggestion that international education and work experiences form a ‘spatial strategy for 
acquiring the portable career competencies to build a boundaryless career’, constituting 
a solid base for deciding when and where to move or stay. Going beyond the boundaries 
of  economic rationale, the qualitative results of  this study enable to examine and explain 
the patterns of  the life course that both constitute and are determined by high-skilled 
migration.
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Abstract
Migration can be seen as a process rather than an event. In this article, we argue for 
a focus on the whole migration process within the contexts that shape the events 
before, during and after the move. In order to gain insights into the complexities of  
migration behaviour and to link experiences throughout the migration process, we adopt 
a biographic approach that embeds the specific migration decisions in the life course 
contexts of  the migrants. Based on 47 biographic in-depth interviews with highly skilled 
Indians in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, our findings show that international 
geographical mobility has become a normative part of  professional careers of  highly 
skilled Indians and it is employed as a strategy for enhancing competitiveness on both 
domestic and international labour markets. Self-actualisation, rather than economic 
motives, appears to be the major driver for migration. Migration experiences add to the 
different forms of  migrant capital. By drawing from this capital, the joining spouses are 
no longer passive movers but active agents in the migration process. Migrant capital is, 
however, conditioned by the policies which govern migration at the state level and which 
can determine future migration decisions. Furthermore, migration plans largely depend 
of  the life course stages of  migrants and their linked movers. Taking a holistic migration 
process approach provides the lens for understanding the migration paths of  the highly 
skilled and for contextualising migration decisions within the life courses of  individuals 
and their significant others.

Keywords: high-skilled migration, migrant biographies, migration process, Indians, the 
Netherlands, the United Kingdom
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3.1 Introduction 
Migration is a process, rather than an isolated event. To gain a complete understanding 

of  this process we need to look beyond intentions and decisions to explore the contexts 
and life course trajectories that shape the migration paths of  individuals. There is a 
large body of  literature (e.g., Duncan and Newman, 1976; Landale and Guest, 1985; 
Gardner et al., 1986; De Jong, 2000; Heering et al., 2004; Van Dalen and Henkens, 2007) 
focusing on migration intentions and links to eventual migration behaviour. However, 
in this article we make the case for a more detailed view of  migration. We argue for a 
focus on the whole migration process with due attention to the contexts that shape the 
events before, during and after the move. We explore and contextualise the migration 
processes of  highly skilled migrants as their skill set is in demand and can result in 
repeated mobility.

Highly skilled migrants are generally considered to be those with tertiary education 
or equivalent work experience (Iredale, 2001) and skilled migration is therefore often 
studied in the economic context, where human capital is one of  the most important 
resources for preparing the highly skilled for migration. However, Balazand and Williams 
(2004) advocate for ‘total human capital’ approach, which goes beyond formal education 
and qualifications to include a broader set of  competences and to emphasise individual 
biographies in particular contexts. Based on in-depth empirical study, this article aims 
to examine which resources highly skilled Indians in the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom use for migration and how they shape their migration paths. In a further step, 
we contextualise the migration path within the life courses of  highly skilled migrants 
to account for previous and future life course events and stages upon which migration 
decisions depend. The migrant life course highlights cultural, social, economic and 
institutional processes in multiple geographical settings (Kobayashi and Preston, 2007).

We investigate the ways in which migrants shape their migration paths, and the 
different factors that play a role in forming those paths. In the next sections, we examine 
the literature on different elements that constitute the migration process. Thereafter, 
we provide a background on the migration of  high-skilled Indians to the Netherlands 
and the UK, explain the biographical approach and our data collection procedures, 
and finally discuss the results as situated in the literature. We argue that the culture 
of  migration plays a central role for highly skilled Indians, for instance, by means 
of  enforcing a migration norm or enabling access to professional networks abroad. 
Migration experiences add to the different forms of  migrant capital, which are necessary 
resources for self-actualisation as one of  the major migration motives, increasingly so 
for co-migrating spouses. However, particularly in times of  economic crisis, institutional 
settings can pose a restriction to the advancement of  migrant capital and, in combination 
with life course events, determine future migration paths. Taking a holistic migration 
process approach provides a lens for understanding the migration paths of  the highly 
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skilled and for contextualising migration decisions within the life courses of  individuals 
and their significant others.

3.2 Migration process: background
In this article we operationalise migration process to include migration decisions, 

migration histories, human and cultural capital, access to social and professional 
networks, the policies that govern migration and the manner in which life course and 
gender shape the migration path.

Migration decision-making is a transition, which is formed over time and during 
other processes, such as development of  a professional career or family formation. Various 
migration theories have focused only on the migration decision itself, however, our aim 
is to examine the whole migration process between two migration decisions. Among the 
many models and theories that examine migration decision-making, Kley and Mulder 
(2010) provide a framework to reflect the migration decision-making process, consisting 
of  phases of  considering, planning and realising migration. On the other hand, De 
Jong’s (2000) general model of  migration decision-making centrally assumes that the 
migration path is structured by previous migration decisions, which in turn shape the 
subsequent migration decisions through the experiences gained during migration. Other 
studies on both internal and international migration (Massey and Espinosa, 1997; Boyle 
et al., 1998; Kley, 2011; Mavroudi and Warren, 2013) confirm that previous migration 
experience increases the likelihood of  subsequent migration. In this study, we illustrate 
how previous migration experiences of  the highly skilled not only lead to new migration 
accounts but also to career advancement. King and Skeldon (2010) emphasise that both 
internal and international migration form an integrated system, where the neglect of  
one leads to a partial interpretation of  the total picture. Internal migration is often a 
conditioning factor for subsequent international migration (Çaro et al., 2013). In this 
study the biographies also capture this conditioning factor as part of  the migrant capital.

Throughout the migration process individuals and families strategise to gather 
different types of  capital and access different networks. ‘Skilling’ or accumulating human 
capital could be seen as a strategy towards migration. Studies have consistently shown 
that the higher education one has, the more likely they are to migrate (e.g., Boyle et al., 
1998; Massey et al., 1998; Van Dalen and Henkens, 2007). In addition to the directly 
measurable human capital, migrants can draw from an indirect set of  characteristics, or 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), which consists of  transferable skills, such as command 
of  English language, and of  shared practices, such as common history. Nohl et al. (2006) 
show how highly skilled migrants in Germany utilise the cultural capital in different 
stages of  migration, especially in terms of  (non-)recognition of  certain skills. In addition 
to the cultural capital migrants bring with them from the home country, they actively 
create new forms of  cultural capital in the country of  residence (Erel, 2010). Migration 
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is also facilitated by social capital, or the actual or potential resources stemming from 
belonging to a social network (Bourdieu, 1986). For migrants, social networks enhance 
migration through knowledge of  and contacts in the destination, as well as through 
providing practical help in the new country, particularly in finding jobs (Vertovec, 2002; 
Harvey, 2011). It follows that social networks can be of  crucial value to migrants for 
the improvement of  their position, at least in the early stages of  migration process, i.e., 
when making the decision to migrate, and settling in the new society. Both cultural and 
social capital are intrinsic to the development of  the individual as they provide the tools 
for self-actualisation, one of  the central themes in this article. Furthermore, we will use 
the interconnections between different types of  capital to illustrate how they together 
constellate migrant capital.

These different forms of  capital can only be utilised for migration if  favourable 
immigration policies are in place in the destination countries. Immigration policies act 
as either facilitating or restricting agents through the mechanisms of  admission criteria, 
accreditation of  qualifications, residence issues or spouse migration (Iredale, 2005). Not 
all individuals, however, receive the same opportunities in the migration process. Gender 
certainly plays a role in the differentiation of  the migration process. The sectors that 
international migrant women typically occupy are highly regulated by state (Raghuram, 
2004a; Iredale, 2005) and female migrants particularly are found to encounter post-
migration deskilling challenges (Kofman, 2012). Furthermore, the ‘trailing wife’ effect 
persists irrespective of  the skill level of  the female partner (Ackers, 2004). Comparison 
with non-migrant professionals has led to the same conclusions: wives by and large scale 
back on their career, particularly when starting parenting (Becker and Moen, 1999). As 
migration decisions are often made within a household, positive migration outcomes 
– particularly for female partners – rely on both professional career and family life 
(Willis and Yeoh, 2000), but also on prevailing social values and supportive institutions 
(González Ramos and Vergés Bosch, 2013). This is especially salient for the professions 
where ‘mobility is an expectation and a strategy’ (Kofman, 2012, 80), such as academic 
jobs. Thus different capitals, social and professional networks and institutional regimes 
form the context in which various migration processes are carried out to co-create 
different cultures of  migration.

The migration process, including decision-making, is dependent on the life courses 
and events of  both the primary mover and his or her linked movers (Mulder and Wagner, 
1993; Mulder and Hooimeijer, 1999). The life course serves as a broad basis for situating 
migration decisions and behaviour, and it embeds individual lives into social structures 
(Mayer, 2004). For example, Ley and Kobayashi (2005) documented how immigrants 
from Hong Kong in Canada strategically migrate during various life stages: they generally 
return to Hong Kong early or mid-career for economic reasons and retire in Canada due 
to higher levels of  quality of  life. However, Ley and Kobayashi (2005) use the term ‘life 
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cycle’, which assumes a predetermined set of  events in a predetermined sequence which 
all individuals undergo. We base our research on ‘life course’ concept, which allows for 
diversity in the pattern of  events and sequences, leaving space for personalised migration 
paths. Any analysis of  the migration process should therefore also focus on other life 
course events, such as graduation from tertiary education, changes in labour market 
status, union formation or dissolution, childbirth. In order to gain a better understanding 
of  the complexities of  migration behaviour and to link experiences throughout the 
migration process, we adopt a biographic approach that embeds the specific migration 
decisions in the life course contexts of  the migrants.

3.3 Migration of high-skilled Indians to the Netherlands and the UK
Although there is a large body of  literature documenting the gains brought by highly 

skilled migrants to the host country, immigration policies in many countries are steadily 
becoming more selective even in admitting the highly skilled. When introducing the 
government’s new immigration policies, the Immigration Minister of  the UK, Damian 
Green, stated: ‘We want the brightest and best workers to come to the UK, make a strong 
contribution to our economy while they are here, and then return home’ (UKBA, 2011).

There have been many definitions and terminologies to classify skills and skilled 
migrants both at national and international level, as well as to include or exclude certain 
groups of  skilled workers (see Iredale, 2001; Ackers, 2005; Kofman and Raghuram, 
2005). In this article we use the definitions of  highly skilled migrants in the Netherlands 
and the UK as given by the country-specific policies (see Table 3.1).

India is one of  the world’s largest exporters of  high-skilled labour, especially of  
people with tertiary education in engineering, IT or medicine (Khadria, 2004). In the 
OECD countries, India together with China accounts for a large part of  skilled migration 
(OECD, 2012), for instance, India is among the top 10 countries of  origin for immigrant 
doctors and nurses (Dumont and Zurn, 2007). More than four per cent of  Indians with 
higher education leave the country to live abroad (Bhargava et al., 2011).

This study focuses on the Netherlands and the UK as destination countries to 
examine different background settings in terms of  migration history from India and 
institutional context. While the Netherlands has emerged as a destination for Indian 
migrants only during the past decade, the UK has long been a migration destination for 
them due to past colonial links (see also Khadria, 2006, 2008).
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Table 3.1 Comparison of high-skilled migration programmes in the Netherlands and United Kingdom, 

2002-2011.

Features The Netherlands United Kingdom

Launching •	 2004: Knowledge migrant 

(kennismigrant) visa

•	 2002: Highly Skilled Migrant Programme 

(HSMP)

•	 2008: Tier 1 (General Highly Skilled): not linked 

to a specific employment contract.

•	 2011: Tier 1 (solely for applicant): UK Investor, 

Prospective Entrepreneur, Exceptional Talent, 

Post-Study Work; Tier 2 (sponsored): Work 

Permit, Change of  Employment, Intra-Compa-

ny Transfers (ICT)

Criteria for 
application

•	 Minimum prospective salary:

•	 indexed yearly and in 2011: 

•	 €50,619 (30 years and above), 

€37,121 (below 30 years) or 

•	 €26,605 (graduated from a 

Dutch university not more than 

a year ago)

•	 Since 2008 points-based:

•	 qualifications, English skills, available main-

tenance funds, prospective earnings, level of  

demand, UK work experience

Conditions 
offered  

•	 Work permit not required

•	 Residence permit is issued for 

the duration of  employment 

contract, maximum five years

•	 30 per cent of  the earnings are 

tax free

•	 Dependant visa for spouse and 

children.

•	 Exempted from the civic inte-

gration  requirement

•	 Right to apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain 

(ILR) after five years (until 2006: after six years)

•	 Dependant visa for spouse and children

Significant 

changes and 

plans in or 

after 2011

•	 Modern Migration Policy:

•	 ‘Inviting for migrants in eco-

nomic demand, restrictive for 

others’

•	 Prominent role of  the sponsor 

(person or organisation)

•	 Efficiency of  administrative 

procedures

•	 An annual cap of  20,700 non-EEA nationals set 

to work as skilled professionals. This excludes 

the ICT route, but with increased salary thresh-

old

•	 A cap of  1,000 for the Exceptional Talent cate-

gory; job offer not required but an endorsement 

from a ‘competent body’

•	 Plans to further restrict immigration rules and 

settlement criteria, such as removing the link 

between temporary and permanent migration

•	 2012 Post-Study Work category closed

(Adapted from various sources, including Cerna, 2011; IND, 2012; INDIAC, 2009; Home Office, 2012; OECD, 2012; UKBA, 
2011)
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 The largest community of  Indians in the EU resides in the UK (Khadria, 2008). 
The two countries also differ in terms of  origins and levels of  success of  the highly skilled 
visa schemes. In Table 3.1, we compare these policies developed and implemented by the 
Netherlands and the UK. In the Netherlands, the EU Blue Card was introduced in 2011 
as a parallel option at the EU level to the national knowledge migrant scheme, however, 
there were very few applications in the first year due to higher salary and qualifications 
requirements (EMN, 2013).

In the Netherlands, the knowledge migrant visa scheme was launched in 2004 (see 
Table 3.1); approximately 30,000 applications were received up to 2011 (INDIAC, 2009; 
IND, 2012). In 2011, approximately 2000 applicants (or 34 per cent of  the total number) 
for the knowledge migrant visa were Indians, making them the largest national group 
(IND, 2012). These migrants were mainly employed in the IT and other business sectors 
(INDIAC, 2009).

The UK launched its Highly Skilled Migrant Programme (HSMP) in 2002, which 
went through major changes in and after 2008 (see Table 3.1). In 2011, approximately 
39,000 (or 34.9 per cent of  the total number) Tier 1 visas were issued to Indian nationals 
(Salt, 2012). Over the period of  2009–2011, roughly one third of  Tier 1 visa issues were 
for dependants (Salt, 2012). As in the Netherlands, the majority of  the highly skilled 
migrants are working in information and communication sector, but also in scientific, 
technical and financial sectors (Salt, 2012).

India and China are projected to remain the largest pools of  highly skilled migrants 
in the world (Nicolaas, 2009), however, these and other Asian fast-growing economies 
are increasingly competing to keep their high-skilled workforce and to attract high-skilled 
(return) migrants (OECD, 2012).

3.4 Research approach

3.4.1. Biographical approach
We adopt a biographical approach as it allows for understanding of  the migration 

processes from the perspective of  the migrants. By giving participants the opportunity to 
describe their migration process, this qualitative approach can produce rich data which 
cannot be obtained through quantitative surveys. Earlier studies have established the 
usefulness of  a biographical approach in researching highly skilled migrants (Liversage, 
2009; Kõu et al., 2010; Bornat et al., 2011). The biographical approach is linked to 
the life course as this approach emphasises the social embeddedness of  individuals and 
the influence of  these interconnections on the decision-making process (Halfacree and 
Boyle, 1993; Findlay and Li, 1997; Ní Laoire, 2008). The individual narratives underline 
the ‘role of  the teller in constructing her/his own life narrative, through a process of  
selection, ordering and giving meaning to particular events and stories’ (Ní Laoire, 
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2008, 198). Following a person’s migration path enables one to track changes in the 
individual’s migrant status, and to embed the person within the policy discourse (Ho, 
2011), which is important in explaining the implications of  the institutional setting. 
The biographical approach also captures how the migration path develops through the 
life course. Courgeau (1985) uses the term ‘triple biography’ to refer to the connection 
between an individual’s spatial life path, family history, and career path relating to study 
or employment. The biographical approach in this article helps us to situate the various 
migration paths of  highly skilled Indians in the Netherlands and the UK.

3.4.2 Data
Biographic in-depth interviews were used as research tools. The first part of  the 

interview employed biographic-narrative interview method (BNIM) (Wengraf, 2001). 
The first sub-session of  a BNIM interview consists of  one question only, namely, a ‘single 
question aimed at inducing a narrative’ (SQUIN). The SQUIN gives the participant a 
chance to tell his or her life story from scratch, thereby assigning value to the experiences 
and events he or she considers important enough to relate (Wengraf, 2001). In the 
SQUIN designed for this research, participants were asked to tell their life story from the 
period when they still lived in India – or before they moved abroad – until the present. In 
the second phase of  the interview, the necessary details of  the narrated biography were 
specified by the principal researcher. In the final round, any relevant topics not covered 
in the life story were brought up by the researcher in an effort to obtain a full picture 
of  the life story of  the participant. The participants were asked to reflect on their past 
and current education, employment, household and migration paths, as well as on their 
future plans regarding these domains. After responding to questions about life events 
and domains, participants were probed for the role of  various structural factors, such as 
social networks, immigration policies and labour market opportunities, in shaping their 
migration path.

The results discussed in this article are drawn from 47 semi-structured biographic 
interviews carried out between June 2010 and August 2011. In spring and summer 2011, 
during the main data collection period, several policy changes to immigration rules 
were implemented or were expected to come into effect, particularly in the UK (see also 
Table 3.1). These changes directly influenced the migration experiences and plans of  the 
participants.

Participants were sought among highly skilled Indians (and their dependants) aged 
25–40 who had been living in the Netherlands or the UK for at least 1 year prior to the 
interview, or who intended to remain for at least 1 year. The vast majority of  participants 
were holders of  a knowledge migrant visa in the Netherlands, or of  a Highly Skilled 
Migrant Programme or Tier-1 visa in the UK. Ethical approval for this study was sought 
at University of  Groningen in the Netherlands and University of  Southampton in the 
UK.
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The starting points for the recruitment of  participants were several personal contacts, 
followed by the use of  the snowball sampling technique through different points of  entry. 
In both countries, the fieldwork sites included a major hub (Amsterdam and London 
areas) and high R&D-intensity cities (Groningen in northern Netherlands, Eindhoven 
in the south, and Southampton in southern England). Interviews were conducted with 
36 men and 11 women. Of  the 47 participants, 35 were in a relationship, engaged or 
married, and 14 had a child or children. The average ages of  the participants were 29.3 
years in the Netherlands and 32.8 years in the UK, and the respective average residential 
durations were 3.3 and 5.4 years. 5 Out of  6 married women were on the dependant visa. 
One married male was initially the principal applicant, but later became the dependant 
of  his wife when his HSMP visa expired and she was offered one through her work. 

The interview transcriptions were analysed using the qualitative data software 
MAXQDA. The first cycle of  coding involved identifying both inductive and deductive 
codes. In the second cycle, the codes were grouped together in code families. A thick 
description was made based on the code families and their relationships, which resulted 
in the identification of  three overarching themes of  the migration process outlined in the 
following sections. 

3.5 Findings: migration paths of high-skilled Indian migrants in the 
Netherlands and the UK

Our data illustrate three themes which together direct the migration process of  
high-skilled Indians in the Netherlands and UK. ‘Culture of  migration’ represents 
the migration norm among highly skilled in India, which provides the context for a 
migration path. The norm is informed by various migration resources, such as different 
types of  migrant capital and individual migration history. However, mobility is always 
conditioned by immigration policies in the host countries.

‘Self-actualisation’ is reflected in migration motivations, expectations and 
experiences of  being a highly skilled migrant. International experiences and opportunities 
are perceived to offer personal development and more importantly, migration is used as 
a career improvement strategy. Contrary to general literature on migration and gender, 
we find that rather than losing out in their professional life, the co-migrating spouses also 
make use of  the benefits migration offers for pursuing a career. 

Future life course events and transitions of  the migrant and their significant others 
are crucial for understanding the ‘future migration plans’ – return migration, onward 
migration or settlement. The plans reflect the fulfilment and evaluation of  expectations 
and experiences during the migration process and considerations of  future opportunities.

The migration paths created and negotiated throughout this migration process as 
seen in the biographical interviews are presented in the following sections.
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3.5.1 Culture of migration
Migration norm implicitly emerged as one of  the most grounded drivers for migration 

when the participants reflected upon their migration expectations and experiences. A 
migration norm is, to a large extent, created by the migration experiences of  others. 
Drawing on De Jong (2000), who refers to the migration norm in the context of  family, 
our results indicated that the norm extends to social and professional networks. Members 
of  networks set an example by moving abroad. These experienced migrants then share 
their practical knowledge by providing local contacts, assisting in their job search, and 
helping by building the reputation of  Indian students or employees, thus reducing the 
costs of  migration for the future migrants (cf  Massey et al., 1993). In particular, the 
professional experiences and networks abroad of  an individual’s supervisors at university 
or colleagues encouraged mobility. Even if  the foreign experiences of  others did not 
influence the migration decision directly, reports of  these experiences tended to create a 
general expectation that the highly skilled will (temporarily) migrate. Studies by Kandel 
and Massey (2002) and Ali (2007) on Mexican and Indian migrants, respectively, have 
summarised this phenomenon as a ‘culture of  migration’, or as ‘those ideas, practices 
and cultural artefacts that reinforce the celebration of  migration and migrants’ (Ali, 
2007, 39). In the Philippines, the culture of  migration is reflected in professions, such as 
domestic work or nursing, that by and large lead to international migration (Asis, 2006). 
In India, where science and technology is the most popular field of  study (OECD, 2012), 
engineering and ICT are considered the most prevalent migration-triggering pathways 
(Khadria, 2004), creating a sector of  education industry geared towards exporting skilled 
workers. In a culture of  migration, social and economic mobility is gained through 
migration, building on the expansion of  networks and increasingly non-local resources 
(Heering et al., 2004). Migration norm thus builds on different types of  migration capital 
of  not only the (prospective) migrants, but also of  the people in their lives.

However, it should be noted that none of  the migrants interviewed in this study 
claimed that the norm of  migration was imposed upon them. Although conforming 
to the norm seemed to be a predetermined part of  a high-skilled person’s path, the 
participants were nonetheless intrinsically motivated to follow that path and to explore 
other countries in the hope of  having better opportunities in life.

I think amongst the high dreams of  life by the urban Indian definition, going abroad and 
studying or working or, and eventually getting settled there is one of  the most common, had 
always been. (Deepa, 27, UK).

The members of  social and professional networks and their local contacts had 
directly or indirectly guided the participants to the path of  migration by providing 
information or sharing their know-how on the place of  destination and its professional 
opportunities. The knowledge, experience and contacts derived from the participants’ 
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networks facilitated their move abroad and helped them to settle in the destination 
country. The participants also reported using particularly the Indian diaspora as a 
source of  professional networking and knowledge sharing, completely apart from their 
common Indian background. Thus the importance of  the diaspora may rather lie in 
information and skills than in cultural and social commonalities. This is in line with 
Saxenian (2006) who demonstrates that high-skilled Indian and Chinese migrants in 
Silicon Valley have strategically used diasporic networks to their benefits on the labour 
market. For example, Amit (30, UK) explained how former colleagues from India, who 
had migrated to London before him, became instrumental in finding a job in the UK. 
Knowing those people was his ‘biggest asset, biggest tool’ as they provided him with valuable 
inside information on a particular labour market sector in London. It is noteworthy that 
Amit had moved between various cities in India and had established the network of  those 
former colleagues in a multitude of  places. The same held for many other participants who 
cited individual migration history as an important resource for migration. Supporting 
King and Skeldon’s (2010) call to link internal and international migration, we find that 
participants’ experiences with internal migration were incorporated in the international 
migration decision-making process, and gave them the momentum to move abroad. This 
takes place by means of  tapping the contacts from social and professional networks in 
order to access information on job opportunities, or by means of  drawing on migrant 
capital gathered during previous movements in order to advance a professional career at 
the next destination.

Most of  these internal moves had been to or between various large cities, and often 
involved crossing the borders of  national states of  India. The participants recognised 
that the migrant capital and experiences gained during internal relocations had prepared 
them for international relocation. Being mobile and the ability to adapt to different 
settings gave the participants advantageous skills for adjusting to new (work) cultures 
abroad.

A few drew parallels between India and Europe: the different states in India are 
considered as different countries in Europe, each with their own language, culture, 
traditions, climate and institutional systems.

I grew up in various parts of  India. My parents moved a lot. A big chunk of  my childhood 
was in a smaller state called Assam which is a, in the East and I grew up in the capital city 
of  Assam and we moved to Delhi when I was 13. Which was a very big move, in two ways. 
Because, culturally sort of  moving to a different country, that’s how it felt … It took a lot 
of  adjustment. I think in a lot of  ways that has made later adjustments in moving to other 
places easier. The dry run, so to speak. I did my later schooling and my undergraduate in 
Mumbai. [- - -] My father took early retirement and they moved to Kolkata and I moved 
to Bangalore for my MA. After I was just applying for grad school. Just for fun. But I got 
into a graduate school in the US, so … sort of  moved. [- - -] Movement is a very … sort 
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of  constant feature in my life [laughs]. I’ve moved a lot, this is the first year that I’ve just 
stayed put, so … it feels good. (Aruna, 32, UK).

Prior international education or work experience in particular was a major 
advantage when applying for positions abroad. Half  of  the participants in both countries 
had already lived in at least one foreign country. Their previous experiences abroad, as 
cultural capital, were considered very helpful when settling in the new country from a 
personal perspective (e.g., being familiar with Western culture), but especially in terms of  
furthering their careers (e.g., professional or academic experience in a Western country 
was very advantageous when applying for a first position in the current country of  
residence).

When you want to study in Europe or do a job in Europe and you are already saying I have 
European degree, it makes a lot difference, I would say. Lot. Because … some of  my friends 
also, they tried in Netherlands, after they finished their master’s [in India], but it was not 
that good response. Unless they want to do a PhD, then it’s, yeah, Holland welcomes lot 
of  PhD students from outside. But if  you are directly coming for a job in Holland and say 
I have master’s from India, it’s … the chance is not that good. I think most of  the Indians 
come here for a job, they are either … a company from India sends them or … or they are 
outsourced. (Abishek, 28, NL).

Although migration norm, access to networks and individual migration history 
facilitate international migration, the culture of  migration can be constrained externally 
by the institutional context. We acknowledge that compared to other migrant groups, 
highly skilled migrants are relatively more welcomed by the current immigration regimes 
as professional workers are needed. The individual behaviour thus should be situated 
in respective policies considering immigration laws and specific mechanisms of  labour 
market, as well as the host society context. For instance, in the UK, different visa 
categories for highly skilled migrants allow them to apply for certain types of  jobs (see 
also Table 3.1). Several participants gave instances of  companies which were reluctant 
to invest time and money in applying for a work permit for the migrant. Applying for 
(Tier 2) visa sponsorship is a complex process for the employer and particularly small- 
and medium-sized enterprises are found to be reluctant due to the accompanying costs 
(Desiderio and Schuster, 2013). Thus, having a visa—and, moreover, the right type of  
visa—is often a prerequisite for eligibility for a job in the first place.

Another difficulty, again predominantly faced by the participants in the UK, proved 
to be the requirement of  previous work experience in the country. As concluded by 
Duleep and Regets (1996), migrants can utilise their previous work experience only if  
the qualifications can be transferred to the country of  residence. Moreover, preference is 
often given to skills acquired in ‘Western’ countries (Iredale, 2001). Participants reported 
that due to the lack of  this experience or of  a similar form of  international human capital 
they eventually started working for UK-based Indian companies.
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Institutional factors on the EU level add to the competition: employers are required 
to give preference to local citizens, followed by other EU citizens, and only then third-
country nationals. Particularly the participants in the UK pointed out that higher 
expectations and standards are more frequently applied to migrants by employers and, 
furthermore, unsympathetic perceptions about migrant workers in the host society give 
the impression their efforts are not valued. Even if  on the one hand, states design policies 
to attract foreign talents to contribute to their economies, on the other hand, hostile 
public opinion towards migrants still creates a negative background (OECD, 2012). The 
following two quotes present the experiences of  difficulties faced during job search as 
well as the discouraging attitudes towards migrants: 

Mostly the companies here, they want people who have prior UK-experience. When … 
don’t have that, it’s very difficult for you to get into UK-market… I had visa restrictions, in 
the sense that they knew I’m on a temporary visa. They look for people who have access to 
the Europe … So it was real challenge to get a job here. I had five years of  experience back 
in India, but … The companies here, the people here were not considering that experience 
as an experience. (Prakas, 31, UK).

I applied for every company in this country. People don’t want to give you a chance. Because 
you are a migrant, companies don’t want to apply for work permit. At the same time there 
is a big shortage of  people on the labour market, and the cream of  UK graduates is going 
to banking, nothing is supporting industry. I haven’t been a burden to this country at all. I 
never received any benefits from UK, not even job seeker allowance. Now I’m only eligible 
for NHS, but I go there only a couple of  times a year and then still pay. I paid so many 
taxes and received nothing back—no benefits, no subsidies. (Mukesh, 29, UK; quotes 
based on interview notes due to non-consent for recording).

3.5.2 Self-actualisation through migration
‘Self-actualisation’ represents the motivational part of  migration process. As a major 

goal for migration, the participants seemed to attach particular importance to becoming 
an international person. Also Tzeng (2010) has shown that overseas experience can be a 
mandatory part of  the resumes of  professionals. ‘International exposure’ was perceived 
by participants as widening their horizons, and to be valuable not only in terms of  
professional, but also personal development. The participants made similar observations 
about ‘opportunities’, based on their own expectations or others’ experiences abroad, 
and reflecting a general understanding that ‘people will always want to migrate to better 
themselves’ (King, 2012, 148). The underlying assumption here was that the stayers lose 
out on development or ‘opportunities’ to progress.
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I also wanted to have international exposure and... Partly for two reasons. One, that’s for 
personal interests, and secondly, for career also. [- - -] It will have exposure, international, 
because you can deal with people in various continents and countries. But …as a person, 
yes. I mean, to have that experience and live and, you know …adapt and make the most 
of  my working life, you know. Experience different cultures and different … It’s more 
important for me. (Vinod, 41, NL).

The highly skilled migrants used migration as a strategy to improve their future career 
opportunities in India and or in another country. This was mostly done for two purposes. 
First, the goal was to build a career and obtain work experience that is competitive in 
the global labour market, in order to be ‘much more flexible in moving across the world’ 
(Nikhil, 32, NL). Beaverstock (2002) came to a similar conclusion in his study on British 
expatriates in Singapore, finding that the global–local knowledge networks and other 
social practices of  expatriates were among the key elements in the accumulation and 
transfer of  financial knowledge. The participants in our study mentioned an alternative 
strategy, in which they sought international employment or academic experience in 
order to improve their career prospects when returning to India after living abroad for 
a couple of  years. According to the participants, international experience in both the 
corporate and the academic sectors, which could help them work more effectively with 
foreign business partners, clients or collaborators, was crucial for their prospects upon 
returning to India. The cultural capital gained abroad is (re)utilised to gain and attract 
more foreign investment by positioning the highly-skilled as interlocutors between two 
(business) cultures. Thus, the participants use the international opportunities gained by 
migration for the benefit of  their future career and well-being.

In contrast to other labour migrants, the participants indicated that the decision 
to move to the Netherlands or the UK was less dependent on higher prospective 
earnings. Learning new skills and having access to diverse opportunities, experiences 
and professional challenges were valued more highly than earning more money. 
Similar results were reported in a survey carried out among knowledge migrants in 
the Netherlands (Berkhout, Smid, and Volkerink, 2010). Due to the growing economy, 
swift globalisation and increasing job opportunities for the highly skilled in India, some 
participants perceived that they would be financially better off  in India. The short-term 
economic offsets were perceived to lead to long-term human, social and cultural capital 
gains.

And again, when I say upward trend [in getting better jobs], it’s not about money, when I 
say upward trend, it’s not about power that I have in the academic system, it’s about doing 
the work I want to do. (Shaili, 32, UK).

A few participants reported that they moved abroad solely for economic reasons. 
In most cases, economic benefits were of  great relevance to those pursuing a PhD. The 



relatively higher value fellowships abroad made it possible for the migrant to financially 
support their spouse, thus in some cases leading to getting married sooner than otherwise 
planned. Again, migration provides means for gathering economic capital and securing 
well-being for the (future) family.

As discussed earlier, linked movers are also part of  migration process. Among the 
female participants, joining a spouse was a common reason given for migration. This 
suggests there is a gendered dimension to the migration of  the highly skilled. Because 
married men are often the main movers, while married women tend to be the joining 
spouses, the skills of  the female partner and her prospects for employment tend to be 
disregarded in the literature (Kofman et al., 2000; Lee and Piper, 2003; Kofman and 
Raghuram, 2005) or neglected by immigration laws that do not grant them access to 
settlement services (Iredale, 2005). Earlier research on high-skilled Indian female migrants 
has established a cumulative disadvantage emerging from the combined inequalities 
caused by immigration policies, labour market and household experiences (Purkayastha, 
2005). However, the married female co-migrants of  this study rarely perceived migration 
as a loss for them. Often they expected to gain new experiences, to ‘see the world’, have 
‘international exposure’ and use the ‘opportunities’ to pursue postgraduate studies or 
advance their professional careers. Thus, in a way spousal migration can be considered 
a migration strategy. Nearly all dependant wives were either studying or working in 
the country of  residence, suggesting self-actualisation occurred not only for the main 
migrant, but also for the linked mover.

He [husband] thought that, for me also, it would be good to move to the Netherlands 
because I had a background in finance. So when the financial markets in Netherlands are 
quite advanced and sophisticated so he thought it will be great if  I could get an opportunity 
with it. (Ritika, 29, NL, dependant visa).

Deriving from the motivations for migration process, self-actualisation occurred 
through the realisation of  one’s intellectual potential, living financially and emotionally 
independent of  parents or fulfilling a lifelong dream to live in a Western country. 
For example, recently married participants viewed the stay abroad as a prolonged 
‘honeymoon’, particularly for the women. As reported by participants, patrilocality 
in India provides little space for the newly wedded to get to know and to get used to 
each other in a private setting. Since the in-laws often have considerable power in both 
household matters and more personal decisions, couples generally have limited choices; 
a situation that some of  the participants said they or their spouses do not appreciate. 
This lack of  independence was sometimes seen as a hindrance to return migration. In 
this context, independence was talked about not only in terms of  parents and extended 
family, but also when referring to the larger community and their opinions, attitudes and 
tendency to gossip.
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If  she [wife] had a choice again, she would prefer to stay here. [- - -] You know, it will be a 
lot more independent here whereas there obviously the in-laws are close by, so she, they will 
have bit of  influence and all that so …She will, you know, she prefers to live here, without 
any any sort of  … you know, a bit away from the family. (Harish, 41, UK).

A possible explanation here is that the high-skilled women do not follow the 
traditional Indian path of  becoming a housewife in an extended family, because their 
values and norms have become different due to education, career and migration. A 
growing independence from the family could thus be seen as one of  the drivers behind 
migration, which is enforced by Western lifestyle.

3.5.3 Planning future migration
This section reflects on the future migration path, either in terms of  continuing 

the migration process or putting it (temporarily) on hold. The life course approach is 
the conceptual link that aids in understanding future migration decisions, as life course 
transitions and stages of  migrants and their linked movers determine the migration path 
to a large extent. Our results show that the main linkages between life course plans and 
migration plans involve family formation and care for and by significant others. Return 
migration is closely linked to family life, whereas onward migration is often based on 
career advancement goals, including those of  the spouse. Settlement intentions generally 
stem from a desire to further improve and stabilise the well-being of  the family. Whereas 
the culture of  migration and self-actualisation are to a large extent centred around 
gathering migrant capital and thus could be experienced in a similar manner by a lot of  
highly skilled migrants, the divergence crystallises when making future migration plans, 
because life course aspirations and preferences are more individualised.

Although future migration is tied to life course choices of  the migrants and their 
significant others at the individual level, immigration policies and labour markets may 
limit entry and stay structurally. Future migration plans link aspirations and life course 
stages with the increasing migrant capital, providing a scheme for following step(s) in 
the migration process.

The fulfilment of  or difficulties in realising individual migration goals can trigger 
the next move (Cerase, 1974). When expectations are met, the subsequent decisions 
are often dependent on the life course stage. The different options—return migration, 
onward migration or settlement—are presented here through case studies. Case studies 
provide a compelling format for presenting core research findings, and are developed to 
show the typical experiences of  participants (Hennink et al., 2011).
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Return migration

Aravind is in his late 20s and has been living in the Netherlands for four years. He 
came to the country to obtain a master’s degree and after graduation, as planned, 
stayed to start a job. Soon after the research interview he got married. The couple 
plan to work in the Netherlands for a few years to enjoy ‘international exposure’. 
Thereafter they want to return to India to have their first child, as well as to be 
close to their families. Aravind appreciates the attachment to his parents and 
wants to be able to take care of  them in their old age: ‘I cannot imagine my parents at 
the age of  70s and 60s, walking on their road alone, buying their food alone. It’s impossible.’

Care-giving and care-receiving were one of  the main reasons cited for return 
migration, connecting the migration paths of  the highly skilled with other domains of  
life course and their significant others. Participants valued the close-knit family system 
and saw family members as both people who can provide care (for children) and those 
who need care. Earlier research on highly skilled Indian migrants has offered similar 
observations regarding return migration: family-considerations and culture are major 
contributors to the decision to return (Harvey, 2009); intergenerational care and family 
structure specifically play a role (Varrel, 2011). The schooling of  children became a 
major issue linked to a long-term migration plan, as the family would expect to settle 
(semi-)permanently where the children attend school in the preferred education system 
and cultural environment. Thus the education path of  the children is one of  the key 
life course choices determining the future migration decisions of  highly skilled Indian 
migrants.

On the other hand, emigration plans arose in response to external factors, such as 
the institutional setting. Many participants in the UK became increasingly concerned 
about the high-skilled migrant visa schemes, which had changed frequently in recent 
years. This has led to a great deal of  dissatisfaction and hesitation among migrants about 
whether their visas will be extended, transformed into another visa type, or become 
subject to retrospective restrictions (see also Table 3.1). People who have been expecting 
to receive permanent residence might not receive it due to the new shifts in immigration 
policies, which could disrupt their further plans in life and might cause them to leave 
the country earlier than anticipated. Furthermore, and consistent with the findings of  
Mavroudi and Warren (2013), the frequently changing immigration rules in the UK have 
created a degree of  uncertainty among many migrants about their future legal status, 
and have prevented them from making long-term plans or commitments in the country, 
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such as buying property with the intention to settle. Even the highly skilled are thus 
vulnerable to restrictive immigration regimes and increasingly perceive that they are 
welcome to stay only temporarily, contribute to the economy and are then expected to 
leave. Smith and King (2012) note that over the long term, the restrictive immigration 
policies will also bring changes to the labour market. A large majority of  the participants 
stated they intended to live in the Netherlands or the UK for ‘a couple of  more years’, 
and would then return to India; however, many of  these participants also suggested that 
those ‘couple of  more years’ were constantly being extended.

Onward migration

Nikhil is in his early 30s and moved to the Netherlands with his wife and their child 
about a year ago. After graduating with an engineering degree in India, he worked 
there and in several other Asian countries for many years. Throughout his career Nikhil 
has been oriented towards becoming a ‘global person’ who is internationally mobile 
to be able to explore the world, make the best of  his career, and earn good money. 
For that end, he complemented his qualifications with an MBA in France. He plans 
to move to the USA in a couple of  years for new challenges: ‘Basically it’s about getting 
a lot of  experience. [In] a global corporation or a global operation with knowing the local 
understanding of  the thing. You [companies] need people who have this kind of  understanding.’

 Throughout the interview, Nikhil emphasised the crucial role of  global mobility in 
this career progression. For him and other participants who intended to move to other 
foreign countries, migration is a life style and life course choice, which is dominated by 
the life course events and transitions in the employment path. Whereas earlier research 
has established that single people are more likely to migrate (Boyle et al., 2008; Whisler 
et al., 2008), our findings indicate that having a spouse and/or children is not necessarily 
hindering migration, but they actively make use of  (professional) benefits that co-
migrating can offer.

The differentiation between migration destinations as illustrated by Nikhil has also 
been observed in the multi-stage migration pattern among Filipino domestic helpers 
(Paul, 2011), with the migration path typically starting in the Gulf  countries, which 
offer relatively low status and wages. The path then continues to ‘higher level’ countries 
in South-East Asia, which are in turn used as stepping stones to destination countries 
in the West, where the working conditions are considered to be the best (Paul, 2011). 
Although the migration of  low-skilled differs from that of  high-skilled workers, it can be 
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argued that gathering the required capital in different countries in order to gain access 
to the desired destination is relevant in the general context of  migration. The USA was 
consistently mentioned as an ultimate destination among the participants of  this study, 
because, as put by Vijay (24, NL): ‘… it’s a land where anything can happen, the country of  
opportunity’. This preferential status is a reflection of  the cultural norm which sees the 
USA as end destination of  a ‘successful’ migration project.

Some participants who planned to migrate to a next foreign country preferred to first 
obtain permanent legal status in the current country in order to facilitate swift mobility. 
The free movement of  people and labour within the EU gives (former) third-country 
nationals, with the citizenship of  one of  the EU member states, the same rights as EU 
nationals to live and work in any other EU country. However, obtaining citizenship 
in either the Netherlands or the UK is becoming increasingly difficult and expensive, 
reflecting anti-immigrant policies and politics during the times of  economic crisis.

Settlement
Shashi is in his late 30s. He moved to the USA from India in the end of  1990s to work in 
IT-consulting. His wife joined him soon and two children were born in the later years. In 
his constant self-development and making sure his skills are in demand, Nikhil decided 
to do an MBA in the UK, where the family moved about five years ago. He has continued 
to work for the same company and although he is sceptical about the changes in highly 
skilled migrant visa schemes, the family has decided to settle down in the UK for the 
near future to provide good schooling for their children. At the same time, he is still very 
flexible: ‘Good thing about UK citizenship is that I can work anywhere in the EU.’

A few participants stated they had definite intentions to settle, more often in the 
UK. When reasoning their plans, the participants indicated they were familiar with 
the country and culture, they had a stable job, or they wanted to sustain and invest in 
profitable social and professional networks. The decision to stay often meant that the 
participant had also settled in terms of  life course, both in their employment and family 
formation paths. 

Obtaining permanent legal status is the main prerequisite for settlement. Participants 
who lacked this status or had difficulties obtaining it often had negative perceptions 
about the country, and questioned the role of  highly skilled migrants in that society. 
When asked about schooling for their (future) children, participants cited practical 
considerations for later life, weighing them independently of  their preference for a 
particular school system, as EU citizenship automatically makes students eligible for 
significantly lower tuition fees. Hence, participants seemed to apply for citizenship as a 
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pragmatic decision based on practical benefits, rather than as a decision associated with 
an emotional attachment to the host society.

3.6 Discussion and conclusion: paths in the migration process
Our data help visualise how culture of  migration, self-actualisation and future 

migration plans constitute the migration process of  highly skilled Indians in the 
Netherlands and United Kingdom. The emic perspective, gained through the biographical 
approach, helps us in understanding the diverse expectations of  migrants, and how they 
access and utilise both professional and personal resources to structure and individualise 
their migration paths.

Although much of  the migration literature focuses on human capital as a key 
to new opportunities, this study emphasises that social capital is equally important. 
Because adequate education and work experiences were often insufficient for successful 
migration, specific knowledge of  the target labour market and direct contacts with 
potential employers were often gained through the networks. Thus, social networks 
were used as spatial strategies for gathering human, financial and social capital through 
migration (Ho, 2011).

This study specifically illustrates that individuals often use migration as a strategy to 
improve both domestic and international future career prospects. This strategy increased 
their skill set and better positioned them in the competitive labour market. Our findings are 
in line with Roos (2013, 150) who notes that for many highly skilled Indians, ‘international 
migration has become a routine pathway for learning and knowledge acquisition, as well 
as a method of  gaining international exposure and cultural knowledge’. International 
geographical mobility thus becomes a normative part of  professional careers of  the 
highly skilled. In communities with such culture of  migration, migration is embedded 
in the behaviour of  individuals and the values of  the community (Massey et al., 1998). 
However, it is the interaction between the culture of  migration and institutional setting 
which determines where migration can take place. Whereas the migration process of  
highly skilled Indians to the Netherlands and the UK showed convergence in most of  
the aspects, the migration experiences in the two countries differed mainly in terms of  
institutional context. Considerably more participants claimed they planned to stay in 
the UK than in the Netherlands, as the former offers a broader variety of  labour market 
opportunities. Despite the more welcoming Dutch immigration policy, the Netherlands 
as a new migration destination for high-skilled Indians seems to be considered as an 
escalator region (Fielding, 1992) which is able to attract qualified people to the region 
and facilitate their upward mobility only temporarily.

Taking a social and cultural capital perspective, we find advancing one’s career, 
learning new skills, other living arrangements and lifestyles were some of  the motives for 
migration for the highly skilled in this study. One of  the key contributions of  this study 
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is the observation that the financial benefits accompanying migration are salient, but 
they generally are not the starting point in a migration decision for the interviewed high-
skilled Indians. It is rather the importance of  non-economic motives in addition to, not 
instead of, economic motives (Halfacree, 2004) that drive Indian professionals abroad. 
A related key finding is the enhancement of  migrant capital of  the linked movers. The 
stereotype of  the trailing wife who is portrayed to gain less from migration does not seem 
to apply to this group of  women. Although they may not receive the same labour market 
opportunities as in the home country, the co-migrating women need not be positioned 
as losers in the high-skilled migration process, but rather as active agents who seek and 
utilise professional opportunities (cf  Hiller and McCaig, 2007). This finding is further 
strengthened by a favourable institutional setting (Iredale, 2005) where high-skilled 
migrant visa schemes encourage spouses to participate in the local labour market.

The embedding of  the migration process in life course events and transitions – 
such as union formation and parental care – highlights the heterogeneity in motives 
and outcomes of  high-skilled migration. As discussed earlier, also the life courses of  
significant others play a central role in making future migration decisions. The variety of  
the individual life courses is related to the cultural norms and obligations that migrants 
abide by. As Fielding (1992, 201) puts it, migration is ‘culturally produced, culturally 
expressed, and cultural in its effects’. 

This article also provides rich material from the biographies to better understand 
the concept of  migrant capital and the importance of  including the linkages between 
internal and international migration. Internal migration puts the individual into so-
called ‘migration mode’, in which they learn to adjust to new places and build resilience 
for subsequent moves. During international migration, the individual collects relevant 
capital for the moves that follow. This migrant capital is, however, conditioned by 
the institutional regimes that govern migration at the state level. Although the highly 
skilled migrant visa schemes were not shown to be of  defining importance in the initial 
migration decision phase, it appears that the institutional setting determines future 
migration decisions, particularly for the participants in the UK where frequent changes 
to immigration policies were taking place. Immigration policies could therefore be better 
targeted if  the context of  migration decisions were anticipated and viewed in terms of  
accommodating migrants as individuals, not as mere labour force. Research from a 
migrant perspective thus helps to shed light on how the state intersects with the lives of  
highly skilled migrants (Mavroudi and Warren, 2013).

Using biographical methods, we could see the central role that migration plays 
in the lives of  highly skilled Indians. To understand high-skilled migration beyond the 
utility maximisation of  human capital, we need to focus on the lives of  migrants, their 
migration expectations and lived experiences at each destination.
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Abstract
While in Western literature migration is generally considered an individual or (nuclear) 
household phenomenon, Indian context adds the strong presence of  parents and 
extended family to the constellation. This paper addresses how significant others shape 
the life course events and the migration trajectories of  highly skilled Indian migrants 
to the Netherlands and United Kingdom. We employ a qualitative approach to the life 
course framework to highlight the linked lives that can alter the migration decisions. 
Our findings are drawn from 47 semi-structured biographic interviews. The results 
underscore how further migration decisions are often informed by the implications of  
the different life stages of  the linked lives, the key elements being care-giving by and for 
the parents. Furthermore, we also illustrate how migration provides space for negotiating 
social norms and expectations: due to the geographical distance between migrants and 
their parents, the local (non-Indian) context plays a bigger role and thus the need for 
and timing of  conformity with norms can be postponed. The understanding of  family 
life in transnational settings will be enriched when individuals are embedded within the 
cultural background and linked lives are extended beyond the immediate nuclear family.

Keywords: high-skilled migration, linked lives, life course trajectories, India, the 
Netherlands, United Kingdom
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4.1 Introduction

‘Each generation is bound to fateful decisions and events in the other’s life course.’ 
 (Elder 1985, 40)

Shamila was living and working in Mumbai, when her parents arranged her 
marriage. She then left her job to move in with her husband Ramesh and his family in 
Hyderabad, and became a housewife. After a few years their first child was born, and 
thereafter the family moved to Bangalore where Ramesh had found a new job. About a 
year later, Shamila decided to return to the labour market, therefore her parents-in-law 
moved in with them in order to help with the child care. Another year later, Ramesh got 
employed in the UK, so Shamila quit her job to join her husband abroad with their child. 
She also found a job in the new country, thus Ramesh’s mother migrated to the UK 
every six months in the following years to take care of  their child. Two years after their 
arrival in the UK, the couple had another child. Both Shamila’s mother and mother-in-
law stayed in the UK for months to look after the children. However, as the couple was 
living and working in different cities during the week and Shamila even had to travel to 
Germany for work on a weekly basis, they soon decided it was better for the baby to live 
in India with Ramesh’s mother until both parents found a job in the same city in the UK 
so that the whole family could live together. Shamila’s life course trajectories and the 
linked lives relating to migration are depicted in Figure 4.1.

The short glance at Shamila’s story exemplifies how the migration of  one person 
initiates migration of  their significant others. Migration of  an individual should thus 
not be regarded as an isolated act of  movement. To better understand the processes 
underlying high-skilled migration, it should be viewed as a part of  an integral system 
of  previous and future life course events of  the migrants and their significant others. 
Family members are important, if  not crucial, in shaping the migration decision of  an 
individual. Findlay et al. (2015) identify linked lives as one of  the key elements in the 
framework for analysing new mobilities across the life course.

The complexity of  family migration has been widely acknowledged in the literature 
(e.g., Bailey and Boyle, 2004). However, the focus has been by and large on the migration 
of  couples only; the linked lives of  parents and children have been studied to a lesser 
extent in the migration context. Thus in this article we include parents and children, 
which will aid in enriching the understanding of  migration mechanisms. Bailey, Blake, 
and Cooke (2004) examine in this line of  reasoning how dual-earner couples make 
relocation decisions in the context of  the linkages to their children and parents and 
conclude that intergenerational links increase the likelihood of  return migration. 
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Furthermore, calls for research on family and residential relocation have often 
been made, which would take one step further from the focus on the nuclear family 
and explore the relocation links with the extended family members in the countries of  
origin (Cooke, 2008a; Mulder, 2007; Mulder and Cooke, 2009). Equally importantly, 
Mulder and Malmberg (2014) point out the need to incorporate local ties (such as family 
living close by or a job) of  a migrant’s partner; an aspect that has received relatively 
little attention in family migration research. Kofman and Raghuram (2006) advocate 
acknowledging the multiple ways in which women are incorporated into globalised 
labour markets, going beyond the notion of  migrant women as being primarily in the 
household domain.

Literature related to family migration tends to be largely West-oriented (Valk and 
Srinivasan, 2011) and does not discuss the role of  parents and the extended family 
(however, see Mulder and Malmberg, 2014), which is a central kinship structure in the 
Indian context. This article sheds light on the life course choices and patterns of  highly 
skilled Indian migrants in the Netherlands and United Kingdom, which are linked to 
their significant others and which often inform their future migration decisions. By 
adopting a qualitative approach to the life course framework, this article seeks to provide 
insights into how the linked lives shape the life courses of  highly skilled Indian migrants 
in the Netherlands and United Kingdom. We explore the ways in which significant 
others shape the life courses of  highly skilled migrants through 47 biographies. Whereas 
quantitative frameworks tend to overemphasise economic-related outcomes of  migration, 
our qualitative research provides a window into the social and cultural aspects migration 
decisions and patterns (Kõu et al., 2015; Smith, 2004).

4.2 Linked lives and migration
The life course framework views the development of  life paths of  individuals 

over time and in social processes (Elder and Giele, 2009). It facilitates ‘an ecological 
understanding of  people at the nexus of  social pathways, developmental trajectories, 
and social change’ (Daaleman and Elder, 2007, 87). Elder (1994) uses the term ‘linked 
lives’ to refer to the interaction with and interdependence of  social relationships, and 
thus to recognise the role of  others in forming the life course trajectories and transitions 
of  an individual. The lives are linked through life course events and transitions, which 
can shape the life course trajectories of  other persons. The intersections between the life 
course trajectories of  different individuals are embedded in the social, cultural and spatial 
context. For instance, migration of  a person creates physical distance between them 
and their parents, and limits the possibilities for intergenerational care exchange. Union 
formation and childbirth alter the relationships with parents (Kaufman and Uhlenberg, 
1998) through the mechanism of  changing life course statuses to a parent-in-law and a 
grandparent. Union formation itself  brings the life courses of  spouses closely together 
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and thus creates mutual dependencies: residential relocation of  at least one partner is 
assumed for cohabitation and migration over longer distances often requires changes in 
the employment trajectories of  both partners. 

At the policy level, European Union migration laws regard the family as nuclear 
family only. As a result of  this narrow definition, several important issues are overlooked, 
such as the ‘... cultural differences in familial relationships, and the role of  grandparents 
or other collateral relations in providing nurturing and support for different members 
of  the family’ (Kofman, 2004, 246). Silverstein, Gans, and Yang (2006) emphasise that 
care-giving is an increasingly important part of  the life course. Both the physical (‘caring 
for’) and emotional (‘caring about’) dimensions of  care giving and receiving are present 
among geographically dispersed families as well (Yeates, 2012).

With regard to partnerships, previous research has highlighted the importance of  
linkages between couple migration and the education and employment trajectories of  
the male versus female partner. It is generally found that the education and employment 
of  the male partner determine the migration decision (e.g., Bielby and Bielby, 1992), 
leaving the female partner into the role of  a tied mover whose employment status is 
harmed by migration (Boyle et al., 2001). More recently it has been argued that instead 
of  sacrificing their professional careers, (highly educated) women seek opportunities in 
the migration process even when co-migrating and therefore become active agents rather 
than passive movers (Hiller and McCaig, 2007; Kõu and Bailey, 2014). Furthermore, 
tied staying most likely occurs more frequently than tied moving and affects men and 
women equally (Cooke, 2013; Smits, Mulder, and Hooimeijer, 2003). 

The presence of  children adds a pivotal dimension to the family migration and to 
the gender perspective within that. Cooke (2008b) describes how couples adopt much 
more egalitarian gender norms and roles until they have children, but traditional gender 
norms (i.e., the female partner as a homemaker and the male partner as the breadwinner) 
emerge once the couple has a child. It is thus rather the ‘trailing mother’ than ‘trailing 
wife’ effect that has negative impact on women’s employment status after migration 
(Cooke, 2001). The wife is more likely to have a job than a career (Becker and Moen, 
1999; Moen and Yu, 2000): it is a gendered strategy which involves flexible number of  
work hours and prescribes the role as a primary caregiver. Moen and Yu (2000) conclude 
that it is not the participation in or exit from labour market, but hours in paid work that 
significantly differentiate gender roles.

The literature thus suggests that linked lives can play a substantial role in life course 
decisions of  migrants. For instance, the care expectations have a direct implication for 
migrant families who have to arrange the care across borders or relocate for that purpose. 
This article focuses on highly skilled migrants and their spouses are very likely to be 
highly skilled as well. The higher the wife’s education, the more prone the family is 
to return to their country of  origin (Saarela and Finnäs, 2013), adding to the family 
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dimension of  international migration. 

4.3 Linked lives in India
Family is considered to be the centre of  social organisations in India (Choudhry, 

2001). Close family ties are produced and maintained by and large through the extended 
or joint family system. Lamb (2011, 501) defines a joint family as ‘any multigenerational 
household including at least one senior parent and one married adult child (generally 
a son) with spouse.’ For people in India aged 65 and above, co-residence with (grand-)
children is the most common living arrangement. Data pertaining to the census in 2011 
showed that households with 6–8 persons were the largest group, or 24.9 per cent of  the 
total population (Census of   India, 2011), at the same time total fertility rate was 2.5 
(World Bank, 2014). 

One of  the prominent features of  India’s family system is patrifocality, or centredness 
on the father in specific and men in general. It focuses specifically on the extended family 
and underlines the centrality of  males through mechanisms such as patrilocal residence 
and patrilineal succession (Seymour, 1995). The wife is thus expected to move to the 
extended family household of  her husband, and she is not only considered to marry her 
husband, but equally importantly she will then be regarded as a vital part of  his family 
(Mines and Lamb, 2002). The life course of  a woman will be strongly linked not only 
to her husband, but also to his parents and possibly to other members of  the extended 
family.

Marriage has been universal in India (Das and Dey, 1998) and still continues to 
be so: according to 2001 census data less than 2% of  men and 1% of  women remain 
unmarried (Desai and Andrist, 2010). In the Indian context, marriage is viewed as ‘an 
economic and social bond for religious and cultural groups’ and as ‘a key vehicle through 
which a family’s status is expressed or improved’ (Bhopal, 2011, 433). Because marriage 
is regarded to be contracted between families rather than individuals, arranging marriage 
for their children is one of  the most salient concerns for parents (Gopalkrishnan and 
Babacan, 2007; Mooney, 2006). Parents and other senior kin seek for marriage partners 
based on various criteria, such as the education, employment, caste and religion of  the 
candidate and the wealth and reputation of  the family.

In urban India and in the Indian diaspora, more recently, parents and ‘marriageable’ 
men and women are relying on matrimonial websites to find a spouse. It has been argued 
that the easy access to such websites weakens the role of  parents as gatekeepers who 
otherwise control the information about potential matches (Seth and Patnayakuni, 
2012). Particularly in the recent decade, so-called love marriages—as opposed to 
arranged marriages—have increasingly become popular, as well as the combination 
of  those two (Mukhopadhyay, 2012; Netting, 2010). However, arranged endogamous 
marriage (i.e., within a social group) remains the norm (Fuller and Narasimhan, 2008; 
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Rao and Finnoff, 2015), reinforcing the intergenerational aspect of  marriage in India 
(Allendorf  and Pandian, 2016). The data from the Indian Human Development Survey 
(IHDS) in 2005 show that less than five per cent of  the interviewed ever-married women 
aged 25–49 were the primary persons in choosing the husband, and roughly one in every 
five women had known her husband for more than a month before the marriage (Desai 
and Andrist, 2010). Allendorf  and Pandian (2016) find mixed evidence in the literature 
on the decline of  arranged marriage. Furthermore, analysing the 2005 and 2012 waves 
of  the IHDS they conclude that rather than a decline, there has been a shift in arranged 
marriages: although women have more autonomy in choosing their husbands, spouses 
increasingly meet before the wedding, and the prevalence of  intercaste marriage has 
grown, these changes have been relatively small (Allendorf  and Pandian, 2016). 

It is important to bear in mind that views of  changes taking place in arranged 
marriage may be distorted by a tendency to look at social change in societies in the global 
South as if  these societies are developing towards models common in the global North. 
According to Thornton (2001) societies outside northwest Europe have been historically 
characterised by a dominance of  extended households, wide-ranging parental (and 
mainly male) authority, a low status of  females, young and parentally arranged marriage, 
and the absence of  pre-marital affection. At the same time, societies in northwest Europe 
have been characterised by more nuclear households, individualism and more youth 
autonomy, a higher status of  females, mature age at marriage, and courtship preceding 
marriage. As Thornton further argues, on a geographical-temporal scale an incorrect view 
has emerged of  a binary division between traditional and modern in which ‘variations 
across space [are mistaken] for variations across time’ (Thornton, 2001, 451). In this 
view, Western societies are defined as modern and non-Western societies as traditional, 
while non-Western societies are erroneously expected to evolve into modern societies 
in the future. These dichotomous categories of  Western and non-Western, furthermore, 
over-simplify the lived experiences of  women, because these categories tend to represent 
non-Western women predominantly as victims, as opposed to Western women who are 
represented as ‘secular, liberated, and having control over their own lives’ (Mohanty, 
1984, 353).

 Participation in tertiary education has led to a remarkable increase in the age at 
marriage of  women  in India (Desai and Andrist, 2010; Maslak and Singhal, 2008; 
Seymour, 1995) and in Asia in general (Jones, 2010) during the past few decades. It has 
been established that the higher the education a young woman has, the more say she 
can have in choosing a marriage partner (Fuller and Narasimhan, 2013). However, this 
association is stronger in parent-arranged marriage with consent than in self-arranged 
marriage (Banerji, Martin, and Desai, 2008). Similarly, women’s increased engagement 
in the labour market has given them more autonomy in, among other things, union 
formation (Prakash and Singh, 2014). Fuller and Naramsimhan’s (2013) research in South 



Linked lives

71

India confirmed that the position of  women in the society has significantly improved, 
however, gender inequality is still deeply rooted in the domestic division of  labour and 
in prioritising husbands’ careers over wives’. Although highly educated women in India 
marry later than women without a tertiary education, the time span between the first 
and the second child tends to be much shorter (Banerjee, 2006). Women tend to remain 
the primary caretakers in dual-earner couples, and because childcare facilities are not 
available like in Europe (Valk and Srinivasan, 2011), they have to rely solely on the care 
support of  their parents and/or extended family. The extended family is heavily involved 
in childrearing in India, and they are responsible for care distribution and socialisation, 
but this is disrupted by migration. As Raghuram (2012) suggests, the recognition of  
diversity in family forms contributes to the understanding of  (transnational) care. This 
article looks further into how the dense family system has to be adjusted due to migration.

4.4 Data and methods
A qualitative approach in researching the life course of  migrants allows for an 

understanding of  the crucial ways significant others influence the life courses in general 
and migration trajectories in particular (Kõu et al., 2015). We therefore adopted 
qualitative methods to get detailed accounts of  the life courses of  highly skilled migrants 
from the micro perspective. Specifically, a biographic approach assists in organising such 
accounts (Bailey, 2009) and prioritises the social embeddedness of  individuals (Halfacree 
and Boyle, 1993). 

Our results are based on interviews with 47 highly skilled Indian migrants in the 
Netherlands and United Kingdom to observe potential dissimilarities due to institutional 
context. The highly skilled visa schemes in those two countries differ in terms of  origins, 
requirements and benefits for the migrants (see Kõu and Bailey, 2014). The research 
participants were sought among Indian migrants working in a professional sector job, 
aged 25-40, who were preferably holders of  a knowledge migrant visa (the Netherlands) 
or a Highly Skilled Migrant Programme or Tier 1 or Tier 2 visa (the UK), and who had 
lived or intended to live in the respective country for at least one year. The recruitment 
sites were Amsterdam, Eindhoven and Groningen in the Netherlands, and London 
and Southampton in the UK as to provide a broad picture of  Indian professionals in 
both countries in geographical terms. The data collection took place between June 2010 
and August 2011. 36 participants were male and 11 female; 23 of  them were married 
and another 11 engaged or in a relationship. All five married women moved on a 
dependant migrant visa, whereas all married men were primary migrants. No couples 
were interviewed. The majority of  the participants worked in the sectors of  IT services, 
engineering industry, business, education and research. 

The first part of  the interview draws from the biographic-narrative interview method 
(see Wengraf, 2001) whereby the participant was asked to tell his or her life story in order 
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to reveal the life events and experiences to which the participant attaches the most value. 
Later the narrated biography was discussed in more detail and, if  necessary, additional 
topics were raised by the interviewer to cover the interview themes of  education, 
employment, migration and family trajectories as well as the role of  significant others 
in shaping these trajectories. The interview transcriptions were inductively analysed by 
creating codes, categories and themes with the aid of  qualitative software MAXQDA. 
The main themes regard the mechanisms of  linked lives through which parents and 
partner/spouse had directed these life course trajectories of  the participants.

4.5 Findings
The vast majority of  participants suggested that parents in particular and extended 

family in general (i.e., siblings—particularly older siblings—, uncles and aunts and 
their spouses, and grandparents) had directly or indirectly shaped their behaviour in 
all four life trajectories—education, employment, migration, family—examined in 
this study. Although the findings are discussed regarding the role of  parents, members 
of  the extended family often provided similar advice and support, which was almost 
always appreciated by the participants. As Harish (41, UK) put it: ‘Family is important, 
everything is related to that’. Because parents’ influence started the earliest and extended to 
all domains of  life, their role is discussed first, followed by the spouse.

4.5.1 Linked lives of parents 
Three different types of  influence from the family members emerged. First and 

foremost, parents derived their authority from the cultural norms and expectations 
related to traditions, for example by enforcing the normative age at marriage. Second, 
participants gave weight to the information provided by family members, for instance, 
when deciding on the specialisation for (under)graduate studies. Third, joint decision 
making occurred when parents and extended family members presented the participants 
with different options regarding issues such as the choice of  marriage partner, however, 
the participants had an equal share in the final decision. Whereas in Western societies 
parents encourage their (adult) children towards individual decision-making and 
independence, in South Asian context the parents and elders are very much engaged in 
decision-making and children are expected to follow their advice (Deepak, 2005). 

While nearly all participants indicated that they had considered their parents’ advice 
in most of  their important life course decisions, some claimed they followed the advice 
in order to comply with the cultural norms, even if  they initially were not content with 
the advice:

It’s different here. In India, your dad is the central figure. So, he’s the main person who 
decides. We all follow, but … I’m happy what decisions he made, because he always sees 
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what is the benefit for us. And we never said ‘No,’ me and my brother. We were not happy 
to go to and study in a different place and things. But at the end of  the day we feel it back, 
‘Yes, that’s a wise decision.’ (Aroop, 28, UK).

4.5.1.1 Directing the education trajectory 
Parents often advised which field of  study to choose. The advice was to a large extent 

based on the ‘market situation’, regarding the current trends on the labour market as well 
as the prospective earnings. By and large, the preferred fields were engineering, IT, and 
medicine. These occupations were reported as means for upward mobility among middle 
class, as well as for societal respect. Particularly engineering and IT are in high demand 
also in foreign countries, thus it can be argued that parents were paving the road for their 
children to live and work abroad. Parents usually paid for private schooling to secure 
higher quality of  education for their children, thus their contribution to participants’ 
education is notable throughout the education trajectory. The three preferred fields of  
tertiary education were expected to lead to jobs which would provide a payoff  of  the 
investment and parents were therefore reluctant to take risks with other occupations.

Following parents’ advice sometimes came at the price of  neglecting own 
aspirations, but there was little or no space for questioning the advice. Although the lack 
of  autonomy was not appreciated in such cases, most of  the participants reported that 
in order to show respect they adhered to the wishes of  the parents rather than followed 
their own ambitions:

I was forced [to study engineering] because my parents thought that was the best for me. 
My father thought. He has a double qualification, double degree or something. So, it didn’t 
appear very good for him to just go for arts or science. I wanted to do something really 
artistic or take probably little of  management, bachelor’s of  management or psychology. I 
was totally not interested in engineering. I was forced into it by my dad and it wasn’t my 
choice. And then, though I spoke, it didn’t really work or it didn’t really matter. (Diya, 
26, NL).

Not only advice, but also financial support from parents had directed the educational 
trajectories. Santosh (30, NL) reported that financial help from the family had made it 
possible for him to study abroad, otherwise he would have had to work for a couple 
of  years first to earn the money himself. On the other hand, some participants stated 
they did not accept money from parents, because they wished to become or remain 
independent, both financially and in terms of  life course decisions. 

You just don’t want to take more and more money out of  them [parents], then you have 
to follow what they say. It comes with a price, there is no free lunch. Then I would have to 
marry who they say and, you know. (Shaili, 32, UK).
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This kind of  favour-based behaviour reasoning did not occur in the contrary case 
of  study field selection: participants who had followed parents’ advice against their own 
will did not expect to have more freedom of  choice in other life course decisions in 
return.

4.5.1.2 Directing the migration trajectory 
Nearly all participants had made the decision for the move abroad themselves, 

although often after consulting with family members and friends. The parents of  only 
one participant were initially against her wish to move to Europe for obtaining a doctoral 
degree, because in their traditional rural community all women were expected to become 
housewives and not pursue postgraduate studies or a professional career. Eventually she 
convinced her parents and was allowed to follow the atypical life path of  a village girl.

Parents and extended family facilitated migration through personal experiences of  
living abroad. Some participants indicated that family members also provided financial 
help with costs related to travel, accommodation and tuition fees. Among high-skilled 
Indians, it is common to have family members who have studied or worked abroad, 
which has led to a situation where migration is a normative part of  a person’s career. 
The existence of  a culture of  migration (cf. Kandel and Massey, 2002) lowers barriers to 
migration, as leaving family members (temporarily) behind occurs frequently. The wide-
spread migration trend has led to a situation where living abroad is also seen as a means 
to gain status. Similarly, based on a study on pre-migration subjectivities of  college girls 
in Mumbai, Pandurang (2008) observes that socio-cultural transformations in Indian 
urban society create a transnational space which eventually shapes post-migration 
negotiations, particularly regarding gendered behaviour.

One category of  people who move abroad are people whose parents want to send their kids 
abroad as a status symbol. Just like buying a sports car or having good fashion, anything. 
Having a foreign education and bit of  an accent is something that you give your kids; it’s 
part of  what you do. (Vikram, 31, UK).

With regard to migration between the participants and their parents, two patterns 
were reported. The first category was temporary migration of  the parents to help raise 
their (new-born) grandchildren. This migration pattern stems increasingly from the 
changing gender roles. Among the highly-educated in India, women’s central role as 
homemakers is shifting to pursuing their professional ambitions and also to contributing 
to the financial well-being of  the (extended) family. This creates a situation where 
grandparents’ support in child-rearing becomes vital and a grandparent sometimes 
migrates to help:

I decided ‘Okay, now I’ll look for a job to support my family and my husband.’ Because 
my husband is the only son, he’s got two sisters and he has to support his parents and his 
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grandparents, it was a joint family. So I started working, my mother-in-law came over to 
help take care of  the baby. (Shamila, 34, UK).

The institutional setting proved to be a key factor both in India and abroad. The 
institutionalised child care system is not well-developed in India due to the tradition that 
grandparents and extended family members help raise the children (Singh, 2014), thus 
if  the grandparents are unable to help with child care, even higher-educated women stay 
at home with the child for a longer period instead of  returning to the labour market. 
Restrictive immigration policies can present an obstacle, although for the receiving 
country it should be attractive when the high-skilled (female) migrants participate in 
the labour market. However, if  a long-term visa cannot be obtained for the parents, the 
female migrants often have to stay at home as full-time mothers if  they are not able to 
raise their children according to their cultural norms, i.e. bringing up by grandparents 
and/or extended family. Several participants in the Netherlands considered the parental 
visa maximum of  three months too short a duration, whereas the six-month family 
visitor visa offered by the UK government did not raise any critique from the participants 
in the UK.

The one other main reason why people don’t stay in Holland, is that… For example, my 
parents are here now. Getting visa for them is a very difficult thing. You get only 90-days 
visa. Another friend of  mine is in US. His father and mother went to visit him, they got 
ten-years visa! His father is not going to go there, he doesn’t belong in United States, he 
doesn’t want to go and stay there through the cold winter and all that. They stayed there for 
four months, five months. Life is lot more easier for them, [grandparents] take care of  those 
kids and then go back to India. [- - -] It just makes it very hard for me to stay alone so far 
away from my parents. So a lot of  people go from here back to India not because they don’t 
like the life here, but because they can’t be close to their own parents. (Rahul, 38, NL).

The second migration pattern between migrants and their parents was return 
migration of  the highly skilled due to the ‘time to look after parents’ in their older ages. 
Family is central in India and high value is attached to close family ties, however, return 
migration raised the issue of  independence from the family. Rakesh (31, UK) lived 
together with his parents until he was 26, but in hindsight would have wanted to leave the 
parental home at an earlier age to become more independent, reflecting pre-migration 
subjectivities discussed by Pandurang (2008). Joint families are considered as a norm in 
India, but after adopting Western mind-set, participants anticipated potential cultural 
clashes when returning to India:

But even culturally it’s not that acceptable [to live separately from parents]. If  I moved out 
our home for no other reason but to live by myself  … that would immediately make things 
sound very suspicious. Everyone would’ve been like ‘Oh, there’s something wrong there!’ 
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It’s not normal practice, even today. Although people’s attitudes are changing. When I 
speak with my parents about moving back to India, they assume that I will come back and 
live with them. Although I have said that I won’t be living with them. Doesn’t mean that 
I don’t want to be with them, I just got used to not having my parents around. Not that 
they are conservative in any way, but I think it’s very difficult to change that mind-set. 
(Rakesh, 31, UK).

4.5.1.3 Directing the family trajectory
One of  the primary responsibilities of  parents in India is arranging the marriage 

for their children (Mooney, 2006). Two important factors emerged from participants’ 
reflections on the topic: the timing of  marriage—a certain ‘right age’ for both males and 
females to get married, which should be respected—and the requirements for the spousal 
candidate. Some mentioned the ‘compatibility’ of  candidates, or the match of  various 
background characteristics such as caste, language, religion, education. A good tertiary 
education was a central criterion for the potential marriage partner, as all participants 
had completed higher education. However, the relationship is not straightforward as 
education can both enhance and complicate a woman’s marriageability (Seymour, 1995). 
If  a young woman is ‘overeducated’, then finding a spouse can be very difficult, because 
of  age issues and the common assumption that the future wife should not have a higher 
educational level or more degrees than the husband (cf. Fuller and Narasimhan, 2008).

Among the participants there were different ways of  accepting that parents would 
arrange their marriage. The most prevailing way was to not question this issue but 
to acknowledge the cultural norms and the dominant role of  parents in the arranged 
marriage system. However, there is increasingly more space for negotiations in this 
matter, particularly among the highly skilled. Almost all participants were allowed to 
choose between the candidates proposed by their parents, instead of  parents presenting 
only one candidate based on the largest overlap in terms of  background requirements 
and not taking into account the personal affection between the potential spouses. 

One thing is support and second one is guidance you get from your parents, basically. 
They have more practical experience. What kind of  issues could lead into your life when 
you have to live together. So they would be knowing you personally, your character and 
yourself  from the birth. So they know what you are and what matters best for you. So 
nowadays I think it’s open world and everybody’s seen the world outside. It’s up to them 
which way they want to go. It’s not completely rational system, it’s also a moral system. 
(Venkatesh, 32, NL).

However, in more traditional settings, the parents were seemingly not ready to 
loosen their exclusive role in finding the spouse. This, in turn, led to more resistance 
among the participants who wished for more freedom from the prevailing norms.
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But they [parents] say like ‘Okay, if  you have to do your marriage by your own, if  you 
want to choose your thing, why are we there as your parents?’ I was like Okay, their mind-
set is like they have their life only for their children, they are so much dedicated, so much 
love and affection they have, okay, that’s true, but you know, it’s a suffocation, right? 
When I discuss this point with my Indian friends here, they say ‘You don’t have respect for 
elders’. (Sanjita, 25, NL).

Secondly, some participants let the parents arrange their marriage as a trade-off  
with other life course decisions that they had taken more independently. In this line of  
reasoning, Ravi (25, NL) summarised his views: ‘I’ve done so many things my way and my 
parents have accepted that [e.g., migration], now in turn I will let them arrange my marriage, that’s 
fine with me.’ This logic also worked the other way round, participants who had fully 
followed their parents’ advice in education, employment and migration decisions, felt 
that they had done enough to satisfy their parents expectations and were thus eligible to 
choose their partner without the decisive power of  the parents.

4.5.2 Linked life of the spouse/partner 
While parents’ influence on the life course choices made by the participants was 

extended to all four major life course trajectories studied in this article (education, 
employment, migration, and family) through complying with norms, providing 
information or joint decision-making, the role of  the spouse/partner in shaping the life 
course mainly concerns joint decision-making in migration and family trajectories. In 
the pre-relationship/pre-marriage stage, the participants had to take into account only 
the (anticipated) changes in their own life course, whereas as a couple the aspirations, 
needs and wishes of  the spouse/partner became equally important when making life 
course plans and decisions. However, in case of  migration, the husband often seemed to 
be the primary decision-maker.

4.5.2.1 Directing the education and employment trajectories
In most cases, the participants or their spouse had to leave their job in India or 

other country of  residence for the family reunion in the Netherlands or the UK. In this 
situation, all participants considered it crucial to secure relevant employment or (post-)
graduate education for their spouses. The traditional housewife was not a common 
role among the spouses: the dominant mentality in India is that if  one is abroad, one 
has to work and make the maximum use of  time abroad to earn capital for further life 
(Osella and Osella, 2009). Mutual employment opportunities were also central among 
participants planning a future career in India:

I don’t want her to become a housewife. I also want her to engage in some sort of  work 
she’s interested in. And so I applied [for a job] in Bangalore, I applied in Hyderabad, 
and I applied in Delhi, I applied in Bombay. I applied in all these, you know, A-class 
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cities, metropolitan cities. Where she can also have some opportunity, I can also have some 
opportunity, so both of  us can make a good family.  (Pratul, 28, UK).

High-skilled migrant visa schemes can play a considerable role in facilitating the 
labour market access of  linked movers (Kõu et al., 2015). In the Netherlands and UK 
such policies extend residence and work permits to the spouse, which the research 
participants in both countries regarded pivotal for career opportunities and general well-
being of  the spouse. For instance, Diya (26, NL) estimated that her career would have 
had a long delay without the spousal benefits of  her husband’s high-skilled migrant visa. 
Shashi (39, UK) had previously lived in the USA with his family, where his wife was 
willing to work, but could not do so due to restrictive visa regulations and experienced 
concurrent staying at home as ‘a semi-voluntary prison sentence’.

Some male participants reported how they had made a change in their career so that 
their wives could follow professional ambitions, or took on a career path that enabled 
them to spend more time with family instead of  putting long hours into workplace. For 
instance, Bharat (35, UK) had a well-paid job in sailing as an officer and made good 
career progression, however, the job required him to be at sea for five months at a time. 
After being married for some time, he decided to quit his career at sea to be able to be 
together with his wife on a daily basis. 

I could have, you know, been a captain of  a ship. So sometimes I do miss that, but I think 
I do understand that this normal life what I have now is very good. I go to work and in 
the evening I come back, I’m home with family, so it’s like a normal life, you see. When 
you make this kind of  compromise, because of  family, I think this is also quite important, 
although when you are at sea you would really get paid well, but... You know, for the sake 
of  family and future, I kind of  decided that it’s fine. (Bharat, 35, UK).

4.5.2.2 Directing the migration trajectory
Being in a relationship with or married to a highly skilled migrant almost inevitably 

implies migration. Due to the prevailing patrilocality6 in India, a woman is expected 
to move to her husband’s home, thus putting women in the position of  tied internal 
migrants. Most of  the spouses were open for new opportunities in a new country, but a 
few revealed that they only moved abroad to join their husbands and that they would have 
preferred to stay in India. Although they were initially in the role of  a tied mover, each 
one of  them eventually found relevant employment or postgraduate studies matching 
their qualifications and skills.

6   Some participants who intended to return permanently to India in the future expressed the wish to live sep-
arately from their in-laws, however, as return migrants were not interviewed, no conclusions can be drawn for 
potential changes in patrilocality. 
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At that time [before marriage] my wife was working in Chennai. She was working with a 
good company. She was a very career-oriented person, you know. So she had to leave that 
job that time simply because she was getting married to me. It’s like in the culture, where 
the husband goes, the wife has to go. (Bharat, 35, UK).

Coming to the Netherlands was not my decision at all. It was his [husband’s]. And he 
almost forced it on me, though he thinks he has asked me and we were quite okay but …  
[- - -] I could have put my foot down and said not to move at all, but I didn’t want to spoil 
his enthusiasm. And I had taken a break away from job, for myself, so … Well, though it 
may sound like a sacrifice, it’s really not [laughs]. (Diya, 26, NL).

Patrilocality, however, did not seem to apply to female participants who were single, 
but aimed to get married7. For an arranged marriage they expected their parents to find 
(Indian) spousal candidates who were currently living in their country of  residence or 
who would be willing to move there after getting married. Geographical location and 
likely requirement to migrate for union formation were also mentioned in combination 
with eventual return migration to India:

Because my parents also searched for persons who match me, who have permanent 
residence, the Green Card in USA or permanent residence in European countries. Then I 
said no, because I don’t want my … person to have permanent residence here. If  they have 
it here, they never come back to India. And I want to go back. (Sanjita 25, NL).

4.5.2.3 Directing the family trajectory
To a certain extent, events in different life course trajectories seem to co-occur less 

frequently for women than men: the female participants had a strong preference of  
completing (post)graduate studies before entering the family trajectory. On the other 
hand, some men also reported to bring sacrifices to meet their long-term goals: they 
focused only on work for a number of  years in order to have a better future in terms of  
career prospects, sufficient savings and starting a family. Migration may thus lead to 
postponement of  marriage and childbirth. 

I came here for professional life. I’m too busy with my work. Start at nine, finish at eight, 
sometimes I’ll be busy in the weekends as well. So no time for personal life. Because I want 
to grow professionally. [- - -] Some things are happening in European market. That has 
created lot of  opportunities for professionals. It’s going to be there for another two or three 

7    It has to be noted that none of  the female participants had got married after migration, thus the findings on 
migration of  a male spouse do not concern actual migration behaviour but potential plans.
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years, I want to make most of  this. For I don’t want to have any commitment at this time. 
That’s why I’m not having any personal side. (Amit, 30, UK).

It is like investment of  your time for 4-5 years, and make sacrifices. Not in touch with 
family, your friends, just devote your time and energy on your research, write some good 
papers. And grow as a researcher and make a good network. And then apply in Indian 
universities, go, get a job there. And then go back, and settle down. I can see myself  next 
year: I am sitting in some good academic organisation in India, as an assistant professor. 
And also get married to my long-last girlfriend. That was kind of  the bigger picture. Both 
sides were happy to sacrifice this four years’ or five years’ time of  our life, so that our next 
phase of  life would be good. (Pratul, 28, UK).

The links between the lives of  the couples can thus bring about a variety of  migration 
accounts and these accounts depend largely on the employment or education trajectories 
of  both partners. For spouse migration, key trajectory is that of  employment. The gender 
component is strongly present, as by and large, the male makes the migration decision 
and the woman follows. Our findings suggest, however, that even if  women are tied 
movers during the migration event itself, they enter the labour market in a short time, 
particularly if  the institutional conditions are favourable.

4.6 Conclusion
This article explored how parents, extended family and partner/spouse shape the 

life course decisions of  high-skilled Indian migrants in the Netherlands and United 
Kingdom. Our findings showcase substantial impact of  linked lives on various levels 
throughout the life course and in multiple trajectories. The more people are involved in 
life course decision-making, the more complex the process becomes. 

While in Western literature migration is generally considered an individual or 
(nuclear) household phenomenon, the Indian context adds to the constellation a strong 
presence of  extended family in general and parents in particular. Their prominent role 
in decision-making is visible throughout the life course. It is important to look at the 
migration process as a whole (Kõu and Bailey, 2014), however, previous literature has 
often focused only on the role of  family members in pre- or post-migration stages. This 
supports Pixley’s (2008, 158) plea for analysing ‘patterns of  multiple decisions over 
the life course rather than relying only on the observations of  individual geographic 
moves found in most migration research’. Our study contributes to the knowledge 
of  how parents and extended family shape the life course in general and migration 
decisions in particular. Firstly, family members facilitate migration through a migration 
norm, educational choices and by means of  financial support. Secondly, the migration 
experience is influenced by negotiating social norms and expectations with family 
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members, as well as by providing support for child-care. Finally, future migration plans 
are largely directed by care-giving for parents and care of  grandchildren.

Our findings suggest that different actors have different roles in directing the life 
course stages. The Indian social norm of  the (extended) family being actively involved 
predetermines the educational and marital choices to a large extent, whereas the different 
stages in the care-giving cycle reveal cultural schemas regarding age-role behaviour and 
often can trigger the migration of  and to the parents. Parental influence takes a large 
share in one’s pre-relationship/pre-marriage life, while in post-marriage stage the spouse 
has increasingly more impact on the decision-making than the parents. Whereas in other 
domains joint decision-making occurred within the couples, the male spouses tended to 
initiate migration, however, having in mind the professional opportunities for their wives 
in the country of  destination. 

Through the presence of  a culture of  migration (Kandel and Massey, 2002) and 
pre-migration subjectivities (Pandurang, 2008), we have emphasised the importance 
of  acknowledging that migration experiences are often formed even before the actual 
migration event. This is particularly articulated in women’s determination in pursuing 
postgraduate education or professional career instead of  (fully) focusing on family life. 
However, the friction between so-called Western and non-Western norms and practices 
prevails to a large extent. As migration creates more exposure to Western cultural and 
social environment, Indian norms are consequently often less valued or become less 
relevant in the Western cultural milieu (cf  Gardner and Osella, 2003). Family ties are 
still highly valued, but at the same time the highly skilled migrants are more independent 
from their families due to both distance created by migration and their higher educational 
levels and career development. The extent of  autonomy differs among participants: some 
had chosen or were able to make their life-course decisions independently, whereas some 
continued to conform to parental advice, and some followed the norms with resistance 
or compromises. The importance of  parental advice is also changing: due to the 
geographical distance between the participants and their parents, the local (non-Indian) 
context plays a bigger role and thus the need for and timing of  conformity with norms 
can be postponed in case of  the highly skilled. However, parents are not only a regulating 
authority but also a source of  support, particularly for care provision in a transnational 
family. Respect to values is also beneficial for migrants: it gives a sense of  belonging to 
family in India and retains links with homeland, especially when preparing to return.

In Indian society, family values are highly honoured, whereas in the Western 
societies the individual is central. Migration can therefore be viewed as a pathway towards 
individualism, especially in the gender dimension. Women have more independence and 
an equal say within marriage as they are also highly skilled, which gives them different 
bargaining power than the less-educated. Female education and participation in the 
labour market can thus diminish the transmission of  traditional norms regarding union 
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and family formation (Prakash and Singh, 2014). ‘Through the migration process and 
as a result of  increased access to education women can actively transform and modify 
transitions’ (Samuel, 2010, 108) and hence the need for conforming parents’ strict 
expectations and cultural norms, such as age at marriage or childbirth, is renegotiated 
to a certain degree. However, the extent of  possible negotiations also depends on the 
context within India, as we have briefly illustrated pointing to the rural-urban divide8. 

In terms of  the institutional setting, our findings point out that for facilitating 
high-skilled migration, the availability of  not only spousal benefits but also parental 
visa is relevant. A major difference we observed between the two countries was that the 
participants in the Netherlands experienced the visa regulations as restrictive for their 
parents, which was considered a substantial disadvantage in the light of  the central role 
of  grandparents in child-rearing in India. The Dutch knowledge migrant policies are 
mainly focused on filling profitable jobs and pay less attention to social and cultural 
aspects, which are equally important from the point of  view of  the migrants. Thus far, the 
policies have been geared towards nuclear family and are therefore unaccommodating for 
grandparents whose role in the migration process has not been acknowledged. The care 
abilities and mutual responsibilities of  people residing in different countries (Raghuram, 
Madge, and Noxolo, 2009) are in this way disrupted by the institutional context. 

With a focus on linked lives we have been able to evaluate the role of  significant 
others in the life courses of  migrants. The findings of  this article suggest that research on 
linked lives cannot be limited to one geographical area or to the immediate nuclear family. 
Allowing a broader focus will enrich our understanding of  family life in transnational 
settings.  

8    The differences in terms of  caste, religion or geography are beyond the scope of  this study, but would provide 
fruitful insights in future research.
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Abstract
The intersections of  migration and gender have been well established in the literature. 
This article seeks to look beyond the notion of  women as tied movers and to highlight 
women’s integral position in the high-skilled migration process. Additionally, we provide 
the perspective of  male migrants on these issues. Our findings are based on 47 qualitative 
life course interviews with high-skilled Indian migrants in the Netherlands and United 
Kingdom. We found that for highly skilled Indian women, migration can represent an 
opportunity to diverge from normative paths and escape patriarchal norms, but that they 
still seek a compromise between these cultural constraints and their personal aspirations. 
Whereas in the Western context traditions and modernity are generally seen as being in 
opposition to each other, we show that in the Indian context women may continue to 
adhere to the normative age at marriage, while also pursuing a professional career and 
combining family and employment. We conclude that migration can thus both facilitate 
and limit the professional development of  women, particularly those from traditional 
cultural backgrounds who are redefining the role of  women in their society.

Keywords: high-skilled migration, female migrants, gender norms, marriage, India
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5.1 Introduction
The share of  immigrants in the OECD countries who are highly skilled grew by 70 

per cent in the first decade of  the 21st century, reaching a total of  27 million (OECD and 
UNDESA, 2013). In 2010/2011, roughly every third immigrant in these countries was 
tertiary educated, and India constituted the largest origin group, with two million highly 
educated members (OECD and UNDESA, 2013). The number of  female migrants with 
higher education in these countries increased 80 per cent between 2000 and 2011 (IOM 
and OECD, 2014). 

The migration literature often describes female migrants as tied movers, while 
acknowledging that they are under-researched. Although high-skilled migration provides 
many opportunities, it can also create challenges for women migrants in particular, as 
in addition to having a different cultural background, they may experience difficulties in 
combining work and family that could cause them to leave the labour market or to move 
to a part-time schedule. 

The worldwide feminisation of  labour migration is a pattern that is increasingly 
being recognised in the literature on international migration (Castles, De Haas and 
Miller, 2014). The awareness of  women in the migratory process has grown since 
the 1960s, as female educational attainment has risen and female participation in the 
labour market has expanded (Castles, De Haas and Miller, 2014). Female labour market 
participation has been boosted by an increase in part-time employment opportunities 
(Thévenon, 2013). In recent decades, women are becoming less likely to migrate through 
the family reunion mechanism, and more likely to move as primary migrants. 

Our aim is to investigate the interplay between gender norms and cultural contexts 
in the migration experiences of  high-skilled female Indian migrants. We seek to look 
beyond the notion of  tied movers to highlight the position of  women in the high-
skilled migration process. Specifically, we examine how gender norms, relations, and 
expectations affect migration decisions and plans. In the following sections, we provide 
a short overview of  the research on high-skilled migration and gender, as well as 
a sketch of  the educational and employment situations of  women in India. We then 
describe our data collection and methodology. Next, we present our findings on gender 
norms as experienced in the life stories of  high-skilled female migrants from India, and 
complement these accounts with the perspectives of  their male counterparts. We seek 
to illustrate how these women navigate between cultural regulations and their personal 
aspirations in structuring their life course choices, especially those related to education, 
employment, and union and family formation. We conclude that migration can provide 
women with more power to determine their own life course events and transitions, and 
to escape patriarchal norms. 
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5.2 Background 

5.2.1 (High-skilled) migration and gender
The intersections of  migration and gender have been well established in the literature 

(e.g., Raghuram and Kofman, 2004; Donato et al., 2006; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2011). 
Gender relations both produce and are produced by migration (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 
1994; Xiang, 2005). Generally, male migrants have been at the centre of  migration 
theories, whereas female migrants have been predominantly regarded as dependants 
(Morokvasic, 1984) and as a flexible, yet vulnerable labour supply. As skilled women 
often enter as spouses through family migration mechanisms and not as independent 
migrants, it is generally assumed that men are the principal migrants. Thus, skilled 
women are frequently excluded from skilled migration data and analysis (Kofman and 
Raghuram, 2006).

Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994, 3) asserts that gender ‘is not simply a variable to be 
measured, but a set of  social relations that organise immigration patterns’. Kanaiaupuni 
(2000, 1336) suggests migration should be viewed as ‘a series of  relationships between 
social and economic factors and gender’. Lutz (2010) presents gender as a frame for 
understanding migratory processes: labour market segments at the macro level; 
organisation of  work at the meso level; and individual practices, identities, and positions 
and the micro level.

Research on gender should therefore avoid focusing on women only (Mahler and 
Pessar, 2006), or framing the topic in simplistic men-versus-women terms. Instead of  
concentrating on women, these studies should regard gender as an organising principle in 
migration (Levitt, DeWind, and Vertovec, 2003). Xiang (2005) points out that while most 
migration and gender research takes a broad view of  women’s experiences of  migration, 
scholars should examine explicitly the lack of  (labour market) participation among 
female migrants. Raghuram (2004b) observes that (Indian) women are underrepresented 
in international migration, particularly in the field of  IT, because migration requires 
career flexibility and geographical mobility, which women may find difficult to achieve 
if  they are expected to adhere to gender norms and fulfil family obligations. 

The double burden of  domestic and wage labour is an issue that is debated in 
Western societies as well, albeit to a lesser extent. For migrant women, labour force 
participation is often hindered not just by gender discrimination (e.g., by the assumption 
that women will work only until they marry or have children), but also by ethnic and 
racial stereotypes (Castles, De Haas and Miller, 2014).

The skills of  migrants and transfer of  skills are issues that are closely related to 
their labour market participation (see, e.g., Raghuram and Kofman, 2004). High-
skilled migration policies tend to give preference to skills in upper-level management, 
engineering, information technology (IT), and physical research (Rubin et al., 2008). 
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Owing to structural differences in the gender composition in related careers, men are 
more likely to possess those skills than women (Purkayastha, 2005). Migrant women are 
more likely to be qualified in education and medical sectors where the transfer of  skills 
can be problematic (Aggergaard-Larsen et al., 2005). However, Raghuram (2008) draws 
attention to the fact that a large part of  the migration literature studies women from the 
perspective of  feminised roles: either as spouses of  male primary movers, or as workers 
in female-dominated sectors of  the labour market, thus neglecting both the growing 
number of  female migrants in male-dominated sectors such as IT, and the differences 
in gendered migration experiences across the different roles and sectors. Purkayastha 
(2005) uses the term ‘cumulative disadvantage’ to refer to how discrimination against 
migrant women at one level leads to discrimination at the next level in the political, 
home, and work domains. Many scholars argue that there should be a differentiation 
between qualifications and skills, i.e., education and experience. Fossland (2013, 281) 
points out that ‘the distinction between “highly qualified” and “highly skilled” migrants 
captures the cultural and relational processes involved, demonstrating that “highly 
skilled” migrants possess the ability to transfer knowledge into the receiving context’. 
However, based on data from the EU Labour Force Survey in 2005, Rubin et al. (2008) 
conclude that highly educated third-country female migrants have lower labour force 
participation and employment rates than their native or EU counterparts, whereas low-
educated third-country female migrants tend to have employment rates that are similar 
to those of  native-born women.

Skills are thus spatially, socially, and culturally embedded (Aure, 2013). In seeking 
to understand the experiences of  highly skilled migrants, it is also crucial to look at 
immigration policies (Iredale, 2005; Kofman, 2014). Many of  these policies seem to be 
based on the assumption that migrants are generally men, and that women are mainly co-
movers. Yet to make it easier for women to transfer their skills, migration policies should 
be not only gender neutral, but gender sensitive (Iredale, 2005). Roos (2013) suggests that 
policymakers and companies that wish to attract skilled workers should take the lead in 
recognising the potential of  (female) co-migrants and their labour market skills.

5.2.2 Tied movers
The theoretical and empirical evidence that has been cited in support of  the concept 

of  tied movers is controversial. A number of  scholars have argued that women often 
migrate to advance their husband’s career, while being prepared to sacrifice their own. 
Although many (quantitative) studies primarily used pre- and post-migration earnings to 
evaluate labour market outcome, income should not be the only criterion for assessing 
migrants’ success (or failure) in achieving social mobility. Non-monetary aspects of  
work, such as job satisfaction, career advancement opportunities, work environment, 
flexible working hours/location, are becoming increasingly important on the job market 
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(Kõu et al., 2015). In the migration statistics, many women are categorised as family 
members and not as highly skilled migrants when they enter the labour market (Aure, 
2013; Iredale, 2005). Kofman (1999) emphasises that migrant categories are not fixed: 
for instance, a family migrant becomes a labour migrant when they get a job.

The migration literature has generally argued that working women who migrate 
suffer less from their ‘trailing wife’ than from their ‘trailing mother’ status (Cooke, 2001). 
Geist and McManus (2012) observe that a migrant woman in a dual-career couple with 
equal earnings is unlikely to exit the labour market or work part-time after migration, and 
that her contribution to the household economy may be a safeguard against becoming 
a tied mover. However, Acker’s (2004) research on dual-career couples suggests that 
parenting influences women’s career decisions more than partnership. Shinozaki (2014) 
points out that research on women as tied movers emphasises their roles as wife and 
mother, and thus reinforces gender stereotypes. Drawing on a large-scale dataset (skilled 
and unskilled migrants from all countries to OECD countries in 1990 and 2000), 
Docquier et al. (2012) conclude that women are more willing than men to follow their 
spouse. This result supports Bhatnagar’s and Rajadhyaksha’s (2001) finding that even 
in dual-career couples men have a stronger work identity while women have a stronger 
homemaker identity. Thus, gender roles appear to be deeply rooted. 

Women with professional aspirations in the destination country can also be 
described as active agents rather than as passive movers in the migration decision-
making process (Hiller and McCaig, 2007; Kõu and Bailey, 2015). Research by González 
Ramos and Vergés Bosch (2013) on highly skilled migrant women in Spain emphasises 
the importance of  a supportive partner (and family, society more broadly): even if  the 
women did not initiate or even participate in the migration decision-making, they still 
developed their own career abroad and thus were satisfied with the move. Contrary 
to prevailing claims in the migration and gender research, Guo, Chow, and Palinkas 
(2011) suggest that migration actually narrows the gender gap by empowering women 
both professionally and domestically, as they gain higher levels of  independence on 
the job market and within the family. Gender expectations can also prove supportive 
in certain ways: whereas men may feel obliged to continue to work to provide for the 
family, women may anticipate less stigma if  they withdraw from the labour market for 
additional education (Aure, 2013) or for childcare (Rao, 2014a). Moreover, the share 
of  male tied movers is increasing, particularly among the husbands of  Indian female 
medical workers (Gallo, 2006; George, 2005; Raghuram, 2006). 

5.2.3 Women, education, and employment in India 
Just three decades ago, the female literacy rate in India was 25 per cent, in 

comparison with 47 per cent for men (Ramu, 1987). Although this gender disparity has 
decreased in recent years, women still lag behind: in 2011, the literacy rates were 65 per 
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cent for women and 82 per cent for men (Census of  India, 2011a). As girls and women 
were traditionally expected to be homemakers only, investments in their education were 
considered unnecessary. Women also found it difficult to resist the pressure to marry 
(Kakar, 1988). In the past few decades, however, the increasing participation of  women 
in higher education has delayed marriage (and childbearing), and has led women to 
have a greater sense of  autonomy and confidence in their ability to make their own 
decisions (Maslak and Singhal, 2008). More women are in higher education as the 
result of  the emergence of  an aspirational middle class. Unlike in the past, parents today 
place equal importance on education for girls and boys. Having higher education, in 
turn, increases migration likelihood for women (e.g., Kanaiaupuni, 2000). According 
to Maertens (2013), the education and (marital) age norms in a society determine the 
extent to which women’s participation in the labour market is accepted. In her study 
on rural India, she found that the socially acceptable age at marriage was 18.3 years 
for females and 22.7 years for males (Maertens, 2013)9. Drawing from the results of  a 
nation-wide survey in 2005, Desai and Andrist (2010) show that women with higher 
secondary and above education marry on average 4.9 years later than those with less 
education, although they acknowledge that the direction of  causality between the level 
of  education and age at marriageis not completely clear. Overall, census data from 
2001 indicate that approximately 95 per cent of  women are married by age of  25, while 
male population reaches that level by age of  32 (Desai and Andrist, 2010). In early 
studies on this issue, Ramu (1987) found that even in dual-earner couples, the husband 
typically did not alter his participation in domestic work, while the wife often continued 
to adhere to traditional gender role expectations. According to González Ramos and 
Torrado Martín-Palomino (2015, 2), ‘women may be impelled by gender bias in the 
labour market or lack of  freedom in a patriarchal family’. However, since female quotas 
have recently been implemented at governmental institutions, positive discrimination 
has also been taking place. As the institutional context changes, women are gaining more 
opportunities to participate in the private sector. If  organisations and forms of  work 
change, the restrictions imposed by gender and marital norms could also loosen.

5.3 Data and methods
We used in-depth interviews to get detailed accounts of  the experiences of  highly 

skilled migrants from the micro perspective. The usefulness of  a qualitative approach in 
researching the life course of  migrants has been addressed in our earlier work (Kõu and 
Bailey, 2014). As our research instrument builds on the biographic-narrative interview 
method (see Wengraf, 2001), the participants were asked to tell their life story. Based 
on the events and experiences the participants recounted, the education, employment, 

9   However, the vast majority of  the participants in our study have an urban background.
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household, and migration paths of  the narrated biographies were examined. Where 
applicable, additional topics were raised to elicit a discussion on gendered migration 
experiences. The interview transcriptions were inductively analysed by creating codes, 
categories, and themes using the qualitative software programme MAXQDA. 

Our results are based on interviews with 47 highly skilled Indian migrants in the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom. The research participants were recruited among 
Indian migrants aged 25–40 who were working in a professional sector job, had been 
living in or were intending to live in the respective country for at least one year, and who 
preferably had a knowledge migrant visa (the Netherlands) or a Highly Skilled Migrant 
Programme or Tier 1 or Tier 2 visa (the UK). To help us gain a broad geographic picture of  
Indian professionals in the two countries, we used multiple recruitment sites: Amsterdam, 
Eindhoven, and Groningen in the Netherlands and London and Southampton in the 
UK. The data were collected between June 2010 and August 2011. 36 of  the participants 
were male and 11 were female. The gender composition of  participants reflects the 
gender composition of  highly skilled migrants in the Netherlands: approximately every 
fourth is a woman (INDIAC, 2009). Of  the 11 women, five were married and one was 
in a relationship. Two of  the women had children.

The findings are presented primarily as case studies, each of  which provides an 
initial sketch of  the (gendered) high-skilled migration experiences of  one of  the female 
participants. Each case study is then embedded in the context of  the experiences and 
perceptions of  other participants, thus the analysis includes data from all 47 interviews. 
By complementing the case studies with views expressed by other participants, both 
female and male, we can paint a general picture of  the interlinkages between gender 
norms and migration of  highly skilled Indians. The stories in the case studies showcase 
particular elements of  migration and gender that illustrate not just the experiences of  the 
individual participant, but certain patterns recognised by a range of  participants. 

5.4 Findings: gender norms as experienced in the life stories of high-
skilled female Indian migrants

5.4.1 ‘I’m just too old to get married’
Cultural perceptions of  gender and age at life course events, specifically the timing 

of  marriage, are central to Veena’s story. Failing to meet age-related societal norms can 
have both negative and positive consequences for the individual. For Veena, delaying 
marriage first allowed her to participate in tertiary education and later to move abroad 
to pursue her professional goals. But as a result of  these postponements she had been 
unable to find a marriage partner, as in Indian society a woman over age 30 is considered 
too old for marriage. 
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Veena is in her mid-thirties and has been living in the UK for nearly a decade. 
Her parents lived in a small traditional village, but because her grandparents wanted 
her to grow up in a more open-minded environment, she was mainly raised by her 
grandparents in a bigger town. She saw her grandmother, who worked outside the home 
and was the first woman from her village to attend college, as a role model. Thus, she 
motivated Veena to work towards becoming financially independent. Veena moved to 
Bangalore to attend university, where she started her professional career and experienced 
a metropolitan environment for the first time.

After receiving her master’s degree, she moved within India to work for a few years, 
until she ‘quite randomly’ decided to search for job opportunities abroad. Veena said she 
is very happy in hindsight that she did not grow up in a traditional village where early 
marriage is the norm for women, but instead lived with her open-minded grandparents, 
who encouraged her to pursue education and were supportive of  her decision to move 
to the UK. 

[If  I had not moved to Bangalore] I would behave like, you know, how people in that 
village behave. Which is … you must get married by the time you are 22. Must have four 
children by the time you are 30. So … what I am today, I just think ‘Oh God, no! That’s 
just hell!’ [laughs] I’m so glad I didn’t do all those things. When I got my job here and I 
told my grandmother … My grandfather did say to her that do you really think it’s wise 
for [Veena] to leave it? India, now. Because I was 26. Which is already late for marriage 
and they were trying to find someone for me. But they just couldn’t find someone or... who 
liked me, I didn’t like them, people I liked, they didn’t like me, so it just wasn’t … going 
very well. But then, my grandmother said ‘She’s not going to get this kind of  opportunity 
[job abroad] again, let her go’. And he said ‘Fine!’ 

Veena has lived and worked in four cities in the UK, and each move represented a 
chance to advance her professional skills. She has bought a house and is very satisfied 
with her current work environment. To please her grandparents who still wanted her to 
get married, she actively looked for a husband after emigrating. Initially she searched for 
Indian men living in the UK through matrimonial websites. Veena made a few serious 
attempts, but was unable to find the right match. She told that her grandparents seemed 
to have stopped bringing up the issue, as by Indian standards a woman of  her age was 
no longer marriageable. 

I’m just too old. To get married. In Indian culture I’m 10 years over age to get married. No 
one is going to marry me [laughs sadly]. If  that makes sense. I think … unfortunately, I 
think I’ll just have to close that chapter.

Many other participants raised the issue of  the marriage norm, which imposes an 
informal yet narrow range of  acceptable age at marriage, especially for women. Marisha 
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(38) reported having experienced these constraints from several perspectives: she married 
an Indian man in the UK, but divorced a few years later due to differences in values and 
expectations with her husband and in-laws. Divorce is still stigmatised in Indian society, 
and a divorced woman has a lower status in the social hierarchy. Marisha was aware 
that being in her early thirties and not just unmarried, but divorced, clashed with Indian 
norms. However, she decided to concentrate on establishing her career. Marisha observed 
that while the people around her were initially concerned about her marital status and 
age, over the years their focus shifted to her professional life. She said that although she 
would like to get married again, she believes that at her age she was unlikely to find a 
suitable partner.

In the beginning, everyone used to say ‘Oh, you need to get married [again]!’ and they used 
to be so worried. But now everyone’s got used to seeing me … as a successful single career 
woman. Happy with her family, whatever she has … So I think everyone is now getting 
used to me as … as me. Over the years, everyone has accepted me … as I am. (Marisha, 
38, UK).

A number of  the male participants also commented on the expected age at marriage, 
but admitted that they received less pressure than women, reflecting the clear gendered 
differences in the flexibility and time span of  age norms. On the other hand, men said 
they felt pressure to be settled in a job, as they are expected to be financially responsible 
for their wife and children. Shaili (32, UK) claimed she objected to the traditional 
gendered age norms, but characterised these expectations as inevitable: ‘The point is, it’s 
unfair to complain about gender, because the culture in India works in such a way’.

According to the participants, the ideal age at marriage is 25 for women and 30 for 
men. Bharat (35, UK), explained that ‘settling down at the right time is a cultural thing in 
India’ and that this was the reason why he followed suit and got married at the age of  29. 
Aroop emphasised the involvement of  the couple’s parents in the marriage. Under the 
arranged marriage system, the parents have a large degree of  control over the timing of  
marriage, and can thus directly influence the age at marriage (Kõu et al., 2015).

Yeah, obviously you don’t want to wait too long [to get married], uh … It’s a taboo in 
India, you don’t want to wait … when you are 35. They don’t want to get you married 
when you’re 35, they want to get you married … when you are 30, 31, earlier, as early as 
possible, so … I think another problem, I would say is … the traditions. The culture we 
follow is entirely different. My mom and dad are, like, involved in every decision we take. 
So that’s the way it is, so … It’s a bit different here, everyone is independent, you can take 
your own decision, you can do whatever you want.  (Aroop, 28, UK).

While women in the West who are in their early or mid-thirties are generally not 
regarded as being too old to marry or have children, they are in India. Although the 
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migrants are spatially away from India, they seem to have retained this mental construct. 
The relatively young normative age at marriage in India is deeply rooted: the mean age 
at marriage for women was 21.2 years in 2011 and 19.3 years in 1990 (Census of  India, 
2011b). Previous research (Banerjee, 2006) has indicated that women who are over age 
25 are perceived as being too old for marriage. Deviation from the normative age at 
marriage is more likely to be accepted for men than for women (Leonard, 1976). 

5.4.2 ‘Choosing for a PhD leads to bad marriage options’
Sanjita’s experiences point to the decisive role of  parents and community norms 

in women’s access to higher education and migration. Acquiring career skills is more 
complicated for girls and women from traditional backgrounds, as pursuing postgraduate 
education and/or a professional career is viewed as a hindrance to getting married, 
which has traditionally been a woman’s central ‘task’.

Sanjita was a PhD candidate in her mid-twenties who had been living in the 
Netherlands for a couple of  years at the time of  the research interview. She described 
her home village in India as a closed and highly conservative community. Her parents 
opposed her wish to enrol in graduate studies because this meant she would be unable 
get married ‘on time’, or before she turned 25. While it is becoming more common 
in India for women to earn a master’s degree, in her village a bachelor’s degree was 
considered sufficient. As women were expected to adhere to the traditional gender 
norms and become housewives rather than professionals, having higher education was 
consequentially regarded as just a formality. Generally, a woman’s parents decide how 
much education their daughter receives, and a woman’s husband decides whether she is 
allowed to work outside the home. Sanjita repeatedly expressed her frustration with the 
extensive control her parents had over her life and decisions. 

If  I have children, I will definitely not peep into their lives this much. Now I just forget 
that I can also think. Then it’s also not good for my career. Then my career is lost and 
everything is lost. So … that’s a big problem which they [her parents] don’t think it’s... it’s 
a problem. I will try to work this out eventually but … if  I don’t succeed … I will be one 
of  the thousand girls who have given up.

Sanjita’s female friends from the village got married during their studies and 
eventually returned to the village to become housewives, despite their initial intentions 
to have a career outside the home. She argued that a professional career should be every 
woman’s personal choice, and not something that her parents or husband could forbid 
her:

I do not turn against parents or something … but if  your marriage is a full stop for 
everything, then... then it’s a kind of  problem. Because I was also telling my parents that 
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… if  they look a match, a person for me, my feelings should be there. It’s not like somebody 
… should not allow you, right, it’s your right to … pursue your career or something. But, 
uh, it was not the idea of  … people in my town.

As she had already struggled to persuade her parents to allow her to enrol in a 
master’s programme, convincing them to permit her to apply for a PhD position—let 
alone abroad—had had taken a lot of  time and persistence, and had led to lengthy 
arguments. The problem was two-fold: she was continuing her education at a level that 
was considered unnecessary for women, and was doing so while unmarried. In her 
community it was deemed unthinkable that a woman would ‘risk’ remaining single—a 
status that is looked down upon by others—in order to obtain a doctoral degree. 

In Indian system marriage for girl is like … compulsory thing which we have to go through 
without that … you know, the people don’t think the life is normal. So … I skipped it. For 
my PhD [laughs]. It was quite a big challenge in my life to convince my family, convince 
my relatives … You know, everybody. So that I can leave the country without marriage 
and … Actually they were not happy that I come here. Because I’m not married, they feel 
a bit insecure … how the life will be here and they’re worried about the culture here and … 
how I will be influenced.

Sanjita’s parents were concerned about finding a spouse for her once she has finished 
her PhD, as by then she would have been older than the normative age at marriage. As 
the villagers tend to believe that an unmarried woman over age 25 must have some 
problem that caused her to be unable to find a spouse, older woman can find it especially 
difficult to make a match. Sanjita also refused to get married during her PhD trajectory 
because she worried she would spend too much time establishing her relationship with 
her husband, and thus would be unable to dedicate herself  to the research. In addition, 
the village norms dictate that a woman who marries should have children as soon as 
possible. Yet Sanjita observed that the same expectations do not apply to men.

There’s lot of  difference in India, men and women are not the same, there starts the 
problem. Some people expect women should always be dependent, so … If  I’m working or 
if  I have a career on my own, then I’m independent, right? It’s changing a bit, I don’t know 
when it will have change in my life. 

Sanjita said she plans to return to India after finishing her PhD in order to pass on 
her knowledge and skills at a local university, and hopes to inspire other girls with village 
backgrounds to pursue higher education and a professional career. Nevertheless, she 
admitted she felt guilty when a female cousin had expressed a desire to pursue a master’s 
degree abroad: ‘Her parents were pointing to my parents “It’s because of  your daughter!” That 
hurts my parents. Until recent years we were socially closed community’.
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Mukta (26, NL) also reported that she struggled to get permission from her parents 
to pursue postgraduate studies at the cost of  decreasing her marriage prospects. Like 
Sanjita, she was from a small community where women are expected to get married after 
undergraduate studies in their early twenties. Mukta’s parents were already engaged in 
the process of  arranging a marriage for her, but she was eventually able to convince 
her parents that she needed to continue her education. Her parents were nevertheless 
concerned that she would be too highly educated, and that they would not succeed in 
finding a husband for her because women are traditionally expected to marry a man with 
at least the same level of  education.  

Some of  the male participants confirmed that it can be difficult for women to 
combine marriage and pursuing a master’s or a doctoral degree. This is largely because 
the traditional gender role distribution pattern—i.e., the woman is a homemaker and 
the man is a breadwinner—is particularly fixed in smaller communities, where female 
labour market participation is not accepted. 

So there’s this social contract that women don’t work and … If  women do a PhD then 
I guess they will just not get married for a long time or even if  they do, they expect their 
husband to move with them which is very hard, lot of  compromises. (Rahul, 38, NL).

Marriage is considered as a ‘must’ in Indian society, particularly for women, and 
almost no flexibility in the life course is permitted. A woman is expected to spend 
most of  her time taking care of  her husband and the family household (which working 
towards a PhD does not allow), whereas a man is expected to be the breadwinner, and is 
not necessarily expected to perform unpaid work at home. 

5.4.3 ‘You make migration decisions based on the enemies you have’
Shaili’s account of  her experiences in education, work, and migration is 

predominantly centred around the topics of  social norms as push factors for migration. 
Other important issues that emerged from her story were access to labour market and 
citizenship based on marital status, combining career and family life, and parental 
pressure to have children.

Shaili is in her early thirties, has been living in the UK for four years, and works in 
the academia. She recalled that she and her school friends had been keen on studying 
at school because they were eager to gain knowledge and lay the foundations for their 
future career. During her high school years the IT boom started and education was 
‘suddenly all about migration. Suddenly, it changed in a way that if  you’re successful, you have 
to be abroad, you can’t be in India’. Shaili was not impressed by this trend, and refused 
to regard her education as means to leave India. Thus, she completed two master’s 
degrees there. In addition to working hard in her studies, she was engaged in various 
extracurricular activities and had a busy social life. She also had a boyfriend, which 
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caused her considerable problems because many people in her surroundings did not 
approve of  having a relationship before marriage.

Teachers were constantly interfering, they told me I’m a good student, but I’m spoiling my 
career because I have a boyfriend. Having a boyfriend, before marriage picking up your 
partner, it’s like … you’re characterless. So if  you’re female, if  you are working hard, 
sometimes people can mix those things to attack you in the career. If  one is a good student, 
at the same time not following the norms, then they mix both and … they can’t attack you 
for being dull, but they say your character is bad. So I was always attacked in the class, 
jealousy always was diverted either because of  my caste, my parents’ [love] marriage or 
telling me that, you know … you’re characterless.

Having become tired of  facing the constant disapproval of  others, Shaili did not 
hesitate to accept when she was offered a PhD position in France. Although she had 
not been seeking to emigrate, she felt she could no longer stay in an environment that 
she experienced as being hostile to young women. In discussing her decision to move 
to Europe, she commented wryly that sometimes ‘...you make migration choices based on 
the enemies you have’ and where they are located. She said she enjoyed pursuing her PhD 
in France, and appreciated that in Europe people did not concern themselves with her 
private life. After a period of  time, she developed a relationship with a French man. 
Shaili’s parents, particularly her mother, initially did not accept her choice of  a non-
Indian partner. But later, as they became increasingly worried about their daughter’s 
two-fold deviation from Indian norms, they started pushing for the couple to get married. 
Shaili noted that her parents had initially wanted to arrange a marriage for her because 
their own union had been a love marriage, which was frowned upon in India at that time. 
Thus, they had been hoping to make up for their community’s disapproval of  their own 
marriage by ensuring that their daughter was in a conventional marriage arrangement.

My mum was conservative in a way. Even if  she had a love marriage and whatever, but 
then she … didn’t want me to go that path, because she had to prove to the society that … 
she taught me good manners and … We got married in [year, month]. Which is too fast for 
my taste, but too late for my parents. I had no option. My mum said that if  you want to 
have this relation, I want you to get married, otherwise it’s not good in the society, people 
will think la-la-la-la-la and …

Her parents-in-law were not supportive either. Although they were from a Western 
society, their values were based on traditional gender norms, and they expected Shaili 
to give up her professional goals to stay home and take care of  her husband. The feeling 
that her husband’s parents were exerting too much control over their lives was one of  the 
main push factors that led them to migrate. The couple started to look for opportunities 
to work elsewhere in Europe. Shaili’s strategy was to find employment on her own 
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that would provide her a residence and a work permit, rather than to make use of  her 
husband’s citizenship and to migrate as a dependant. Eventually she got a job in the UK 
and her husband soon found a job nearby, so the couple moved together, with Shaili’s 
visa being granted based on her own merits.

I was not wearing a rosy glass, well, I would get married, I will have European passport, I 
would sit and bake cakes and … I didn’t come with that attitude, so … I told my husband 
that I want to go as a high-skilled migrant on my own, to a different country. Then only 
you can apply for job in that country, I don’t want you go first, then I follow you. Because 
… people might think, you know, I have an advantage because of  a European partner. 
And to me that was an insult. Because somebody is questioning the credibility of  my work. 
So that was another reason why I wanted to leave France, because I felt like … I would be 
a second-class citizen who married a Frenchman, so I didn’t have my own identity.

In the UK Shaili had to change jobs and move cities a few times because she 
had temporary contracts. Shaili commented that because of  this lack of  job security 
in academia, as well as the general challenge of  combining a professional career and 
having children—not just for women in India, but in all societies—she was concerned 
about whether she would realise her career ambitions. She emphasised that she had been 
working hard to build up a career, and felt that having a child might jeopardise her work 
achievements at this stage. At the time of  the interview, she anticipated that she would be 
unable to afford to take a break for maternity leave for at least a couple of  years. 

I think there is a lot of  pressure for females to be successful in both [career and family life] 
and there’s no support really as such and … You can’t be really out of  the job market 
and enter the job market, especially in jobs like academia. [- - -] As long as I don’t have a 
permanent contract I don’t think I want to sacrifice. I think if  I know, say, I’m planning 
to get pregnant, I can 90 per cent guarantee that my contract might not be extended. So 
that’s how I feel. I don’t see any people having children and … I don’t have the role models 
around me.

She reported, however, that her parents were constantly putting pressure on her to 
have a child. Shaili said this was because ‘they’re worried about their age, they’re worried 
about my age, they’re worried about society norms’.

Several topics related to migration and gender are illustrated in Shaili’s story. First, 
social norms can act as push factors for migration, such as when social behaviour and 
adherence to cultural traditions are too strictly monitored and judged by family and/or 
community. Many of  the participants cited a desire for independence from their parents 
as one of  the reasons they migrated (see Kõu and Bailey, 2014). Several of  them pointed 
to the influence of  Western norms of  pre-marital dating and cohabiting, which are slowly 
being adopted in India as well, although social control remains strong. 
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The society structure in India and the West is completely different. There … if  you have a 
girlfriend, you can live together, in the West. But not in our part of  the world. Because we 
are a bit conservative. So staying with the girl means … people will start staring at you in 
different … And they will start making the story in their mind that you are doing this, you 
are doing that. (Pratul, 28, UK).

Second, for high-skilled women marriage as a ‘free ticket’ to the foreign labour 
market plays a role in migration. It should be noted that Shaili was unique among the 
participants in expressing such a strong and explicit desire to be independent of  her 
husband’s legal status. All of  the other female participants expressed gratitude for the 
spousal benefits associated with high-skilled migrant visa schemes. For at least one of  the 
participants, by contrast, demonstrating her independence and gaining access to work 
and residence through her own achievements was more important than bureaucratic 
convenience. 

Third, not just the age of  the migrant, but the ages of  their parents can put pressure 
on the timing of  certain life events, particularly on having children. The parents may feel 
they are getting older and might miss out on seeing their grandchildren grow up, and 
social pressures often make them acutely aware of  this issue. However, Rakesh (45, UK) 
explained that the ‘Indian standard is to have a child within one year of  marriage’. As several 
participants indicated, there may be less pressure on migrants with siblings who have 
already fulfilled their parents’ desire to become grandparents. 

The struggles involved in combining work and family are illustrated here. The 
prevailing employment practices do not encourage women to take a long maternity leave, 
as a temporary gap in employment can have a negative effect on career opportunities. In 
some cases, combining work and family was not encouraged by a participant’s in-laws 
or (potential) employers. Marisha (38, UK) mentioned that her parents-in-law had been 
worried about her ‘for being quite successful and travelling, and not doing stuff  in the house’. 
However, some women approached the work-family balance in a more flexible way: 

You’re not going to end your career just because you’re getting married, but … I mean if  I 
have a child, priorities [will] change. I am career-oriented, I’m not denying that. But when 
… You know how hard it is to manage both your child and your work. It’s really hard, 
so … I might just quit. He’s earning the money [laughs]. I might as well stay at home. 
(Sonali, 33, UK).

5.4.4 ‘I decided to take a break for the baby’
Ritika’s story shows yet another side of  the experiences of  high-skilled spouses who 

co-migrate with their husbands. The role of  Western norms in loosening traditional 
gender norms is exemplified here by the couple’s household task division and gender 
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expectations regarding work and childcare. 
Ritika is in her late twenties, and had moved to the Netherlands four years before the 

research interview. She was staying home with her one-year-old child at the time of  the 
research interview, but was looking to return to the labour market in the finance sector. 
She was finalising her second master’s degree in India when her marriage was arranged. 
Her future husband soon got a job offer in the Netherlands, and Ritika joined him after 
graduating and completing an internship in India. She had been looking for a job in the 
Netherlands for half  a year, but did not succeed because there were not many entry-level 
positions available during this period, which was shortly after the financial crisis. In 
addition, she needed to learn Dutch to work in the financial services market. Eventually 
she decided to enrol in another postgraduate course, and to work on improving her 
Dutch language skills. 

Although Ritika had planned to work for about a year to settle into a career after she 
had finished the master’s programme, she found out she was expecting a baby. She and 
her husband were not at all concerned about the unexpected turn in their plans. Ritika 
indicated that she very much appreciated her husband’s support and his willingness to 
help with childcare and household tasks:

For instance, even if  I am looking for jobs, even if  I get a job in another city, he’s ready to 
work for four days a week. He’s ready to come early from the office and, you know, pick her 
up from a day care, or in the evenings, if  I’m late, he is ready to take care of  … So, that’s 
a kind of  understanding both of  us have already.

Most of  the married men in our study confirmed that their wife stayed home with 
the baby for at least half  a year before looking to (re-)enter the labour market. However, 
the other female participant with children took maternity leave for a couple of  months 
only because she wanted to continue to support her family financially and to avoid 
taking a long career break. When she returned to work, her parents and parents-in-law, 
who temporarily migrated from India, assumed the childcare responsibilities. 

Ritika’s experiences emphasise that when the traditional division of  gender roles 
and household tasks is loosened, men can help to ease the work-family conflict that 
women struggle with. Other men in this study also said they were willing to take on 
more responsibilities in the household, particularly after childbirth, so their wife would 
be able to (re-)enter the labour force. Migration and exposure to Western norms can be 
seen as contributors to men’s readiness to adopt new family roles.

Generally, the experiences of  the participants suggest that women have to be more 
accommodating within the marriage. In addition to being primarily responsible for 
childcare, several male participants reported that their wife had given up her job in India 
in order to co-migrate to the UK or the Netherlands. Even though nearly all of  these 
women had found employment in the destination country, some were working in a lower 
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position than in India. Rahul (38, NL) clarified that for dual-career couples it is difficult 
to migrate together, and that it is often the woman who makes concessions in the career, 
particularly in the Indian cultural context: ‘For a man it’s a lot easier. He will just say “Come 
on, let’s pack our bags!” Most of  the time women do’. The same holds for return migration. 
Harish (41, UK) was about to move back to India with his family soon after the research 
interview. While his wife was working part-time in the UK while also taking care of  their 
children, the different institutional setting in India does not allow for this combination, 
and his wife was planning to stay home with the children after returning. Although the 
couples seemed to divide the household and care tasks more equally when abroad, they 
were at risk of  reverting to traditional gender roles in the Indian setting. 

I think, eh, it’ll be my wife who will be looking after them because, you know, I’m the main 
breadwinner as it were, so … Mine is quite a busy job, so … I will, I’ll... leave my wife to 
do most of  the … The work related to children she is going to sort out mostly. (Harish, 
41, UK).

5.4.5 Gendered migration experiences of Indian women
Although the stories of  the gendered migration experiences are presented through 

four cases, the patterns in the interviews with the other female and male participants 
were similar. A common theme in the stories of  Veena, Sanjita, Shaili, and Ritika is their 
bifurcated approach to navigating gender norms. On the one hand they have to consider 
the expectations of  their parents and Indian society, and on the other they are seeking to 
adapt these norms to their life course decisions and plans.

Like many other participants, Veena’s major concern was finding a compromise 
between cultural expectations and her personal aspirations: although she claimed she 
was too old to get married, she also indicated she was glad she had not married young. 
Meanwhile, Sanjita seemed to be looking for a way to adhere to the norms of  her village 
without giving up her career ambitions; and Shaili was constantly breaking with Indian 
stereotypes, and was actively seeking to be seen as an independent woman whom 
others judge on her knowledge and skills, and not on her marriage or her husband’s 
nationality. The practices of  these women exemplify different approaches to balancing 
social expectations and personal aspirations, which shows that the outcome cannot be 
seen on a binary scale of  either following or disregarding norms, but that compromises 
are sought instead. The balance between the social expectations and personal aspirations 
can, however, result in either internal conflicts (such as Veena’s contentment with the 
decision to pursue higher education and professional career on the one hand, and regret 
of  having passed the ‘right’ age for marriage on the other hand) or external conflicts (such 
as Shaili’s fight against gendered expectations in combining education or employment 
with a relationship). Whereas the traditional norms seem to prevail to a large extent, 
women actively negotiate compromises.
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Marriage proved to be the central point in most of  the interviews. The experiences 
of  almost all female participants reflected the tendency in Indian culture to see women 
not as independent agents, but as linked to their husbands. Many women still struggle 
to gain enough space to stand on their own and to be seen as worthy in the eyes of  
society. Parents are eager to arrange a marriage for their children as soon as they have 
reached the normative age. For the parents, marriage is seen not just as an emotional 
matter, but also a practical one. In addition to offering companionship, marriage in India 
provides a foundation for a new household, and reinforces the large kinship structure. 
Thus, in the eyes of  the parents and society, a delay in marriage starts a chain reaction 
of  delays in childbirth and other life course events necessary for retaining linkages across 
households, and impedes the shift to the next life stage for the parents. As the case of  
Veena showed, women can evade the obligation to get married and the specific age limits 
in India by migrating to an environment where there is little or no social enforcement of  
marriage or gender bias within marriage, or by focusing on professional fulfilment rather 
than family life. The stereotypical picture of  Indian society as one with strict family and 
gender norms thus does not hold, with particularly women bringing up new pathways 
in creative manners.

In traditionally patriarchal societies like India, men enjoy more privileges. Although 
migration also loosens gender norms, the women are often still the ones who have to 
adapt. For instance, Ritika was a tied mover who left India in order to co-migrate with her 
husband to the Netherlands, and despite her qualifications struggled to find employment 
in the new country. On the other hand, her husband took her professional aspirations 
into account by agreeing to deviate from the traditional household task division, and to 
help with childcare in particular.

5.5 Conclusion
Our findings on the migration experiences of  high-skilled Indian women highlight 

how gender and high-skilled migration intersect at various points, creating a broad 
pattern of  life course decisions that lead to different trajectories. For many Indian women, 
migration represents an opportunity to escape from the pressure to follow normative 
paths and adhere to patriarchal norms. Although migration is not a completely alternative 
route and is still challenging, it can provide women with a justification for postponing 
life course events like marriage and childbirth, and a basis for negotiating their intentions 
and behaviour. The home culture and its norms are then seen from distance, adding 
another dimension to the autonomy that underlies migration. However, maintaining 
transnational linkages means taking on the normative baggage that comes with it (Kõu 
et al., 2013). Whereas in the Western context traditions and modernity are generally 
seen as being in opposition to each other, the accounts of  the women in our study show 
that in the Indian context individuals tend to seek a balance between respecting cultural 



Chapter 5

102

rules and gaining or retaining their independence. Traditions thus need not be regarded 
as oppressive when migration opens up opportunities for individuals to make choices 
about the timing and the extent of  their adherence to norms. In a similar vein, Pande 
(2015) shows that British-Asian women adjust arranged marriage practices to strike a 
compromise between cultural norms, the expectations of  their family members, and 
their own wishes; and emphasised that most migrants engage in cultural negotiations 
rather than rejecting particular cultural practices ‘as mere signs of  the hold of  tradition 
and patriarchy on Asian women’s lives’ (183). 

We have also illustrated the multiple gendered movements. Women may take 
various steps towards freeing themselves from gender restrictions, by, for example, leaving 
their home village. In traditional communities, the gender norms prescribe that every 
woman should follow the same path, namely, become a housewife. Because the gender 
norms are deeply rooted in the culture, many people are unable to resist their pressure. 
Although urban families are more open to Western values, they tend to have the same 
general expectations about marriage and children. To a certain extent, however, people 
who live in cities have more freedom than people in rural areas to shape their life course 
decisions and postpone those events. It is also important to note that the postponement 
of  marriage may be partly attributable to family patterns in Asia, specifically to the lack 
of  acceptance of  cohabitation. However, even in an urban setting, women still tend to 
be very much defined through marriage. Single women and divorcees are perceived to 
have an incomplete life, and thus hold a lower position in society. Our findings show that 
women can to a large extent ‘compensate’ for being single by having a good education 
and/or an established career. By adopting alternative pathways and gender roles, and 
drawing on the dynamic aspects of  culture, highly skilled women and men can thus 
reshape the traditions and values. Nevertheless, the normative age limit for marriage can 
make it difficult for Indian women above that age to find a partner, whereas in Western 
societies age plays a less dominant role, and the partner market can be accessed over a 
longer life span.

The triple burden of  migration, employment, and household was one of  the central 
themes in the stories shared by our participants. Balancing career and family trajectories 
is often challenging, and the cultural context adds another layer of  complexity. 

While growing numbers of  women are abandoning the traditional housewife role 
to pursue a career, they still need to devote time to raising their children. Based on a 
global sample of  a multi-national company with employees in 79 countries, Martinengo, 
Jacob, and Hill (2010) concluded that even in dual-career couples the woman is still 
mainly responsible for taking care of  the home and the children. However, Rao (2014b, 
883) observes that women have become home managers rather than service providers, 
‘combining elements of  modernity and tradition, individual interest and familial 
responsibility’. Our study also underlines the impact of  institutional factors on efforts to 
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achieve work-life balance. Whereas in the Netherlands women often have part-time jobs 
that make it easier for them to combine career and childrearing, in the UK the labour 
market conditions are less flexible. It is generally expected that work-family conflicts 
will be resolved at an individual rather than at the societal level, which reinforces ‘social 
assumptions that masculine career trajectories are the norm’ (González Ramos and Vergés 
Bosch 2013, 626). The evidence for cumulative disadvantage (Purkayastha, 2005) in our 
findings is not straightforward. Although many female participants had encountered 
difficulties in establishing their personal and professional aspirations at different levels, 
their experiences prove it is possible to defeat the impediments in institutional and 
family spheres to a certain extent by actively making use of  their agency, despite cultural 
norms and social pressure. Migration can thus both facilitate and limit the professional 
development of  women, particularly those from traditional cultural backgrounds who 
are redefining the role of  women in their society.
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6.1 Introduction
The aim of  this research was to gain insights into how the interdependencies of  

education, employment, and household trajectories shape the migration trajectories 
in particular and the life courses in general of  high-skilled Indian migrants and their 
significant others. This research contributes to the existing literature on high-skilled 
migration (e.g., Ackers, 2005; Beaverstock, 1996; Harvey, 2011; Iredale, 2001; Kofman, 
2012; Koser and Salt, 1997; Mahroum, 2001; Raghuram, 2004a; Salt, 1997) by applying 
the life course perspective. The life course approach is a tool that has enabled us to view 
high-skilled migration not only in terms of  labour market outcomes, but also with regard 
to other domains of  life. We focused on the interdependencies between the parallel 
careers of  migration, education, employment, and household. Furthermore, we have 
highlighted the influence of  significant others, as well as of  cultural and institutional 
contexts, in structuring the migration trajectories of  individuals. In order to examine 
the complexities of  migration behaviour and to link people’s experiences throughout 
the migration process, we have adopted a biographic approach that embeds individuals’ 
specific migration decisions in their respective life course contexts.

6.2 Summary of the main findings
Each empirical chapter of  this dissertation focuses on a dimension of  the life course 

of  highly skilled migrants: the application of  the life course approach to high-skilled 
migration (Chapter 2), the migration process (Chapter 3), linked lives (Chapter 4), and 
gender (Chapter 5). Taken together, these dimensions provide answers to the main 
research question: How are the migration motivations, decisions, and experiences of  
highly skilled Indians in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom shaped by life course 
interdependencies, significant others, and cultural and institutional contexts? The main 
research question and the sub-questions are answered in the following.

6.2.1  Applying the life course approach to high-skilled migration
Chapter 2 sets out a theoretical and empirical basis for linking the life course approach 

to high-skilled migration. It serves as a base for the subsequent chapters by deductively 
defining the topics to be addressed. This chapter poses the following research question: 
How do highly skilled migrants construct their life courses with regard to education, 
employment, household, and migration trajectories? 

Our conceptual framework builds on the four central life course approach themes 
proposed by Elder (1975, 1994): namely, lives in time and space, timing of  lives, linked 
lives, and human agency. In order to study migration decision-making, we situate these 
themes in a wider setting of  factors that can either facilitate or hinder migration. Mulder 
and Hooimeijer (1999) differentiate between factors that stem from the individual 
or household (the micro context) and factors that are created externally (the macro 
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context). The micro-context factors are the resources and the restrictions that shape the 
life courses of  individuals and their significant others, while the macro-context factors 
are the opportunities and the constraints that are derived from the social context (Mulder 
and Hooimeijer, 1999). Additionally, we consider social and organisational networks as 
meso-context factors.

As a frequently occurring example of  life course interdependencies, we point out 
that ‘skilling’, or completing extensive (post-)graduate studies and gaining professional 
experience, leads to the postponement of  certain life course events, such as entry into the 
labour market, union formation, and family formation. 

The findings reveal that the events in different life course trajectories are less likely 
to take place simultaneously for women than for men: i.e., among women a specific 
trajectory tends to be in the foreground at each stage of  life, whereas among men there 
tends to be more interaction between different trajectories. The women in our study 
said they had chosen to dedicate themselves to postgraduate studies or obtaining a PhD 
degree before getting married, while few of  the men reported that they were concerned 
about completing their education before marriage. As the women are expected to take 
care of  the family, they have less time in their life course to focus on finalising their 
studies or on establishing a professional career. 

Particularly the implications of  an arranged marriage, a prevailing norm in the 
Indian culture, for both union and family formation highlight the importance of  timing 
in life course transitions. Furthermore, the middle-class Indian context seems to promote 
a culture of  migration (cf. Massey et al., 1993), making studying and/or working abroad 
a widespread norm for the highly skilled. The roles of  these and other macro- and meso-
context factors are discussed in Chapter 3. The findings suggest that future migration 
plans are not economically determined, but are instead dependent on other domains of  
life, such as education or the family. This chapter shows the importance of  the linked 
lives mechanism, which is elaborated in Chapter 4, where the focus is on the resources 
and the restrictions drawn from micro-context factors.  

Chapter 2 also underlines the gender division in the life course of  migrants. All 
female participants who were high-skilled migrant dependants were engaged in the 
labour market or in postgraduate education10, and the male participants did not 
anticipate that their (future) wife would become a traditional housewife only. Hence, the 
women were not tied movers of  the kind described by Mincer (1978). However, the life 
course patterns of  men and women are often quite different in terms of  the timing of  
events and the direction of  the causality between parallel careers. In a similar vein, Smith 
(2004) has argued that the term ‘tied movers’ is a biased concept related to employment 

10   With the exception of  one woman who was a stay-home mother at the time of  the interview, but had com-
pleted a second postgraduate education in the host country prior to that, and was looking to re-enter the labour 
market. 
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status that defines economic inactivity and part-time work as negative outcomes for the 
labour market. Even if  a woman enters a country through the family migration route, 
she should not be seen simply as a follower of  the male migrant (cf. Kofman, 2004). We 
show that female spouses do not sacrifice, but strategise: they use the education- and 
employment-related opportunities that migration creates (cf. Liversage, 2009). Chapter 
5 specifically investigates the gender issues within high-skilled migration.  

6.2.2  The migration process
Chapter 3 provides a detailed picture of  the migration process of  the highly skilled. 

We look at a combination of  perspectives and experiences before, during, and after 
migration, as well as future migration plans; and are thus covering more than just one 
fixed point in time. We answer several research questions in this chapter: What resources 
do highly skilled migrants use for migration? How is migration decision-making 
embedded in the life course context? How does the institutional setting modify migration 
expectations and experiences in different stages of  the migration process?

We show how the culture of  migration manifests itself  in the professional sphere: 
high-skilled Indians use migration as a career strategy for enhancing their competitiveness 
on both the domestic and the international labour markets. Given that half  of  the 
participants had already lived in at least one foreign country before arriving in their 
current country of  residence, prior international education or work experience turned 
out to be the most relevant migration resource. Migration experiences, together with 
human, social, and cultural capital, constitute migrant capital. This migrant capital is an 
important resource for self-actualisation, which represented a primary migration motive 
for nearly all of  the participants. We point out that social capital is at least as important 
as human capital: whereas the human capital brings one to the door, it is often the social 
capital that opens the door. While education and skills are a prerequisite for obtaining 
a job, our participants highlighted the instrumentality of  social networks in sharing 
information about relevant job opportunities. It is interesting to note that the high-skilled 
Indians draw upon professional networks rather than on the diaspora. Information about 
foreign labour markets is thus acquired mainly through (former) colleagues, whereas the 
diaspora, or the nationality-based network, is accessed mainly for cultural activities and 
a sense of  belonging while away from homeland, not for migration decision-making. 

Our findings suggest that the life course is not a one-way process, and that the 
sequences of  events and stages can vary greatly. Therefore, the patterns of  the life course 
should be seen in the context of  previous life course events and decisions. These results 
reflect the findings of  Ryan and Mulholland (2014), who observed among high-skilled 
French migrants in London that the mobility of  migrants is often dependent on their 
life course stage: young, single, and childless people are more likely to move; whereas at 
later ages settling down with the family becomes a priority, and thus the costs of  onward 
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migration are reconsidered. 
Immigration policies can either facilitate or restrict the migration process, and may 

thus influence or even determine migration decisions. We found for both the Netherlands 
and the UK that the migration policies had not been of  decisive importance when the 
participants initially chose the country of  destination, but that the policy changes that 
took place during the fieldwork—such as the setting of  an annual cap for the number of  
visas for the highly skilled, or the removal of  the link between permanent and temporary 
migration—were of  major concern to the participants in terms of  their future migration 
or settlement plans, particularly in the UK. 

Migrant capital can be effectively gathered and mobilised only if  immigration 
policies are favourable, especially as they relate to accompanying spouses. Thus, high-
skilled migration visa schemes should be accommodating to migrants as individuals, not 
merely as workers.

6.2.3  Linked lives and the life course
Chapter 4 tackles the role of  linked lives. Specifically, it seeks to answer the research 

question: How do significant others shape the life courses of  Indian highly skilled 
migrants in general, and migration trajectories in particular? 

Drawing on the family migration literature (e.g., Bailey and Boyle, 2004; Cooke, 
2008a; Mulder, 2007), we acknowledge that migration is not just an individual or 
household phenomenon. Thus, we go beyond the nuclear family and add another layer: 
namely, the extended family, which is specific for the Indian context. As individuals 
tend to be closely attached to their family in the Indian cultural context, the parents play 
a large role in directing the household formation paths of  their children, particularly 
in terms of  arranging marriage (Gopalkrishnan and Babacan, 2007). The participants 
reported that their parents tend to make strong suggestions or to pressure them to meet 
particular expectations regarding certain transitions in their education and employment 
paths. For example, some of  the participants reported having been pressured to earn 
an engineering degree, which ultimately opened up migration paths. The spouse may 
have also changed an individual’s migration path based on his or her own education- or 
employment-related aspirations and experiences. The female spouse tends to adapt to the 
destination decision of  the primary male mover at the beginning of  the migration path, 
whereas at later stages the spouse has an equal contribution in the decision. Children 
also shape the migration path: the participants indicated that they became less interested 
in continuing to migrate after having, children, and that they intended to either return to 
India or to settle in the host country by the time children went to school.

The notion of  linked lives thus implies that specific people channel the life paths 
of  highly skilled migrants in specific stages, whereby specific relationships within the 
path interdependencies are important. Migration decision-making often depends on the 
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life course stages of  the linked lives, with the most frequent pattern being caregiving by 
and for the parents. This supports the argument that in addition to providing spousal 
benefits, migration policies should provide long-term parental visas for family members 
who assist with child care.

6.2.4  A gender perspective on high-skilled migration
Chapter 5 investigates the gendered experiences of  high-skilled female migrants. It 

addresses the question: In what ways do gender norms shape the migration experiences 
of  highly skilled Indian women? Although women are the focus of  this chapter, we also 
provide men’s opinions about and experiences of  gender and migration.

As illustrated in Chapter 4, migration can be a pathway towards individualism. The 
migrants live far away from their (extended) families and cultural background, which 
creates space for more autonomous decision-making. However, the migrants’ parents 
may continue to exert pressure on them to comply with cultural norms, as the parents 
still live in the home country, and in turn face pressure from others in the community to 
adhere to norms. Chapter 5 confirms these findings, and also shows that, particularly for 
women, migration can represent an opportunity for non-compliance with normative life 
course paths, parental pressure, and patriarchal norms. The main findings suggest that 
(migrant) women are able to ‘compensate’ for singlehood by establishing a successful 
professional career. Whereas in Western societies modernity and traditions are generally 
regarded as opposing, we found that high-skilled migrant women seek a balance between 
adhering to cultural norms and fulfilling their personal aspirations. 

Furthermore, this chapter exemplifies how gender roles and dynamics can be 
modified through the migration process (cf. Ryan et al., 2009). For instance, we find that 
when migrants adopt the norms of  Western societies, women no longer feel the need 
to be the primary caretakers of  children. By sharing the care responsibilities with their 
husbands, these female migrants are able to re-enter the labour market if  they wish to 
do so.

6.3 Discussion and contributions of this research
Based on the key conclusions discussed in the previous section, we will present 

the recurrent and the overarching themes that emerged throughout the chapters, and 
underline our contributions to the migration literature. Overall, the strength of  this study 
lies in our presentation of  the perspectives of  migrants and of  their life courses. By 
examining these micro-level experiences, perceptions, and opinions, we were able to gain 
new insights into high-skilled migration. 



Conclusions

111

6.3.1  The non-economic reasoning behind an economic issue
Whereas high-skilled migration is often discussed and presented only in an 

economic context, and in terms of  migrants’ financial contributions to host societies or 
their personal returns on investments in human capital, the findings from our qualitative 
study support taking a much broader perspective. We combined the literature streams 
on high-skilled migration, life course, family migration, and migration and gender to 
provide an integral view on migration. Using this approach, we were able to show that for 
our research participants, financial gain was often a secondary motivation for migration, 
and was certainly not the only one. Highly skilled individuals tend to value professional 
and personal development, gaining intercultural experience and new perspectives on life, 
and building up social networks. Thus, it is important to see the human beings behind 
the professional skills and the migrant status.

These findings parallel the work of  many migration scholars who have observed that 
human capital theory alone does not fully explain migration behaviour, as the theory is 
gender-neutral and does not take the role of  the family sufficiently into consideration 
(Boyle, Graham and Yeoh, 2003; Boucher, 2007; Cooke, 2008a). For example, Bretell 
(2003), Gardner and Osella (2003) and Harvey (2011) have advocated viewing migration 
as more than just an economic strategy. Robinson and Carey (2000) call for ‘peopling 
skilled international migration’ in order to recognise these migrants not only in terms 
of  their capacity for economic productivity, but also as ‘people living within a social, 
cultural and historical context’ (103).

This viewpoint can be applied not only to actual migration behaviour, but to 
migration intentions as well. Interestingly, when talking about their future migration 
plans, return migration seemed to be the default option for a large share of  the participants. 
Although the main reasons cited were closeness to family and a desire to return to their 
original cultural setting, many also said they see the rapidly developing Indian economy 
as providing opportunities, especially for people with international experience. Thus, 
Western countries could be considered as escalator regions for establishing a successful 
career in India. However, the time frame of  the participants’ return migration plans 
varied. Harish (41 years, UK) summarised this phenomenon: ‘If  you ask an Indian, they 
will always say: “We would like to go back, but it is in two years’ time”. So we have this standing 
joke that it is actually x plus two years. That two years is constant, but the x keeps changing’.

Based on the existing literature and our findings, we suggest integrating the 
economic and non-economic migration theories, as these are not contradictory, but 
complementary bodies of  theoretical and empirical knowledge that together can further 
migration studies.
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6.3.2  The life course matters
As we have emphasised throughout the various chapters of  this dissertation, 

migration cannot be seen in isolation, but should instead be viewed in combination with 
other life course trajectories, such as education, employment, and family. Moreover, the 
life course of  an individual is not isolated, but is embedded in the life courses of  his 
or her significant others. Our analysis of  these components—throughout the migration 
process, not just at one point in time—provides a more detailed understanding of  
migration decision-making and behaviour.

Our conceptual framework and empirical findings support the observation of  Clark 
and Davies Withers (2007) that applying the life course approach to migration allows us 
to examine the ‘link between life events and the intersection of  these events with spatial 
outcomes’ (592). Courgeau (1985) postulates that space occupies a central position as an 
interconnected dimension of  the life cycle. We retain the use of  the concept ‘life course’, 
as it accounts for variation in the sequence and the timing of  the events and transitions, 
and thus allows for flexibility and different outcomes. 

Our findings also indicate that for highly skilled Indians, migration is a way of  
structuring the life course. We underlined the linkages between internal and international 
migration: by means of  internal migration, people acquire the know-how needed for 
adjusting to new places, and subsequently use those experiences as a basis for managing 
international moves. In line with previous studies (Beaverstock, 1996; Kofman, 2012; 
Roos, 2013; Salt, 1988), we argue that migration has become a normative part of  their 
education and/or employment trajectory, as well as a means to accumulate international 
professional experience for career advancement, in which each move is a part of  a larger 
scheme. In addition, migration is regarded as an opportunity for individuals to gain 
independence from their parents; financially and, more importantly, emotionally. Our 
study thus highlights migration as a strategy for achieving individualism.

An important contribution of  this dissertation is our finding that within the life 
course, linked lives matter. We have illustrated how migration decisions are often shaped 
by the implications of  (the life course stages of) the linked lives, the most dominant 
examples being care-giving and care-receiving by and for the parents. Our analysis 
emphasises the remarkably large role of  the extended—not just the nuclear—family in 
individuals’ migration intentions and behaviour. With this emphasis we contribute to 
reducing the imbalance in the family migration literature, in which a disproportionately 
strong focus lies on household structure rather than on family processes (De Jong and 
Roempke Graefe, 2008). In line with Raghuram (2004a), we have demonstrated how 
migration is not just a result of  macro-level factors, such as labour market processes and 
migration policies, but builds on micro-level components, such as individual objectives 
and household decision-making. Likewise, we further the knowledge on tied migrants 
that lies at the intersections of  high-skilled migration and family migration. Whereas 
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none of  the married women among our participants were primary movers, none of  
them indicated that they had lost out on their personal ambitions due to tied migration. 
Instead, they used migration as an opportunity to advance their educational and/or 
professional careers, and thus actively transformed the seemingly disadvantageous 
situation to their advantage. In addition to that, women can utilise migration as a means 
to put their labour market activities on hold temporarily in order to focus on child care 
(Kofman and Raghuram, 2005).

In identifying new ways of  how migration influences demographic change, Findlay 
and Wahba (2013) enlist the challenges that migration creates for the traditional care 
patterns across the life course. The complexities and implications of  care in a globalised 
world have been widely addressed in the literature (e.g., Baldassar and Merla, 2014, 
Kofman and Raghuram, 2009; Raghuram, Madge, and Noxolo, 2009; Yeates, 2012), 
discussing the multiple and diverse stakeholders, relationships, processes, and localities 
involved. Whereas none of  our participants was a professional care worker and none of  
them noted that they used professional care services, the issue of  informal care emerged 
throughout the interviews. Many participants had made migration plans or actual 
arrangements to receive care from their parents in raising their child(ren) or to provide 
care to their ageing parents. Attending to Raghuram’s (2012) call to regard not only 
care provision but also absence of  certain actors following migration, we have shown 
how this absence and particular cultural norms, such as the participation of  multiple 
generations and extended families in childcare, trigger migration. Considering migration 
related to care-giving or care-receiving further adds to one of  the central arguments of  
the dissertation, namely, that high-skilled migration is not primarily driven by economic 
motives (cf. Baldassar, 2007).

6.3.3  Migration changes norms
The salience of  cultural norms, particularly those regarding age and gender, has 

emerged from each individual chapter. The phenomenon of  cultural and psychological 
changes resulting from intercultural contact is known as acculturation, and it refers 
to adjustments in the customs and values at the group level, as well as to adjustments 
in behaviour and attitudes at the individual level (Berry et al., 2006). Whereas Indian 
norms are important in migrants’ lives even from a distance, the highly skilled migrants 
in our study adjusted their values and behaviour to Western norms to a certain extent, 
especially in terms of  their living arrangements and family patterns. Although the share 
of  young married women in nuclear households in India substantially increased between 
1992 and 2006, the majority of  women were still living in patrilocal families (Allendorf, 
2012). Our results show that migration is associated with a decrease in patrilocality, as 
the participants who intend to return to India indicated that they plan to live in a nuclear 
household as they had done in Europe, although preferably near parents. By means of  
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migration, these and other social norms, such as norms on the timing of  union and 
family formation, are transformed to a certain extent by the highly skilled.

However, it is important to stress that we do not suggest a dichotomy of  following 
or not following certain Indian norms, but illustrate a number of  ways of  how different 
norms are combined and negotiated. We have shown how participants created flexibility 
for parental pressure in terms of  different life course trajectories, for instance, by 
independently choosing to study or work abroad, and then ‘compensating’ this autonomy 
by agreeing to their marriage being arranged by parents. With regard to gender issues, 
we emphasised the opportunities to realise professional aspirations that migration offers 
particularly to women, both during and after migration, and the ways in which women 
are active agents in the migration process. Women pursuing professional careers also 
navigate between cultural norms and personal aspirations. This resonates with the ideas 
of  Belliappa (2013), who showcases how Indian women working in the IT industry in 
Bangalore have more autonomy within the family, however, this does not necessarily 
imply increased independence from the family. Radhakrishnan (2009) observes the 
blurred boundaries between modernity and tradition, individualistic and collectivistic 
values, concluding that although women working in the Indian IT sector gain higher 
status due to their professional careers, they are still more respected for prioritising 
family over work than for pursuing these careers. Similarly, our findings show that even 
though the participants had negotiated more independence from their parents and their 
extended family members, close family ties still remained central in their lives. Indian 
(migrant) families are thus increasingly balancing or choosing between ‘traditional 
notions of  family-making and modern desires of  individual growth’ (Sharangpani, 2010, 
252), or between ‘status attainment through gender performance’ and ‘status attainment 
through the performance of  modernity’ (Desai and Andrist, 2010, 682).

We argue that migration offers opportunities for emancipation to women, as they 
are able to break free from the traditional housewife role, and can pursue a professional 
career outside of  the home. Women can thus actively transform traditions as a result 
of  their increased access to education and their employment opportunities through 
migration (cf. Samuel, 2010).

6.3.4  Differences between the institutional settings
The Netherlands and the UK, the destination countries of  this study, differ in 

terms of  their (high-skilled) migration histories and migration volumes. The UK is a 
much more popular destination than the Netherlands among Indians, as it is English-
speaking and has an established Indian community. However, many of  the participants 
in the Netherlands reported that this ‘unknown’ and small country provided better 
opportunities and more straightforward visa requirements. Some also claimed that they 
had deliberately chosen the Netherlands in order to explore a new destination, instead of  
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joining the vast majority of  Indians who migrate to the USA or the UK.
Although some of  the participants in the Netherlands, particularly those who arrived 

in the early stages of  the knowledge migrant visa, reported having encountered problems 
with bureaucracy, we conclude that the participants in the Netherlands were generally 
much more satisfied with their host country’s migration policies than the participants 
in the UK. In the UK, migration policies have changed frequently, have become much 
more restrictive, and have even been implemented retroactively. These developments led 
some of  the participants to report feeling undervalued and unwelcome. As Mukesh (29 
years, UK) said, he is ‘always in the state of  uncertainty’ due to the many changes in the 
immigration and settlement rules, and therefore cannot make long-term plans. While 
the topic was not raised by the participants in the UK, several of  the participants in the 
Netherlands indicated that the absence of  a long-term parental visa might lead them to 
leave the country if  their parents were not able to stay for longer periods of  time in order 
to help with child care. 

Internal migration had occurred far more frequently among the participants in the 
UK than in the Netherlands. This mainly had to do with the size of  the labour market 
and larger prevalence of  temporary employment conditions in the UK. 

The extent of  public discussions on the issue of  highly skilled migrants also differs 
between the two countries. Whereas in the Netherlands these migrants seem to be less 
visible, in the UK the political changes are echoed in the sometimes rancorous public 
debate that surrounds the topic11.

Nevertheless, despite these differences, it is clear that the experiences of  the 
participants in the two countries are surprisingly similar. Whereas we initially expected 
to find that comparing the institutional contexts of  the Netherlands and the UK would 
provide new insights, we found no major differences, despite the different starting points 
of  policy implementation and the different sizes of  the Indian community in each host 
country.

6.3.5  Methodological insights
The strengths of  the qualitative research methods are demonstrated in this 

dissertation: i.e., examining selected aspects in detail and looking more deeply at the 
contexts in which these phenomena take place. Although the semi-structured biographic 

11   At the time of  writing, April 2016, yet another change in the immigration rules relating to the highly skilled 
in the UK was about to take place. All Tier 2 visa holders who have been residing in the country for less than 
10 years are required to earn at least £35,000 a year to be permitted to settle permanently. Skilled non-EU 
migrants earning less than that amount will not be eligible to apply for ‘indefinite leave to remain’, and will 
thus have to leave the country. In addition to the affected migrants, British citizens have protested against the 
implementation of  this rule. Josh Harbord, who started a petition to scrap the £35,000 threshold, reasoned that 
he does not ‘… want to live in a country that values people’s incomes over people’s contributions to the society’ 
(The Guardian, 12 March 2016).
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interviews conducted for this study primarily underline the very diverse migration 
experiences, perceptions, and expectations of  the individual participants; these detailed 
accounts led us to identify distinctive patterns, and, more importantly, to reveal the 
variation in migration behaviour. Our findings emphasise that there is no average highly 
skilled Indian migrant, and that this group is very diverse.

Smith (2004) advocates a qualitative research agenda on family migration, and 
claimes that ‘nuanced understandings of  when, how and why processes and outcomes 
of  family migration differ geographically, temporally, socially and culturally will be 
established’ (269). The biographical approach relates migration to an individual’s past, 
present, and future biography (Ní Laoire, 2008). Narratives provide an individual’s point 
of  view, allowing for the observation of  the patterns and the subjective experiences of  
the migration process (Bretell, 2003), and giving the individual an opportunity to set the 
agenda for the research interview (Allen, 2000).

We have added the element of  the structuring of  the interview through the life 
course in order to explore migration decisions, behaviour, and experiences from a 
holistic perspective. The new way of  visualising parallel careers proved to be a useful 
and organised method for presenting an individual’s life course events within the parallel 
careers of  education, employment, migration, and household; and including the parallel 
careers of  a spouse, where applicable (see Figures 2.1 and 3.1 as examples of  these 
visualisations) 12.

6.4 Implications for policy
In line with its policy of  promoting the free movement of  labour, the EU has 

increasingly been inviting highly skilled third-country nationals to join its labour force. 
The Netherlands, for instance, tries to attract foreign talent by offering incentives to these 
migrants, such as a 30 per cent discount on income tax. Migration policies are otherwise 
largely focused on maximising the financial utility of  highly skilled migrants for the 
benefit of  the host country’s economy. However, it is also crucial to take into account the 
opinions and the needs of  the people for whom these policies are designed: the migrants. 
The findings of  this dissertation present solid evidence from migrants, and underline 
the importance of  considering their perspective, not only in terms of  their contributions 
to the tax system, business revenue, and R&D; but also in terms of  their well-being 
and migration plans. Migration policies matter because they have a direct impact on 
the lives and practices of  migrants (Vertovec, 2007; Kõu and Bailey, 2014). However, 
the insights from this study reveal some discrepancies between policy aims and lived 
experiences. Some of  the participants also expressed concerns about negative public 

12   Other possibilities for visualising life course trajectories include, for example, sequence analyses and opti-
mal matching to determine clusters of  typical trajectories, as presented by Caarls and De Valk (2015).
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perceptions about migrants, such as the beliefs that migrants are a threat to the labour 
market and to the welfare system. Thus, even these highly skilled migrants reported 
having heard complaints that they are taking away jobs from native-born citizens and 
are burdening taxpayers. Contrary to common beliefs, research in OECD countries has 
established that the state benefits which immigrants receive do not exceed the tax and 
social contributions paid by them, thus immigrants have a neutral impact on public 
expenditures (OECD, 2014). The fear of  migrants tapping into public funds has become 
an increasingly pressing issue around the globe, as views on migration are coloured by 
the humanitarian crisis surrounding the refugees from the Middle East. Given the current 
climate around immigration policies, it might be even more crucial than in the past to 
consider the voices of  migrants, as doing so could help policy-makers and the general 
public gain a better understanding of  migration processes and of  migrants. Likewise, 
the diversity in terms of  nationality, age, and gender within migrant groups should be 
considered (cf. Kofman, 2014).

6.4.1  Migration policies are for migrants (too)
During and after the data collection period of  this study, a number of  major policy 

changes were about to take place or had just been announced that led the participants 
to say they were seriously concerned about their legal status, settlement prospects, and 
life course plans in general. Especially in the UK, significant restrictions on immigration 
rules were implemented for highly skilled migrants. The new immigration rules in 
the UK are aimed at attracting migrants who make economic contributions for short 
periods of  time and then leave, and thus do not settle. Many of  the participants said 
they disagreed with this policy direction, and that they intended to leave the country 
for another one where their skills and overall contributions to society are valued over 
the longer run. Although the circulatory nature of  high-skilled migration suggests that 
these migrants often do not intend to settle permanently, migration rules should not be 
unwelcoming, particularly if  migrants’ contributions to the economy are much needed 
by the host country. Governments are interested in maintaining flexibility, and therefore 
aim to secure the short-term benefits of  migration (Iredale, 1999). However, in searching 
for a compromise between permanent and temporary migration, it is important to keep 
in mind that restrictive policies make a country less attractive for highly skilled migrants. 

High-skilled migration policies designed in a calculating manner evoke negative 
responses among migrants, and are likely to push them away rather than pull them 
towards the country. Policy-makers should realise that in order to create attractive 
conditions for international talent and to help alleviate the consequences of  the ageing 
of  the local labour force, it is necessary to treat highly skilled migrants not merely as 
economic contributors, but as individuals with their specific life paths embedded in a 
socio-cultural context. Equally important is the issue concerning the retaining of  highly 



Chapter 6

118

skilled migrants in the country, instead of  rotating them on a short-term basis. For 
instance, abolishing the one-year post-study visa to find employment in the UK seems 
to be costly for both the state and the migrant. In that case, the state has spent money 
educating the migrant, but will not receive employment tax revenues in return; while 
the migrant may face difficulties in paying back the tuition fee loans. 

Based on the abovementioned observations, we can conclude that immigration 
policies often seem to be designed mainly from the perspective of  the narrow interests 
of  the government in power, even though those policies affect the lives of  real people, 
too. Therefore, involving (future) migrants in policy-making and taking their actual 
expectations and experiences into account when crafting policies would be beneficial 
for both sides, and should lead to better policy outcomes. Instead of  more regulation, 
there should be more sustainable governance. Policy-makers need to draw upon more 
localised information and narratives from individuals when drafting laws that will 
directly influence the lives of  many people.

6.4.2  The welfare of the migrants
Given our finding that migration decision-making also depends on the life courses 

of  the significant others of  the migrants, as well as on their cultural backgrounds, the 
conceptualisation of  family in high-skilled migration policies should be revisited. 
Because of  the cultural differences in family relationships, policy-makers need to 
consider family constellations that differ from the nuclear family, which is dominant 
in European societies (cf. Kofman, 2004). The giving and receiving of  care between 
Indian migrants and their parents are crucial resources, particularly in terms of  
nurturing (grand)children. Many of  the participants stated that they would like to 
raise their children in an Indian cultural setting, and together with family members. 
Thus, when they are living in Europe, they want their parents to be able to stay with 
them for longer periods of  time in order to assist in childrearing. In addition, having 
a grandparent help with child care could make it possible for the female migrant to 
(re-)enter the labour market. The migration policies in the Netherlands and the UK, 
like elsewhere in the EU, are geared towards the nuclear family, and thus do not 
acknowledge the role of  grandparents in the migration process and in labour market 
participation.

Although both countries have made efforts to reduce the amount of  bureaucracy 
involved in applying for or extending a high-skilled migrant visa, there is still 
considerable room for improvement. The participants found the variety of  high-
skilled migrant visa types in the UK confusing, and that they felt it was unfair that 
the holders of  a certain type of  visa were in a more advantageous position than 
others. Thus, there should be clear, uniform, and stable visa requirements; and the 
bureaucracy should be reduced to minimum. At the same time, there should be room 
for dealing with non-standard cases.
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Our findings show that intergenerational proximity and care play major roles 
in the participants’ return migration plans. Although the Indian Ministry of  Non-
resident Indians assists Indians in returning and re-adjusting to their home country, 
further institutional help might facilitate the return migration of  the Indian highly 
skilled. Among the main concerns raised by our participants was the scarcity of  
mechanisms for facilitating work-life balance for women, such as the availability of  
formal child care or part-time employment opportunities. Likewise, stronger welfare 
schemes for elderly care would make it easier for women to participate in the labour 
market.  

6.5 Limitations of this study and suggestions for further research
This dissertation has demonstrated the usefulness of  linking a qualitative 

approach to the life course framework and high-skilled migration, an approach which 
could be taken forward in future research, while bearing in mind the weaknesses of  
the current study. 

As mentioned in Section 1.3, our reliance mainly on the snowball sampling 
technique following our limited success in recruiting participants through various 
channels could have led to a certain bias in the range of  research participants, despite 
our efforts to find sufficient entry points to new participant networks. In the Dutch 
group, this meant that a slightly disproportionately large representation of  PhD 
researchers (seven out of  22 participants), whereas medical professionals were not 
represented at all13. Likewise, we could recruit only a few multi-national company 
transferees, even though they make up an important category among the highly skilled 
migrants. However, the rotations of  such professionals typically last for less than a 
year, the required length of  residential duration in this study. Their shorter stay could 
lead to a stronger focus on the work domain and less to the life course on the whole. 
The sample size itself  could be seen as problematic for Chapter 5 (primary focus on 
11 female participants), and to a lesser extent for Chapter 2 (based on 22 participants). 
Furthermore, literature suggests that women’s lives are differently influenced when 
they migrate together with their husbands or alone (Caarls and Mazzucato, 2015), 
but having only six married women in our sample did not provide enough data to 
observe these differences. To compensate for the relatively low number of  female 
participants—the main focus of  Chapter 5—their experiences are complemented 
by perceptions of  the 36 male participants to provide a fuller perspective on gender 
issues in high-skilled migration. Moreover, the gender ratio in our study reflects that 

13   On the other hand, in the Dutch academic system, PhD candidates are considered research employees 
and not students, so they can be categorised under the research and science field, rather than as tertiary 
education students. Likewise, the first groups of  Indian medical staff  (such as operating room nurses) did 
not arrive in the Netherlands until after the data collection period of  this study. 
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of  the global high-skilled migration, where about three in every four highly skilled 
migrants are males. While being careful with making generalisations in Chapter 5, we 
still argue that it provides valuable insights on the topic.

Methodologically, the chosen research instrument could have been experienced as 
hampering by some participants. Following the principles of  the biographic-narrative 
interview method (BNIM), the participants were asked to tell their life stories from the 
time they were still living in India, up to the current point in time. Instead of  continuing 
with the interview according to the BNIM structure (i.e., inducing specific narratives 
about certain events), we proceeded with an in-depth interview guide that we built on 
the experiences and the topics mentioned by the participants in telling their life stories. 
Although most of  the participants described their life stories surprisingly extensively, a 
few were not comfortable with having to elaborate on their stories without any further 
guidelines. In the latter cases, only the topics from the in-depth interview guide were 
used; thus, some specific parts of  these participants’ life courses may not have emerged 
in the course of  the interview. 

Whereas one of  the key arguments of  this study is that migration should be viewed 
as a process and not just as a one-off  event, because of  limitations of  time and resources 
our data collection was limited to just one interview per participant. To track whether the 
future migration intentions and other life course plans sketched out in the initial interview 
have been realised, or whether the individual’s life course has taken another direction, it 
would be very helpful to conduct one or more follow-up interviews. Longitudinal research 
would provide us with more precise insights over a long time span of  an individual’s life. 
Similarly, studying return migrants would result in a detailed retrospective picture of  
how their migration plans had evolved, and whether their migration intentions were 
realised. The return migrants’ migration experiences could then be evaluated in terms 
of  the potential advantages and disadvantages of  their international experiences and 
the implications of  these experiences in India, the potential changes in their family 
relationships and/or living arrangements, and their success in (re)conforming to Indian 
norms and/or in combining or substituting these norms with Western norms.

Another potentially fruitful direction is diversifying the study population. Women as 
principal migrants within a couple, or more migrants with children, could be included to 
provide even more variety in the life course patterns. Likewise, the spouse and the parents 
of  the migrant could be interviewed to investigate the linked life courses in greater detail. 
Although one of  the key findings of  this dissertation is the importance of  linked lives in 
the migration decision-making processes of  highly skilled migrants, the experiences of  
these linked movers or stayers are not directly included in the findings; instead, they are 
only reflected through the perspective of  the interviewed migrant. In case we would have 
explicitly adopted a transnationalist perspective, we should have studied the migrants in 
their multiple contexts for a full understanding of  their experiences (Levitt, DeWind, and 
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Vertovec, 2003), but the resources of  data collection for this dissertation were restricted 
to destination countries only. 

The perspectives of  other stakeholders could also be considered: e.g., migration 
policy-makers, managers/recruiters at multi-national companies, or employees at 
expat centres. In geographical terms, future studies would benefit from including 
more destination and origin countries in order to explore other potential similarities or 
differences in socio-cultural, institutional, or spatial contexts; and to determine whether 
the largely similar findings in the Dutch and the UK cases studied in this research are 
applicable in other institutional settings as well. 

An issue that was not addressed in this study was the participants’ backgrounds in 
India. Apart from their gender, marital status, and occupation,14 the participants were 
treated as a homogeneous group, and their geographical or religious backgrounds were 
not taken into account. Having more insight into these characteristics would be valuable 
when examining the similarities and the differences among Indian highly skilled 
migrants. 

Finally, various theoretical layers could be added to the research on the life courses 
of  highly skilled migrants. Concepts such as transnationalism, integration, or migrant 
well-being could better account for the significant others left behind, and for the 
embeddedness and the practices of  migrants in more than one society.

14   In addition to these, urban-rural background was discussed in the interviews.
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Achtergrond en onderzoeksdoelstelling
De internationale arbeidsmigratie vanuit ontwikkelings- naar ontwikkelde 

landen blijft een belangrijke oorzaak, en tegelijk een gevolg, van de hedendaagse 
mondialiseringstrends. De grote meerderheid van de bestemmingslanden ontvangt 
kennismigranten met open armen en beperkt de instroom van laagopgeleide migranten 
(Castles, 2013). Van het uitnodigen van de ‘slimsten en besten’ heeft de economie van het 
gastland profijt, omdat kennismigranten innovatietalent bijdragen en de productiviteit, de 
verzorgingsstaat en de internationale verspreiding van kennis bevorderen (Commander, 
Kangasniemi, en Winters, 2003; George et al., 2012; Kapur en McHale, 2005; Salt, 
2006). De concurrentie om buitenlands talent wordt nog eens aangezwengeld door de 
vergrijzing en het tekort aan hooggekwalificeerde arbeid in de bestemmingslanden. 
India heeft een van de grootste pools aan kennismigranten ter wereld (Sasikumar en 
Hussian, 2008).

Deze dissertatie focust zich op Nederland en het Verenigd Koninkrijk (VK) als 
bestemmingslanden. De regelingen voor visa voor kennismigranten in deze landen 
verschillen in het opzicht van hun oorsprong, eisen en baten voor de migranten. 
Beide landen bieden weliswaar ook visa voor afhankelijke partners, maar in de 
migratieregelingen schort het nogal eens aan de erkenning dat migratie een sociaal 
proces is. Migranten zijn niet slechts economische, maar even goed sociale actoren 
(Castles, 2013), die ook in een sociale, culturele en historische context ingebed zijn. Dit 
proefschrift bestudeert kennismigratie vanuit het levensloopperspectief  om recht te doen 
aan die contexten en de dynamiek in het migratieproces. De levensloopbenadering stelt 
ons in staat om migratie te bezien als een component binnen een constellatie aan andere 
levensdomeinen, zoals opleiding, werk en familie.

De levensloopbenadering is een veelomvattend instrument voor de bestudering van 
levenstrajecten en levensgebeurtenissen of  transities van individuen in de loop van de tijd 
en in sociale processen (zie Elder, 1985, 1994; Kulu en Milewski, 2007; Wingens et al., 
2011). De variatie in timing en de opeenvolging van transities in verschillende trajecten 
onderstrepen hoe divers en onvoorspelbaar levenspaden zijn (Clark en Davies Withers, 
2007; Elder, 1975; Geist en McManus, 2008). Elder (1975, 1994) heeft een model 
voorgesteld dat de verschillende dimensies van de levensloopbenadering samenvat. De 
eerste component daarvan, ‘levens in tijd en ruimte’, heeft betrekking op de historische 
en geografische context die het levenspad van individuen beïnvloedt. De tweede 
component, ‘timing van levens’, kijkt naar de levensloop in termen van optreden, duur 
en opeenvolging van transities. Het concept ‘verbonden levens’ (‘linked lives’) benadrukt 
dat individuele personen in sociale relaties ingebed zijn en onderkent de rol die de levens 
van anderen spelen in de vorming van ieders individuele levenspad. Het laatste element, 
‘human agency’, dat de andere elementen verbindt, veronderstelt dat mensen met hun 
levenspad voor ogen zelf  bewust en weloverwogen keuzes maken.
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Het levensloopconcept verdisconteert intrinsiek significante anderen en hun 
levenstrajecten. In het merendeel van de migratieliteratuur zijn deze significante anderen 
de partner en kinderen van een migrant en, in mindere mate, zijn of  haar ouders. Met 
‘tied movers’ doelt Mincer (1978) op migranten die omwille van de carrièrevoordelen voor 
hun partner mee verhuizen, maar hiervoor vaak wel hun eigen professionele ambities 
(moeten) opofferen. Uit de bestaande literatuur blijkt dat tied movers hoofdzakelijk 
vrouwen zijn, omdat voor hen na migratie vaak neerwaartse sociale mobiliteit optreedt 
(Boyle et al., 2008; Cooke, 2008a; Smits, Mulder, en Hooimeijer, 2003). 

De hoofddoelstelling van deze studie is het op microniveau verwerven van een 
dieper inzicht in hoe de samenhangen tussen opleidings-, werk- en familietrajecten vorm 
geven aan de migratietrajecten in het bijzonder en de levensloop in het algemeen van 
kennismigranten en hun significante anderen. Uitgaande van de biografisch-narratieve 
interviewmethode (Wengraf, 2001) hanteren we half-gestructureerde biografische 
diepte-interviews als onderzoeksinstrument. De biografische benadering is rechtstreeks 
aan de levensloop gerelateerd door sociale inbedding en de impact daarvan op het 
besluitvormingsproces van de betrokkene te benadrukken (Findlay en Li, 1997; Halfacree 
en Boyle, 1993; Ní Laoire, 2008). Op basis van het interview werd de levensloop van 
iedere participant gevisualiseerd weergegeven om een overzicht van zijn of  haar parallelle 
carrières en levensloopgebeurtenissen te verkrijgen (zie afbeeldingen 2.1 en 4.1). Deze 
visualisaties illustreren de samenhangen tussen levenspaden, de timing van gebeurtenissen 
en verbonden levens. Er werden 47 semigestructureerde interviews afgenomen: 22 in  
Nederland en 25 in het VK. De participanten werden geselecteerd op basis van de 
volgende criteria: ze bezaten een kennismigrantvisum of  waren de partner van een 
kennismigrant, waren tussen 25 en 40 jaar oud en waren een feitelijke of  voorgenomen 
inwoner van het bestemmingsland gedurende minstens één jaar. De gegevens werden 
verzameld tussen juni 2010 en augustus 2011 in Nederland en tussen mei en augustus 
2011 in het VK.

Bevindingen

De toepassing van de levensloopbenadering op kennismigratie
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt de levensloopbenadering theoretisch en empirisch toegepast 

op kennismigratie. We laten zien dat, als regelmatig voorkomend voorbeeld van 
verbanden tussen levenslooptrajecten, ‘skilling’, of  het voltooien van een uitgebreide 
(post)doctorale studie en het opdoen van werkervaring, tot uitstel leidt van bepaalde 
levensloopgebeurtenissen, zoals intrede op de arbeidsmarkt, relatie- en gezinsvorming. 
Uit de bevindingen komt naar voren dat het voor vrouwen minder voorkomt dan 
voor mannen dat de gebeurtenissen in verschillende levenslooptrajecten gelijktijdig 
plaatsvinden; met andere woorden, onder vrouwen staat in elke levensfase veelal één 



Summary in Dutch

126

specifiek traject op de voorgrond, terwijl er onder mannen een tendens bestaat tot meer 
interactie tussen verschillende trajecten.

Alle vrouwelijke participanten die als partners van kennismigranten waren 
meegemigreerd, waren actief  op de arbeidsmarkt of  volgden een postdoctorale opleiding. 
De vrouwen waren derhalve niet noodzakelijkerwijs tied movers in de zin van Mincer 
(1978). We laten zien dat echtgenotes zich niet opofferen, maar strategieën volgen om 
hun professionele ambities te realiseren.

Het migratieproces
Hoofdstuk 3 geeft inzicht in de perspectieven en ervaringen van kennismigranten 

voor, tijdens en na de migratiestap, en verbindt dat aan hun toekomstige migratieplannen. 
We laten zien dat de migratiecultuur (cf. Massey et al., 1993) zich in de professionele 
sfeer manifesteert: hoogopgeleide Indiërs gebruiken migratie als een strategie ter 
bevordering van hun concurrentiepositie op zowel de binnenlandse als de internationale 
arbeidsmarkt. Eerdere internationale opleiding of  werkervaring bleek de relevantste 
migratiepijler te zijn. We wijzen erop dat sociaal kapitaal minstens zo belangrijk is als 
menselijk kapitaal: terwijl het menselijke kapitaal iemand bij de deur brengt, is het vaak 
het sociale kapitaal dat de deur opent.

Immigratiebeleid kan het migratieproces faciliteren dan wel belemmeren en kan 
dus migratiebeslissingen beïnvloeden of  zelfs bepalen. Voor zowel Nederland als het 
VK bleek het migratiebeleid voor de participanten geen doorslaggevende rol te hebben 
gespeeld in de keuze van hun bestemmingsland. Beleidsveranderingen die doorgevoerd 
werden tijdens het veldwerk – zoals de invoering van een limiet aan het jaarlijkse aantal 
visa voor hogeropgeleiden of  het afschaffen van tijdelijke verblijfsvergunningen, bedoeld 
voor het vinden van een baan voor in het VK afgestudeerde buitenlandse studenten – 
baarden de participanten daarentegen grote zorgen waar het ging om hun toekomstige 
migratie of  vestigingsplannen in het VK.

‘Linked lives’ en de levensloop
In navolging van de literatuur over family migration wordt in hoofdstuk 4 de nadruk 

gelegd op migratie als niet een proces op het niveau van individu of  huishouden, maar 
als verschijnsel in een bredere familiecontext. De participanten meldden dat hun ouders 
veelal sterke suggesties hadden gedaan of  druk op hen hadden uitgeoefend om te 
voldoen aan bepaalde verwachtingen met betrekking tot transities in hun opleidings- en 
werktrajecten. Vanuit zijn of  haar eigen opleidings- of  werkgerelateerde aspiraties en 
ervaringen kan ook de levenspartner het migratiepad van de betrokkene beïnvloeden. 
Ook kinderen kunnen het migratiepad mede bepalen: de participanten gaven aan dat ze 
na kinderen gekregen te hebben minder geïnteresseerd waren in vervolgmigratie en dat 
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ze van plan waren om ofwel naar India terug te keren of  zich in het gastland te vestigen 
tegen de tijd dat hun kinderen de schoolleeftijd bereiken.

De notie van verbonden levens impliceert dat specifieke personen het levenspad 
van kennismigranten helpen vormgeven in specifieke stadia, waarbij specifieke relaties 
in de verbindingen tussen levenstrajecten belangrijk zijn. Besluitvorming over migratie 
hangt vaak af  van de levensloopstadia van de verbonden levens. Het meest voorkomende 
patroon daarbij is zorg door en voor de ouders.

Een gender-perspectief op kennismigratie
Hoofdstuk 5 laat zien hoe migratie een route naar individuele autonomie kan zijn. 

De migranten wonen ver weg van hun familie en culturele achtergrond en dat schept 
ruimte voor autonomere besluitvorming. Anderzijds kunnen de ouders druk op de  
migrant blijven uitoefenen om zich aan culturele normen te conformeren. We laten zien 
dat, in het bijzonder voor vrouwen, migratie een kans kan bieden om te breken met 
normatieve levenslooppaden, ouderlijke druk en patriarchale normen. De belangrijkste 
bevindingen suggereren dat vrouwelijke migranten het niet hebben van een partner 
kunnen compenseren door een succesvolle beroepscarrière. Terwijl in westerse 
samenlevingen moderniteit en traditie over het algemeen als tegengesteld aan elkaar 
worden beschouwd, benadrukken we dat vrouwelijke Indiase kennismigranten streven 
naar een balans tussen naleving van culturele normen en de vervulling van hun persoonlijke  
aspiraties.

Discussie: overkoepelende thema’s

De niet-economische argumentatie achter een economische kwestie
Terwijl kennismigratie vaak uitsluitend in een economische context beschouwd 

wordt, en in termen van de financiële bijdrage van de migrant aan het bestemmingsland 
of  zijn of  haar persoonlijk rendement op een investering in menselijk kapitaal, geven 
de bevindingen van onze kwalitatieve studie aanleiding tot een veel bredere zienswijze. 
We laten zien dat financieel gewin vaak pas een secundair migratiemotief  was voor 
de participanten en dat ze meer waarde hechtten aan professionele en persoonlijke 
ontwikkeling, het opdoen van interculturele ervaring, de verwerving van een nieuw 
levensperspectief  en het opbouwen van sociale netwerken. Het is daarom belangrijk om 
de mens te zien achter de kennnismigrant.

Op basis van de bestaande literatuur en onze bevindingen pleiten we voor het 
integreren van economische en niet-economische migratietheorieën, omdat ze geen 
tegenstrijdige, maar complementaire bronnen zijn van theoretische en empirische kennis, 
die samen de bestudering van migratie kunnen verdiepen.
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De levensloop doet ertoe
We kunnen migratie niet geïsoleerd bekijken, maar moeten het in plaats daarvan 

bezien in combinatie met andere levenslooptrajecten, zoals opleiding, werk en familie. 
Daar komt nog eens bij dat ook de levensloop van een individu niet een geïsoleerd 
verschijnsel is, maar verweven is met de levensloop van zijn of  haar significante anderen.

Onze bevindingen geven aan dat voor Indiase kennismigranten migratie een 
gebeurtenis is die belangrijke transities in de opleidings- of  werktraject mogelijk maakt. 
We onderstrepen de relatie tussen binnenlandse en internationale migratie: door 
binnenlandse migratie verwerven mensen de kennis die nodig is om zich aan nieuwe 
omgevingen aan te passen, en vervolgens realiseren ze op basis van die ervaringen 
hun internationale verhuizing. Daarnaast wordt migratie beschouwd als een strategie 
voor het nastreven van autonomie en het onafhankelijk worden van de ouders, zowel 
financieel als emotioneel.

We hebben laten zien hoe migratiebeslissingen dikwijls in deze of  gene mate 
beïnvloed worden door de implicaties van linked lives, met als belangrijkste voorbeeld 
het geven van zorg aan dan wel het ontvangen van zorg van de ouders. Onze analyse 
benadrukt de opmerkelijk grote rol die de familie speelt – waaronder ook de familie buiten 
het huishouden – in migratie-intenties en -gedrag. Gehoor gevend aan Raghurams (2012) 
appel om niet alleen zorgverlening in beschouwing te nemen, maar ook de afwezigheid 
van bepaalde actoren wanneer migratie eenmaal een feit is, hebben we aangetoond dat 
deze afwezigheid en bepaalde culturele normen, zoals de participatie van meerdere 
generaties en uitgebreide families in de verzorging van kinderen, aanleiding kunnen 
vormen voor retourmigratie of  de migratie van de ouders naar de kinderen.

Migratie verandert normen
Migratie gaat ermee gepaard dat kennismigranten sociale normen, zoals normen met 

betrekking tot de timing van relatie- en gezinsvorming of  leefvorm, deels transformeren. 
Belangrijk echter is om te benadrukken dat we geenszins een dichotomie suggereren in 
het al dan niet opvolgen van bepaalde Indiase normen; we laten wel een aantal manieren 
zien waarop verschillende normen worden gecombineerd en onderhandeld. We hebben 
laten zien hoe participanten flexibiliteit ontwikkelden ten opzichte van ouderlijke 
druk om tot een zekere hoogteeen ander levenslooptraject te kiezen dan gebruikelijk. 
Ze kozen er bijvoorbeeld onafhankelijk voor om in het buitenland te gaan studeren of  
werken, waarna ze deze autonomie ‘compenseerden’ door ermee in te stemmen dat hun 
ouders hun huwelijk arrangeerden. Met betrekking tot genderkwesties hebben we de 
kansen benadrukt die migratie vooral aan vrouwen biedt om professionele aspiraties 
te realiseren, zowel tijdens als na migratie, en de manieren waarop vrouwen actieve 
actoren zijn in het migratieproces. Vrouwen die een beroepscarrière volgen, laveren 
tussen culturele normen en persoonlijke aspiraties.
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Verschillen tussen de institutionele settings
We concluderen dat de participanten in Nederland over het algemeen tevredener 

waren over het migratiebeleid in hun gastland dan de participanten in het VK. In het 
VK is het migratiebeleid herhaaldelijk gewijzigd en veel restrictiever geworden, met 
zelfs gevolgen voor bestaande migranten met terugwerkende kracht. Als gevolg van deze 
ontwikkelingen gaven sommige participanten te kennen dat ze zich ondergewaardeerd 
en onwelkom voelden.

Terwijl we aanvankelijk verwachtten dat de vergelijking van de institutionele 
contexten van Nederland en het VK tot nieuwe inzichten zou leiden, hebben we geen 
grote verschillen kunnen vaststellen tussen de landen, ondanks de verschillen in beleid 
en de verschillende omvang van de Indiase gemeenschap in beide bestemmingslanden. 
Bovendien lijkt de Indiase diaspora in beide landen geen grote rol te spelen als een 
bron van culturele identiteit en het gevoel van thuishoren, maar wel als een bron van 
professionele contacten.

Implicaties voor het beleid

De bevindingen van deze dissertatie onderstrepen hoe belangrijk het is om stil 
te staan bij het perspectief  van migranten zelf  – niet alleen in termen van hun fiscale 
bijdrage, rendement voor het bedrijfsleven en nut voor onderzoek en ontwikkeling, maar 
ook in termen van hun welzijn en vestigings- of  verdere migratieplannen. Migratiebeleid 
doet ertoe, omdat het een directe impact heeft op het dagelijks leven van migranten 
(Vertovec, 2007; Kõu en Bailey, 2014). De inzichten in deze studie brengen evenwel 
enkele discrepanties aan het licht tussen beleidsdoelen en de ervaringen van migranten. 
Gegeven het huidige mondiale klimaat rond immigratiebeleid zou het nu zelfs crucialer 
kunnen zijn dan in het verleden om te luisteren naar migranten zelf. Beleidsmakers en het 
grote publiek zouden daardoor tot een beter begrip kunnen komen van migratieprocessen 
en migranten.

Migratiebeleid is er (ook) voor migranten
Door een aantal ingrijpende wijzigingen in het immigratiebeleid maakten de 

participanten zich grote zorgen over hun juridische status, vestigingsvooruitzichten 
en levensloopplannen in het algemeen. Hoewel de circulaire aard van kennismigratie 
suggereert dat deze migranten vaak niet van plan zijn om zich blijvend te vestigen, 
zet restrictief  beleid hen er mogelijk toe aan om voor een ander bestemmingsland te 
kiezen en daar hun bijdrage aan economie en samenleving te leveren. Om aantrekkelijke 
omstandigheden voor internationaal talent te creëren en de gevolgen van de vergrijzing 
van de lokale bevolking op te vangen, is het noodzakelijk om kennismigranten niet louter 
te behandelen als gasten die een economische bijdrage leveren, maar als individuen met 
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hun specifieke levenspad ingebed in een sociaal-culturele context. Even belangrijk is 
de kwestie van het voor het land behouden van kennismigranten, in plaats van hen op  
korte-termijnbasis te laten rouleren. Beleidsmakers moeten putten uit lokale informatie 
en individuele verhalen wanneer ze wetten ontwerpen die de levens van velen rechtstreeks 
zullen beïnvloeden.

Het welzijn van de migranten
Wegens de culturele verschillen in familierelaties dienen beleidsmakers rekening 

te houden met familieconstellaties die verschillen van het kerngezin dat dominant is in 
Europese samenlevingen (cf. Kofman, 2004). Het uitwisselen van zorg tussen Indiase 
migranten en hun ouders vormt een cruciale hulpbron, vooral voor het opvoeden van 
kinderen. Onze participanten gaven aan dat ze graag zagen dat hun ouders langere 
perioden bij hen in Europa konden verblijven om te helpen met het grootbrengen van de 
kinderen. Een met de zorg voor de kinderen meehelpende grootouder zou het bovendien 
voor vrouwelijke migranten mogelijk kunnen maken om de arbeidsmarkt te betreden of  
te herintreden. Het migratiebeleid zou met andere woorden de rol van grootouders in het 
migratieproces en in de participatie op de arbeidsmarkt moeten onderkennen.
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