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Abstract

Objective: To analyze the narratives about the identity, meaning and meaningfulness of the work of women who interrupt their professional lives to accompany their husbands who immigrate to work in another country. Method: Qualitative and longitudinal study with 12 Brazilian women, wives of immigrants, residing in the United States of America (USA), who were interviewed at four different times. Data Analysis: Lexical analysis supported by the Iramuteq software. Results and Conclusions: In general, the participating wives rebuilt their work identity, meaning of work and meaningfulness of work, as they needed to adapt to a new country and to manage the consequences caused by the pandemic, restructuring professional plans and activity routines. Additionally, this study contributes to the knowledge of gender, work, and family by showing how the process of immigration for career purposes remains gendered, as findings evidence that women disproportionately shoulder the burden of geographic relocation
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Resumen

Objetivo: Analizar las narrativas sobre la identidad, significado y significación del trabajo de mujeres que interrumpen su vida profesional para acompañar a sus maridos que emigran a trabajar a otro país. Método: Estudio cualitativo y longitudinal con 12 mujeres brasileñas, esposas de inmigrantes, residentes en los Estados Unidos de América (EE.UU.), que fueron entrevistadas en cuatro momentos diferentes. Análisis de Datos: Análisis léxico apoyado en el software Iramuteq. Resultados y Conclusiones: En general, las esposas participantes reconstruyeron su identidad laboral, sentido del trabajo y sentido del trabajo, al necesitar adaptarse a un nuevo país y gestionar las consecuencias provocadas por la pandemia, reestructurando planes profesionales y rutinas de actividades. Además, este estudio contribuye al conocimiento sobre género, trabajo y familia al mostrar cómo el proceso de inmigración con fines profesionales sigue estando diferenciado por género, ya que los hallazgos evidencian que las mujeres soportan desproporcionadamente la carga de la reubicación geográfica.
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Introduction

Seeking mostly better living conditions, women have always participated in migratory processes and often in significant numbers (Massey et al., 1993; Morokvasic, 1984), but lately the feminization of migrations is gaining more and more prominence (Castro, 2021). Currently, according to data from the United Nations Organizations (UN) (2021), women account for approximately half of the 272 million (47.9%) people who live and work outside their home/origin countries. Further data indicate that the US has been the main destination for immigrants since 1970 (International Organization for Migration [IOM], 2021). With a population of 327.2 million inhabitants, the country has 44.44 million of immigrants, which is equivalent to 13.6% of their total population.

However, the literature reveals that, worldwide, men outnumber women in international missions (Gherlone, 2019). A study with hetero-affective families concluded the experience is usually more challenging when women are responsible for immigration in the family (Jinnah, 2017), as they face more difficulties in adjusting to the work context, especially when the spouse is not involved. Cultural restrictions increase their vulnerability in an aggressive context of international mobility where men’s adaptation to cultural, social and organizational rules is usually more standardized, with women having the role of accompanying their husbands and often abandoning their careers if necessary (Américo, 2017). Therefore, migration decision usually contains at least some negotiation. Joyce P. Jacobsen and Laurence M. Levin (2000), for example, suggest that although a higher-earning spouse may have a bargaining advantage, migration is best represented as “intrahousehold bargaining”. Like other decisions relevant to work/family roles, migration can reveal patterns of power in marital relationships (Zvonkovic et al., 1994).

When accompanying their male partners who migrate for work, women who abandon their professional lives in their countries of origin need to give new meaning to their relationship with work in this new territory, which generates countless tensions (Bertoldo, 2018). These new experiences can vary depending on whether those women find new jobs. Moreover, as time progresses in the foreign country, there will be some change in how work starts to be reflected in the lives of each woman.

The “wife”, so to speak, faces a new transcultural context often alone, unlike the “husband”, who is usually more supported by the bonds established in the new work context (Aizawa & de Azevedo, 2022). Unfortunately, gender was largely ignored in the immigration literature for a while, as women were subsumed under the category of family migration so that they were treated more as migrants’ wives than female migrants (Boyd, 1989). The patriarchal model of gender/family relations assumed that the true migrant was, naturally, a male in search of economic betterment, placing women in the position of merely accompanying family (Houstoun et al., 1984).

With more women entering the job market in several cultural and class contexts, when there is the possibility of a relocation experience for one spouse, it often represents a career interruption for the accompanying spouse, being intuitive to attest that women workers are less willing to accept job transfers than their male counterparts, even if they are in a similar professional and family situation as them (e.g., Bielby & Bielby, 1992). Role theory has been used to explain these decisions and, more generally, family decision-making. In the traditional conceptualization of gender roles, power and decision-making revert legitimately to men, being women more oriented towards the family (Shihadeh, 1991). Gender-role theory predictions are supported by studies that found that women are more likely to hold back their own career opportunities for the sake of their husbands rather than vice versa, even if they have higher levels of human capital and labor force attachment (Bielby & Bielby, 1992).

Therefore, women are often disadvantaged in family migration decisions, being more likely to move with a spouse despite personal economic losses (Mincer, 1978). Even couples who intend to compromise over career and relocation decisions reproduce a male-leader, female-follower pattern (Challiol & Mignonac, 2005). Consequently, women disproportionately absorb the costs of moving for their husbands’ career opportunities or forgo building their own careers altogether.

Unfortunately, gendered migration has been shown to account for women’s nonlinear work histories (Han & Moen, 1999) and underrepresentation in high-power positions (Wolfinger et al., 2009). As a reflection of the gender pay gap, in most two-earner families, husbands out-earn wives (Bertrand et al., 2015). Although modern times are characterized by an apparent “rejection” or questioning of traditional gender norms and, with an increase in public discussion on how men and women should behave in an egalitarian manner, women continue to be socialized to demonstrate concern for others, selflessness, and sensitivity (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). As a consequence, women (as spouses of employees) tend to accept the subordinate role of a tied mover, whereas men perceive relocation as a career sacrifice (Ullrich et al., 2015).

The immigration process for families usually involves several struggles and concerns. The feeling of strangeness in the new country, for instance, is explained by the uprooting, as entering another country requires the incorporation of new social rules, increasing the distance from the standards of their culture of origin (Bastos, 2020). It applies to the workplace context in case of a new job.

Evidence suggests that cultural uprooting might contribute to mental disorders among immigrants (Hiller & McCaig, 2007). In addition to being uprooted, arriving in a new country is unavoidably marked by a cultural shock. Defined as the social and physical impact that a new environment generates on the individual, this event refers to the psychological disorientation generated by the inability to understand key social and environmental aspects of another cultural and life context (Winkelman, 1994).

Uncertainty in the face of an unfamiliar environment provided by the immigration process can enhance anxiety and stress, with impacts on well-being and health. The experience is surrounded by tensions in the process of rebuilding a new life far away from family members and loss of identity links (Morokvasic, 1984). One of these links is the work identity, which maintains a close relationship with other types of social identities. Professional identity, for instance, is built on the relationship established with a professional group to which one belongs or has as a reference, which might be relatively stable throughout the career (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; Rossit et al., 2018). Professional identity is also the result of sharing knowledge and norms established by training, certification and professional regulation (Reeves, 2016).

However, work identity is not limited to professional identity, being broader than affiliation to a career (Bentley et al., 2019). Although there are interrelationships between work and professional identity, in this study, the focus is on work identity, since the objective is to understand the changes that may occur in women’s work identities who migrate to accompany their husbands, regardless of previous professional career experiences.

Work identity represents a set of beliefs, invested with affections about work as a human activity and part of the self-concept (Byron & Crafford, 2012), supported by the meaningfulness and meaning attributed to work (Reis & Puente-Palácios, 2019). From our perspective, building a work identity in a new country requires replacing work meaningfulness and meaning. The first concept involves a subjective work experience, and the second incorporates a new work socialization process.

The meaning of work would be the set of beliefs about the image of work influenced by collective experiences shared in a specific historical, economic and social context, being incorporated throughout the socialization process (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020). The transformations that the meaningfulness and meaning undergo are constructed through a dialectical relationship with reality. That is, the diversity of meaning and meaningfulness of work permeates the way in which the worker understands and attributes value to his work. Social and personal factors contribute to the revision of meaningfulness and meaning, which could occur in case of a change of country (Rossit et al., 2018).

Within this scenario, one cannot fail to address the crisis brought by COVID-19, which affected the whole world’s population, but particularly immigrants (Bastos, 2020). Although men with stable ties did not suffer so much negative impacts, the pandemic considerably affected immigrant women who were looking for work, which may have had repercussions on their work identity and meanings attributed to work (Cazarotto & Sindelar, 2020).

Therefore, this research aimed to answer the following questions: 1) How affected is the work identity of women who give up their job to accompany a husband who migrates for professional reasons?; 2) Would this work identity be rebuilt or replaced, or would it be based on new meaningfulness and meaning of work? 3) How does the length of time living in the new country interfere with the identity, meaningfulness and meaning of work? 4) Would there be differences between women with paid and non-paid work in relation to work identity and meaning of work?; 5) Which challenges did the COVID-19 pandemic reveal for the identity and meaning of work in these women?

Guiding by these questions, the objective was to assess whether there would be any change in the work identity in terms of meaning (personal experience in another country) and meanings (socialization process for the work in Brazil and in the US). When considering that the immigrant’s wife could or could not enter the North American job market, the assumption was that this new socialization to work could make them review the meanings and meanings of their work in Brazil.

Thus, this study analyzed the narratives about the work identity and meaning of the work of women who interrupt their careers to accompany their husbands who immigrate to work in another country. Moreover, it compared narratives about the work identity of Brazilian immigrant women who were working in the US with those who were not; it characterized the meanings of the work of Brazilian immigrant women performed paid and non-paid work in the US; and it identified whether the time of residence in the US, the COVID-19 pandemic and the working status had an impact on the work identity and meaning of work of these immigrant women.

It is hoped that this study adds to the literature on female immigrants, helping to understand how moving to another country due to the husbands’ career affects their work identity and meanings attributed to this important sphere of life. In practical terms, it is expected that this study generate inputs to subsidize public policies that offer support to working immigrants. Additionally, the longitudinal design allows apprehending changes in experiences over time, as a result of the process of adaptation of the immigrant to the host country.

Method

Participants

Twelve Brazilian women participated in this research, married to Brazilian immigrants who moved to the state of Michigan (USA) for professional reasons, voluntarily and permanently. Three variables to be detailed later characterized the sample for the purposes of comparative analysis: time of residence in the US, employment status (paid versus non-paid work), before and after the onset of the pandemic.

Qualitative methods scholars vary in defining the ideal number of interviews, which redirects the focus to what each study seeks in terms of the diversity of the symbolic universe of the studied object (Baker & Edwards, 2012). The number was determined by considering two variables: time in the USA (three distinct phases) and paid work (yes or no). It was expected to reach the saturation criterion more easily with this number (Baker & Edwards, 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The two variables chosen represent an effort to demarcate the manifestation variability of the phenomenon in the context under investigation.

These criteria were aligned with the biographical approach for conducting interviews, which privileges the centrality of individual experiences for the construction of meanings, which justifies the reduced number of representative protagonists (Valsiner, 2012). All participants were Brazilian, living in the US with documented immigration status and, in Brazil, worked in solid higher-level professional careers, as detailed in Table 1.


Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample




	Labor Insertion

	Participants

	Age

	Length living in the USA

	Field of work in Brazil

	City/State

	Ethnics

	Religion

	English fluency






	Not work

	Marina

	37

	9 mo

	Veterinay Medicine

	Santos/SP

	White

	No religion

	Intermediary




	Cecília

	42

	9 mo

	Medicine

	Recife/PE

	White

	Catholic

	Intermediary




	Katiusha

	46

	2 yr 10 mo

	Nursing

	Porto Alegre/RS

	White

	Spiritualist

	Basic




	Elisangela

	40

	3 yr

	Law

	Salvador/BA

	Brown

	Spiritualist

	Intermediary




	Diana

	32

	5 yr

	Education / Supplies

	São Paulo/SP

	White

	No religion

	Fluent




	Wanderleia

	39

	10 yr

	Sales / Tourism

	Porto de Galinhas/PE

	Parda

	Catholic

	Fluent




	Work

	Dandara

	34

	8 mo

	Engineering

	Porto Alegre/RS

	White

	No religion

	Fluent




	Laura

	41

	8 mo

	Dance

	Barbacena/MG

	White

	Spiritualist

	Basic




	Bianca

	48

	2 yr 6 mo

	Secretariat

	Salvador/BA

	Brown

	Gospel

	Fluent




	Melina

	39

	2 yr 4 mo

	Education

	Sorocaba/SP

	White

	Spiritualist

	Intermediary




	Julia

	45

	5 yr

	Human Resources

	Porto Alegre/RS

	White

	Spiritualist

	Intermediary




	Camila

	50

	10 yr

	Secretariat

	Tatuí/SP

	White

	No religion

	Fluent








One of the reasons for choosing highly educated women was due to the growing number of immigrants with this profile in the US (Ghatak & Ferraro, 2021). Another reason was the difficulty of accessing middle-level working immigrants. Many end up living in the country without regular immigration status, as they move on their own and cannot get financial support to to regularize their immigration status. Therefore, they are not “accounted for” in the country’s official records, which shows the immense difficulty of arriving at the exact number of immigrants without regular immigration status (Jacobsen & Levin, 2000). In addition, many Brazilian immigrants with high school education who are in the US did not have a consolidated career in Brazil or were even unemployed (Jacobsen & Levin, 2000).

Sample Selection Procedures

Three distinct periods of residence in the country were defined for recruiting participants: up to two years, between two and five years and between five and ten years. Four women belonged to each group, such that two of them were currently on paid work, and two were not. There was an attempt to cover different cycles of permanence in the country, as a way of considering whether the time factor would help to understand the construction, reconstruction or abandonment of identity and meaning of work. In addition, the time for issuing the Green Card (permanent stay visa in the US) is generally two years, which justifies the choice of the first time frame to be up to two years.

In order to meet the second selection criterion of the participants, six women who had paid jobs and six who were only working at home were interviewed. The objective was to have a balanced sample that could facilitate the comparison of the narratives of women who were in the labor market with the narratives of those who were not inserted in the labor market. However, the employment status of three participants changed during the field activity: Marina and Diana (fictitious names), who did not work initially, entered the professional market later, while Melina (fictitious name), who worked, lost her job at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Participants were selected using non-probabilistic accessibility criteria (Batista et al., 2018), using the snowball technique. In order to homogenize the cultural repertoire, only Brazilian women were chosen, as the relationship established with work depends on cultural factors (Rosso et al., 2010).

Instrument

The instruments were four interview protocols, one for each moment of the study. The option for interviews was due to the objective of approaching the experiences and opinions of the participants in their own language (Batista et al., 2018).

In the last two interviews, the timeline strategy was used with figures, texts, response excerpts or other elements. It is important to point out that interviews 3 and 4 were personalized for each participant, considering the answers in the two first interviews, despite the general structure being similar. Basically, two strategies were used in the timeline. In the first, the central responses of each participant were resumed, seeking to identify whether they were maintained. In other situations, figures were brought to illustrate previous responses and stimulate responses about the current relationship with work.

The first protocol was accompanied by a registration form that contained questions regarding the characterization of the participants (e.g., age, marriage’s length, reason for migration, if the participant has kids, original country and arrived date in the USA). Interviews were inspired by the biographical approach, used both to build accounts of women’s life trajectories – focusing on their personal experiences and narratives – and to explore in detail the sociocultural contexts experienced before and after immigration.

Data Collection Procedures

A pilot interview was carried out to then proceed with the necessary adjustments related to the quality and understanding of the questions. All interviews were conducted in Portuguese, with an average duration of one hour. In the first stage, participants signed the consent form, which contained the details of compliance with research ethics, including the need to record the interviews.

With an average interval of seven months, the interviews took place in four moments: March 2019 (M.1); September 2019 (M.2); May 2020 (M.3) and November 2020 (M.4). There were four interviews with each participant, totaling 48 interviews. Initially, three interviews were planned with each participant. However, with the COVID-19 pandemic, which coincided with M.3, it was decided to include one more interview (M.4), balancing two interviews in the pre-pandemic, and two during the pandemic.

The literature recommendation on longitudinal studies is that the choice of data collection interval depends on the variables and contexts studied (Taris & Kompier, 2015). Being the interval smaller, chances are that the independent variable will not have enough time to affect the dependent variable. On the other hand, if the interval between the occurrence of the cause and its potential consequence is too long, the effect of exposure to the explanatory variable may dissapear. The choice of this data collection interval considered that the studied phenomenon is sensitive to the time factor (Baker & Edwards, 2012), especially among women who were not working, since they could enter get a paid job between one interview and another.

Data Analysis Procedures

Four corpus were structured, one for each stage or moment of collection, each with 12 interviews. For the final analysis, a single corpus was created with the 48 interviews. This material was processed through lexical analysis, aided by the Iramuteq software (Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires; Ratinaud, 2009). In addition to being free, the program offers different options for data processing based on textual statistics or lexicometry (Sousa et al., 2020), and is widely used in qualitative studies, especially with interviews (Sousa et al., 2020).

Descending Hierarchical Classification (CHD) was accomplished. This procedure results in a classification that takes advantage of at least 70% of the corpus text segments of the corpus (Camargo & Justo, 2013). The lexical classes can evidence the under or overrepresentation of lexical forms and categorical variables associated with the text segments of the corpus, according to indicators based on chi-square tests.

In each class, differences will be mentioned (overrepresentation or underrepresentation) in relation to the study’s key variables: a) constructs identity; meaning of work; b) before or during the pandemic (M1 and M2 vs. M3 and M4); c) who is short, medium or long term in the US, and d) those with paid and non-paid jobs.

Results

Descending Hierarchical Classification (CHD)

Of the 5185 text segments in the corpus, 5053 were distributed in the classification, representing 97.45% of the total. Figure 1 presents the corpus dendrogram divided into two axes and six lexical classes, including the 10 words with the highest χ² (≥ 3.84; < 0.05) (Camargo & Justo, 2013). The classes were named based on the reading of most characteristic text segments and the identification of the main themes associated with the vocabulary of the class.


Figure 1. Dendrogram of the corpus general synthesis of the interviews
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The “Work routine and plans” axis was composed of classes 2 “Work routine evaluation” (18.15%) and 3 “Professional planning” (12.53%). The axis “Personal and professional reflections and resignifications” was composed of classes 1 “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work” (27.03%), 4 “Adaptation to American culture” (25.01%), 6 “Reflections about the family” (10.13%) and 5 “The pandemic: consequences and reassessments” (7.14%).

The layout of the axes reveals that despite the identification of six classes, two of them concentrate about half of the text segments: classes 1 “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work” and 4 “Adaptation to American culture”, with, respectively, 27.03% and 25.01% of the corpus. This means that a significant amount of textual segments related to how the work was seen regarding the meaningfulness and meaning elements (class 1) and what were the challenges encountered in the process of leaving Brazil and arriving in the USA (class 4). In turn, the lower dispersion of data among the other classes may indicate narratives focused on specific subjects, or even generating less impact on the lives of these women, such as the work routine, activities related to the family and the pandemic.

Axis 1: “Work Routine and Plans”

Each axis of the Dendrogram, mentioned in Figure 1, will be presented. Composed of classes 2 “Work routine evaluation” and 3 “Professional planning”, this axis brings together narratives about how the participants evaluated the routine and plans in relation to work. Observing the characteristics of vocabulary use, it appears that both bring together narratives that address the theme of work. One focuses more on future professional plans, and the other on the work routine.

Class 3: “Professional Planning”

It evidences plans about the work trajectory that these women wanted for the present and the future. The text segments from the first two moments are overrepresented in M.1 (χ² = 39.285) and M.2 (χ² = 14.121), as well as those that were produced in stages of the interview dedicated to the identity construct (χ² = 53.340 ).

There were also concerns about the validation of the diploma: “revalidating would be a possibility because I like to study and to be a doctor, you need to like studying” (Cecília, personal interview, March 2019). And there was a plan linked to improving fluency in English: “another project would be to work in the translation area at the University of Michigan. I would be developing my English” (Katiusha, personal interview, September 2019) (the underscores refer to words with significant chi-square and class representativeness). Other narratives are more connected to professional life in Brazil or professional replanning, based on the new reality found in the USA: “I want to go back to studying and dancing here in the USA” (Laura, personal interview, September 2019).

Class 2: “Work Routine Evaluation”

This class includes the participants’ routine, especially their work, in Brazil and in the USA. Overrepresented in this class are the narratives coming from: a) the third moment (M.3 (χ² = 14.654); b) working women (χ² = 9.029) and c) focusing on identity (χ² = 26.334).

Some narratives deal with the routine they had in Brazil or the beginning of their lives in the USA, such as: “I would go to the library in Ann Arbor and spend about 6 hours a day there. In the afternoon, I would come back” (Camila). Other narratives contextualize how these women needed to adapt their working lives to the new American routine. There are aspects that involve the planning phase or the new working environment in the USA: “on my first day at the manufacture, people started to leave at 3 pm. Too early. And another thing is that people don’t have a lunch break” (Dandara, personal interview, May 2020).

It can also be noticed how some women changed their routine depending on the new professional plans they were developing or the need to rebuild their professional lives: “then today I work in the morning, and I manage to organize myself to study a few more days a week at home, and I have a better quality of life” (Julia, personal interview, May 2020).

Finally, we added how the pandemic changed the participants’ routine, based on the following narratives: a) “my routine changed a lot with the pandemic. I started to wake up in the morning, go to the computer and spend hours on the computer. Then I read all afternoon” (Marina); b) “in the last 3 days, I go downstairs and work in the kitchen until lunchtime. And my daughter stays by my side playing” (Diana, personal interview, May 2020).

Axis 2: “Personal and Professional Reflections and Resignifications”

Composed of classes 1 “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work”, 4 “Adaptation to American culture”, 6 “Reflections about the family” and 5 “The pandemic: consequences and reassessments”, the axis brings together narratives arising from reflections on life personal and professional, including the potential effects of the pandemic on this process.

Classes 4, 5 and 6 are linked to the sub-axis “General impacts of change” and separate them from class 1 in the sub-axis “Meaning and meaningfulness of work”. Classes 4, 5 and 6 are thematically similar in that they focus on the reflections caused by changing situations, such as adapting to the US and evaluating aspects of life that the pandemic has provided: immediate reactions to physical distancing, research of aspects such as family value and individual strategies to deal with changes.

Class 1 brings together narratives about the meaning and significance of work, both before and after the pandemic. In turn, classes 4, 5 and 6 were divided into two new subaxes. One brings together classes 4 and 5, in the sub-axis “Challenges of changing”, which deals with reflections caused by the pandemic and about how the process of moving to the US was, including the challenges and growth. The other sub-axis, named “Pandemic and family life”, separates class 6 from the others, highlighting narratives specifically linked to the reassessment of the importance of the family.

Class 1: “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work”

It deals with reflections on the constructs meaningfulness and meaning of work. The overrepresented text segments in this class: a) are related to the meaning of work (χ² = 49.222) and meaningfulness of work (χ² = 29.486); b) were produced by working women with paid jobs (χ² = 5.255); and c) related to moments before the pandemic M.1 (χ² = 10.836) and M.2 (χ² = 106.416).

The first reflection is about the change in the meaning of work in relation to money:

I work to be independent, have my money and feel active and useful. I think the meaning has changed a little for me because I used to work more for the money. I didn’t have the option of not working, you know? Today, my husband is the main breadwinner. I no longer need to work for money. So, today, the meaning of work is to have your financial gain, money enough to support yourself and your family, but the most important thing is to be happy with your work. (Bianca, personal interview, March 2019, M.1)

Along the same lines, the meaning of work became more linked to a meaningfulness of usefulness and self-esteem:

It’s so nice to take my husband out to dinner or to buy a present. For him, today, I’m not making any effort, because I don’t work. It’s not the same when you don’t work, it doesn’t have that same pleasure of knowing that you work, that you have that responsibility. (Laura, personal interview, September 2019, M.2)

In this class, there are also narratives about new meanings of work attributed to work: a)

What was passed on to me is that work is very important, that it is my means of independence and security. But today it changed. Today the meaning of work is to feel fulfilled, feeling good about myself, not for others, for me. (Camila, personal interview, May 2020, M.3)

b)

What I was taught is that work was a source of independence, of earning money, that being free to do what you want with your life and a source of self-fulfillment. Here the meaning is more connected to pleasure. (Dandara, personal interview, March 2019, M.1)

Class 4 “Adaptation to American Culture”

This class brings together narratives related to the process of general adaptation of women to the US, especially the difficulties. The overrepresented text segments in this class were related to identity (χ² = 26,299). The following quote illustrates the challenges associated with the personal difficulty of linking to the US due to a stronger link with Brazil: “I have been very attached to Brazil, now in the pandemic, because it´s difficult to break from time to time. I think I’ve been living here for a short time” (Laura, personal interview, May 2020, M.3).

There is also a narrative marked by language challenges: “I think that this culture thing we learn to deal with, but I still feel a bit silly. It’s hard not to be understood with my English. In the pandemic, I think that feeling got worse” (Melina, personal interview, November 2020, M.4). Other adaptation difficulties are related to the need to reconcile many roles in the US, such as taking care of the family and children:

I think that motherhood and moving to the US made it difficult for me to adapt because it is difficult living with a child, without help, like in Brazil. I don’t feel pleasure doing so much at home; I would like help. I came here, but I didn’t know that my life would be like this. (Katiusha, personal interview, September 2019, M.2)

Or else: “I feel very lonely having to do so many things. But, what am I going to do? Go away and leave my family here? It’s hard” (Camila, personal interview, March 2019, M.1). There is also:

Here I know that it is necessary to adapt professional life to taking care of the house and the children. I don’t think I’m going to work like I used to. I think I want a quieter job so I can have time to take care of the family. (Melina, personal interview, May 2020, M.3)

And finally:

You come, but when you live, the reality is different. I know I’m going to start from the bottom, I think changing areas. I know I came because of my husband’s work, but it’s that thing, I want to evolve too. (Wanderleia, personal interview, November 2020, M.4)

But, at the same time, it is possible to perceive a need to return to the job market: “it is difficult just to take care of a child. I knew I didn’t want just this forever. Today I understand. In the future, I want to work” (Katiusha, personal interview, March 2019, M.1).

Other elements of the change process are more closely linked to positive consequences. One of them is the acquired practicality or learning to live far from the family that stayed in Brazil:

So I think that for a while when I moved here, this change brought me a lot of suffering because I had to understand and live without my family and my profession, but today I think I learned to live with the situation. (Melina, personal interview, September 2019, M.2)

Class 5: “The Pandemic: Consequences and Reassessments”

This class includes narratives related to the impacts generated by the pandemic on personal and professional life, from the perspective of difficulties and also lessons learned from the pandemic. It is an attempt to analyze and make of reality, besides experiencing how to deal with the situation in a more positive way. The overrepresented text segments in this class: a) were produced in the two moments after the start of the pandemic, M.3 (χ² = 5.047) and M.4 (χ² = 41.546); and b) are related to work identity (χ² = 12.465).

The following narrative excerpt illustrates the uncertainties arising from the pandemic: “Today, the pandemic brought this change: not controlling the future”. (Elisangela, personal interview, May 2020, M.3). Other consequences of the pandemic were personal changes. A personal change was linked to personality characteristics or a more assertive way of dealing with the future: “then there was a stir again, chaos came in again, doubts came in. So there will be changes around and I still don’t know what changes they will be, but changes are coming” (Bianca, personal interview, November 2020, M.4).

There are also narratives centered on work, but more linked to the change in the importance of work, stimulated by the pandemic: “within this concept of moving to another country, my priority is no longer work, but the pandemic gave a boost to this thinking” (Camila, personal interview, May 2020, M.3).

Class 6: “Reflections about the Family”

This last class portrays how these women revisited the importance of family after the pandemic, be it the family that resides with them in the USA, or the family that was left behind in Brazil. The overrepresented text segments in this class: a) were produced in the two moments after the start of the pandemic, M.3 (χ² = 13.833) and M.4 (χ² = 3.429) and b) are related to the construct work identity (χ² = 12,222).

The narratives find support in the premise that some reflections were being made with the move to the US, but intensified with the pandemic. A first reflection comes from the importance of the family: “today the issue of the core family is more important now because of the pandemic. I think the pandemic affected us a lot because I think it’s important to value the family we have close to us” (Katiusha, personal interview, May 2020, M.3).

Finally, another reflection stems from the need to live socially with other people in the US, in addition to family members:

Here everyone lives their own life and I think Brazilians care more and just as I have children now, I don’t think I want my children to grow up in a cold way, thinking that their life is just father, mother and brother. (Elisângela, personal interview, November 2020, M.4)

The narratives also reveal the absence of the family left behind in Brazil: “because in Brazil, our nucleus would be our husband, our son, our family, mother, father. It’s a much bigger thing besides friends. Here, you don’t have this big nucleus, right? I really miss everything there in Brazil” (Diana, personal interview, May 2020, M.3).

Discussion

Analyzing the results of Class 1 “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work”, it was noticed that the text segments of working women are overrepresented in this class (χ² = 5.255). Considering that the diversity of meaning and meaningfulness of work permeates the way the worker understands and attributes value to his work (Rossit et al., 2018), participants with paid jobs addressed these themes more, possibly because their work context facilitates the assessment of the purpose of work, to the detriment of those who are dedicated only to work at home.

Considering that the meaningfulness and meaning of work are influenced by the context in which it is produced (Rosso et al., 2010), for these women these constructs underwent changes with immigration. To the detriment of the financial value that the work had, the new meaningfulness and meaning became fulfillment, pleasure, usefulness, self-esteem, happiness, going beyond financial gain (Bilgic & Yilmaz, 2013).

Possibly, in a context in which the economic decision to work becomes less urgent, the workforce is minimized. The husband’s salary, combined with a less unfavorable cost of living, may be elements that allow greater flexibility in valuing the monetary aspect. Data from the Economic Policy Institute (2021) indicate that Michigan state, where all of the participants lived, is the sixth highest-paying state in the US.

While the results of Class 1 “Evaluation of meaning and meaningfulness of work” revealed the prevalence of restructuring of meanings among women who were in the US labor market, data from Class 3 “Professional Planning” and Class 4 “Adaptation to American Culture” did not indicate overrepresentation of narratives based on employment status. In other words, the elaboration of professional plans and the search for adjustment strategies to the new country occurred whether these wives worked or not. Therefore, regardless of the employment situation of these wives who migrate to accompany their husbands, moving to a new country suggests having had a general shared impact on the challenges of adapting to the new culture, which is starting to require the construction of new professional plans that are not always related to the professional lives they had in Brazil.

Still in classes 3 and 4, overrepresentation was found only in the text segments about work identity (Class 3 [χ² = 53.340]; Class 4 [χ² = 26,299]), suggesting that this identity can be impacted when a person moves to another country, as they need to prepare or remake professional plans in order to adapt to the new context in which they are inserted. The elements of these classes also suggest that none of the participants stopped considering paid work as an important activity in their lives, constituting part of their self-concept (Byron & Crafford, 2012).

Wives with paid jobs repositioned the centrality of work and modified the work identity. On the other hand, wives who were working at home, in general, temporarily replaced the idea of work linked only to the formal job market. Due to the demands and challenges of American culture, they considered taking care of children and being at home as a momentary job, but without ceasing to wish to return to the job market. With the mass entry of women into the labor market, especially married women with dependent children, it is increasingly common for families to be maintained by both spouses (Castro, 2021).

In addition, the social and cultural devaluation of housework encourages the perception that household activities are not “work” (Federici, 2019) when these women change their labor status from Brazil (paid work combined with domestic work) to the US (only domestic work). Domestic work, therefore, continues to be seen as a weakening factor in the work identity. Caring for and monitoring the child and the house, taking a course and learning the language competed with a work identity that sought to be achieved by exercising professional roles outside the home. In a study regarding career and relocation decisions among 21 heterosexual, young adult couples, Paul Wong (2017) evidenced how gendered negotiation trajectories affect work–family decisions which both contest and reproduce gendered outcomes. On the “change desires” pathway, specifically, women perform emotional work to relinquish desires for career and justify a neotraditional division of labor, which seems to also be the case in the present study.

On the other hand, domestic work was incorporated into women’s customs as a gift: work done out of love (Federici, 2019). Despite the option of building a work identity with activities outside the home, many women experience social pressure to deal with the traditional roles imposed on them of taking care of the house and children (Bentley et al., 2019). It was visible in the narratives of women who participated in this study. They abandoned their work bonds in Brazil and faced a lack of social support to invest in their careers in the new country, reliving providers’ and caregivers’ social roles, which brought challenges to building new professional careers.

The representations regarding the differences between masculine and feminine are derived from social determinants to which women are subjected, which makes them feel guilty when they do not give up their professional life for some family need (Aizawa & de Azevedo, 2022). This may explain why, in Brazilian culture, it is predictable that women will give up paid work and career projects to accompany their husband to another country, even if this act involves a lot of effort. There are workplaces that still privilege men over women, and cultural schemas that link family to femininity make it challenging for couples to equally share responsibilities (Kramer et al., 2015).

As an alternative to such reality, couples may reconcile their desires with gendered structures and cultural contexts as they bargain over work–family arrangements by performing emotional labor (Wong, 2017). Couples can do emotion work to maintain egalitarian desires by resisting the prescriptions of the gender, work devotion, and family devotion schemas. They can perform practical work by asking for flexible work arrangements, evenly contributing to domestic responsibilities, or sustaining long-distance commuter relationships that accommodate individuals’ pursuits while maintaining a sense of family (van der Klis & Mulder, 2008). However, only a few participants reported such strategies from their male spouses, which evidences the gendered power dynamics at play.

In many heterosexual relationships, the man is in the power position or even earns more than his wife, which may also have weighed on the decision of some participants to give up their careers. In most cases, these women may still be financially dependent on their husbands. There is, then, a bond of moral commitment to unpaid domestic tasks, a situation that can cause suffering (Federici, 2019). Adding to this fact is the situation of women who, when starting their lives over in a new country, are more likely to engage in low-paid activities, which makes them give up entering the labor market. That is, many women may feel in a dead-end situation. Another relevant contextual element is the fact that in the US, families most often do not have the help of nannies or maids (Bertoldo, 2018). For this reason, it is common for one of the family members, in most cases the woman, to start working at home to take care of the household chores and the children, even if temporarily.

Furthermore, in the USA, American mothers are entitled to time off from work for the first 12 weeks of the baby’s life, albeit without pay (Becker & Piccinini, 2019). Some mothers, because they think this is not time enough, choose to take care of their children exclusively, given the high cost of daycare, being free education only available from the age of five (Azzoni & Almeida, 2021).

The text segments of Class 5 “The Pandemic: Consequences and Reassessments” point out that the pandemic generated the need to postpone or remake professional plans. This does not mean that, during the pandemic, plans ceased to exist. Working life took on another meaning for these women, which meant that professional plans were temporarily interrupted or suspended. The pandemic also brought unemployment, which undeniably can have repercussions on changing plans and ways of working (Costa, 2020). Therefore, it is assumed that there were changes in the work identity. Data also support the hypothesis of a temporary interruption of the strength of the work identity, as a result of the pandemic, due to the increased demand for work at home and the repositioning of values, prioritizing the family to the detriment of work.

Finally, regarding Class 6, “Reflections about the Family”, previous research indicates that women who only moved because their husband wanted to were the least satisfied, with negative feelings often repressed in interaction to support the husband or to rationalize the move in terms of what was in the best interests of the family (Hiller & McCaig, 2007), which was also identified in this research. As indicated in some quotes, women who missed family and friends back home faced the social costs of separation with expressions of emotional ambivalence about the move.

Conclusions

Overall, the goals set for this research were met and the research questions were answered, being summarized as follows: a) in general, the migrating wives rebuilt their work identity as they needed to adapt to a new country to the pandemic consequences, restructuring professional plans and routines; b) differences were noticed between the two participating groups, as those with paid jobs sought to re-signify work with the intention of adapting to the work context they found. Those on non-paid jobs and only working at home temporarily completed this identity through housework and child care, however, with the future intention of returning to the paid job market; c) the work identity was based on new meaningfulness and meaning of work as a search for happiness, purpose, pleasure, occupation of time, etc., predominantly among women who worked outside the home; d) the main variable affected by the pandemic was work identity; and e) unlike labor status and the pandemic, the variable length of residence in the US did not prove to be central in the complex dynamics of construction of meaning and identity in the new country.

In relation to the three variables of the study, the labor status (women with paid jobs) interfered more in changing the meaning of work, while the pandemic greatly impacted the work identity. The time of residence did not present relevant effects, such that possibly the feeling of strangeness in the new country caused by the need to uproot is something that impacts the immigrant for the long term. Even incorporating the new social rules, she has the feeling of remaining a foreigner in another country, even if she becomes a citizen.

Overall, this also study contributes to the knowledge on gender, work, and family by showing how the process of immigration for career purposes remains gendered, even with attitudinal shifts towards egalitarianism among a few couples (Pedulla & Thébaud, 2015). Unfortunately, findings corroborate research that shows women disproportionately shoulder the burden of geographic relocation, with them assuming the responsibility for achieving work–family balance (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; Mincer, 1978; Shihadeh, 1991). Cultural narratives of “superwomen” who master work–family balance may also contribute to this gendered division of responsibility (Wong, 2017).

This study made progress in gaps observed in previous research as it deepened the process of adapting to a new country and its influence on the construction of the work identity, also capturing the effects of COVID-19 on these relationships. Regarding methodological contributions, it was used a longitudinal design that allowed gathering information at four different times, differing from studies that capture data at a specific time (Bendassolli & Gondim, 2014).

The limitations involve the participants, which belonged to hetero-affective families. New studies could consider families with different constitutions to understand the diversity in the disposition of gender roles. Furthermore, all 12 women were higher educated and belonged to the middle or upper middle class in Brazil, which makes their adaptation process different from that of an immigrant who has only a high school education. Studies that differentiate immigrants from different educational levels could bring new information. Interviewees resided in the same state, Michigan, which imposes caution on the generalization of conclusions about repositioning the identity and meaning of the work of a Brazilian immigrant living in another USA state. It is also important to emphasize that the women in the research belong only to the white or brown race.

Another aspect to consider is that only the interview was used as a field analysis technique. Other studies could include complementary techniques (e.g., observation, focus groups, questionnaires, etc.) in order to obtain additional information that could help in the interpretation of the data. As for the interview analysis technique, the use of Iramuteq alone can be considered a limiting factor, as other techniques such as content analysis or thematic analysis would point to additional perspectives.

Future studies should better investigate the influence of different previous relationships with work, as well as the development of immigration supportive policies, such as, offering language courses, key information on processes of revalidation of diploma and availability of job openings. Organizations could also adopt policies that help in the process of adaptation and socialization of immigrant workers, offering a more receptive environment towards diversity. Another suggestion would be the development of an intervention program aimed at career guidance for immigrants.
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