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ABSTRACT
This article explores the study of young Spanish au pairs in London within the context of intra-European migration following the 2008 financial crisis
from an ethnographic, feminist and gender perspective. It contributes to a greater understanding of the ways in which the free movement of workers
in the EU and the commodification of care work are linked to emerging dynamics of European (re)peripheralisation and the production of new forms
of precarity. Based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 2015 and 2017, it shows how the ambiguous, transient nature of the “au pair” category
forces young female migrants to constantly renegotiate gender norms. Their experiences are shaped by gender norms that draw on the sexual
division of labour to naturalize caregiving and by gender imaginaries of equal opportunities that challenge the gender order, as gender tensions
intersect with the production of new forms of precarity that increase deregulation and heighten vulnerability.
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Introduction

This study focuses on the migration of young Spanish au pairs to London in the context of intra-European mobility following the 2008
economic crisis from a gender perspective. Recent emigration from Spain has taken place amid economic recession and increasingly
precarious working conditions both of which have resulted in a transformation of the patterns of intra-European migration. Rising
unemployment rates, lower job security and poorer living standards, as well as an increased risk of losing personal autonomy, have become
widespread in Spain since the economic downturn. Our article is of interest for two main reasons. On the one hand, it contributes to the
recent body of research on new intra-European migration flows from Southern European countries (Dominguez-Mujica, Diaz-Hernandez,
and Parreño-Castellano 2016; Glorius and Domínguez-Mujica 2017; Lafleur and Stanek 2017) using new reformulations of the core–
periphery approach. Specifically, this article focuses on migration to London by young Spaniards, a phenomenon that has been studied from
a variety of different angles (Cortés, Moncó, and Betrisey 2015; Jendrissek 2016; Leon-Himmelstine and King 2020; McCarthy 2019;
Nijhoff and Gordano 2017; Pumares 2017) but which requires further attention, especially from a gender perspective.

On the other hand, the article explores the case study of young Spanish women working as au pairs in London, adopting a feminist and
gender perspective that has been largely absent from recent analyses of intra-European migration, especially new emigration from Spain
(exceptions include Cortés, Moncó, and Barbosa 2019; González Enríquez and Triandafyllidou 2016; Oso 2017). Although the presence of
Spanish women in the domestic work sector is not a new phenomenon in the United Kingdom, the topic is of interest due to the fact that au
pair work has re-emerged since 2008 as a significant labour niche for young Spanish women migrating to London to escape precarious
conditions in Spain. Upon arriving in the city, they join the highly precarious, deregulated domestic work sector with low salaries, poor
visibility and low social status. Despite this, Spanish au pair migration has attracted relatively little attention from researchers of intra-
European migration (exceptions include Muñoz-Rodríguez and Santos 2015, 2018). This article therefore seeks to address this gap in the
literature by analysing the case study of Spanish au pairs from an ethnographic, feminist and gender perspective. Our analysis contributes to
a greater understanding of the ways in which the free movement of workers in the EU and the commodification of care work are linked to
emerging dynamics of European (re)peripheralisation and the production of new forms of precarity. More specifically, we analyse the ways
in which the production of precarity intersects with tensions between traditional gender norms and imaginaries of equality (Donato et al.
2006; Lutz 2008; Morokvasic 2007), helping to maintain and reproduce existing gender hierarchies.

The data used derive from fieldwork conducted in London in 2015 and 2017 as part of two broader research projects about gender and
intra-European mobility (see funding information) which were a continuation of a previous project (Cortés, Moncó, and Betrisey 2015);
however, this article will focus solely on the case of au pairs, who have replaced workers hired to perform domestic work, thus allowing
middle-class British families to reduce their costs. The article is divided into four sections. Firstly, we provide a conceptual framework
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followed by a brief description of the context of Spanish migration to the United Kingdom and some methodological information. We then
analyse the tensions between gender imperatives and imaginaries in the case of young Spanish migrants in London. Finally, we offer several
conclusions that cast light on the interrelations between the core–periphery nature of intra-European migration and the conflicting gender
norms governing mobility.

Conceptual framework

The analytical framework adopted in this article is based firstly on the idea of Europe as a core–periphery structure and the notion of London
as a global city that attracts young graduates and workers from all over Europe and around the world. The core–periphery theory establishes
the hierarchical, unequal structure of regions and countries. The development of core regions is driven by resource extraction (labour,
capital, raw materials and goods), contributing to the underdevelopment of peripheral regions. International migration is the result of the
extraction of human capital and labour from the periphery to the core, which reproduces relationships of dependency in peripheral regions
(De Haas 2010). Sassen-Koob (1982) refers to this late twentieth-century pattern of migration as the peripheralisation of the core. The
European migration cycle that has been present since the second half of the 2000s echoes the core–periphery migration patterns observed
fifty years ago, especially in the case of migration from Southern Europe (King 2015), although new trends have also emerged. The
peripheralisation of Eastern Europe with strong migration flows to the core following the fall of the Berlin wall; the consolidation of the
United Kingdom and the city of London in particular, as centres attracting current intra-European flows; the reactivation of intra-European
migration from Southern European countries to other European centres following the 2008 economic crisis, shaping a refashioned European
core–periphery structure; and finally, diversity in the composition of flows in the context of mobility regimes are emerging characteristics of
the new patterns of core–periphery migration in Europe (King et al. 2016).

With this last point in mind, analysis of intra-European migration must take into account the production of a specific type of social
hierarchy based on the juxtaposition of two categories: migration and mobility. While the former refers to labour migration, which may be
regular or irregular, the latter makes reference to so-called highly skilled migrants. Labour migrants are known as immigrants, whereas
highly skilled migrants are often not (Faist 2013), but all engage in mobility. This distinction is key, as contemporary mobility forms the
backdrop against which notions of employability and of the investment that individuals are required to make in their human capital are
reconfigured (Muñoz-Rodríguez and Santos 2015). Narratives around internationalization and mobility have taken hold, framing them as
compulsory requirements for enhancing young people’s competitiveness. In the case of young, working class people without resources, au
pair migration represents a low-cost strategy for investing in their human capital at the cost of increasing their exposure to exploitation in the
workplace. The case of Spanish au pairs in London is particularly interesting due to the ambiguity of their status, straddling the categories of
migration and mobility. Au pairs are often young foreign women with a university education who are considered “help” rather than labour
and are rarely viewed as migrants. However, the nature of their work also excludes them from being considered as skilled workers despite
the fact that they are usually university graduates. As shown in this article, au pairs are not covered by labour market regulations and are
rendered invisible by the cultural codification of the household chores they perform.

Secondly, our analysis draws on current debates surrounding social reproduction in relation to migration, care practices and gender. Over
the last 20 years, the domestic work sector in Europe has been characterized by growth, feminization, concentration of migrants and
persistently poor working conditions (Andall 2013; Giordano 2019). Indeed, care-related employment is growing rapidly in many economies
and increasing numbers of families (especially middle-class households) and individuals find themselves negotiating commoditised forms of
care for themselves, their children, elderly relatives and vulnerable adults (Cox 2013; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Lutz 2011). It is
important to note that growth in the care sector is linked not only to rising instability in the labour market and cuts to social policies but also
to the naturalization of care and a persistent failure to question the sexual division of labour within couples. In addition, contemporary
domestic work is predominantly carried out by migrant women and disadvantaged groups (ILO 2013). Although paid domestic work was
largely performed by women from rural areas (internal migration) in the past, the link between international migration and domestic work
has intensified to such an extent that there has been an increased demand for female labour from the South in the North and a global transfer
of care, housework and sexual activities (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Herrera 2012; Parreñas 2001; Piper 2009). In the case of au pairs
in the EU, the free movement of European workers has encouraged new forms of peripheralisation based on the extraction of care work from
women from Eastern and Southern Europe. It is no coincidence that recruitment programmes for low-skilled workers such as the au pair
programme are more widely used by female migrants than men, resulting in greater political exclusion among women (Hennebry, Holliday,
and Moniruzzaman 2017), not only among low-skilled migrants but also among middle-class and highly skilled professional migrants (Merla
and Baldassar 2016).

The act of migrating can challenge established gender norms and power relations, as well as giving rise to new dependencies and
reinforcing existing gender differences and social hierarchies (Morokvasic 2007). The specific case study of Spanish au pairs in London
demonstrates that the process of commodification of care work and the production of new forms of precarity in the context of European
mobility result in the renegotiation of gender norms by au pairs on an ongoing basis. Au pairs are forced to constantly negotiate between
maintaining the traditional gender norms that allow them to work as au pairs and challenging these norms by positioning themselves as
workers and citizens with the right to construct autonomous personal and professional lives in London. These dynamics will be analysed in
greater depth in this article.



A brief description of the research context

Migration flows between Spain and the United Kingdom form part of the historic relationship between the two countries and have been
marked by a succession of different phases, including the Spanish exile following the civil war and economic migration from the country in
the 1960s and 1970s. At the end of the 1950s, Spanish women began to migrate to the United Kingdom to engage in domestic work, with
numbers rising from 1,500 in 1957 to 20,000 in 1968 (Monferrer 2007). Flows of female Spanish migrants were more numerous than male
migrants and the work carried out by women was mostly domestic work in houses and hospitals or work for the hotel and catering industry
(Bravo Moreno 1999). Spanish and Portuguese women were present in London households as domestic workers and cleaners alongside
British women, who continued to work in the sector until the 1980s.

As London was gradually transformed into a global city, a leader in the international economy and a hub of cultural life, it also became
one of the Spanish population’s preferred destinations for work, study or spending time in a more democratically open society. Interestingly,
it is estimated that from 1974 to 1988 almost 200,000 Spanish women travelled to the UK to obtain an abortion at a time when it was
impossible to do so in Spain (Peiró et al. 1994). When Spain joined the EU, the option of working as an au pair in the United Kingdom and
combining (or at least attempting to combine) work and study came to form part of many young Spanish women’s imaginaries. From the
2008 economic crisis, this migration flow towards the United Kingdom was reactivated in the context of new Spanish migration to Europe.

Data from the Spanish National Institute of Statistics (INE – Residential Variation Statistics) show that since 2008 the UK has been the
most popular destination for Spanish migrants. France and Germany are the second and fourth preferred destinations in the EU respectively,
while the third is the USA. According to these data, from 2008 to 2018, 117,968 Spaniards emigrated to the United Kingdom, with the
greatest concentration occurring in 2014 and 2016, when 15,094 and 15,605 people left Spain for the UK respectively. From 2016, arrivals
of Spanish migrants began to fall in number, reaching 13,667 in 2018 (latest available date). It is relevant to note that more women than men
migrated during the 2008–18 period.

Meanwhile, data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS 2017) on Spanish residents in the UK by sex for the 2007–17 period show
as well that there is a predominance of women over men, especially since 2011, coinciding with the worst years of the economic crisis in
Spain. National Insurance Number (NIN) applications in the UK are another source of relevant information on the composition of migrant
populations. Here, the Spanish population is ranked fourth behind Romanian, Polish and Italian nationals. The data refer to applications from
people working in the formal sector and do not include jobs in deregulated sectors which do not require a NIN, as is the case of au pairs, so
the total number of Spanish workers may be higher than the number of NIN applications. During the 2014–17 period, a slight downward
trend can be observed in NIN applications from Romanian, Polish and Spanish nationals. This reflects the general decline in the EU
population resident in the UK following the Brexit referendum which culminated in the UK leaving the EU.

Finally, according to data from the UK Department for Work and Pensions, the Spanish population in the United Kingdom resides
primarily in England and is concentrated in certain well-connected, central areas of Greater London, such as Southwark or Tower Hamlets,
or in areas further away from the centre, such as Waltham Forest or Hammersmith and Fulham, where housing is more affordable. Other
cities with large numbers of Spanish migrants are, in descending order, Manchester, Bristol and Brighton.

Methodology

The data used in this article derive from ethnographic fieldwork conducted in London in 2015 and 2017 as part of two research projects
about gender and intra-European mobility (see endnote 1). Forty-two in-depth interviews with migrants of Spanish nationality were
conducted in the Greater London area. The sample took into account sex; skill level of work performed in London, with occupations
including telecommunications engineering, research, entertainment, financial services, au pair work, cleaning, dishwashing, fast food,
construction and unemployment; age (18–30 years); and length of residence (from 5 to 15 years).

This article will focus solely on au pairs. The au pairs in our study were mostly young women with secondary and/or higher education,
who were working or had worked as au pairs in the expectation that this would help them to find better work and improve their English
level. Sixteen in-depth interviews were conducted with fifteen women and one man, who were working or had worked as au pairs at the time
of the interview. All the au pairs interviewed had been unemployed in Spain or working in jobs with precarious conditions that often did not
match their skill level. They were all born in Spain and were aged between 18 and 26. With regard to their level of education, seven of the
interviewees had graduated from university, while eight had completed secondary school and one had attended vocational training. Among
the sixteen, ten had found employment in other sectors following a period of work as au pairs, working as assistants in clothes shops or fast
food outlets, waitresses or home healthcare workers. The interviews focused on exploring the participants’ family backgrounds and
migration, educational and professional trajectories in Spain and London, as well as their experiences of the economic crisis, care work and
Brexit, with the aim of performing a gender analysis. Interviewees were selected through various channels: personal contacts, organized
groups and social networks. Most of the people interviewed did not know one another.

Au pairs in the UK: a threefold invisibility

The Brexit referendum helped to reveal the degree to which the United Kingdom depends on poorly paid, highly flexible labour from the EU
(Cox 2018). According to Cox (2018, 1), “100,000 families in the UK depend on EU workers for care work, one sector that may be
particularly affected by the loss of EU workers”. During the last decade in particular, British households have taken advantage of the free



movement of EU citizens to meet their childcare needs by hiring au pairs, who remain largely invisible and are able to adapt to the demands
of the labour market and the model of care.

Au pair work is subject to a threefold invisibility. Firstly, care work is carried out in the family environment for free as an altruistic
activity which is not viewed as “real” work. Secondly, it is bound up with affection and moral obligation, making it very difficult to
recognize that the people performing this work possess labour rights, especially if the relationship is viewed as a cultural exchange
(Búriková 2015). The figure of the au pair constitutes a special category which is neither student nor worker, occupying both categories
simultaneously. It is not a job per se as au pairs pay neither taxes nor Social Security contributions. Finally, this work is mostly carried out
by women, as part of their natural role under the cultural assumptions that naturalize this work (Comas 2017; Cox 2018). Due to the invisible
nature of au pair work, the sector is not regulated and there is no official definition of “au pair”. However, in the United Kingdom, an au pair
is informally understood to be a young woman, most often from another EU country, who works between 25 and 30 hours a week looking
after children and carrying out domestic tasks in exchange for accommodation, meals and pocket money, and who is treated as “a member of
the family”. From 2008, the British government encouraged the arrival of au pairs to shore up the care sector after the au pair visa was
abolished (Cox 2013).

The figure of the au pair was initially associated with an exchange between young, single women from “good families” in the middle and
upper classes of England, France and Germany in the 1920s (Cuartas 2014). This activity supplemented the work performed by nannies and
domestic workers, and was a form of social distinction (Cox 2018). However, as the care sector has become more precarious, nannies and
domestic workers have been replaced by au pairs, who work in unstable, unregulated, flexible conditions for low pay.

Spanish au pairs and tensions within the gender order

The act of migrating can lead to increased autonomy and challenges to established gender norms but it can also cause the gender order to be
reproduced (Morokvasic 2013). The case study of Spanish au pairs in London is a perfect illustration of the fluid, ambiguous position that au
pairs must adopt with regard to gender norms. One of the key elements of this kind of work is that au pairs must adapt seamlessly to
hegemonic gender representations regarding the role of women in the home. This was the case of Susana, an au pair who had graduated in
Spanish Literature in Spain and, in response to a lack of job opportunities, moved to London in order to gain work experience in a safe,
family environment:

There was a married couple my parents’ friends knew of who lived in Washington, and I contacted her to help me find a family. I met the girl, who
was also Catalan, they are a whole Spanish family, I liked her, and I decided to come. And for me it is my second family, from the beginning I have
been with a mentality that I would move here with my “parents” and I was the older sister and would have to lend a hand at home. (Susana, 25 years
old, au pair, London, 2017)

Susana took advantage of family contacts to move to London and reduce the personal and economic costs of her migration. For her, rather
than a job, being in London is an opportunity to learn English in a family environment where she takes on the role of an “elder sister” in the
family rather than that of a worker. Being part of the family also means sharing domestic obligations, so Susana has an implicit duty to lend
a hand around the house. Echoing this same dynamic, Beatriz’s experience illustrates the way in which gender imperatives are internalized
by au pairs themselves. Beatriz had spent time in Sweden as an Erasmus student as part of her degree in Political Science and International
Cooperation. During her time abroad, she was affected by cuts to the education system in Spain, but her family were unable to help her as
they were experiencing a difficult financial situation themselves. When she graduated from university, she decided to move to London in
order to further improve her English due to the lack of opportunities in Spain. The first job she found was as an au pair. Despite the father of
her host family only asking her to take care of his young child and talk to him in Spanish, for her it was implicit that she would also have to
perform household chores:

I was very lucky; in my case it was a half-hippy father, so I didn’t have to do anything at all in the house. I would do the breakfast dishes, go to pick
up the boy at 3 o’clock and stay with the infant from 3 to 6:15pm and the father just wanted me to be with the child, not cleaning up anything at
home. The father told me: “You play with him, do your homework with him, everything with him, forget about the house” … and what I had to do
was wash the dinner plates and he cooked and if I wanted to cook that day he would wash the dishes. I cleaned the house because although he didn’t
ask me to do the dishes or clean the house, I did it to balance the relationship, even to avoid comments from the mother  … (Beatriz, 31 years old, au
pair, London, 2015)

Beatriz and Susana exemplify what is referred to as the “‘moral economy’ of domestic work”, that is, the reward for the work carried out is
affective rather than monetary within a mutual moral contract characterized by inequality and gendered relations within the family (Hess and
Puckhaber 2004, 69). Au pairs can therefore be part of the family without truly belonging and work without being viewed as employees,
neutralizing any labour demands or conflicts arising in what is a family context rather than a professional one. Moreover, as part of their
family and affective obligations, the parents in the host families may ask au pairs for changes to their working hours and tasks, just as they
would do with elder siblings in the family.

Another dynamic which is central to au pair work is the intensification of sexual difference. Supply and demand for labour in household
services is highly gendered. While men may work in certain occupations such as gardening and window cleaning, most are female



dominated (Anderson 2007). Thus, the figure of the au pair is based on and reproduces sexual difference. While au pair positions are mostly
occupied by young women (up to 27 years old), men have also been present in the sector since 1993, albeit in very small numbers. However,
recruiters remain more inclined to hire women as au pairs. They are reluctant to employ men, as many parents continue to consider it
inappropriate for men to care for young children and worry about leaving pubescent girls in the care of a man (Anderson 2007). One of our
interviewees, Fernando, 25 years old, had been living in London for more than a year. He obtained a higher vocational diploma in Leisure
and Recreation in Spain before becoming unemployed. After ending a relationship and realizing he could not afford to pay for English
classes to improve his low English level, he decided to move to London to work as an au pair. However, he found it harder to find work than
he had thought:

I talked to families on Skype and they told me I was very nice, and my English was not as bad as I said, but that they were looking for a woman … 
as a guy I was more limited. I mean, a girl here can say that she wants to be an au pair in London in such and such a neighbourhood and she’ll have
offers from 4 or 5 families. If I choose only London it is very likely that nobody will answer. It is sad but true. Families just think that being a
woman, you will have a better feel for children, you will know how to take care of a house and so on, which is awful, but that’s how it is. I know
how to handle kids, I know how to cook, I’m pretty good at cooking, and everyone knows how to do housework. (Fernando, 25 years old, au pair,
London, 2017)

Fernando’s complaint at how “awful” it is for care to be naturally attributed to women demonstrates the persistence of a gender order and
sexual division of labour in which women are associated with reproductive work. In reality, Fernando is calling for a denaturalization of
caregiving, a long-standing demand of the feminist agenda, which would allow him to enter a niche that is currently off-limits to him and
expand his options on the labour market. Although these distinctions may appear obsolete, gender analysis allows us to demonstrate their
continued influence on the social order. The hiring of au pairs is informed by a sexed discourse which privileges the feminine over the
masculine, identifying the feminine with motherhood and care. Male caretakers of children often provoke distrust: it is not their “natural”
role and represents a betrayal of the values of hegemonic masculinity. Moreover, the female au pairs interviewed explained that their male
counterparts experienced less restrictive control over their use of time and space than they did. To return to our example, the parents in
Fernando’s host family had asked him only to take care of the children, making it clear that he was not required to clean the house. However,
some of the female au pairs interviewed are also expected to carry out domestic tasks, assuming a natural secondment to these types of
duties.

Another key element is that the gender order is imposed on women’s migratory projects through ideas of maternity, reproducing a
patriarchal norm based on the new neoliberal “good mother” model. This model of female identity is based on an instinctive interpretation of
childrearing, viewing it as the responsibility of women in a clear relegation of women to the home (Alzard 2018). Despite this, the model is
framed as a matter of free choice within a discourse of empowerment. In the Spanish case, there are clear echoes of the early Francoist
maternal model in the new neoliberal discourse of the “good mother” which is widespread in Europe, including the UK.

The young Spanish female au pairs interviewed form part of a pool of “home help” for middle-class families in London. The
impossibility of fulfilling a good mother model based on attachment and home care as a natural attribute of women and the mother/child
relationship generates a series of anxieties for mothers who cannot perform these tasks. Mothers compensate for their absence in the home
by hiring an au pair with higher education at low cost (considered a better option than sending children to day care) (Cox 2013) thanks to the
core–periphery relationship established between London as a global city and other peripheral regions of Europe. The increasingly precarious
working conditions of au pairs allow class relationships to be upheld in private homes that employ migrant women as childcare providers
(Cox 2013).

The good mother model operates in both directions: it influences both the au pair-family relationship and the au pair-working
relationship. Regarding the former, most of the women interviewed in our research are not mothers but many admitted considering having
children at some point, especially the younger women, as in the case of Susana, mentioned above:

The truth is that I did not think much, I love being with children and I saw that it was the fastest and easiest option to come … in addition their ages
were OK, 11 months and 3 years old … And then these two years that I did not count as an experience have helped me to learn how to care for
children in case I have children in the future. Although I envisage having children one day and, if possible, a large family of 6 or 8 children and take
care of them all myself for as long as I can … this is something that has changed since I’ve became an au pair, I’ve always said that I would have
children and when I finished maternity leave, I would send them to day care, but now I’ve changed my mind, I want to be at home. (Susana,
London, 2017)

As Susana notes, working as an au pair has allowed her to acquire the necessary skills to run a home and care for her own family in the
future, convincing her that her place is in the home. Although she planned to return to work after taking maternity leave before becoming an
au pair, she is now convinced that she wants to bring up her children at home.

The strength of this gender imperative weighs on au pairs not only as mothers, but also as good daughters. Most of the au pairs
interviewed mention the fact that their parents and families are in Spain and will need care sooner or later, with the expectation that they will
be the ones to look after them (prompting a return to Spain):



My parents are alone … that’s why I also think about going back, because before long they’re going to need care. Both are quite old for my age now.
Then I know that one day I will have to return, and I will not leave them in a retirement home. I want to take care of them, I want them to live with
me. (Yolanda, 29 years old, nursery assistant, London, 2017)

Yolanda arrived in London five years ago and began to work as an au pair. She had completed a degree in Marketing but was unable to find
decent work in her field during the financial crisis in Spain and decided to travel to London to try her luck there. The easiest option was to
find work as an au pair with a family, where she stayed for two years before finding a job at a nursery school. Yolanda lives in London with
her Spanish boyfriend, who works in financial services, and is certain that she wants to have children and return to Spain in the future so that
she can take care of her parents. Caring for parents or dependants is normatively associated with women, with a dual impact on their
mobility: it can be both an obstacle to migration and one of the reasons for returning and maintaining gender norms and kinship (Cortés and
Oso 2017). The gender imperative is activated once again when these women think about a potential future return to Spain to fulfil their role
as good daughters who take care of their relatives.

However, at the other extreme, we also find examples of women who challenge the duty to provide care imposed on migrant women
under the “good daughter” model. In this sense, Paula’s case is especially enlightening. She is 26 years old, works as an au pair and had been
living in London for three months in 2017. Her father is a lorry driver and her mother an unemployed hairdresser at the time of the interview.
In Spain, Paula completed a vocational training course but had been unemployed for five years. She left her village for Madrid where she
worked as a shop assistant, but her salary barely covered the rent for her flat. In response to this situation, she travelled to London where the
first job she found was as an au pair. When her mother became ill in Spain, her father and grandmother began to pressure her into returning
to take care of her sick mother. However, she decided that her mother was well looked after by her relatives. The gender imperative situates
Paula's place in Spain, as a good, only daughter, seeking to impose immobility upon her in the form of care responsibilities, but she opposes
this role via a gender imaginary based on her autonomy and fair redistribution of care work, freeing her from the obligations associated with
a moral image of what it means to be a “good” daughter.

Thus, the commodification of care is linked to gender norms, promoting inequality in situations of economic crisis (such as in Spain) and
exacerbating the feminization of poverty. This is particularly apparent among working class women with few resources who work in the au
pair sector, such as Paula or Xandra, a young au pair who had arrived in London a year earlier. Xandra had been studying a professional
training course in administration, but left for London before finishing her studies with her boyfriend, who had found work in the construction
sector. In light of the lack of job prospects in Spain, she viewed London as an excellent option which offered the most employment
opportunities at the time of the interview. She had been forced to change host families three times since arriving in the city due to the poor
working conditions imposed upon her. In the case of the first family, she explains:

There were three children aged two, four and ten and, obviously, I always had to be with the infant; I worked fourteen hours a day for ninety pounds
a week. […] We never discussed so many hours […]. The room did not comply with what I was told, it had a single bed, a baby closet and a
window. I couldn’t even close the door. And they did not understand that the weekends were free, they got angry if I left, and that’s not what being
an au pair is […] I cleaned the house every day thoroughly, did her errands, I did everything for them. At night I felt dead-tired, I caught a throat
infection, had a forty-degree fever and they made me work anyway … At Christmas I took a round trip [to Spain and back] and left them. (Xandra,
26 years old, au pair, London, 2017)

The commoditisation of care has increased precariousness in the sector and is framed within a hierarchy of class, nationality and gender
orders, characterized by informal employment structures, low status jobs, labour exploitation and the risk of abuse and sexual assault. The
absence of institutional regulation and work contracts, as well as the dynamics of the moral economy, heighten au pairs’ vulnerability. In the
context of recent intra-European mobility during the economic crisis, the figure of the au pair has become still more ambiguous, leading to
the emergence of new forms of social and gender inequality.

Conclusions

The recent migration of young Spaniards to London to work as au pairs forms part of the new flow of Spanish migrants which was
reactivated following the 2008 economic crisis. Unlike Spanish migration in previous decades, this new flow is made up of women with
higher education levels who migrate to London as a way of escaping precariousness in Spain, where the labour market is characterized by
poor quality work, temporary contracts and job insecurity. However, the trend towards reperipheralisation in which Spanish migration is
situated is the result of increasing instability in the domestic work sector in the United Kingdom, poor working conditions and deregulation.
Despite the difficult working conditions, expectations of improved access to the labour market in London or Spain in the short-term future
and the desire to acquire international experience make au pair work ideal for new arrivals seeking work in London. Although starting out as
an au pair can be detrimental to migrants, it can also offer them certain, albeit limited benefits.

The figure of the au pair is interesting as it is an ad hoc, liminal, ambiguous, transient construction, configured in such a way as to be
“between” categories, spaces and bounds, responding to families’ needs, labour market provision and a lack of regulation and resources from
the state. It is this ambiguous, transient status that obliges au pairs to constantly renegotiate gender norms as migrants. The naturalization of
caregiving and its attribution to women, as well as the enduring identification of women with the “good mother” model, reinforce gender
hierarchies. Yet within this model, we also see strategies of resistance emerge in an attempt to subvert the gender order. Young au pairs take



advantage of this model as a low-cost strategy for migrating to London in order to boost their competitiveness in the labour market.
However, the crisis in the care sector in the UK may be giving rise to new forms of precarity, such as the failure to recognize rights, the
deregulation of new labour niches, growing insecurity and vulnerability, etc. This article has demonstrated that the life experience gained by
au pairs is a euphemism which conceals a worrying vulnerability for workers, especially young women, within a global political economy of
care reliant upon a constant supply of European migrant women in a context of historical and peripheral flows of domestic workers.
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