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Abstract
This study examined reasons for return migration among Lithuanian migrant home care
workers who provided care to older adults abroad. In total, 13 interviews were conducted
with a diverse sample of returnees. Using constant comparison, three major themes were
identified. The first theme described the undocumented nature of the job as a reason to
return. The emotional consequences of the job as well as its physically demanding aspects
also were portrayed. The third theme addressed the increased awareness to possible losses
and care needs brought by the job. Our findings stress the importance of the job charac-
teristics of the worker as a push factor that results in the return of migrant workers to their
home. The importance of the documentation status of the job and its precarious nature
are discussed.
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Introduction
The past century has seen a dramatic flux in migration, as there are currently about
272 million migrants worldwide (United Nations International Organization for
Migration, 2020). The non-linear features of immigration are of particular rele-
vance (Olesen, 2002); some immigrants may move to more than one country,
thus becoming transnational migrants, while others may adopt a circular pattern,
going back and forth between the host country and the sending country. Yet others,
may return to their home country, even after a very long period of stay in the host
country. The present study is focused on the latter form of return migration to
one’s home country from the viewpoint of Lithuanian migrant home care workers
who returned to Lithuania.

Lithuania is considered a sending country. Since the 1990s, it has experienced
several waves of emigration (Thaut, 2009). The first wave occurred in early 1990,
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following the collapse of the former Soviet Union. This wave was characterised pri-
marily by skilled men, who ended up pursuing undocumented jobs for which they
were over-qualified. The second wave occurred in 2004, once Lithuania entered the
European Union (EU) (Thaut, 2009). This migration wave was characterised by
Lithuanians moving back and forth between higher-income European countries.
In total, between 1990 and 2011, 728,700 people have emigrated from Lithuania,
amounting to 20 per cent of the Lithuanian population in 1990 (Sipavičienė and
Stankūnienė, 2013). As such, Lithuania is considered one of the most rapidly
depopulating countries in the world, with an expected decline of 17 per cent of
its population (Birka, 2019). Although statistics are unclear, it is estimated that fol-
lowing the financial crisis in 2008, Lithuanian migrants returned home, as the host
countries were badly affected financially (Zaiceva and Zimmermann, 2016).
However, return migration to Lithuania is considered low, estimated at 6,500 people
per year (United Nations International Organization for Migration, 2011).

Why do migrants return to their home country?
Fairly simplistic explanations to account for the return of migrants to their home
country classify the reasons for return as success versus failure (Wang and Fan,
2006). There are those who succeeded and achieved the status and/or obtained
resources they had aspired to and, thus, return to their home country after achiev-
ing their goals. Alternatively, one may hypothesise that those who return to their
home country are the ones who have failed to find a proper job or good education
and were pushed away from the job market in the host country.

Support for these competing explanations can be found in past research. On the
one hand, research has shown that many times, the return of migrants to their
homes results in brain gain (Barcevičius, 2016). Migrants who are more educated
than the general population, have more financial resources, and are more likely
to innovate and contribute to the economy are the ones who return even after
many years in the host country. These migrants might have left for a particular rea-
son, to pursue a new job abroad or to obtain higher education. When they return
they benefit their home country by bringing in an added value acquired during
their stay in the host country (Labanauskas, 2019; Hagan and Thomas Wassink,
2020).

Return migration may also be portrayed as a failure. Past research has shown that
when a financial crisis occurs, migrants are the first to get hurt (Bastia, 2011). They
are the first to lose their jobs and become unemployed. Thus, it is migrants who
suffer the most under unstable conditions. These migrants might return to their
home countries as they have failed to secure a job in the host country (Zaiceva
and Zimmermann, 2016).

Nonetheless, the reasons for returning to one’s home country are more complex
than a simple classification into success versus failure. Other plausible explanations
have been offered, arguing that like the reasons to migrate, the reasons to return to
one’s home country are multifaceted, influenced by a variety of causes. A lifecourse
perspective suggests that the lives of people and generations are interlinked (Stoller
and Longino, 2001). Using this perspective, research has shown that migrants may
return to their home country to take care of their loved ones who stayed behind. If,
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on the other hand, one’s children live in the host country, it is highly likely that the
migrant will stay there as well and will not return to his or her home country
(Stoller and Longino, 2001; Cela, 2017).

Migration and return migration are gendered in nature (Girma, 2017; Preston
and Grimes, 2019). The gender of the migrant plays a role not only in the per-
sonal decision to return to one’s home country, but also at the structural-policy
level. Specifically, past research has shown that not only are the work opportun-
ities of men and women different, but so are the opportunities to work abroad
legally. Whereas professional jobs, traditionally pursued by men, are more likely
to result in a documented status overseas, care work, traditionally pursued by
women and performed behind closed doors, is less likely to be documented
(Kofman, 2013).

The exact lifestage may also play a role. Retirement represents an opportunity to
return to one’s home country. If the reasons for immigration were mainly financial,
once employment is no longer an issue, the migrant might return to her or his
home country. This stresses the importance of cultural and social ties, which
may connect the migrant to her or his home country even years after migration
(Klinthäll, 2006).

The characteristics of return migrants also have been explored. Specifically, pro-
fessionals who returned to their home country are characterised as innovators
(Klagge and Klein-Hitpaß, 2010). They bring their knowledge, skills and expertise
back to the home country and contribute to its prosperity. Although much has been
written about the brain drain, due to migration of the skilled and highly educated
workforce away from its home country, the return of these innovators is charac-
terised as brain gain as they are thought to contribute to their country of origin,
and their return creates an educational and professional dividend in the home
country (Batista et al., 2007).

Return migration of Lithuanian home care workers
This study examines the return of migrant home care workers to their home coun-
try, Lithuania. Worldwide, there is a growing reliance on migrant home care work-
ers who provide care to older adults with physical and/or cognitive needs (England
and Dyck, 2012). The reliance on migrant home care workers to provide care for
older people is largely attributed to the low status assigned to the job and to the
limited available informal carers to provide care to sick older adults (Anderson,
2007). To date, the exact number of Lithuanian migrant home care workers remains
unclear. These workers migrate to countries such as Germany, Ireland, Spain or the
United Kingdom.

Like the migration of professional workers, which has been characterised in
terms of brain drain and brain gain, the migration of home care workers has
been characterised within the care chain model (Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck,
2012). The care chain represents the interdependence between sending and receiv-
ing countries, which results in a flow of care workers from lower socio-economic
countries to more affluent ones. This flow addresses the care drain in the receiving
countries, which results in a care gain upon the migration of the workers to the
receiving countries, but in a care drain in the sending countries (Yeates, 2012).
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In the case of Lithuania, as in other East European countries, this effect might be
particularly pronounced due to its relatively high life expectancy, coupled by low
childbirth, which suggest limited available family care-givers for older adults
(Kasnauskiene and Vebraite, 2014). Whereas most care provided to older adults
in Lithuania is informal in nature, provided by family members and friends, the
formal long-term care system is primarily institutional and is highly disintegrated
from the health-care system (Styczyńska, 2010; Poškutė and Greve, 2017).

The return of migrant home care workers to their home country likely has its
unique characteristics, which have not been explored to date (Ayalon, in press).
In contrast to professional workers, migrant home care workers often experience
precarious working conditions (van Bochove and zur Kleinsmiede, 2020). Their
employment is unregulated and unsupervised, taking place behind closed doors
(Ayalon, 2009a). Moreover, home care offers very limited opportunities for
advancement on the job, either financially or professionally. As such, when specif-
ically asked about their aspirations, home care workers do not want their children
to work in the same occupation. They hope for a different future career for their
children (Browne et al., 2006).

Home care and, in particular, migrant home care is not like any other job.
Workers are expected to provide not only personal care but also emotional care
(Bauer and Österle, 2013). Specifically, past research has shown that once a migrant
worker enters the family, family members continue to serve as co-ordinators of
care, but expect the migrant worker to perform in addition to personal care duties,
also emotional care, becoming one of the ‘family’ (Ayalon, 2009b). As care is con-
sidered personal and private, and is seen as highly loaded with feelings and emo-
tions, we tend to rarely consider it as work and, thus, fail to acknowledge its
emotional toll on the carer (Hochschild, 1995).

The notion of emotional labour stems from the understanding and acknowl-
edgement that to perform the job, one also must manoeuvre one’s emotions and
emotional responses. Hence, implicit and explicit rules concerning the display of
emotions and emotional exchange are introduced. Under such circumstances,
one might become estranged not only from one’s expressed feelings, but also
from one’s internal emotional response to one’s labour (Hochschild, 2012), in
our case, the care and the care recipient. When it comes to the care of older people,
ageism, manifested as stigma, prejudice and discrimination towards people because
of their age (Ayalon and Tesch-Römer, 2018), might impact the care work and
result in more-negative emotional response and less than optimal care provision
(Liu et al., 2020).

In this context, this study is set to examine the reasons for return of migrant
home care workers to Lithuania. Our focus is the accounts of migrant home care
workers concerning the reasons for their return. As the reliance on migrant
home care workers is highly common, worldwide, it is important to understand
better the reasons behind the workers’ return. The present analysis goes beyond
a simplistic classification of success versus failure as reasons to return to one’s
home country. Instead, it aims to examine the possible disruption of the care
chain, from the perspective of returning migrants. This information is relevant
for policies in both sending and receiving countries.
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Methods
Recruitment

We recruited a diverse sample of participants who permanently returned home
after providing care to older people abroad. We aimed to reach maximum varia-
tions in terms of the host country, number of years in the host country and number
of years since the return to one’s home country. The sample was recruited via per-
sonal networks (acquaintances of friends, colleagues, relatives of the interviewer),
social media (groups on Facebook) and snowballing. Participants living in
Vilnius were interviewed in person. Those living in other regions were interviewed
by phone. The study was carried out in November and December 2019.

The study was conducted in line with the fundamental ethical principles of ano-
nymity, privacy and confidentiality, and in accordance with the ethical guidelines of
the second author’s research institution. Prior to participating in the study, all
respondents gave their informed consent after receiving detailed information
about the study. They were assured their information would be kept confidential
and anonymous, and that they have the right not to answer questions and/or to
quit the interview at any time.

The sample

A total of 12 women and one man were interviewed for this study. Interviewees
worked as live-in home care workers. However, after several months abroad, one
rented a flat so that she could spend the weekends on her own and one worked
in a nursing home. Interviewees obtained their job abroad mainly via personal
networks or through illegal agents. Their average age was 59, with the youngest
being at the age of 39 and the oldest being 75. Two worked in Italy, two in
Germany and the remaining nine interviewees worked in the United States of
America (USA). Time spent abroad ranged between 8 months and 17 years. The
number of years since return varied dramatically between one month and 25
years. Nine respondents had university education (two had both university and pro-
fessional education), three had only professional or higher non-university educa-
tion and one had only secondary education. Their average years of education was
roughly 16. Table 1 outlines the characteristics of the sample.

Procedure

The interviewer was a Lithuanian sociologist (GR) with extensive experience in
qualitative research. Each interview lasted between 40 minutes and one hour. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed. Interviews started with a general ques-
tion about the respondent’s experience in the host country and reasons for migra-
tion. They also were asked about their relationships with other migrants, reasons for
return to Lithuania, and care provided to children, grandchildren and parents
(if relevant) while abroad and upon returning to Lithuania. Participants also
were asked about their learning experiences while abroad and how lessons learned
about care abroad possibly influence their care-giving experience in their home
country.
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Analysis

All interviews were read several times by GR who identified the main themes within
each interview and subsequently across interviews. Initially, each interview was
coded into small units of meaning. Next, codes were grouped into larger themes
by grouping and regrouping codes to represent larger units of meaning (Miles
et al., 2014). Finally, the two authors consulted to develop a coherent line of mean-
ing, which portrays a logical plot. While doing so, we identified several major
themes in the texts. These include paid versus unpaid care, reasons for migration,
work conditions, family relationships and reasons for return migration.

Findings
In the present study, we decided to focus on reasons for return migration. While
doing so, we attempted to identify the unique reasons proposed by home care

Table 1. Sample characteristics

Characteristic N

Gender:

Women 12

Men 1

Age:

39–50 4

51–62 2

63–74 7

Education:1

Secondary 1

Professional 4

University 11

Nationality:

Lithuanian 13

Family status:

Single 3

Married 5

Divorced 2

Widow 3

Country of work:

Germany 2

Italy 2

United States of America 9

Notes: N = 13. 1. Two participants had both professional and university education. One participant had two university
degrees.
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workers, which take into account their distinct employment trajectories. Study par-
ticipants provided various reasons for return, which we classified into three main
sub-themes:

(1) Undocumented status was commonly mentioned as a reason for return.
Because home care is an occupation which does not guarantee stability
and often is unregulated, staying on the job in a different country was
only a temporary choice for interviewees.

(2) Home care is mentally and physically taxing. As a result, the return home to
pursue a different profession or to work as a home maker, caring for one’s own
children, grandchildren or parents, was seen as an appealing opportunity.

(3) The job increased awareness to possible losses. Specifically, working with
older people and people with disability makes one realise that life is finite
and that one’s needs for care and support might increase with time.

In general, the interviewees stressed the nature of care work abroad as providing
limited rewards and little stability, with minimal opportunities for advancement
or settlement. The work was described as being highly demanding physically and
emotionally. Care workers suffered emotionally and physically, and reported lim-
ited opportunities for developing a career, pursuing education or establishing fam-
ily life. Co-experiencing the care recipient’s challenges associated with old age and
illness forces the care workers to think about their own family life and future care
needs, and potentially to revise their value system and priorities. In the long run,
financial gains were weighed against possible losses related to their own health,
social integrity and identity. The care workers interviewed in this study had
come to the difficult decision of ‘enough’ while weighing the benefits (financial)
and the costs (physical, emotional, intellectual, social) of the work:

You see, everything comes with age already, as they say: God gave everything, only
didn’t give ‘moderation’. And look, time comes on a beautiful day that you don’t
[want this], I say then, this is it. (11W71s-USA161)

Thus, the return of care workers is driven by the wish to compensate for the non-
financial costs associated with working abroad as a home care worker and to rebal-
ance their lives.

Illegal status: a source of insecurity

The issue of legality was raised by several informants who migrated to the USA as a
major reason for their return to their home country. A major problem related to the
low status assigned to the job was the fact that informants illegally stayed or worked
in the host country. This meant limitations on mobility, because any local trip
involved the risk of deportation. The following is a quote from an interview with
a 62-year-old woman who had spent 17 years in the USA:

Well, without this Green Card you can’t make a move. You are scared every time,
you know that later you would [not be] … I was afraid of travel so as not to be
deported. (9W62p-USA17)
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A study participant, who spent one year in the USA, also reported her extensive
fears and concerns in the light of her undocumented status limiting her possibilities
to know new people and develop her network:

When you are an illegal person, you, you are also afraid to tell somebody that you
work illegally, because you never know, someone could report you and, God for-
bid. So, for example, the husband of that Justė [pseudonym] of mine was a big
boss. Back then, if they helped a person to work illegally in America, they could
have lost their own job, just gotten fired, so for me, making such trouble to a
close friend and her family (smiles) seems … So, look, you feel unsafe there just
because of that. (7W68u-USA1)

The informants describe their illegal status as depressing. Reportedly, this has con-
tributed to the fact that they remained strangers in the country, no matter how
good their relationships with their employers. Moreover, they dared to trust only
a few ‘real friends’:

There [in the USA], you still feel, no matter the love and everything, you still feel
like a stranger there. (11W71s-USA16)

Other care workers returned home in order not to violate the visa restrictions:

Actually, the visa ran out, on top of all this, we did not want to violate that visa.
(8W43u-USA1.25)

I had prolonged, you know, that residence permit, I wasn’t there illegally … and
later, I already got that negative answer, you know, and I did not want at all to
worsen very much my emigration history. (13W39u-USA1.25)

The job is mentally and physically taxing

If the first sub-theme represents the objective aspects associated with the job and the
fact that many respondents, primarily those who immigrated to the USA, had to work
under precarious working conditions with no official documentation and acknowl-
edgement of their status, the second sub-theme represents the physical and emotional
reactions to the job. Among the reasons mentioned by informants, fatigue was a very
pronounced experience. Being on duty round the clock, a lack of sleep if the person
cared for had serious health problems, and a lack of free time and rest time resulted
in physical exhaustion. An interviewee said that he was exhausted due to a lack of
sleep and wanted to leave after only several weeks abroad. The employers asked him
to stay, improved his working conditions and gave him a day off. In addition, over
time, he also started to take day naps, which he perceived as cheating. Still, the
main reason for his return home after eight months in the USA was fatigue:

I could have stayed probably for another month, but I was also really exhausted,
the old man had those strokes, and for me, well, I still felt really exhausted.
(6M41u-USA0.6)
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Even when the job was less demanding physically, participants revealed emotional
tiredness. As another former student, who spent more than one year in the USA,
put it:

…emotionally I couldn’t really stay any longer, I don’t know what would have
happened to me if I had stayed, you know. It was very tough for me. I even had
such a dream at the beginning that I would finish that job and I would travel.
But when I finished all that, I did not want to travel anymore or anything, I
just wanted to go home. (13W39u-USA1.25)

Fatigue also was described by another worman aged 68, who worked in Germany
for 15 years. She reported being tired of adjusting to new household circumstances
again and again:

Already at my own age, I was tired of those strange beds, those strange apartments,
every time you have to get used to it coming to a new family, you have to get used
to it, and to know where the dishes are, and what to eat, and those ovens and how
to switch on, well everything, everything is new, so it got a bit … a bit too difficult,
every time a new, new, new and age and I said enough, that’s it. I stayed for 15
years, I don’t want it anymore. Although there were women over the age of 70
working with these old people, but I didn’t want it, I was already losing my
mind (laughs). From that boredom. (1W68p-DE15)

This interviewee is responding not to the physical challenges of the job, but to the
emotional toll it has taken due to its under-stimulating nature.

Several study participants mentioned concrete threats to their mental wellbeing.
Others have identified their deteriorated health as a reason to switch to a sedentary
lifestyle after long years of international mobility. One woman, with no university
education, who had spent 16 years working in the USA, was especially emotional
about her decision to quit the job. For her, psychological fatigue was partially
caused by efforts to overcome a lack of dignity experienced in several domains,
including her working conditions, which had offered her limited freedom. She per-
ceived herself being treated by her employers as a second-class human – perhaps
also due to her minimal education. As she stated:

You see, the time comes that you, in a word, think that nobody needs you, you are
anyhow a second- or third-class human and you have to fulfil, you see, each of his
[patient’s] caprice. If you are asleep, you have to listen with one ear at night if he is
not coughing, if he is not getting up and walking. So, I say if you push through
those five days, then those two days you relax, spend them and you come back
again, and when, I say, it is time to go to work, the blood pressure starts to rise.
Well, you see, you work, you live, but you live in captivity. It is not like you
would live freely, you live in captivity. (11W71s-USA16)

She noticed how the margins of her patience were stretched and she could not work
abroad anymore, as she could not ‘control her nerves’, i.e. her psychological
resources were exhausted:
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such a psychological moment came that it was time to go home. That’s all.
Everything is plenty, everything is enough, I don’t want anything, most import-
antly not to … you have to, you work with people, you have to give them your
heart. You have to look after him because he is old. And sometimes I see that, I
think, I give everything and you, just sit there being whimsical. You see, and some-
times that and, and you think, well, why am I angry with them, they’re old, they
don’t understand what they’re doing, and if you can’t already control your nerves
and that’s it, go home. (11W71s-USA16)

The high physical and psychological demands of the care work, coupled by limited
educational resources, exacerbate the wish to return home. This has been augmen-
ted by disrespectful attitudes and a privacy breach reported by some of the
respondents.

Informants have argued that the care work itself sometimes is very limited in
terms of the ability to reach self-fulfilment. For instance, a highly educated inform-
ant (7W68u-USA1) admits that she would have wanted to have ‘a job that is a bit of
that higher level’ or learning opportunities, that correspond with her university
education. Being an older person herself, in Lithuania she had found more oppor-
tunities for education (like the University of the Third Age) and socialisation.
Similarly, a former university student, who had spent eight months in the USA,
explained his nostalgia to his home country. He reported missing the academic
environment and the cultural life, which were inaccessible in the host country
due to the isolating nature of the care work. Paradoxically, less-educated respon-
dents did not express such needs.

Partial exceptions in this respect were reported when the care recipients were
highly educated themselves. A woman, who worked for 12 years in Germany,
was especially fascinated and thankful to a long-term care recipient who shared
with her his culturally rich and pleasant lifestyle:

I ended up … with such an amazing person and a famous person, to a doctor of
medical sciences, a professor, a neurosurgeon … Also, the more cultured the
environment, the nicer are the relationships, because really, at that old woman’s
for me everyone was educated, and at the professor’s, generally only doctors
were there, high culture, and really, the respect is there and everything … When
I came to work at the professor’s, he walked with a cane. We both visited a lot
of concerts, performances, went to restaurants and cafes. Really, it was a lot of
fun, very good. (2W72u-DE12)

A different account of a young woman, who had spent more than a year in the
USA, also stressed the characteristics of the care recipient and the relationship
with the care recipient as important factors. Reportedly, she was psychologically
supported by her care recipient during emotionally difficult situations:

Well, she [care recipient] always supported me, you know. Well, in the sense that
there was no such employee–employer relationship, it was such a very human con-
nection … There were, for instance, situations, well, I, for example, did not drive,
at all. And there, to get that job with her, I had to get a [driver’s] licence … But
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then it would happen, I would be driving that Buick of hers, you know, and I had
been, for example, driving dangerously, well, nonsense like that … But even in
such situations, she, you know, was always on my side… (13W39u-USA1.25)

To sum, our informants reported that especially in the case of live-in care, the rela-
tionship with the employer played a major role. However, for the most part, the
possibilities for education or socialisation on the job were extremely limited.
This, in addition to the unsecured nature of the job, the precarious working con-
ditions and the fact that many workers were undocumented, contributed to the
decision to return.

The job increases awareness of possible personal losses

Facing the reality of old age in a materially and culturally different environment has
motivated informants to revise their own value system. Some informants, as an out-
come of this painful process, reported an increase in the wish to live in their own
country. The following woman, who had spent 17 years abroad, reported her bro-
ken hope to create a family of her own: ‘I did not see the light at the end of the
tunnel anymore, I am ageing, I am getting old, time to have something of your
own’ (9W62p-USA17).

Caring and actually living for others, as shaped by the live-in care situation, has
forced informants to realise the emotional sacrifices they have made on the job:

Maybe enough of these old bags [care recipients] because soon those old bags will,
because they … they drain you completely, and what about me, who do you think
will look after me? (11W71s-USA16)

This 71-year-old woman, who had spent 16 years in the USA, is concerned about
her future care needs, and the reciprocity in her relationship, with the understand-
ing that although she is caring for other older people, when she grows old there will
be no one to take care of her. This extreme example was an incentive for her return
home as she decided not to wait and move to her home country, while she was still
alive:

You see, not to such an extent, no, you don’t wait until you are brought back in a
small box. So, I did not let it get out of hand that much, no, but you can really lose
your mind there totally. (11W71s-USA16)

Some care workers returned to materialise their future plans, e.g. to continue their
studies or to establish their own business. Others highlighted the importance of
family relations in their lives and were strongly motivated to return to their family
and children:

very much, well, very much the longing for the homeland and the love for my old
dad. (7W68u-USA1)

Similarly, a 51-year-old woman stated: ‘If it were not for my children and husband
or my parents, I would not have been back’ (12W51u-USA2).
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Some informants revealed that the familiar cultural environment was also of
importance. This meant wishing to move to Lithuania even for a short period or
describing one’s home country as a comfort zone. This is expressed in a report
of a woman who worked in the USA during her university studies:

Well, maybe I’ll have an apartment here [in the home country], a husband, chil-
dren, well, something, I’ll get lucky at least a bit. But I also saw some not very suc-
cessful stories there [abroad]. (8W43u-USA1.25)

These diverse perspectives point to the fact that future lost opportunities were seen
differently by the different respondents based on their position along the lifecourse.
Whereas older migrant care workers were concerned about their future care needs,
younger workers reported a concern about the weakening emotional family bonds
or the limited opportunities for developing intimate relationships.

Discussion
The present study evaluated reasons for return to one’s home country, Lithuania,
after working as a home care worker abroad. The study is unique because it high-
lights the relationship between the type of job one performs abroad, the employ-
ment characteristics in the particular host country and one’s reasons for return.
Worldwide, migrant home care workers provide care to older adults in more afflu-
ent regions and countries (Fudge, 2012). Although much has been written about
this care-giving arrangement in the receiving countries, the perspective of those
who have returned to their sending countries remains limited. This study contri-
butes to our understanding of the disruption of the care chain by adding informa-
tion about the unique reasons that push home care workers away from their host
country back to their home country.

Our findings suggest that focusing on home care workers as a unique population
that has its own struggles and assets is informative and provides a realistic portrayal
of their reasons for returning home, which go beyond a simple classification of suc-
cess versus failure. Our findings clearly show that the precarious working condi-
tions of the job are a major reason for return. Specifically, home care occurs
behind closed doors. It is often unsupervised as it represents a personal arrange-
ment that occurs between an older adult, his or her family members, and a care
worker (Ayalon, 2009b; Ayalon and Green, 2015). Under this arrangement,
many irregularities and even abuse can take place. Whereas in order to work in
a hospital or a nursing home as a care worker, one needs legal documents, this
is not always needed when working at home (Raijman et al., 2003). This may result
in highly precarious working conditions that push the worker back to his or her
home country.

Of the 13 interviewees, nine immigrated to the USA. In contrast to Europe,
which allows Lithuanians to work on equal terms as EU citizens, the USA has
no such work agreements with Lithuania. As such, a main argument for leaving
one’s job as a home care worker in the USA was the undocumented status of the
job. This was not the case for those returning migrants who worked in Europe.
The findings clearly stress the importance of obtaining legal status for the ability
of the worker to stay in the host country. The findings are explained by the high
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levels of emotional distress found among undocumented migrants in past research
(Myhrvold and Småstuen, 2017).

The issue of documentation was not the only one raised by the workers inter-
viewed in this study, most of whom used to work as live-in workers, thus having
very limited opportunities to socialise, learn or self-develop. The workers reported
very intense working conditions that allowed no time for oneself. The routine work
of care was described as boring and exhausting, and workers reported feelings of
burnout and burden as a result. Such feelings are common among both paid and
unpaid carers (Ayalon and Green, 2015). Our findings stress that these feelings
might serve as precipitators of the decision to move to one’s home country.

The provision of care to older people behind closed doors is not only a physically
taxing job, but also an emotional one (Ayalon, 2009b). Although some workers
reported very satisfying and enriching relationships with their care recipients,
others reported being intensely monitored, having limited time to themselves.
Hence, it is not only the physical strain or lack of sleep, but also one’s emotional
capacity and freedom that are being compromised, as reported in past research
(Green and Ayalon, 2018).

It also is important to acknowledge the fact that in the present study care was
provided to older people. Thus, stereotypes of older people might play a role in
the wish to perform the job (Shinan-Altman et al., 2020) and eventually return
to one’s home country. Viewing older care recipients as ‘old bags’, as mentioned
by the least educated respondent, certainly does not add much appeal to the job
and might make the emotional work even harder (Hochschild, 2012).

Another interesting finding concerns the fact that the job itself has raised infor-
mants’ concerns about their own mortality and care needs. Caring for others has
raised questions about their own available care network and the people whom
they care for and who may care for them one day. This highlights the similarities
between paid and unpaid care work (Ayalon and Green, 2015). Although infor-
mants were hired to provide personal care and assist older people with their activ-
ities of daily living, their experiences were highly emotional and their
understanding of the consequences of migration also were partially led by emo-
tional rather than intellectual reasoning. Moreover, the positive experiences workers
had on the job also were emotional in nature. Similar to past research (Ayalon and
Roziner, 2016), which has stressed the important role of the relationships between
paid carers and their care recipient, the present study has identified this intercon-
nection as an important factor of high impact on care workers’ mental wellbeing.

In reviewing the findings, it is important to note that although we attempted to
obtain a diverse sample, our sample consisted mainly of women who returned to
Lithuania from the USA. As noted above, those who returned from Europe likely
had somewhat different experiences, given the geographic and cultural proximity,
and their legal status. It also is possible that men experience their work as home
care workers differently. It is women who are more likely to provide care, but
less likely to receive such care in old age (Greenberg and Ginn, 1979; Patterson
and Margolis, 2019). Moreover, it is migrant women who might be criticised for
deserting their family of origin, whereas migrant men are exempt from such criti-
cism (Gibson et al., 2001). Therefore, interviewees’ concerns about the type of rela-
tionship and care they will receive upon their return likely are fuelled by these
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global gendered experiences. Although the highly gendered nature of care work,
which relies heavily on women, is not surprising (Gammage and Stevanovic,
2019), future research will benefit from exploring reasons for return in a more
diverse sample. The fact that our sample included a single male prevents us from
acknowledging fully the intersection between gender and migration status. It also
is important to note that most interviewees were highly educated. This is typical
of migrants, who tend to be highly educated, yet, pursue positions abroad for
which they often are overqualified (Nowotny, 2016). This likely impacts their
experiences abroad as well as their decision to return home.

Conclusions

Our findings move away from a dichotomous classification of return migration as
failure versus success by pointing out the unique characteristics of this occupation
as a push factor, away from the host country back to one’s home country. In add-
ition to here-and-now challenges on the job, such as the undocumented nature of
the job when performed in non-European countries, and the physical and emotion-
ally demanding characteristics of care work, especially when provided round the
clock (Ayalon, 2009b), our findings also point to the future-oriented aspirations
and concerns of migrant care workers. Workers’ concerns about their future varied
somewhat based on their placement along the lifecourse trajectories and their per-
sonal and social resources. Whereas older workers were more likely to worry about
their future care needs, younger workers worried about relational issues. This infor-
mation is important considering the global reliance on migrant care (Lutz and
Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2012). Although home care occurs behind closed doors, it
is highly important to ensure that this care arrangement is well supervised and
that a working permit is in place. Our findings stress the fact that an undocumented
working status hurts the worker and poses a major stressor and a precipitator for
the return to one’s home country. Our findings also show that the migrant workers,
like all other human beings, need time of their own to develop, explore, learn and
socialise. Hence, precarious working conditions impact not only the workers, but
also the care chain, which is disrupted in the long run. Moreover, migrant workers
did not invest only in the present, but also in the future, with the care work for
older adults serving as a constant reminder of their future care needs and
availability.

Policy implications

When considering the findings from a policy standpoint, a first question that comes
to mind is whether the host country even wishes the worker to stay. This is not a
trivial question as in some countries, such as Israel or Singapore for instance, the
migrant home care worker is expected to work for a limited period and move
back to his or her home country afterwards. Nonetheless, even these countries
wish the workers to be satisfied and content with their work. Another issue stressed
by the present findings is the fact that it is not only the challenges faced by the cur-
rent working conditions and the emotional and physcial demands put on the
worker, but also his or her future time perspective. The migrant home care workers
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interviewed for this study lacked a perceived future as home care workers for older
people. As such, our findings point to the need to prepare and train the worker not
only to perform his or her daily work, but also to prepare for a future. Moreover,
the present findings, similar to past research (Ayalon, 2009a), show that the worker
needs time for themselves and cannot be fully invested in care, if care is to be pro-
vided adequately. The workers’ attitudes towards older people and care work also
must be addressed to ensure satisfactory relationship and care work.

Note
1 All informants were given codes: numerals 1–13 = the serial number of the interview; gender
(W = women, M =men); age of the informant; education (s = secondary, p = professional or no-university,
u = university); work country (DE = Germany) and years worked there.
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