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Abstract 
This study examines expats and their families in the canton of Zürich, Switzerland. Their 
reasons and choices regarding integrating (or not) into the Swiss society, educational 
strategies for their children and possessed capital assets upon arrival in Switzerland is the 
three problem statements being explored. Pierre Bourdieu’s´ sociology is the theoretical 
framework for this study – the concept of different types of capital and educational strategies 
are especially important in this regard. Interviews with female expats whose children attend 
the Inter-Community School Zürich (ICSZ) were conducted and the stated purpose of the 
study was obtained. This study concludes that these expat families choose the international 
grounds rather than the local, due to language barriers. The language makes it hard for both 
themselves and their children to integrate and/or feel part of the Swiss community and 
society. The expats are integrated into the international ́ expat-bubble´ rather than the Swiss 
society or community, and the reason is due to the lack of time spent with the local people, 
not mastering the language and/or not being interested enough to make the effort to 
integrate. This specific group of expats can be seen as an ´international elite- group´, based 
on their assets of capital, their cosmopolitan lifestyle and international social grounds.  These 
expats value their capitals highly but is not stating that one specific capital is more needed 
than another; all their assets are of worth and they do not consciously use a specific capital 
for their integration. 
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Introduction 
Our world and the society we live in is constantly changing and individuals are 
striving for new lifestyles and goals – not only in their native country but also 
across international borders. In this modern era, it is common to choose to work 
or study in another country, both for young professionals and older and more 
experienced people. A lot of people are ordered by their employer to move due to 
work related reasons and this phenomenon and lifestyle is referred to as expats, 
originally from the word expatriate1. For the families crossing international 
borders economic capital, education and language are important assets to 
possess, along with an open mind. Integrating into a new culture is not easy nor 
hard, it is up to each and every family to decide how much effort they want to set 
aside to become part of a new culture. Some people find it very important to 
belong, while others are happy and content socializing on the international 
ground or with other expats from the same country as themselves. 

This study is focused on expats living in Switzerland and how this group 
reasons regarding integrating or not into the Swiss society and community. The 
expat families´ school- and educational choices are examined, as well as their 
reasons for choosing an international contact- and social net over the local one. 
What choices do expats make and how does it reflect on their assets in form of 
different capitals? The purpose of the study is to answer the question of how these 
specific expat families reason when choosing the international over the local 
ground, and how the families decide to integrate or not, in the Swiss society and 
community. Expats is a group whom, normally, possess strong economic and 
cultural capitals, which diverse them from immigrants. An interesting 
contribution of the study is to examine how an elite segment like expats, with an 
abundance of capital, reason when it comes to integrating or not. Due to the 
globalization on the work market and with individuals traveling the world in a 
more nuanced way than a few decades ago, expats have risen as a group, and is of 
high interest to investigate due to their international lifestyle. Another aspect of 
the study is to examine the expats reasons and educational choices for their 
children. What are their main reasons for, and what attributes do they see as most 
important, when it comes to choosing a school for their children? Is the 
international school the more likely choice, and why?  In order to fulfil the 
purpose of the study, interviews have been conducted with 12 women from 
different countries, in the age between 37- 51, who are all expats and live in the 
canton of Zürich in Switzerland with their families. The common denominator, 
besides them all being expats, is their children, who all attend or have attended 
the Inter-Community School in Zürich. 

                                                   
 
1 Definition of EXPAT – an abbreviation of the word expatriate, which means ´a person 
who does not live in their own homeland´ 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/expatriate. Cambridge lexicon 2019. 
Accessed May 21, 2019. 
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Background 
To be able to understand the purpose and main questions of the study, a 
background is to be presented, stating important and relevant aspects for the 
study. The term expats are to be examined, and different types of the term – such 
as assigned or self-initiated- / family- or young professional - expats. The Swiss 
education system will be presented and reviewed with focus on the educational 
premises for the canton of Zürich.  

What is an expat? 
To understand the term expat, it is important to be able to distinguish it from the 
more familiar term immigrant. The word expat is an abbreviation of the word 
expatriate, which is a combination of two different Latin terms. Ex means 
´outside´ and patria ´motherland´ and the definition according to Cambridge's 
lexicon reads: "a person who does not live in their own homeland". An expat is 
someone who has been transferred to another country by their employer and 
chooses to move with their entire family, or someone who seeks employment in a 
new country without having been asked to move – they do it because they can and 
want to. The goal of an expat is to return to their home country (or the country 
they feel most at home or attached to) or to keep on moving around to different 
countries when new opportunities arise. By contrast, an immigrant usually 
immigrates to a new country because of war and / or poverty in their home 
country and is forced to flee to survive; and the choice to return to their country 
they once left at a later stage of life does not exist. Even though immigrants have 
a good chance of building a new life for themselves and their families, with the 
help from the government in the new country, an immigrant does not have the 
same options when it comes to work, education, or lifestyle as an expat has. An 
expat typically makes a conscious choice to leave their home country for a new 
life in a foreign country with significantly greater economic capital than an 
immigrant. Emanuele Gatti (2009) describes that expats represent the positive 
side of immigration - the more highly educated and wealthy side - while the more 
´traditional´ immigrants are considered to be poorly educated, stereotypically 
seen as violent and not at all integrated into the society (2009: 8). An expat´s 
education and professional skills are directly received and recognized in the new 
country and the individuals can continue to build a career in the new country 
without any problem.   

Many expats families choose to enrol their children in international schools, 
where English is the main language, both for speaking and teaching (Ball and 
Nikita 2014: 87), which means that the children are being introduced to the 
international network instead of the local. Together with other expats they create 
a greater international community at the international schools, including families 
from a variety of different countries. The greater number of students and their 
families at the international schools are expats, they live similar lives and are from 
the same social class(es), which means it is not difficult for newly arrived expats 
to fit in or feel at home amongst the international crowd. It is also a good 
opportunity for the children and their families to get acquainted with different 
cultures and to meet other families from different parts of the world. Ball and 
Nikitia describe it as an advantage, since living in a globalized world creates more 
creativity and a greater diversity of mixed identities (2014: 89). Within the expat 
community, everyone can find a common ground in the English language and 
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exchange different experiences and stories from their lives as expats. It is easier 
for the expats to break ground in the international arena than spending time on 
a new culture, country and language – one they might leave after one or two years. 
Sylwia Przytuła (2015) describes two other distinctive terms of the phenomenon 
expats: assigned expats and self-initiated expats. The abbreviation ´AE´ stands 
for assigned expat which means that the individual has been ordered by their 
employer to move abroad on behalf of the company. While the abbreviation ́ SIE´ 
stand for self-initiated expat because the individual has, on their own, decided to 
move to abroad for work or studies (Przytula 2015: 94 – 97). Assigned expats 
know they might not remain in the same country for a longer time, therefore they 
choose the international grounds, while a self-initiated expat chooses what 
country they are moving to and thus has a greater reason to integrate more into 
the new society and get a greater understanding of the culture. These two terms 
that Przytula presents also show why many people do not understand the 
difference between expats and immigrants, when a self-initiated expat also 
immigrates to a new country in the same way as a ´real´ immigrant. A self-
initiated expat chooses to move to another country and possesses different assets 
than an immigrant, therefore they are identified as expats. Gatti describes how a 
common attribute of expats have been discovered - all families possess good 
social and cultural skills, at least one of the parents has a university degree and 
everyone speaks a number of or many languages (2009: 2). An expat who 
possesses these assets has a great setup in their new country when it comes to 
integration. Marianne Van Bochove and Godfried Engbersen (2015) describe two 
other, different forms of expats are considered as well, regardless of the above-
mentioned terms. They distinguish between ´young professionals´; described as 
those individuals in their 20´s, traveling alone and deciding when, where and 
how to move to a new country. Then there are ´family expatriates´ whom are 
usually older, get placed in another country by their company and take their 
family with them (2015: 297).In this study, family expatriates – whom also from 
family to family, categorize under ´assigned expats´ - are the most relevant of the 
previous presented terms to examine. The reason to choose family expatriates is 
because young professionals do not qualify for the same economic or cultural 
capital as family expatriates, and young professionals rarely immigrate to a new 
country with family members. The group of assigned expats is important to 
examine due to their international movement on the global market, and to gain a 
broader perspective of the expats patterns and navigation through a new 
education system, work market and community. Assigned expats, and in this case 
family expats, are the group of expats who does not choose to move - they are 
ordered, unlike self- initiated expats – therefore their journey is of large interest 
in this study. 

Zurich, Switzerland 
Philipp Wanner (2019) describes how an increase of migrants has occurred in 
Switzerland over the last ten years and one of the main reasons for immigrating 
is professional (2019: 104). Zürich, Switzerland, is one of the worlds’ most 
international cities, where people come from all over the world to work, study, 
and live. According to ETH, is about 30% of the people living in Zürich not of 
Swiss nationality (ETH: 2019).  With its central location in the middle of Europe, 
Zürich is a top choice city for workers and travellers from all around the world, 
and the interest for the Swiss labour market has forced the Swiss government to 
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set aside international workers in favour for the local ones (State Secretariat for 
Migration SEM: 2019). Switzerland is not a part of the European Union but still 
adheres to many of the same rules and regulations, which makes it easy for people 
who are citizens of a European Union- country to immigrate to Switzerland. To 
work and earn money legally in Switzerland is permitted for a foreigner, as long 
as you hold a permit – B or C - which allows you to work and earn money legally. 
If you are a citizen of a county outside of the European Union, you will need a 
work visa, and not a permit, to be able to work legally (State Secretariat for 
Migration SEM: 2019). Due to the high number of international workers, families 
and companies, Switzerland and Zürich in particular, offer many international 
and bilingual (German/English) schools. The international schools are to be 
found on both sides of the lake of Zürich and hosts local and international 
students, from kindergarten up to high school. The specific school in this study –
the Inter-Community School in Zürich (ICSZ) - is the only international school in 
Zürich offering their students the International Baccalaureate (IB) Programme2 
which is a beneficial programme for expats aiming on higher education for their 
children later on, in a different country than Switzerland. 

The Swiss Education System 
Switzerland´s quality of education is ranked as number 9 out of 65 countries and 
economies in the OECD/PISA 2012 survey of educational standards amongst 15- 
year olds (OECD: 2012). Even though the Swiss system is highly ranked, the 
education system is a very perplexed one, due to its different system for each of 
every 26 cantons. Ulf Fredriksson et al. (2009) list the different levels of the Swiss 
education system: the federal level, the canton and the municipality, where the 
cantonal level is the most important one due to the compulsory education (2009: 
56). Thomas Holzer (2019), former researcher at the Swiss Federal Statistical 
Office, explains that there is no national education system in Switzerland, and 
each canton – except Ticino - has signed a treaty agreeing on some key elements 
for the education system in their canton. For example, basic education lasts for 11 
years in each canton and cannot be changed (Holzer: 2019). The canton of Zürich 
is following the ´Curriculum 21´, where the Swiss children start school at the age 
of four or five, with two years of kindergarten, which is integrated into the 
primary school. After eight years of education, some cantons perform a sort of 
selection and the children are separated according to their performance in some 
subjects, like mathematics and German/French (Kanton Zürich 
Bildungsdirektion: 2019) The education system in the canton of Zürich 
emphasizes early language training and see language skills as an important trait 
and accessibility for the children´s future (Kanton Zürich Bildungsdirektion: 
2019). The teaching method being used is competence-oriented which means the 
school is not only teaching their students necessary skills but also how to apply 
the knowledge (Kanton Zürich Bildungsdirektion: 2019).  

International schools or bilingual schools are another concept that has risen 
in Switzerland, due to the high number of foreigners and the Swiss wanting to 
give their children English as a second language. EDK writes that the state schools 

                                                   
 
2 International Baccalaureate (IB) Programme https://www.ibo.org/programmes/ 
accessed on May 22, 2019 
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have an important impact on integration, due to the children´s different social, 
linguistic and cultural background – but they all attend the same school (EDK: 
2019). Holzer explains that most of the Swiss children attend local public schools, 
which are for free, while about five percent attend private schools, which are not 
for free (EDK: 2019). A notable aspect which Holzer points out is that in 
Switzerland, children who attend local public schools perform better, rather than 
in other countries were children attending private schools perform better 
(Holzer: 2019). The international school is a safe space for expats as they do not 
have to integrate into the society and learn a new language. The children still 
receive an equivalent education and can also add English as a mother tongue after 
one or two semesters at the international school. The parents can network with 
other families in the same situation and often there are more expats from one's 
own home country, which leads to greater social capital.  

To summarize the introduction and background, and to open up for the 
upcoming sections, the central term of this study is the expats with a focal point 
on the international school ICSZ and its expat community. The main point of the 
study is to analyze expats and their journey on how to navigate through a new 
community and on the international arena, and the reasoning behind choosing 
an international base and education, as opposed to the national grounds.  

Purpose and problem statements 
The main question is based on the individuals called expats, who reside in Zürich, 
Switzerland. The purpose of examine these specific expats is because they act on 
an international arena at the same time as they are navigating through their 
newfound country of residential, while making educational and lifestyle choices 
based on their specific assets. The understanding of the combination of being an 
expat in a new country and how to navigate through a new nation, and make the 
decision whether to integrate or not, is of great interest. How expats choose to 
root themselves in a new society and how the basis for their choice regarding 
education, language and the social community laid? Is it a main goal and purpose 
for the families to eventually integrate into the community and society or is their 
intention to one day return to their country of origin, or continue their cultural 
journey to yet another foreign country? The understanding of how the 
conjunction of the expats´ specific assets affect their educational strategies for 
their children and their navigating choices on the national or international arena 
is at focal point and to be further examined in this thesis. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how expats from different parts of 
the world handle their and the family's process of creating a life in the Swiss 
society and community. Furthermore, the study looks at how the different forms 
of capital involved are managed and how it influences the families´ choice of 
school and education for their children. 

Three more precise questions are posed to guide the study and to achieve the 
aforementioned purpose:  

1 What kind of assets did the families possess upon arrival in 
Switzerland?  
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2 How do expats reason when choosing an international school, platform 
and social circle of engagement for their children and families instead 
of the national, in this case the Swiss, arena? 

3  What educational strategies can be observed, and what are the reasons 
for their different kind of choices? 

Theoretical framework 
The theoretical premise for this study is Pierre Bourdieu´s sociology; the concept 
of different types of capital and educational strategies are especially important in 
this regard. The purpose of this study is to understand the choices an expat family 
makes in relation to the educational system, and how those choices relates to the 
volume and composition of capital they possess. The volume and composition of 
assets is what make these expat families occupy positions in relations to one 
another, in the society, community and on the international arena. A better 
understanding of how the relationship between which assets and how much of 
these the expats hold, is of importance for understanding their way of acting in 
the social world and their educational strategies. 

Below is presented a mutual understanding of the concepts being used in this 
study. The interview questions in the study have been designed to examine the 
expats´ cultural, economic and cosmopolitan capitals, as well as their assets in 
fixed forms of volumes. Examples include asking the expats about their 
educational background and the importance of education in their families, 
esteemed amount of cultural activities their children engage in and the desire for 
their family to integrate or not, and how they navigate through the international 
arena.  

The concepts 
Bourdieu explains that capital is an asset that is either inherited or something we, 
as individuals, can acquire ourselves (Bourdieu In Richardson 1986:16) Bourdieu 
also states that capital, either in its objectified or embodied form, take time to 
accumulate. Broady explains the meaning of the various capitals, where cultural 
capital is described as the linguistic assets an individual possesses as well as 
higher education, being well-informed and fine-cultural. Economic capital refers 
to the material and economic assets an individual hold and is the most important 
structure distinguishing individuals, groups and classes apart. Social capital 
includes family ties, friendships and other kinds of contacts and an asset - any - 
functions as symbolic capital in the contexts that value is attributed to the actual 
asset (Broady 1988: 3) According to Broady, the symbolic capital is the most basic 
capital for the reason that the capital can mean and symbolize different assets, 
depending on the situation and occasion. Bourdieu uses the symbolic capital to 
link the relationship between people or institutions and degrees or titles and how 
they are recognized as either honorable, venerable, or superior (Broady 1988: 6). 
In co-relation to the concept of capital, there are other concepts as well that is of 
importance for understanding the expat family’s choices. The space of lifestyle is 
another important concept, which is stating the aspect of how different capitals 
work together. The space is described as symbolic properties and assets, linked to 
specifics group in this space (Broady 1988: 21). Furthermore, a large number of 
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researchers and sociologists have taken on Bourdieu's theories and continued to 
advocate this point of view in sociology. 

The use of capitals from an expat´ point of view 
When it comes to expats, they are in the need of various capitals, just like the local 
individuals - although, the need of a specific capital might differ for expats and 
the local individuals. First of all, expats immigrate to a new country with a range 
of different assets, like economic capital and cultural capital. It is hard to be an 
expat in a lucrative country and society as Switzerland, and the expats value their 
economic capital highly. It is common to assume the economic capital is 
transferred from the expat’s previous country or residency, but it is not 
transferred - it is converted. Money will always be money, and the currency is 
transferrable, but the value of the capital is changeable. Due to the high quality of 
life an expat family in Zürich (normally) choose, the economic capital is very 
important to them. For example, many expat families get their tuition fee for their 
children’s´ school paid by their employers’ company, and some even get their 
housing paid. Which makes the economic capital less important and they can 
maintain a higher quality of lifestyle, but once, or if, the company stop paying for 
the children´s education or housing, the economical capital for an expat family 
becomes a top priority. Some families have to transfer their children to a local 
school, move houses or even move back to their country of origin. 

Cultural capital can be used and transformed by those who have the right 
skills, as Bourdieu (1986) states;  

“The possession of cultural goods as symbolic good (along with the symbolic 
satisfactions which accompany an appropriation of this kind) are possible only for 
those who would hold the code making it possible to decipher them or, in other 
words, that the appropriation, it is sufficient to give free play to the laws of cultural 
transmission for cultural capital to be added to cultural capital and for the structure 
of the distribution of cultural capital between social classes to be thereby 
reproduced” 

Bourdieu and Passeron find a similarity between cultural capital and the 
education system, which they refer to as ´a transformed position during a certain 
stage in the education process´ (2008: 137). Annette Lareau and Elliot B. 
Weininger (2003) present a broader definition of cultural capital - linguistic 
competence, habits, science and cognitive competence (Lareau and Weininger In 
Andersen and Hansen 2011: 608), which is a useful definition of a more specific 
part of the cultural capital an expat possesses. Even though the expats possess, 
need, and use their cultural capital daily, and increase its value, it is not the most 
valued capital for them. Mikael Börjesson states and present another sphere of 
capitals – the transnational capital, which is referred to as the language aspect 
of capitals, as well as international studies abroad, for example, in attitude to the 
education system (2005: 54). The transnational capital is not a main capital for 
these expats examined, but it is still of importance and needs to be mentioned. 

Educational strategies 
How we choose to generate, nurture and use our education capital can be 
summarized as an educational strategy and are both conscious and unconscious 
actions. Expats, in general, possess a large proportion of capital and the parents 
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are setting up their children in the best possible ways, to maintain and gain more 
capital of different kinds. For example, social capital, is important to the expats. 
The parents enrol their children in an international school thus they will not feel 
excluded, can expand their cultural capital in form of language and make friends, 
from either the same country as themselves or from another cultural. When it 
comes to the educational strategies for an expat, they want their children to have 
the same options for a higher level of education as they would have in their home 
country, and therefore they choose an international school where they know their 
children will receive a transferrable education. 

Expats adhere to the international grounds and they communicate, socialize 
and live amongst others, on a common ground where an international, or 
cosmopolitan capital is more needed. The cosmopolitans gather knowledge from 
all over the world, network in the international fields and have English as a 
mother tongue. Cosmopolitan capital is a source of power that is used to 
communicate and involve oneself in global arenas, and individuals – in this case 
expats – accumulate, develop and use their capital when they live abroad 
(Weenink 2008: 1092). When cosmopolitanism is stated in the form of capital, 
the social reproduction and social class become more eminent, and several 
authors have stated that a new international social class has emerged; ´the 
international business elite´ (Weenink 2008: 1092). 

As being stated, the use of the capitals is of importance for the expats and as 
have been described throughout the purpose of the study, these capitals are to be 
valued by the volume and composition of assets the expats possess. The 
explanation of how they use their capitals is to understand what assets are 
important for the expats´ educational strategies in Switzerland. That is related to 
how the expats understand and act on their social grounds and what choices they 
make. In this study for example, economic capital is beneficial for the families 
because they can afford a private school, luxury homes or cars and high-end 
designer clothing. They use their capital to climb higher on the social ladder. With 
a greater amount of cultural capital, the expats are well educated and have an 
educational strategy planned or to be followed, for their children. 

Previous research 
The previous research does not show the exact educational strategies and 
integrating choices of expats but focuses more on studies concerning different 
societal classes, and whether expats are considered immigrants or cosmopolites 
– or both. The relevant previous research for this study is focused on the 
individuals´ cultural and economic capital, the phenomena of expats and 
cosmopolitans as well as the parents' decision and choice of international 
education for their children. 

Cosmopolites 
A well-known and recurring term in the research, articles, and studies concerning 
expats that have been explored is referred to as cosmopolites. The Cambridge 
dictionary defines a cosmopolitan individual as someone who possesses and/or 
have experience of people and things from different parts of the world. In this 
context, cosmopolites are woven into the debate of expats and show the more 
global side of how an expat appears in society. In their research, Beyond 
Cosmopolitanism and Expat Bubbles: Challenging dominant representations of 
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knowledge workers and trailing spouses, Van Bochove and Engbersen (2015) 
point out that expats are considered cosmopolites. Because they feel safe and at 
home in different cultures, are susceptible to and understand the differences 
between individuals and the different cultures and find the global culture 
attractive and interesting (2015: 295). At the same time, it is presented that 
expats live in an ´expat- bubble´ as they are not considered comfortable with 
opening up to a new culture and prefer to break ground on the international base, 
where everyone is more ´equal´ (Van Bochove and Engbersen 2015: 295). 

Don Weenink (2008) explains that cosmopolitanism is a source of power that 
can be translated into social and cultural capital – the cosmopolitan capital. 
Cosmopolitan capital is used to communicate and involve oneself in global 
arenas, and individuals - in this case expats - accumulate, develop and use their 
capital when they live abroad (Weenink 2008: 1092). The cosmopolitans gather 
knowledge from all over the world, network in the international fields and have 
English as an almost mother tongue and have a desire to see beyond the borders 
(of countries) (Weenink 2008: 1093). Despite what Weenink describes above, 
Van Bochove and Engbersen´s research concludes that expats are considered to 
be rooted cosmopolites whom themselves retain their legacy from their home 
country and refer to themselves as for example “Swedish” instead of the 
nationality of the country they reside in. While ´ordinary´ immigrants label 
themselves after the nationality of the country they are living in instead of their 
home country – for example Swedish instead of Iranian (2015: 301). 

The international school 
It is clearly conveyed in the various studies, theses, and research available that 
expats often choose to enrol their children in an international school, where 
English is the main and teaching language (Ball and Nikita 2014: 87). The 
children receive a higher quality of education, along with the English language 
and the international foundation to stand on. Donald Broady (1998) explains that 
the English language has become an increasingly important resource for children 
in today's society and a high number of parents wish for their children to gain 
more international experience (Broady 1998: 24). The advantage of an 
international school is the flexibility in the education (some children only attend 
for a shorter period of time) and the parents also value and appreciate the fact 
that there are other expats families, with the same experiences and approach to 
the international arena, as themselves (Ball and Nikita 2014: 87). Expat parents 
are worried about being outsiders in the society and therefore choose the 
international base as a security for themselves and the family (Ball and Nikita 
2014: 89). They can network with families from the same country as themselves, 
while at the same time find opportunities to make new cultural bonds - on their 
own terms. If they had chosen a national school, they had been ´forced´ to seek 
contact with the local families and also to learn the language. Van Bochove and 
Engbersen reinforce this as they explain that expats feel stressed about having to 
feel at home and being part of a new society. Expats do not feel comfortable being 
called ´foreigners´ and they long to feel like they belong, as they do in their home 
country (2015: 305). Hence, the choice to network with other expats and making 
connections within the international community becomes more natural for them. 
Wagner (1998) present how the international schools, as meeting places or 
children and parents from all over the world, contribute to the transmission and 
the formation of a transnational culture (Wagner In Weenink 2008: 1091). 
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The international schools and education systems have been around for 
decades and, according to the United Nations (UN), one of the main reasons is 
wanting the children of UN employees (and also other international families) to 
receive an education that reflects a value equal to the parents' work. Which is 
intent as a broader knowledge of peace, cultural understanding, respect for 
humanity, and an insight to the international affairs that arise in the world (Hill 
2007: 252). The international schools are strategically placed in cities and 
countries where there are large, international companies and where the expat 
community is large and lucrative enough to get the schools going. The 
international schools are private institutes and has a higher fee for schooling, 
unlike most public schools which are free in many European countries. One of the 
reasons for expats to choose the international private school is because most 
expats possess a greater economic capital, which allows most families to be on the 
same level and class, with similar assets. The noticeable difference throughout 
the literature and which Ian Hill (2007) describes in more detail, is that within 
the multicultural education system the focus is on facilitating integration into the 
national system and society. While the international education system aims to 
convey more worldly aspects and problems, and how they can be resolved (Hill 
2007: 258).  

Method used 
The expats themselves are not the object of this study – but their reasons for 
choosing an international school for their children, and how they decided on this 
particular school. The study uses a qualitative method through in-depth 
interviews. This is the most appropriate method to examine the questions and to 
be able to get the most accurate answers instead of doing a survey. The number 
of interviewees cannot represent the whole expat population in Zürich but 
representing one specific school. The focus of this study is ´family expatriates´, 
since it is the most relevant target group for the case, since ´young professionals´ 
rarely have children or family. A criterion for the interviewees was that they must 
have children attending or used to attend, an international school in the canton 
of Zürich. It did not have to be the same international school but after reaching 
out to the interviewees, only families connected to the Inter-Community School 
in Zürich – ICSZ - were asked to participate. 

Twelve expats living in the canton of Zürich have been interviewed in this 
study. The interviewees are narrowed down to one international school – ICSZ – 
and it was a conscious choice. 20 interviewees were contacted and selected 
through personal connections and the goal was to be able to conduct as many 
interviews possible. In the end, 12 interviews were conducted due to some 
interviewees declining, or due to time management of the interviewee’s 
schedules. The choice of only interviewing women was not intentional – it was 
more of a coincidence. It was not a conscious choice to exclude men from the 
study – women were just more available.  Most of the expat women (at ICSZ) are 
stay-at-home mothers and therefore they had more time to participate in this 
study. The men that were approached and asked to participate unfortunately had 
to withdraw due to time management and work- related matters. 
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The interviews  
The number of interviews allowed for longer and more in-depth conversations 
which would not have been possible with an even higher number of respondents. 
The interviews were scheduled to be one hour – 1,5 hour the longest. Most of the 
interviews held the time frame and landed on 1,5 hours. Depending on the 
connection and the flow of the interview, some of the interviews took over 2 – 
2,5- 3 hours. The respondents acted different during the interviews; some were 
more closed off and answered the questions straight forward and with one 
sentence, whilst others took their time to explain and got deeper into specific 
questions. All the women were happy to converse and wanted to know more about 
the study itself, which was great and made the interviews easy, cheerful, and 
interesting. The quality of all interviews was on a high level and as I got more 
confident with interviewing, the flow of the interviews changed, and it felt more 
natural. To chit chat about the women themselves and let them lead the 
conversation was a make or break for an easy or more closed off start to the 
interview. Semi- structured interviews3 were conducted which allowed for an 
open, honest and flowing conversation. The spontaneous follow up questions felt 
natural and allowed for the women to become more personal and take the lead in 
the conversation.  

The interviews took place during a weekday, over a period of two weeks 
where every day included a new interview, or two interviews back to back the 
same day. The women were asked where they preferred to meet, in order for them 
to feel most relaxed, comfortable and to be able to talk undisturbed. Most 
interviews took place at the women´s house, which they kindly invited me to 
while the others took place at a café nearby the children´s school. All women were 
promised to be remained anonymous in the study, even though some of them said 
it was okay to use their real names. Therefore, after a personal decision, the 
interviewees are portraited under pseudonym´s throughout the whole study. 
During the interviews, notes were taken by me, directly on a laptop. It was easier 
than recording the interviews on a smartphone or with a recorder, since the 
different settings the interviews took place at, were not all quiet and private. 
Taking notes, allowing me to quote and write out proper citations from the 
women worked well throughout the interviews, and once the interview was 
finished, I took time to compile the notes, citations, and personal experiences. 
The citations found in the study is direct- citation and not a summary, from the 
women, unless it states otherwise.  

                                                   
 
3 A semi-structured interview is a method of research used most often in the social 
sciences. While a structured interview has a rigorous set of questions which does not 
allow one to divert, a semi-structured interview is open, allowing new ideas to be brought 
up during the interview as a result of what the interviewee says. 
http://www.qualres.org/HomeSemi-3629.html accessed on 26th of May 2019 
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Empirical findings 

The interviewees 
All of the interviewees are female and range from 38 – 51 years of age. These 
women moved to Zürich for their spouses or their own work and have resided in 
Switzerland from one up to ten years. They are from different countries and they 
are all married – some of them have spouses from the same country, while others 
married across international borders. They have children at the same 
international school in Zürich and they mostly socialize with other families at 
their children’s school. In table 1, in appendix 11.1, the interviewees are 
represented graphically to make it easier for the reader to understand the 
interviewees´ responses and to notice common denominators. 

Hello Switzerland! 
One of the first questions asked is “Why did you relocate to Switzerland?”, which 
is an important question in order to understand the expats´ integration or non-
integration. Are they assigned expats or self-initiated expats? Three of these 
women moved to Zürich for their own work- related reasons, while the other 
women moved to Zürich because of their spouse’s work. Most of these women 
have lived in more than three countries and have the experience of moving with 
children, prior to their move to Switzerland. 

Kate, a stay-at-home mom of two from the US, explains how her life revolves 
around her family and making them all feel at home in Zürich. They are true 
expats and have lived in other countries for two years at a time, before moving 
again. Kate and her family are just finishing up their third year in Zürich, before 
moving to a new country again. She explains how the expat life is a part of who 
they are as a family and even though it is hard from time to time - to leave a place 
that has become home for them, and to enter a new culture - they still enjoy it. 
They are making the most of their time in Switzerland by taking weekend trips, 
getting to know the city and spending time outdoors, until it is time to move again. 
As Kate described her family´s move to Zürich; 

“It is hard to change your life from what it used to be and letting go of things. Having 
to leave family and friends behind, everyday life becomes a struggle and all the new 
rules is confusing. Not knowing the language was hard.”  

This is one of the most common answers from the interviewees – they all find 
everyday life a struggle and trying to figure out the new rules in a new country is 
challenging. Not knowing the local language is of course a disadvantage as well 
but they have managed to get by with basic German and their English. Malin, also 
a current stay- at- home mom of two from Sweden, has only been in Zürich for 
about a year but already feels settled. She did not experience any obstacles 
moving to Switzerland, other than the language;  

“I thought it was going to be harder to feel at home and to like the Swiss people, but 
it was not. If you open up they are very friendly. The only disadvantage is that we feel 
like expats here again, since we entered the international bubble.”   
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Another woman, Grace – a working mother of two, from Canada, moved to Zürich 
because she got married to a Swiss man. Knowing the culture and being more 
integrated – because of her husband - in the society is an advantage for her. She 
told me she used to travel a lot when she was younger and also has cultural 
experience from being a former au pair, which made her feel confident in moving 
to a new country. Eva, a working mother of three from Sweden, agreed with Grace 
in how easy it is to move to a new country: 

“It is super easy to move to a new country. You just pin point what you need to get 
done and do it. Commute distance to work, housing, international school etc. The 
only thing I found hard was to make my children feel settled – it takes longer time 
for the older ones. Besides that, Switzerland is one of the easiest countries in the 
world to move to – it is like an expensive country club.”  

When the women got the question “what are the most outstanding differences 
between the Swiss society and other countries you have lived in and/or your home 
country?” their answers lined up. Switzerland is a safe, clean and easy-going 
country to live and raise children in. None of these women ever hesitated on 
moving to Switzerland – regardless of knowing the language or culture. They all 
felt like “we just have to make it work” and decided to be supportive of their 
spouses and make choices that would benefit their children in the future. Lily, a 
stay-at-home mom of two, originally from India, open up to a wider perspective 
regarding differences of previous countries or her country of origin;  

“Everything is different in Zürich. Colours, food, language, the attitude, the colours 
of the people. The way people interact with you – people in India are nosier and 
wants to be your friend. Here in Zürich, not so much.”  

Lily left India at the age of 26 and immigrated to the United Kingdom, because 
she married a British man, and she explains it was easier to integrate in the UK 
and she feels more at home there than in Switzerland. In Zürich, both herself and 
her husband are new, while in the UK, her husband is native, so it made 
everything easier in terms of finding a social network, work, and everyday life. 
Emily, a stay-at-home mom of four from Italy, experience the move to 
Switzerland like they were going on a holiday. Being so close to the border in 
Milan she had travelled to Switzerland several times before, so she knew what to 
expect and had deeper perceptions about a potential life in Zürich. Her husband 
moved two years before her and the children, therefore she knew what awaited 
them – a higher quality of life and a higher level of education for her children.  

All these families made a conscious choice to move and did not hesitate on 
whether it was going to be hard or not – they all went for it. As mentioned earlier, 
a lot of the women have lived in two or more countries for a longer time and had 
moved with children before. The expat life and the international arena is not a 
new setting and they all enjoy exploring new cultures. Some women agreed; it is 
hard to move but once you have done it, the next time will be easier. They learn 
from their previous experiences and networking with other expats in the same 
situation is a reassurance. The women are all assigned expats, since their 
husbands or themselves, were ordered to move by their employer. In some cases, 
the families might have expressed interest, to their boss or manager, in moving 
abroad, while others were told “you have to relocate or there is no job for you 
anymore”.  Which makes a difference in how you approach a new life – are you 
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´forced´ to move and integrate, your choices might be different unlike if you, on 
your own, decide to open up for a move abroad. 

International or local school? 
The interviewees´ reasons for choosing an international school did not vary at all 
– they all agree on and have the same opinion – the local school is too hard to 
integrate into due to the language. The women all express how an international 
education is a high priority for their children, as well as the importance of their 
children feeling safe and comfortable at school. Since most of the women did not 
speak any German upon arrival to Zürich, an English- speaking school felt like a 
better fit for all of them to be able to make the transition in to the school easier 
for their children. Hailey, a stay-at-home mom of one from the US, describe her 
conscious choice of school for her daughter;  

“I choose ICSZ consciously, because it is an international school and it was located 
in the area we wanted to live in. We know we are moving soon again and do not have 
any interest integrating our child into a German/Swiss school.” 

For Grace, choosing an international school is still a priority, even though her 
spouse is Swiss. From her spouse´s experiences - attending a local Swiss/German 
school - international schools are on another (higher) level of education than 
Swiss schools and they want to give their children the best quality of education as 
possible. For Grace, ICSZ is a conscious choice as she wants her children to have 
the same holidays as herself – being a teacher at ICSZ. Maria, a working mother 
of three, from Sweden, highlights how the language barrier is a make or break for 
their school choice;  

“Me and my husband did not want to introduce a second language in such a short 
time (2 years) for our children and the international base felt like the best idea. Even 
now, with being here for 7 years, transitioning into a Swiss school would not be an 
option – mostly because how the Swiss education system works here and with our 
children still not speaking fluent German.” 

Maria explains, what researcher Tomas Holzer describe as well, that the Swiss 
education system start to perform more exams and the canton (of Zürich) 
perform some sort of selection, where the children get separated according to 
their skills in certain subjects. ICSZ do not have the same approach to tests and 
homework in primary school, so transferring to a local school from ICSZ would 
be too hard for the expat children. Due to those differences of the education 
systems, Maria means it will be too hard for her children to integrate into a Swiss 
school at a higher age and grade. It would be different if they would transfer their 
children to a local school at a younger age. While these previous women 
consciously choose ICSZ for their children, Malin, a stay-at-home mom of two 
from Sweden, have a different approach to her and her spouse´s school choice;  

“We knew we wanted our children at an international school, but we did browse 
around other international schools as well to see our options. In hindsight we could 
have looked at even more schools, but ICSZ was very good to market themselves. In 
the end, the choice was a gut feeling, not a conscious choice.” 
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An exception in this case study is one of the interviewees whom went a different 
way and choose to transfer her children from ICSZ to a local Swiss/German 
school. Charlotte, a stay-at-home mom of three, from the United Kingdom, 
explains their choice;  

“We choose – consciously - to send our children to school at ICSZ when we arrived 
in Zürich, due to not knowing how long time we would be in Switzerland for. It was 
the easiest option for us, with the language and the boys settling in. But after three 
years and counting we felt like we have to give them, and us, a chance of stepping 
outside the international bubble. Choosing a local school was a conscious choice for 
us to be able to integrate our children into the Swiss community.” 

Charlotte tells me that they have to make the move out of ICSZ now, since her 
oldest son is about to go into 6th grade and as Maria mentioned earlier, it is too 
hard to integrate at a higher age. For Charlotte it was now or never as they decided 
to go for it and enforced their children to be a part of their integration by learning 
the local language and adhering to the Swiss education system.  

Education is an important factor in most of the families, the women express, 
looking back on their own and their husbands´ education, and their parents and 
siblings. These women come from different backgrounds, but all where education 
is a top priority. Some women describe they are the first ones to attend university 
– their parents never did. While others say that their parents have high degrees 
and a form of higher education is expected. Their spouses have degrees and are 
working hard for their family. Therefore, setting their children up with academic 
benefits – private school, bilingual, IB – diploma programme for example – was 
never a doubt for any of the families. Although, these families also act like 
cosmopolites in their way of describing what is important when choosing a 
certain school – international or not. They value how their children are being 
shaped into independent, creative and caring individuals, which is something 
money cannot buy. The children at ICSZ are being introduced to the global arena 
and make connections, collect memories, and become world citizens. At ICSZ, 
learning is focused on the individual and the school lets the children be children. 
They get to play, create and be outdoors. Even though some of the mothers do 
think ICSZ academics could be at a better standard, they all agree that they want 
their children to grow up and become reasonable human beings with an open 
mind. The mothers agree on that you can buy your children tutors and send them 
to summer camp to work on their writing- and math- skills for example, while 
being shaped in to a good person is something that needs to be taught and 
reminded from a young age. 

Cultural and economic capital  
For an expat, the most relevant and important capital to possess are the economic 
and cultural capitals. Economic capital is one of the capitals an expat often 
already possesses while cultural capital is something that grows stronger and can 
be acquired. The symbolic capital is also of great importance as it is a capital that 
can be used in different situations and have a different value and meaning 
depending on when the value is counted, which benefits the individual. For these 
expats, symbolic capital might for example be their cultural or cosmopolitan 
capital, which can be transformed into an asset needed or used in a different 
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context than the one presumed. The expats show their belonging for example, in 
form of clothes, style, or interests. It can also be described as the result of your 
social experiences, collective memories, and ways of thinking. In a social context, 
symbolic capital is seen as a useful resource and these specific expats are using 
their symbolic assets when navigating through the international arena.  

While talking to these women, I got an understanding of what capital they 
arrived in Switzerland with and what capitals they gained later on. A large 
number of women in this study possess a greater amount of economic capital due 
to their spouses or their own work. While being at the women’s home, seeing how 
they dress (high end brands), what kind of cars they are driving and knowing 
where they go vacationing every year, it is not hard to see that they all possess a 
greater amount of economic capital. Every woman carries a designer handbag, 
the children get to host spectacular birthday parties, and they travel abroad 
multiple times during the year. I personally know some of these women, and from 
what I have experienced, they all value a higher quality of life – a nice house, sport 
cars and expensive handbags and clothing. It is not something needed in the 
Swiss community, it is the way it is. It goes in line with the metaphor Eva 
described Switzerland as earlier; ´an expensive country club´. To be clarified; 
many of these women only maintain the lifestyle they already have so it is not a 
new or recently developed trait for them. Some women do talk about the aspect 
of a higher quality of life and that they are used to a different standard from their 
home country. Here in Zürich there is no doubt they would enrol their children 
in a private school, since their spouses’ or their own company is paying for the 
tuition but in their home country they would not make the same choice of school 
for their children. It would be a close and local, public school and they would 
consider private schooling at an older age for their children. While one or two of 
the women did say that living in their home country would not be any different 
from living in Switzerland; it would still be a private or bilingual school choice. 

When we are discussing how many countries the women had lived in, most 
of them told me at least two or three different countries - some of them with 
children and some without, which was two separate and different experiences. 
None of the women seemed bothered by being in a new country and showed, by 
talking about their previous homes and countries, that cultural capital is 
something they did possess upon arrival and only keep growing stronger for 
them. Hailey explains how her previous experiences of living abroad have made 
her more independent and open minded. She says; 

“Living in the US make you surrounded and closed off. Here in Europe we (as a 
family) travel a lot, and me and my family have become more open-minded and have 
developed a broader world view while being here in Switzerland.”  

These women act like cosmopolites since they seem urban, easily adapt to new 
cultures and you will find a trait in the women shaped from each country they had 
lived in. Charlotte for example says;  

“We pick things up on the way and we have mixed cultures at home. We eat pumpkin 
pie during Thanksgiving (America), drink our cup of tea daily (United Kingdom) and 
watch the burning snowman every year (Switzerland).”  

Most of the women have attended university and graduated with a bachelor or 
even a master’s degree and had, before the move to Switzerland, successful 
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carriers in their home countries or previous countries. The choice for most of the 
women upon arrival in Switzerland is to become stay-at-home moms, because 
they feel it is too hard to try to find a job in Zurich. Mostly because of the language 
and also because the Swiss community is designed for the mother to stay at home. 
Charlotte explains: 

“I will not go back to work, since it is impossible for me to find a job where I work 
only 20% - 30% per week, or less. My children come home from school for lunch 
every day, and I need to be there for them during those two hours every day. The 
Swiss community is not designed for mothers to work and I have accepted that.” 

Kate used to be a teacher back home in the US, working with disabled children 
and she tells me she would love to go back to work at some stage. She does not 
see it as an option as long as they are expats in a foreign country. With all the 
responsibilities that come with being in a country for a shorter time, she needs to 
be there for her children. Doing the school runs, taking them to activities and be 
at home in the evenings, as her husband works long days and commutes to 
another city. Lily, who used to have a carrier as graphic designer back in the U.K, 
is hoping to be able to get back to work at some stage, since her children are older 
now and she feels like she needs to do something for herself now. Malin, who has 
been in Zürich for about a year now, definitely wants to go back to work as soon 
as she can. She misses working but finds it hard to apply for and finding a suitable 
job. Having her husband working fulltime is not a problem for her, as she would 
get a nanny or an au pair if she starts working again. Maria and Eva are two 
women who are working mothers and Maria and her family moved to Switzerland 
because of her job, not her husbands´. Both Maria and Eva´s husbands are 
working full time but with the children in school from 9 a.m. until – 3 p.m., it is 
manageable for their families having both parents working. Maria has a nanny 
helping her family out, since her and her husband´s work requires a lot of 
traveling, while Eva is managing her household by herself, while combining 
working from home with being a stay-at-home mom.  

When the women are talking about their children’s education, they all value 
a good, or higher even, quality of education for their children. They expect their 
children to do well in school, receive top grades and continue onto a university, 
either in Switzerland, their home country, or abroad. The women all agree that 
education itself is important, and they want their children to take advantage of 
the opportunities they are given academically at ICSZ. Emily expects her children 
to get the highest grades in every class at school, without any tutors, while Eva 
hires a tutor for her children for them to be able to reach their academic goals. 
This strategy Eva is using, can be seen as a way of converting their economic 
capital into cultural capital; by using their economic capital to hire a tutor, in 
order for their children to gain more academic skills, which is then converted to 
cultural capital. The women value their children´s well-being and the fact that 
they are becoming more open minded and independent because of the teaching 
methods at ICSZ, while they still get the academic aspect. It is a good mix of the 
best of both worlds. The expats´ symbolic capital is more prominent and as Malin 
says;  

“It is important for me that the school and the teachers see and recognize every child 
as an individual, get to know the child and have the ability to develop their interests. 
The school that I choose for my children cannot be mainstream.”   
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Although, many of the women emphasizes the academics, Lily want a different 
kind of schooling for her children than she had back home in India; 

“Indians are highly educated and in Asia education is the key. I want a more rounded 
education for my children, with sports, arts and music – not only the academic 
aspect. For me, extra curriculum comes first.” 

The women were asked how many languages their children speak and the women 
being from a country where English is not the main language, says their children 
speak at least two languages. Tess, a working mother of two, from Hungary, says 
her children speak three languages – English, German and Hungarian – which is 
impressive for a child at the age of four. At ICSZ they get taught in both English 
and German and at home they speak Hungarian. While for example, Charlotte 
says it is a must to break out of the expat culture for her children to get forced and 
motivated to learn another language (German) since their mother- tongue is 
English. Maria and Eva´s children all attend after-school lessons in their mother 
tongue – Swedish since Maria and Eva want their children to maintain the 
Swedish language for the future – if they move back to Sweden, or if their children 
want to attend a Swedish university in the future. Lily´s children do not speak 
their mother tongue anymore, since it is was too hard for Lily to take on the 
continuous learning of damal alone, since her husband does not speak the 
language. 

While analyze the women’s´ answers, it is clear that these expats possess a 
greater volume of economic and cultural capital, and the cosmopolitan and 
symbolic capitals are prominent and an asset as well, for these expats. When it 
comes to the economic aspect, they all have financial stability and whether it is in 
their home country or Switzerland – money has the same value. Switzerland is 
one of the more expensive countries in Europe to live in, but your salary is made 
to match the prices on the market when it comes to housing and living expenses. 
The children are being set up with cultural capital in form of a good education, 
multiple languages, and cosmopolitan capital, which is something the children 
can keep acquiring themselves. After observing and from knowing a few of the 
women personally, I want to refer to the new social class Don Weenink (2008: 
1092) is presenting; the ´international business elite´. It is clear that (these 
specific expats) qualify to be part of this class, rather than cultural elites. The 
expats clearly possess great assets of economic capital and show tendency to be 
more part of an economic elite group, in their ways of valuating the educational 
strategies for their children. They want their children to have a transferable 
education, that leads to university studies and a good job in the end. When being 
asked why education is important to the families, most of the women only said, 
“it is very important” and I could sense the under tone of the importance because 
it is expected and ´what you do´, in their families or home cultures. It is a 
difference between what capital the women value more rather than what capital 
is more needed for them. As mentioned, all the women are very confident 
regarding the importance of education for their children, and they are more to be 
referred to and seen as an economic elite-group, rather than a cultural elite- 
group (i.e. artist, writer, photographer). 
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To integrate or not 
Asking questions about integrating or not is one of the more outstanding and 
important questions during the interviews, since one of the main questions in this 
study is to find out about expats´ reasons and choices regarding integration.  

When talking to the women about integrating into Switzerland they all have 
different opinions about it. Most of them are on the same page – the language 
barrier makes it hard, why even bother? While others say they are trying to get 
there, little by little. Honouring more Swiss traditions, talking to the Swiss 
neighbours and enrolling their children in local activities is some of the things 
they all are trying to do. Emily tells me about her family´s conscious choice to try 
to integrate more by letting her youngest child attend Swiss school, while the 
other three children are enrolled at ICSZ. Emily explains she have met local 
parents through the Swiss-German school and her youngest speaks almost fluent 
German now, while maintaining the mother-tongue language as well at home. 
She tries to enrol all her children in local activities, such as swimming, football, 
and singing group in order for them to be able to engage with local children and 
practice their German language even more. Emily says, being asked if she feel like 
part of the Swiss society now: 

“I feel like I live here, but not part of the society. Me and my family can communicate 
and read the news in German for example and we are starting to adapt the same life 
quality as the Swiss; being outdoors, hiking etc. Maybe my kids are more integrated 
than myself.” 

Asking the women about their cultural choices in Switzerland is interesting and 
an important question in order to be able to understand what they do integrate 
into the Swiss community and society. With the language, it is hard for many of 
them to start an integration and some of them feel it is unnecessary due to the 
short time (1-2) years they would spend in Switzerland. The international expat ´ 
bubble´ seems safer and easier and once they are integrated into the bubble, it is 
hard to break out of it. Once the women realized they are going to stay in 
Switzerland more long term, or at least 4-5 years, they decide to make more of an 
effort to integrate. It is like a wake-up call – we are still here! There is only one 
woman out of the 12 who actually made a more outbreaking effort and forced 
herself and her family to give it a try to integrate – Charlotte. The make it or break 
it for her family is the school – if they want to integrate they have to get out of the 
international bubble. Charlotte says: 

“I want to give my children, myself and my husband an honest chance and feeling of 
belonging. There is more to life than the ICSZ- and expat- bubble”. 

As for Kate and Hailey, their families have a time frame on their stay in Zürich 
and they know they will be moving in two or three years, which make the 
integration decision very easy for both of them. Hailey express;  

“No, we do not want to integrate into the Swiss society or community, because we 
made a conscious choice to integrate into the international community instead. We 
are only here for a short time and do not see the point of integrating into the Swiss 
society or community”.  
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When being asked if they feel like they and their family are a part of the Swiss 
community/society the answers are scattered again. Some did not hesitate on 
saying “no” while others said “yes” with a bit of reflection. The ones saying “yes” 
made a point saying they feel part of the Swiss community but not the Swiss 
society. The ones saying “no” explains that they never really have tried to become 
a part, and even though Switzerland feels like home, they do not feel part of the 
country. Johanna, a Swedish stay-at-home mom of one, say she have not made a 
real effort yet, since the focus during her and her husband´s first year in Zürich 
have been on their child, the school and getting settled. She does not feel like they 
have had any needs of integrating since they are happy in the expat bubble and 
on the international arena. Grace, who is married to a Swiss man, even says her 
children mostly spend time with friends from school and they – as a family – 
socialize mostly with other teachers at ICSZ. Her husband is for obvious reasons 
integrated while Grace herself and the children could be more integrated but 
consciously choose not to. Kate and her family, who have a time frame on their 
stay in Zürich, said it would be nice if her children could integrate more into the 
community but with not knowing the language and being at an international 
school it is very hard. She explains a local school would be the best option to 
ensure an integration but with only two years in Zürich it was not an option upon 
arrival. Emma, a stay-at-home mother of three, says both yes and no;  

“We would feel more like a part of the Swiss society if ICSZ wasn´t such a big 
community. But on the other hand - we do not feel left out either- we feel at home 
and grounded. If you just try a bit, Swiss people are very open and friendly.” 

Eva explains that after being in Switzerland for 10 years now, her children can 
apply and get double citizenship and she is considering going through with it. 
Mostly for the sake of still being here and wanting her children to have the 
opportunity to come back and study and live in Switzerland in the future, not so 
much for the sake of feeling or becoming more integrated into the Swiss society. 
Integrating is a difficult decision for everyone, as it affects all members and takes 
a lot of effort. The women who are stay-at-home mothers agree that they do have 
time, but in the same time not. They want to spend their time with their family 
and not have to worry about the language or their children being uncomfortable, 
and not being vocal. Emma describes another way of approaching integration: 

“No matter where you are, you always build your own bubble”.  

Emma explains to me that after moving from one country to another, you always 
make your own safe space for yourself and your family, no matter what school 
your children are attending, if you socialize with the locals or decide to stay with 
the expats. Most of these women are part of both the international and Swiss 
community, it is like they are integrated into the international arena but want to 
be part of the Swiss community. They keep saying how much they want to 
integrate, but the language is a make or break and the women seem to adhere 
more to the international bubble because of natural reasons, which might not be 
a bad thing. They have made an integration but to the international arena and 
they do not have the need of being fully integrated into the Swiss community or 
society. They have a life filled with a circle of friends, good education for their 
children, and they get by with everyday life, even though they are not fully 
integrated into the Swiss country. 
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Discussion  
For this study, 12 expats have been interviewed and they all had a different story 
to tell – why they are in Zürich, how they expected life to be, their challenges 
moving to Switzerland, and the choice of integrating or not into the Swiss society. 
The stories the women told have been unique, and they all have different 
experiences, opinions and goals in life. In the end, it was still easy to see a pattern 
in their behaviour, choices and reasons because they are and have all been in the 
same situation – foreigners in a new country and community. The answers of the 
previously stated problem statement, regarding the expats´ possessed assets in 
form of capitals, integration choices and educational strategies, have been 
obtained and is being presented down below. 

These expats´ need different kinds of capitals to be able to navigate 
themselves on the national and international arena, while they are building up 
their network, social ground and obtain educational strategies for their children. 
When these expats arrive in Switzerland, they possess a significant volume of 
both economic and cultural capital, that allows the families to start off and build 
a life in a new country. Another important form of capital that is eminent is the 
cosmopolitan capital, which is a global capital, allowing the expats to be active on 
the international arena (Weenink 2008:1091).  These specific expats rely on their 
economic, cultural and symbolic capitals in order to maintain their lifestyle and 
to be able to provide their children with great academic choices. The expats have 
a predetermined plan for how their children will receive and achieve great success 
in the academic sector, and neither of the women hesitate on their children 
aiming for continuous studies and they are expecting them to receive high grades 
and be successful. Providing their children with economical capital is more 
important and of a greater value for these expats than cultural capital. These 
economic elites have proven to value education as a "benefit", i.e. school is 
important because it leads to something (Weenink 2008:1092). I state that these 
expats are part of the so called ´international elite- group´, where the economic 
capital is of a greater value for the expats. Symbolic capital is proven to be of 
greater value for these group of expats as well as they rely on their symbolic 
capital in order to maintain a certain lifestyle and to be able to integrate into the 
´expat-bubble´. The three stated capitals are assets the expats possessed upon 
arrival in Switzerland and they rely on these capitals to gain social status, 
educational strategies and economic assets. From a Bourdieusian perspective, the 
expats can be seen socializing and navigating with their capital assets in the same 
fields, with help of the social space created. 

The women´s main focus when arriving to a new country is to make life easy, 
comfortable and enjoyable for their children, meaning the children having 
friends, being confident with the language and getting a good quality of 
education. On the international grounds, all the children are equal and share 
similar experiences from previous countries and they do not have to worry about 
their language skills. It is a conscious choice for the women and their families to 
not integrate into the Swiss community and society; they choose to integrate to 
and navigate in the expat- and international -bubble instead, where they feel 
more comfortable. They get by with their everyday life without speaking Swiss 
German and some women - like Eva, Maria and Lily - have been in Switzerland 
for a longer time, and still have not made the effort to integrate or learn the local 
language. Johanna clearly expresses she does not feel the need to be integrated 
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into the Swiss community when she and her family is already part of the 
international community. The integration process is more of a choice for the 
expats and the international arena is just the easier option for them, stated by the 
interviewees. A common answer about the choice to integrate or not from the 
women was that if they would have known how long they would end up staying 
in Zürich, they would have made a better effort in the beginning to integrate. 
Some women said they would have considered a local school and not choose the 
international grounds as ´easy´ as they did when they arrived.  

An important aspect arose when talking to the women about their integrating 
choices and school choices for their children; their children are fully integrated, 
but to the international arena.  The school serve as a link between the educational 
system and the children´s integration choices and skills. I got the impression 
from the women that they feel like their children are more integrated, but into the 
international bubble, rather than into the Swiss community. It is because the 
children are the ones making new friends, learning a new language and get to 
experience, not only the Swiss, but other cultures and traditions as well, through 
their school. While the women (most of them) stay at home and take care of the 
household and their family, and the only social connections they are making is 
through their children´s school, which is international. The women get integrated 
into the international ´expat-bubble´ because it is the easier choice for them and 
none of them have felt a stronger need to be integrated into the Swiss network 
yet. The choices these expat families are making is verifying what Van Bochove 
and Engbersen points out; expats are not comfortable opening up to a new culture 
and feel safer and prefer to break ground on the international arena (2015:295). 

Bourdieu´s premises regarding capital and the expats field of use (of the 
capitals) is part of the study´s framework. During the interviews, the women 
talked about their interests, lifestyle and friends and family, and the use of fields 
is shown. They all socialize in the international field and they compete with other 
expats in the social room. The use of their capital is put at test when they network, 
either for socializing or for work related reasons. For example, social capital, 
refers to friendship, relatives, and other forms of relationships is a formed 
strategy for the expats and they use this strategy in order to maintain a circle of 
friends, not only for their children, but for themselves as well. The educational 
strategy and the use of fields and social space is co-related thus the school itself 
can be seen as a social space. The expats children are the actors and the school 
are their social space where they use their capitals to navigate around. They gain 
knowledge, socialize and become part of an international group. The expats rely 
on their capitals in order to make an integration, or to not integrate as well. In 
this study, their capitals are of great value, depending on the volume and 
composition, in order for the expat families to make their choices regarding 
education for example. Weenink (2008) earlier on presented the cosmopolitan 
capital which refers to the capital expats use to communicate on the global arena, 
and these expats´ children possesses and uses their cosmopolitan capital on daily 
basis (Weenink 2008: 1092). 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to examine expats in the canton of Zürich - to get 
knowledge of what assets in form of different capitals they possess on arrival in 
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Zürich, their reasons and choices of choosing the international ground over the 
local – Swiss – arena and their choice of integrating or not into the Swiss society 
and community. The group of expats is of interest to examine because it is a global 
phenomenon, and the previous research in this area does not state nor cover all 
the questions being asked in this specific study.  The defined research questions 
were; 1) What kind of assets do these families possess upon arrival in 
Switzerland? 2) How does expats reason when choosing an international school, 
platform and social circle of engagement for their children and families instead 
of the national, in this case the Swiss, platform? 3) What educational strategies 
can be observed, in relation to the families´ economic and cultural capital? After 
interviewing 12 women, with different backgrounds, experiences and choices, I 
believe I have obtained answers to the stated purpose of this study.  

The interviewees are expats in the age of 38 – 51, living in the canton of 
Zürich and their common ground is their children who all are attending The 
Inter-Community School Zürich (ICSZ). These expats all have the same 
constructed educational strategies were the economic, cultural and cosmopolitan 
capital are distinguished. The family’s priorities upon arrival in Switzerland was 
very similar – their children were their main focus and the parents wanted the 
children to feel settled and to master the English language. To be part of the ICSZ 
community was a great starting point for the expats as they felt welcome, could 
exchange thoughts and feelings about being new in Switzerland and their children 
easily got integrated into the school. Weenink describes the phenomena of 
cosmopolites and due to the previous research on the term, these specific 
examined expats are showing traits of being cosmopolites (2008:1092). 

When it comes to integrating into the Swiss society, the expats agreed on that 
it is hard because of the language barriers, which Ball and Nikita (2014) supports. 
Some of the families made more of an effort to be part of the Swiss society while 
others felt the international ´expat-bubble´ is enough for them. Being part of the 
expat community is safe, familiar and you do not feel left out or struggle with the 
language. Due to the great expat community built up around ICSZ, these expats 
are settled and do not have an urgent need of integrating into the Swiss 
community. Some families did say they want to make a greater effort on 
integrating, but with their children attending an international school it is hard to 
know where to start and to break out of the international ´expat-bubble´. The 
expats in this study is more or less fully integrated into the international arena 
but not into the Swiss society or community. It is a conscious choice of the 
families to not integrate and they state the time frame on their stay in Zürich is 
the most crucial factor. Some women mentioned if they would have known from 
the beginning how long they were going to stay in Zürich, a local Swiss/German 
school might would have been an option instead of an international school and 
the integration process would have proceeded in a different way. Not knowing the 
local language is another factor for these expats struggling or seeing it as an 
obstacle, to integrate.  

The children´s education at ICSZ can be seen as an educational strategy 
itself, since the academic record and opportunities they receive is of importance 
for their future studies. The parents have set the children up for the best possible 
education while living abroad, and while the parents themselves are well-
educated, their children are inheriting their educational capital. As mentioned in 
findings, Eva hires a tutor for her children in order for them to gain more cultural 
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capital, and in order to do that, Eva has to use her assets in form of economic 
capital. That is another form of educational strategy being used by these expats.  

As many women concluded; the language and the safety of the ´expat-
bubble´ makes it hard to try to integrate into the Swiss society and community. 
At the same time, these expats have made the conscious choice of not integrate 
because they do not feel the need of becoming part of the Swiss society and 
community. Their children spend most of their time with friends from ICSZ and 
taking on Swiss German as a second language is not a strong desire for these 
women and their children. Furthermore, the expat community in Zürich is a 
growing community and their reasoning and choices of integrating might change 
over time, but for now, these expats are happy in their ´expat-bubble´. 
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Appendix 

Table 1.  

Interviewee 
Country of 
origin Age 

Years 
in 
Zürich 

Occupation/ 
Company 

Children 
(age) 

Maria Sweden 44 7 
President, EF 
Education Tours 3 (4, 8, 11) 

Kate USA 41 3 
Stay- at- home 
mom 2 (6, 8) 

Johanna Sweden 49 1 
Stay- at- home 
mom 1 (7) 

Grace Canada 41 16 Teacher (at ICSZ) 2 (8, 10) 

Malin Sweden 37 1 
Stay- at- home 
mom 2 (3, 5) 

Lily India 51 7 
Stay- at- home 
mom 2 (both 10) 

Emily Italy 44 4 
Stay- at- home 
mom 

4 (4, 8, 12, 
14) 

Eva Sweden 47 10 VP, Scandishop 
3 (10, 11, 
13) 

Hailey USA 44 3 
Stay- at- home 
mom 1 (11) 

Emma 
The 
Netherlands 40 5 

Stay- at- home 
mom 3 (4, 6, 7) 

Charlotte 
The United 
Kingdom 40 4 

Stay- at- home 
mom 3 (4, 8, 11) 

Tess Hungary 39 4 Teacher (at ICSZ) 2 (4, 8) 
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Interview guide 
Introductory questions 
Where are you from? 
How old are you? 
What do you work with? 
What interest do you have? 
What languages do you speak? 
How long have you been in Switzerland for? 
Are you and your partner from the same country? 
What does your partner work with? 
How many children do you have? Age? 
What languages does your children speak? 

To live and socialize in Zurich 
Do you have Swiss friends?  
What kind of activities does your children engage in outside of school? 
How much of your own traditions from your home country and/or culture do you 
maintain with your children? Such as food, news, holidays etc for example.  
Do you want your children to integrate into the Swiss society? If yes, what do you 
do to ensure this? If no, why? 
Are you involved in any specific clubs or associations, associated/linked with your 
country of origin?  
Do you and your family associate with a lot of other families from your children´s 
school? 
Why did you relocate to Switzerland? 
What are the most outstanding differences between the Swiss society and your 
home country? 
 What was your expectations upon arrival in Switzerland? Thoughts, feelings? 
Do you feel like you and your family are a part of the Swiss society now? If yes/no, 
why? 
What are the biggest challenges facing when moving to a new country? 
How does Zürich and Switzerland compare to other countries you have lived in? 
In terms of the accessibility to find a social network. 

School/education 
What school are your children attending? How come you choose that school? 
(Conscious/unconscious choice) 
What is your opinion of the school? What makes the school particularly good, bad 
and/or average? Why? 
How important is the aspect of education in your family? Looking back on your 
parents, siblings etc.  
What was/is important to you when choosing a school for your child/children? 
Do you think your educational choices for your children would have been any 
different if you had lived in your home country? Why?   
How important do you think planning on staying in/leave Zürich is for your 
choice of school and education for your children? Does it affect your choices at 
all, a little or not? 
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Life in the longer terms 
Do you think your cultural priorities would have been any different if you had 
lived in your home country? Why?   
What plans do you have for the future? In terms of work, studies or other projects, 
place of residence, family and friends.  
Are you and your family planning on staying in Zürich?  - If not, where, when and 
why are you planning to relocate? 

Closing questions 
Is there anything you would like to add? 


