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During the last decade, Swedish families have started to employ nannies 

and au pairs to an extent previously never experienced. Political initiati-

ves such as the RUT tax deductions (2007), together with global trends 

of ‘care chains’, have created a new private market for private child care 

services. 

In this study, we have analysed how families ‘do family’ when parts of 

the care for children are bought as a service on the market. By inter-

viewing all categories of actors – nannies, au pairs, parents and child-

ren – and by using innovative methods, the project has made unique 

contributions to international research debates on global care chains and 

paid domestic care work. Furthermore, this is the first extensive study 

internationally to include children’s perspectives on care from nannies 

and au pairs, and one of few studies that gathers data from several 

actors involved in the same care practice. It is also an important contri-

bution to family research, where paid domestic care has previously been 

neglected.
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Data and methods

This research project has 

collected a large amount of 

qualitative data, in all over 80 

interviews with: 

• 26 nannies and au pairs 

• 28 parents

• 19 children

In some cases, the participants 

have been interviewed twice. To 

capture the complexity of care, 

innovative qualitative methods 

have been used, such as 

• deep interviews, including 

diary interviews,

• concentric circle and draw-

your-day exercises with 

children.

In addition, the nanny and au 

pair market has been studied 

through interviews with nanny 

companies, au pair agencies, 

churches organizing activities 

for au pairs, the Tax Agency, 

and the Migration Agency.

How does the everyday life of parents change when a nanny 

or an au pair is doing parts of the care work at home?

From the perspectives of parents, having a nanny or an au pair solves 

the “jigsaw-puzzle of life”: gender equality is accomplished when both 

mothers and fathers can pursue demanding careers, as the nanny/au 

pair does parts of the care work at home. This enables an everyday life 

without stress and conflict, which makes them feel like “better parents”. 

In the interviews with parents, the job of the nanny/au pair is often 

portrayed as “easy”, but at the same time, there are expectations that 

she should be “flexible” and act like a “project leader” who sees what 

needs to be done without being told or reminded. 

Most parents do not express worry that the relationship between the 

nannies/au pairs and their children will be too emotionally close; they do 

not see this relationship as threatening to their own relationship to the 

children. Many parents also express difficulty labeling the nanny/au pair: 

she is neither an “employee” nor “part-of-family”.

What is it like to work as a nanny or an au pair? 

Similar to the parents, nannies and au pairs describe their job as “easy” 

and often also as fun: to be with children and be part of a family’s  

everyday life is experienced as exciting. At the same time, when the 

nannies and au pairs talk about what they actually do during an ordi-

nary day, a more complex image emerges where care work comes out 

as both physically and emotionally demanding. As a consequence, and 

despite having positive feelings for both the children and the family, 

many feel that nanny and au pair work was not really a job for them. 

They also often express that their position in the family is unclear: some-

times they are seen as an employee, sometimes as ‘part-of-the-family’. 

Regardless of how they define their own role, they are dependent upon 

how the family sees them, and sometimes the views of the parents 

differ from the views of the children. 

Both nannies and au pairs tell about the difficulties of saying no to 

work; if nannies do so, they run the risk of not being asked to come 

back to work for the family again. For au pairs, who also live with the 
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‘She [the au pair] takes on, like, the 

whole buffer time, like we have never 

really had to go to the supermarket 

with our children screaming on the 

floor, pulling at our legs. You never 

have to experience that, really, like, 

being really exhausted, since she also 

makes dinner for all of us, so neither 

my husband nor I have ever had to 

stand there by the stove preparing 

meatballs and pasta with all the 

children screaming around you. […] 

the few times it happens nowadays, 

then it is just a one-time incident; 

it is not this everyday thing that 

happens regularly. Because it is the 

everyday stuff, the things that recur, 

we cannot handle that.’ (Mother, 

experience of several au pairs) 

--------------------------------------------- 

‘I was thinking about that, not getting 

too emotionally attached, but if I 

didn’t get that attached to her [the 

child in her care], if I wouldn’t feel the 

connection, it would somehow affect 

my work. So, I’d rather be a little bit 

heartbroken when I leave and know 

that I did a good job and that I had a 

proper relationship with her.’ (Nanny, 

experience of working in one family) 

--------------------------------------------- 

‘There was this nanny that we had, 

like maybe three nannies ago, and 

like, she was here, and she was really 

nice and all […but] she was like, “Yes, 

I’m going to go Skype with my family 

now”, and then she was down there 

[in her room] for a really long time, 

and then she came up to make some 

food, and then she went downstairs 

again. […] then, well then you didn’t 

talk to her that much. But our latest 

[nanny…] she talked a lot to us 

because she did a lot of stuff together 

with us and came up with things we 

could do, like biking together.’ (Child, 

12 years old, experience of several 

nannies and au pairs)

family, there are seldom a strict line between work and free time and 

they often work more than the 25 hours stipulated by the official rules 

of au pairing.

What are the experiences of children of being in care 

situations with nannies and au pairs?

Many children see gains in having nannies and au pairs taking care of 

them: they see that the parents’ demanding careers enable a certain 

life style they like (nice houses, fun vacations), that they themselves are 

relieved from care work, and especially the older children see the gains 

in learning a different language, if they have had an au pair from a 

different country. At the same time, several of the children do not like 

that their parents work so much, and say that it has been difficult to 

have someone not speaking the same language as yourself taking care 

of you.

The children’s narratives about everyday care show that they expect 

nannies and au pairs to do more than the “simple chores” the parents 

have asked for: the children want the nanny/au pair to see them and 

make them feel like they are special to her. If this happens, then there is 

potential for close and important relationships to develop. At the same 

time, the underlying framework of the practice is detrimental to this: 

nannies and au pairs are to be short-term employments and engage-

ments. Children with experience of many different nannies and au pairs 

tell about painful break-ups and strategies for not becoming emotionally 

attached to a new nanny/au pair. But this is difficult: being in care 

situations together seems to inevitably require emotional doings. 
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There exist no data on the numbers 

of au pairs who work in Sweden. 

This is because different rules regu-

late different groups of au pairs:

• Au pairs from outside of the 

EU are visible to the authori-

ties, if they are here legally and 

have obtained an au pair visa 

from the Migration Agency.

• Au pairs from within the EU 

are invisible, due to the free 

movement of labour. 

In effect, the rules stated by the 

Migration Agency apply only to 

au pairs from outside of the EU. 

Within these, emphasis is on 

cultural exchange and au pairing is 

not seen as regular work. The rules 

state that the au pair should:

• be 18-30 years old

• study Swedish

• have an offer from a family in 

Sweden stating that the au pair 

should do childcare and light 

housework for a maximum of 

25 hours/week and that work 

and studies should not exceed 

40 hours/week

• be offered at least 3500 SEK in 

payment

Sweden has not signed the Euro-

pean agreement on au pairing, 

so actually, in practice all au pairs 

in Sweden (EU and non-EU) are 

seen as workers falling under the 

Domestic Work Act (1970:943). 

Very few know of this, and since 

no union is organising au pairs in 

Sweden there is no party oversee-

ing their working conditions.

• The study points towards the complexities inherent in care 

work. The nanny becomes the “invisible glue” of the family, who, 

through her complex doings of care, makes the everyday run 

smoothly. 

• An important contribution of the study is the inclusion of children’s 

narratives of being cared for by nannies and au pairs. The 

children’s narratives clearly show that they expect care to be emotio-

nal and reciprocal doings, and the children’s perspectives have been 

crucial in capturing the discrepancy between expectations on care 

as “easy”, on the one hand, and, on the other, experiences of being 

in an actual care situation that demand emotional activities.

• The study also shows that the growing market and acceptance 

for private domestic services lead to new forms of inequalities, 

within and between families. The inequalities within families 

are related to the ‘doings of family’ that the nanny/au pair engage 

in. These are the same kinds of doings traditionally carried out by 

women in families, but now, done by an actor even more invisible 

due to her subordinate position related to gender, age, class, and 

in many cases also ethnicity/migratory position. There is also a risk 

that inequalities between families are reproduced, as the realising of 

ideals of gender equality and ‘good parenthood’ becomes depen-

dent upon financial resources and social class.
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What rules regulate au 
pairing in Sweden?

Concluding remarks


