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Abstract:  This paper aims to understand the individual and relational motives supporting 
migration from Italy to Bogota. Our concern is to achieve a nuanced understanding of how aspi-
rations, on the one hand, and social networks, on the other, shape migratory decisions and struc-
ture in broader migration patterns. To do this, we chose a qualitative approach based on narrative 
interviews with Italians living in Bogota, which were selected through snowball sampling. As 
a result, we produced a  typology of five different migration pathways: globetrotters aspiring to 
international mobility with no mediators supporting their process of continuous migration; ca-
reerists who accept moving on demand of their company for advancing their career supported by 
professional mediators; risk-takers aspiring to professional independence and supported in their 
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This paper focuses 
on a migra-
tion flow from 
Italy to Bogo-

ta. The latter is a small flow compared with other 
migration mass flows. Available data show that the 
Italian community in Colombia is small, although 
it has rapidly grown in recent years. According to 
the Registry of Italians Living Abroad (Anagrafe de-
gli Italiani Residenti all’Estero, A.I.R.E1), there is an 
upward trend in the number of Italians who took 
up residence in Colombia for over 12 months. They 
have doubled in the post-2008 crisis period (from 
10,690 in 2009 to 21,038 in 2020). This figure does 
not include temporary or circular migration to Co-
lombia (such as the one that often concerns retirees, 
professionals in smart working conditions, or man-

1 See: https://www.esteri.it/it/servizi-consolari-e-visti/ital-
iani-all-estero/aire_0/. Retrieved December 12, 2024.

agers of large companies moving from one location 
to another) and Italians who, despite having resided 
abroad for more than a year, avoid registering with 
A.I.R.E. Therefore, it can be considered underesti-
mated.

The paper aims to understand the forces and path-
ways through which Italian migration in Bogota 
occurs and is experienced, narrated, and repre-
sented. Our concern is to achieve a nuanced un-
derstanding of how aspirations and desires, on the 
one hand, and social networks, on the other, shape 
migratory decisions and structure in broader mi-
gration patterns.

To do this, we chose a qualitative approach based 
on hermeneutic interviews with Italians living in 
Bogota. As a result, we produced a typology of dif-
ferent migration pathways, allowing us to identify 
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similarities and differences among the aspirations 
driving migration and the social networks support-
ing it. 

The paper is organized as follows. The next section 
provides a short overview of the literature on mi-
gration as regards individual motivations and so-
cial supporting networks. In the following one, we 
briefly outline the empirical research methodology. 
After that, we present the classificatory principles 
of the typology and the different types of migra-
tion patterns we identified among the people we 
interviewed. In the conclusive remarks, we shortly 
discuss our main findings.

Aspirations and Social Infrastructures as 
Drivers of Migration

In the field of migration studies, the study of the fac-
tors that explain why people leave their country of 
origin and choose their country of arrival has been 
based predominantly on neoclassical models of ra-
tional choice and utility maximization, well sum-
marized in the so-called push-pull theory (Massey 
et al. 1993). This model conceives migration as the 
result of a combination of economic push factors 
operating in the context of origin (poverty, unem-
ployment, low social status, etc.) and pull factors op-
erating in the country of destination (better wages 
and job prospects, more efficient welfare systems, 
etc.). Therefore, economic inequality in the country 
of origin is the driving force behind migration. This 
model has recently been reconceptualized by dis-
tinguishing between different structural elements 
that influence the agency of social actors (Van Hear, 
Bakewell, and Long 2018):

•	 Predisposing drivers, which consist of struc-
tural macro disparities between the place of 

origin and destination (economic, political, 
environmental, and geographic disparities) 
that indirectly make migration more likely;

•	 Proximal drivers, which consist of more local-
ized structural contingencies, such as eco-
nomic crisis, environmental degeneration in 
the place of origin or economic recovery, and 
new job opportunities in the place of destina-
tion, that may directly influence the decision 
to migrate;

•	 Precipitating drivers, related to an identifiable 
adverse push event in the place of origin, 
such as a factory closure or financial crisis, 
political persecution, environmental disas-
ters, or an identifiable pull event in the place 
of destination, such as changing immigra-
tion laws;

•	 Mediating factors, including the quality of 
transportation, communications, informa-
tion about the destination, and the “culture of 
migration,” may all be seen as the migration 
infrastructure (Xiang and Lindquist 2014).

However, these structural drivers do not act in 
a vacuum, and most studies have shown the impor-
tance of individual motivations and infrastructure 
in shaping various mobility regimes (Glick-Schil-
ler and Salazar 2012). Instead, they are socially 
accepted narratives supporting past, present, and 
future actions (Gu 2012). Objective factors will be 
perceived and interpreted differently by different 
individuals, and these differences in interpretation 
and identification of opportunities and advantag-
es may explain much variation in individual mi-
gration paths (Verwiebe et al. 2010). How people 
narrate their motivations and the social contexts in 

Angela Delli Paoli & Domenico Maddaloni
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which they are presented and justified sheds light 
on links to broader social structures, enhancing 
in-depth understanding and sociological imagina-
tion.

Recently, an alternative way of framing migra-
tion has emerged, based on individual factors and 
focusing on the diversity of personal desires, as-
pirations, cognitions, emotions, and motivations 
underlying migration pathways (Collins 2017; 
Carling and Schewel 2018; Meyer 2018; Scheibel-
hofer 2018). 

Under this perspective, individual mobility choic-
es are considered part of a broader aspiration for 
self-development. Migration is a means to achieve 
what they aspire for in their life; it is part of a plan 
for individual becoming. Migration should not be 
seen as an end in itself but as a means to the end 
of realizing life aspirations (Carling and Collins 
2018). 

Within this perspective, the stream of research 
on lifestyle migration (Benson and O’Reilly 2009; 
2015; Benson and Osbaldiston 2014; Benson 2015) 
conceptualizes the choice of migration as one relat-
ed to how one aspires to live one’s life.

Aspirations and desires are socially rooted in 
shared imaginaries (Salazar 2011; 2014). They are 
built within individuals’ “aspirations window” 
and adhere to the aspirational norms of the social-
izing context (Ray 2006). This may shape a “culture 
of migration” (Timmerman, Hemmerechts, and De 
Clerck 2014) at the individual level (people who 
have migrated in the past are more likely to mi-
grate in the future) but also at the community lev-
el, thus becoming a normative ideal which affects 
the individual aspirations to migrate. Another ex-

ample may be the concept of “mobility fetishism” 
(Bauder, Hannan, and Lujan 2016) of the academ-
ic environment that led to aspire to mobility to 
strengthen career paths.

Also, infrastructures can be included in the “as-
pirations windows,” playing a significant role 
in supporting migration processes. These infra-
structures may be distinguished as commercial 
(recruitment intermediaries), regulatory (state 
procedures for working, licensing, studying, 
training, etc.), technological (material, architec-
tural, technical, and digital infrastructures of 
communication and transportation), humani-
tarian (international organizations), and social 
(migrant networks) (Xiang and Lindquist 2014; 
Düvell and Preiss 2022:85). In different mobility 
regimes, infrastructures may play various roles. 
Specifically, their role may change according to 
the destinations. For instance, where physical in-
frastructures are lacking, as in the migration flow 
from Italy to Bogota, social infrastructures may 
have a  crucial role in migration processes. They 
help to overcome transportation (the lack of di-
rect air connections), regulatory difficulties, and 
the uncertainty deriving from media and people’s 
misrepresentation of the destination. 

Both weak and strong ties matter in the migration 
decision process, acting as complements in the mi-
gration choice, but they provide different types of 
support (Schapendonk 2015; 2018; Giulietti, Wahba, 
and Zenou 2018). 

The attention to the individual, emotional, and rela-
tional components of migration helps blur boundar-
ies between different types of migration also when 
the same places of origin and destination are in-
volved.

Aspirations and Networks of Italian Migrants to Bogota. A Typology
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Methodology

Our data are mainly based on qualitative research 
conducted through in-depth interviews. As stat-
ed in the literature (Collins 2017; Zapata-Barrero 
and Yalaz 2018), qualitative research based on mi-
grants’ narratives is useful to go beyond normal-
ized scripts of migration and more apt to capture 
individual dimensions, expressions of aspirations 
and desires, unpredictable connotations, and the 
imaginary of migration. Feminist studies have 
shown the importance of narratives in listening to 
migrants’ interpretive voices as a lens for accessing 
how migration is represented and understood and 
how structural factors are mediated to produce 
particular patterns, meanings, and experiences of 
migration (Silvey 2004). Therefore, as previous re-
search has shown (Jensen and Pedersen 2007), the 
analysis of narratives provides a significant basis 
for understanding the relationship between indi-
viduals and structures in migration.

We used hermeneutic interviews, which, by fo-
cusing on the central role of participants and their 
perspectives, can derive interpretations from their 
narratives about migration experience (Montes-
perelli 1998). Hermeneutic interviews are based on 
the Gadamerian tradition, which moves beyond 
the epistemological emphasis on understanding 
essences to emphasize an understanding of the 
person being in the world (Gadamer 1975). The in-
terviews were free-form, the sequence of questions 
was participant-driven, the interviews resembled 
everyday conversations, and the questions were 
open-ended and reflective.

The interviews were conducted on Italians liv-
ing temporarily or permanently in Bogota at the 
time of the interviews (January-July 2020), selected 

through snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is 
particularly appropriate for a population that is 
hidden, indefinable, or difficult to locate, as mi-
grant communities are. We used several reference 
chains (particularly thematic Facebook groups and 
physical communities) to identify initial respon-
dents and avoid social homogeneity. The research-
er discusses the research objective (the migration 
process) with potential participants during the 
recruitment process. This allows participants to 
reflect more deeply on their migration experience.

We used an interview guide (Silverman 2015) to 
keep the conversation focused on four main parts:

1.	 the life before migration (interviewees’ educa-
tion, career plans, and background information);

2.	 mediating drivers enabling or constraining mi-
gration (the presence and quality of transport, 
communications, the “culture of migration” in 
terms of previous experience of mobility and mi-
gration, the role of mediators, etc.);

3.	 their account of migration inception and perpe-
tuation to Bogota;

4.	 their integration inside and outside Bogota.

The majority of interviews (25 out of 31) were con-
ducted face-to-face; the remaining 6, due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, were carried out online. In-
terviews had an average duration of 45 minutes, 
were audio-taped, and transcribed in full. 

In the case of the face-to-face interviews, the setting 
was chosen jointly to ensure an environment that the 
participants considered safe and unencumbered so 
that they could feel comfortable sharing their stories.

Angela Delli Paoli & Domenico Maddaloni
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We followed the canonical stages of qualitative in-
terviewing: thematizing, designing the interview 
and the open-ended questions, interviewing, au-
dio recording, fully transcribing, verifying, and re-
porting (Silverman 2010; 2015). Identifying features 
were removed.

In this research framework, data analysis is an iter-
ative process that involves continuous interaction 
between data collection and analysis. Therefore, 
the texts collected through the interviews were ex-
plored inductively without predetermined catego-
ries and in search of relevant themes. This involves 
a reflexive movement between data collection, data 
coding, analysis, and interpretation, with new cat-
egories constantly being added and old ones re-
read in light of them. Barney Glaser and Anselm L. 
Strauss (1967) call this process a constant compara-
tive method: a constant coding based on reanalysis 
of the same categories to capture differences and 
similarities. Differences allow existing categories 
to be refined and subcategories or new catego-
ries to be created. This process helps move from 
a descriptive level to a theoretical model, such as 
through creating typologies.

The total number of participants was 31. This group 
is quite heterogeneous regarding gender, age, geo-
graphical origin, and educational level. There is 
an almost equal representation of men and wom-
en (16  M, 15 F). Regarding age, most participants 
are between 36 and 45 years old, but younger and 
older age groups are also represented. The group 
shows a high level of education, with only 6 having 
a high school diploma and the rest having high-
er education (4 bachelor’s degrees and 12 master’s 
degrees) and 9 a postgraduate qualification (6 doc-
toral degrees and 3 international master’s degrees) 
(Table 1). 

Table 1. Group demographics (n=31)

Variable Categories Count

Gender
M 16

F 15

Education

High school Diploma 6

Bachelor and Master 
Degree 16

Post-graduate qualification 9

Age

25-35 5

36-45 17

46-57 9

Geographical 
Origin

South of Italy 11

Centre of Italy 8

North of Italy 12

Arrival date

Less than 1 year 4

More than 1, less than 5 7

More than 5, less than 10 10

More than 10 10

Total 31

Source: Self-elaboration.

Aspirations and Social Infrastructures: 
A Typology

Based on the recent debate on results on the driv-
ers and infrastructure of migration pathways, we 
have identified two classification principles to 
identify and sort differences and similarities in 

Aspirations and Networks of Italian Migrants to Bogota. A Typology
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Figure 1. A typology of Italian immigrants in Bogota

Source: Self-elaboration.

the migration pathways of Italians in Bogota in 
2020. 

The first is that of aspirations, as defined in the pre-
vious section. We distinguish between migration as 
a means of solving some contextual problem and that 
driven by aspirations for independence, revenge, 
or career. Contextual problems can take different 
forms, but the aspiration in this case is to improve 
one’s life situation (with better working conditions, 
work environment, etc.). Conversely, some see mi-
gration as an end, a step toward achieving a life am-
bition that can take different forms (such as a better 
quality of life or an improved family situation). 

The second is the extent and nature of the social 
infrastructure that supports the migration flow. 
We distinguish between autonomous migration 
flows not supported by social ties, migration 
flows supported by weak ties, and migration 
flows supported by strong ties.

From the intersection of these two classificatory 
principles, we derive the typology of Italian mi-
grants in Bogota depicted in Figure 1. Although 
the 5 typologies identified, globetrotter, cosmo-
politan, careerist, exile, and bonded, are neither 
exhaustive nor mutually exclusive, they do offer 
an attempt to distinguish migratory patterns.

Angela Delli Paoli & Domenico Maddaloni
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Globetrotters

This group includes five interviewees who share 
a strong individual “culture of migration” and show 
an aspiration to international mobility, which does 
not turn into an attachment toward a specific desti-
nation. They are high-skilled travelers who imple-
ment a permanent mobility pathway made up of 
different short-term destinations:

I have been to Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, Burma, Brazil, 

Colombia, Ecuador, and other places like Indonesia, 

but not all for work, some for pleasure, to get to know, 

then Sri Lanka, Australia. So, various places where 

one could open one’s mind a bit and get to know the 

local people…one always thinks, as Troisi used to say, 

that one goes to the North from the South to work, but 

this is not always the case. [04M55]

The migration project of these interviewees is based 
on an endogenous or proactive choice, aiming at ful-
filling an individual aspiration—mobility—consid-
ered particularly important for constructing their 
identity. Driven by an inherent propensity and need 
to travel and discover the world, they value migra-
tion as a life experience. Mobility is their way of life 
(Urry 2002), their normative ideal (Elliott and Urry 
2010), and a defining aspect of their identity (Cohen, 
Duncan, and Thulemark 2013).

This aspiration seems to be rooted in a “culture of 
migration” inherited from the family of origin or 
shared with a foreign partner who makes the expe-
rience of international mobility familiar even before 
the migration choice:

Dad traveled all the time. Dad worked in a [large 

company in northern Italy], like Mum, for 40 years of 

their lives [laughs]. And Dad traveled, he worked in 

the foreign commercial part, so for a while, he also 

did, in addition to doing African markets, the Middle 

East, and South America, he also did Spanish mar-

kets. And so he liked to go there, the beaches, the city 

where we went...My mum loves to travel as well. So 

there’s a family’s vocation toward...all four of us have 

never been stationary as a family. In fact, my broth-

er lives [in a city in Spain]. My mum’s dad lived in 

Argentina for 30 years, then came back to Italy, got 

married, and had my mum. On Dad’s side, Dad lived 

in Venezuela in the 1980s—early 1980s for four years. 

So, for my family, it was strange that I stayed in Italy 

for so long. [31F34]

And nothing then along the way, over the years, I got 

married, my husband is [African], and we have two 

children. We have always traveled more than for tour-

ism, for the family because we used to go to [country 

in Africa] to visit relatives. [13F47]

They move not because of material needs, as some 
are already employed in Italy, but because of aspira-
tions to travel, which they pursue through targeted 
job applications and without the help of mediators:

and then I wanted to gain experience outside Europe, 

so, almost for fun at the beginning, I sent four job ap-

plications around the world practically. I left, giving 

up everything: a permanent job, my home, my family, 

everything, and I’ve been here four years now. [29F34]

Instead of scaring them, the arrival in a spatially 
and culturally distant context excites them. Guided 
by the desire to get to know the local culture, they 
show a strong integration in the context of arrival. 
Integration is also favored by the condition of be-
ing a foreigner, a culturally privileged condition for 
a  population that shows welcome and hospitality 
toward foreigners coming from Northern countries: 

Aspirations and Networks of Italian Migrants to Bogota. A Typology
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At first, let’s say that, as most Italians do, people in 

general try to focus on their compatriots. I decided 

not to make this choice, and so I started to create my 

own group of Colombian friends. If a person wants 

to have an experience and wants to move abroad, he 

has to live the reality and mix with the culture of the 

people because otherwise, it’s not a full experience. 

[29F34]

Here is an important thing about Colombia that 

I would like to say. It is very welcoming. We are in an 

era in which immigration is not always seen as a re-

source—in a good light, especially perhaps in Europe, 

even by us. Instead, here, one of the main qualities of 

Colombians is that there is a great idea of welcome. 

As soon as they feel you are a foreigner, they open 

their arms, their doors. [04M55]

They particularly appreciate certain traits of the Co-
lombian culture, such as its widespread optimism 
and sunny disposition, to such extent to assimilate 
ways of life that fortify the construction of a Colom-
bian identity without renouncing their Italian-ness:

So the things I miss from Italy are my relatives: fam-

ily, friends, et cetera. The things I would take from 

Colombia to Italy are the cheerfulness and the lack of 

schematism. As Italians, we have a much more orga-

nized mental predisposition. Instead, here sometimes 

I see that they are much more relaxed, something se-

rious happens, something bad happens, well, let’s see 

the good thing...in Italy, I wasn’t so much like this, 

instead, I changed a lot my personality, too, so all this 

perspective of living for the day I would take it with 

me. One doesn’t feel Colombian, of course, if one isn’t, 

even if here they treat you like God in the sense that 

you’re part of them, but it happened to me, especially 

the last year that I went home, that I didn’t even feel 

like I belonged anymore to Italy. I don’t feel fully ei-

ther Colombian or Italian clearly, in short. I feel a bit 

divided, let’s say in half. [29F34]

People in this group usually do not set limits to their 
migration pathway, which could either stop in Co-
lombia, move to another destination, or finally end 
in returning to the homeland. Bogota may be just 
one step on the long path of continuous mobility 
sought by this type of migrants.

Risk-Takers

These include eight participants whose migration 
narratives denote an aspiration to achieve profes-
sional independence in the Colombian context. 
The migratory choice emerges from an aspiration 
to self-affirmation in the labor field. They aspire to 
a professional career that fully reflects their abilities 
and aspirations. For some, the main motivation for 
their migratory movement is linked precisely to the 
exploitation of market opportunities spotted in Co-
lombia through the mediating role of third parties, 
mainly weak ties:

I would have liked to realize my first experience 

abroad and for a series of coincidences. In a very in-

direct way, thanks to Facebook, I could say...a family 

friend of one of my current company partners, very 

well placed here in Bogota, had found her best friend 

from university, that is, my friend’s mother, through 

Facebook. She invited my friend on holiday to Bo-

gota. He was convinced that the country had great 

potential. He managed to convince me and another 

friend to follow him on this adventure, and that is 

why I am basically here. Interests and opportunities 

came together. I decided to come here after a year 

of studying the country. We realized that the per-

ception of the country to the outside world is quite 

distorted in the sense that we, Italians in particular, 
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have a conception that is still very much anchored in 

the 1990s. [08M37]

These are not people who undertake entrepreneur-
ship out of necessity or survival, but in most cases, 
entrepreneurship appears to be a life choice. They 
were not experiencing unemployment or difficulty 
entering the labor market before departure. In some 
cases, they had dependent professions that they did 
not consider suited to their aspirations lacking the 
professional autonomy and independence they as-
pired to: 

After university, I entered the labor market at prob-

ably the worst time in Western history, in 2007. I had 

work experience in international logistics and then 

in a financial consulting company. After these ex-

periences, I realized that salaried work was not for 

me in terms of attitude. That I felt more...let’s say the 

calling was for autonomous experiences…at the work 

level, I was not doing well with salaried employment, 

so let’s say it looked like a cycle was ending. There, 

I started to think seriously about carrying out some 

kind of entrepreneurial activity. [08M37]

While they are not escaping disadvantaged eco-
nomic conditions, they are escaping from a context 
considered unfavorable to economic enterprise due 
to bureaucratic barriers, technological and social 
immobility, a generalized distrust and pessimism 
about the future, and young people:

The problem of bureaucracy in Italy is very...If you 

open a restaurant here, you open a restaurant. Then 

the fire department comes and says, “Fix that. We 

come in a fortnight.” Healthcare comes, “You have to 

fix this,” you fix it. However, you work in the mean-

time. In Italy, for opening, first, you have to wait for 

them to come and check on you, you have to fix every-

thing, and if you’re not perfect, you can’t open. And 

this penalizes you. Here, let’s say it’s much easier. You 

get here, and you open. Here, creating a business is 

much easier than in Italy. [18M47]

I think the country [Italy] is dead. I’m sorry to say it so 

dramatically, but it seems that apart from Milan, the 

rest of the country is dead. Young Italians tend more 

and more to go outside, not necessarily to Colombia 

but to many other countries more dynamic from all 

points of view: technological, social mobility, eco-

nomic growth, and even the consideration you have 

for young people. In Italy, there is really a snobbism 

toward anyone who presents any proposal, any idea 

who is under 40 years old, which is, frankly, scandal-

ous…Here, there is a completely different mental-

ity, much more favorable to economic enterprise, to 

betting on the future, to trusting the future, a trust 

that in Italy has been totally lost everywhere. In Italy, 

there is a frightening pessimism that does not exist 

here. Here, the ability to believe in the future has re-

mained, to believe that one’s social and economic po-

sition in twenty years will be better than it is now and 

certainly better than one’s parents. A way of relating 

to the world that we have totally lost in Italy. [08M37] 

Integration into the local context is also essential for 
the success of one’s entrepreneurial activity, given 
that the performance of the enterprise depends on 
integration into local networks. The role of media-
tors appears particularly significant for this group. 
They provide the informational, administrative, 
and relational support needed to access new mar-
kets and represent bridges of social integration and 
channels for building social capital:

The initial support, also in terms of introduction into 

the social context, was by the person I was telling you 

about who owns the most important cosmetic sur-
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gery clinic in the country. You know how important 

cosmetic surgery is here. So she introduced us, let’s 

say...I don’t like the expression so much but in the right 

social circles. This also allowed us to have a number 

of opportunities in terms of subsequent clients. We 

opened the business after a few months because we 

were waiting for export approvals, and so we mainly 

did public relations activities in the first six months in 

Colombia. [08M37]

They recognize difficulties in cultural adaptation 
due mainly to the diplomatic formalism that shapes 
relational arrangements and the implicit classism, 
also clearly visible spatially in the spatial stratifica-
tion of the city that mirrors that of society. In any 
case, they seem to have overcome the initial difficul-
ties of integration. Their relational networks appear 
heterogeneous, composed of both Italians and Co-
lombians, and some appear so integrated that they 
feel like foreigners when they return home:

 I feel Italian, Colombian, European, Neapolitan, and 

a citizen of the world. Sometimes, I feel like a foreign-

er in my country. I mean, in Italy. Sometimes it hap-

pens, yes. Because you come back, and you find a re-

ality that has become different from how you left it. 

We are very American. We are Latino Americans. But, 

the American presence in our way of doing things is 

clear. Mixed with our Latinness. In Italy, you are Lati-

nos, and that’s it. [12M50]

Carrerists

The careerist group includes three migrants. Their 
migration choice is based on career aspirations. 
They decide to fulfill an explicit request from their 
home organizations for reasons related to career 
advancement. They move because their employer 
wants them to and because it is good for their career 

ambitions. They are similar to the assigned expatri-
ates studied in the literature: employees of compa-
nies or government organizations who are sent to 
a foreign country to accomplish some specific goals 
of the organization (Przytuła 2015).

Therefore, they are not driven by dissatisfaction 
with the local labor market, job immobility, unem-
ployment conditions, poor working conditions, or 
inconsistent work positions. Rather, they are a high-
ly spatially mobile category with a high personal 
and family “migration culture.” However, they dif-
fer from globetrotters in that they do not meet the 
canons of cosmopolitanism (e.g., openness to cultur-
al differences). In other words, they are not driven 
by an individual vocation toward cultural diversity 
or a desire to experience new worlds or destinations 
(Hannerz 1990; Delanty 2006). For these individuals, 
international mobility is a professional and econom-
ic elevator:

After four years, the company where I worked was not 

doing well, and I had a proposal from another compa-

ny. And that’s when I started to discover the possibili-

ty of living as an expat. After the project, they sent me 

for eighteen months to Amsterdam. I came back every 

weekend, and then there was an opportunity to go to 

Indonesia. We’re talking about [what happened] three 

years ago, and I said at that point, “I’ll come as long as 

I can move with the whole family,” and they said OK...

Let’s say it’s a full-fledged detachment, and the com-

pany takes care of paying for your house, school for 

the child, and the car, and they treat you like a king. 

We lasted a year more or less in Jakarta, after which 

there was this opportunity in Colombia, and I said, 

“Yeah, OK, I’ll come to Colombia, but you make me 

leave an expat contract where I’m served and revered, 

and you should give me an expat contract here, too.” 

And they said OK. [15M46]
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To these interviewees, Bogota appears to be a leap 
in the dark, a little-known destination. The initial 
integration is made easy through corporate inter-
cession: the company offers a professional mediator, 
a relocation specialist who administratively and bu-
reaucratically supports the relocation by personally 
taking care of transportation, legal issues (e.g., visas 
and related permits), access to healthcare, decent 
housing on site, language training, an appropriate 
school for the worker’s children (if any), et cetera.

Their priority is to obtain an adequate remuneration 
package through a specific contract (supplementary 
to the original one), which is the outcome of a nego-
tiation process:

I do very particular and problematic projects...so I go 

and try to solve them. It was the same thing in Hol-

land, it was the same thing in Indonesia, and it is the 

same thing here. The problematic project was here, if 

it had been in South Africa, I would have been called 

to South Africa. Here, there were two, actually, there 

was a project in Trinidad and Tobago, which is al-

ways near here, in the English Caribbean, and I did 

this interview for this project in Trinidad because 

I said, “We have to get out of here, and so...” They 

didn’t accept the expat conditions, though. That is, 

the economic conditions offered were lower, and so 

I said, “I’m waiting for a new opportunity,” and after 

a while, they called me. [15M46]

Driven by their professional and economic ambi-
tions, they do not seem to celebrate cultural and 
lifestyle diversity and face difficult cultural adapta-
tion. This results in daily life spent in close and ho-
mogeneous networks and international expatriate 
communities, where they share their leisure time in 
dedicated institutions (international schools, Italian 
restaurants, etc.).

It is therefore not surprising that the migration 
project, which is temporary and related to the com-
pletion of a specific project, is experienced as an in-
vestment for the future, a temporary sacrifice that 
allows them to return to Italy with sufficient eco-
nomic income to lead a comfortable life:

I mean, it’s a situation where you invest now to capi-

talize as much as possible, to come back home, buy an 

apartment, so when I come back, I have an income...

because then the expectation is to have a pension in 

line with my current salary. I would define an Italian 

who, in order to be better off and to be more peaceful, 

has decided to make a sacrifice now rather than do it 

later. I don’t see it as a nice thing to be outside. I see 

it more as a sacrifice. It’s nice to go to see the game 

on Sunday at the stadium. I’d like to see my grand-

children grow up, and I can’t do that. I’d like to see 

my father and mother as well. You definitely make 

a sacrifice to stay out, but it’s something you do now 

because the parents are well, the grandchildren are 

still small, and we’ll go to the stadium when Roma 

comes back to win! [15M46]

Exiled

This group includes five interviewees who can be 
classified as exiled migrants because they live mi-
gration as a difficult response to a state of necessity 
and not as a choice motivated by a drive for indi-
vidual self-realization. For them, migration is a way 
to escape a condition of job insecurity and low in-
come and to pursue a career in line with their ex-
pectations and skills, even if at the cost of living far 
from their homeland. These are mainly high-skilled 
researchers and teachers who have experienced 
a condition of unemployment or precariousness in 
Italy (Armano and Murgia 2014), risking becoming 
trapped in unstable and fragmented careers (Barbi-
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eri and Scherer 2009) that would prevent them from 
achieving economic independence.

I graduated from college at twenty-four, finished my 

doctorate at twenty-six-twenty-seven, and basically 

a week later, I was already on my first contract—a stag-

gering career in its first steps. The problem is that the 

first steps lasted practically seven years! The career 

stopped at the first steps! I had two teaching contracts 

at the university, which were two core teaching for 

the political science course. Can I say the contract 

amount? €500 gross per year precisely, so this is what 

also explains the need to move away. [24F39]

I started my Ph.D. in 2003. I finished in 2007. I started 

doing small teaching contracts in Viterbo. However, 

these contracts were slightly enough to pay my travel 

expenses to go to Viterbo. Since 2007, when I had fin-

ished my doctorate, there has not been much evolu-

tion of this academic collaboration, which, while not 

allowing me to earn enough money, was also limit-

ing my personal life because I couldn’t go and live on 

my own, I was already thirty-three-thirty-four years 

old, and I was forced to stay at home with mom and 

dad. There also comes a point when you need your 

independence. You want to feel independent from the 

work point of view because the feeling of being an 

adult also depends on that. Here, this step was miss-

ing—going from a daughter to a person who manages 

her life. [05F42]

Many exiled migrants are in a stage of life in which 
some fundamental choices can no longer be pro-
crastinated. They are also aware that staying in Ita-
ly would have entailed the search for an alternative 
job, perceived as a fallback opportunity:

I would not be able to build an identity in academia. 

So, as the best alternative, I would have had to accept 

a fallback job somewhere, but it is complicated, espe-

cially for our fields and degrees. [24F39]

In other cases, they feel adrift and have no alter-
native options, especially when they have invested 
heavily in the academic path in disciplines with lit-
tle traction in the labor market.

They see their life in Bogota as revenge, an opportu-
nity to demonstrate they can do their desired work, 
and the chance to achieve their economic indepen-
dence. Such a chance comes thanks to the social 
capital built in the university, for instance, through 
mediators—usually university professors with aca-
demic ties in Colombian universities—who acted as 
bridges by inserting them as lecturers first in short-
term paths (teaching contracts in master’s programs 
delivered jointly with Italian universities) that then 
led to the consolidation of academic positions in Co-
lombian universities.

Their daily routine, marked by very tight work 
rhythms, is fuelled by network relationships with 
colleagues, especially compatriots who become 
surrogates for family members across the border. 
Within such Italian communities, symbolic practic-
es such as the display of iconic Italian products, the 
enactment of Italian holiday traditions, and meal-
time rituals (culinary rituals and traditions, typical 
dishes associated with traditional festivities, etc.) 
are used to reinforce Italian-ness:

I have to tell the truth. We mainly hang out with Ital-

ians. It’s easier for a foreigner, let’s say, to hang out 

with other foreigners because the other foreigners, 

like you, don’t have other networks of relationships. 

That is to say, on Sunday we meet because nobody 

has to go to eat at Mom’s and nobody has to go to the 

cousin’s wedding. So it creates a particular situation 
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where you spend all the holidays together. Instead, 

Colombian friends, by necessity, spend them with 

family. And so you create a very close relationship 

because birthday is always us, Easter is always us, 

maybe Christmas is not because one goes back to 

Italy, and so, with one particular Italian friend here, 

we said to each other, “Friends are the family you 

choose.” Because then in these eight years when a lot 

of things and traumas have happened, you are just 

you because there is no family, so in good times, es-

pecially in bad times, they are the ones who rush in, 

who come to the hospital if something happens, who 

keep your baby if...to say, last year that my father was 

sick, we had to run away on a Saturday and I had the 

baby, they come to the hospital, and they take the 

baby. You create a relationship that has an intensity 

that even Italian friendships don’t have. [O5F42] 

At first, these migrants had conceived their mi-
gration experience as a temporary phase in a pro-
cess that was supposed to bring them back home 
as “returning brains.” Most of them seem to man-
ifest cultural resistance and acculturative stress by 
sometimes showing disapproval for the quality of 
life and, in particular, for a lifestyle centered on the 
preponderance of work time that sacrifices other 
spheres of life by making the home-work axis firm, 
for the difficulty in urban travel due to city conges-
tion, the lack of security, and its consequences (such 
as not having the keys to one’s home, which are in-
stead on hand to an ever-present doorman).

Here’s the other problem with Bogota. It’s the hours. 

It’s a city where everything starts very early. So you 

have to get used to waking up at 5:30 a.m. It’s a city 

where you also have classes very late at night, so I fin-

ish class at 10, get home at 11, and then wake up at 

5:30. It is very tiring, the quality of life. According to 

them, the more you work, the more you do in a day. 

They have this expression in Colombia, the día terri-

ble. So you have to wake up early because then you 

do a thousand things. I don’t agree with that at all. So 

there’s a lot of quantity at the expense of quality, that’s 

for sure. And so, doing a lot of traffic hours, working 

sometimes late, starting classes early in the morning, 

sometimes even on Saturdays. That, yes, there is not 

this attention to workers. One reads that Nordic coun-

tries tend to reduce working hours. Here, they have 

not yet come to this idea. And it also seems absurd 

to me that children enter school at 7 in the morning, 

leave at 4 in the afternoon, and also have homework 

to do. That’s why I say they get used to a super-life 

from an early age. [05F42]

In many ways, it remains a very closed city, where the 

home-work axis is very strong. Let’s say that I always 

have, over the years even more, complained about the 

insecurity and also the ugliness of the city because it 

is one of the ugliest cities in the world where the qual-

ity of life is really horrible because of the pollution 

and the violence in the streets. I mean, it’s like being 

in the lowlands of Naples almost all the time. [02M55]

Another aspect that struck me a lot and that I will 

never get used to is that here, in Colombia, nobody 

has the keys to his door because, for security reasons 

that are very well known, every building has a guard, 

and you don’t have the key to your door—he is the one 

who has to open it for you. If he is in the garage, you 

wait for him to come back. I always wondered, “But 

if one day my doormen, or even yours, go on strike, 

what do you do?” You stay home, you can’t go out. I’ve 

been living here for a year. These people are always 

working on Christmas and New Year, seven days 

a week, twenty-four hours a day. You can come back 

at any time. It happens to me because having a typi-

cal Colombian life, I come home at 4 in the morning. 

[14M33]
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However, as their labor and social integration in 
the host country increases, the option of returning 
is often placed in a distant future—a wish that one 
does not know how and when will ever be realized.

Tied Migrants

Ten participants fall into the category of tied migrants. 
Among them, couple or family relationships—the 
“strong” ties par excellence—serve as a gateway for 
migration. More specifically, they migrate to Colom-
bia because they are in a relationship and the part-
ner has received a job offer that brings them to the 
country’s capital. In these cases, the “strong” social 
bond acts as both a driver (Czaika and Reinprecht 
2022) and an infrastructure (Düvell and Preiss 2022) 
of the migration path. The aim is to improve the 
well-being of the couple or (if there are already chil-
dren) the family.

What brought me to Colombia? What brought me 

to Colombia was an experience I had in a religious 

community. I came here for religious reasons... Just 

for that. Then, along the way... I met my current wife, 

I  returned to Italy, I finished my studies, and hav-

ing to decide where to live—there or here... The most 

opportune thing we thought of between us, also for 

work issues, was Colombia. [08M37] 

And then I met my husband there, my Colombian 

husband...but I had no idea where Colombia was 

when I met my husband. We got married in ‘’85. He 

had come to study there in Italy. And we got mar-

ried and lived there, in Italy, for ten years. I had my 

daughters there...Then, my husband came here to 

visit his family, and they offered him an excellent 

job here...so he proposed, “Let’s go to Colombia.” 

I was so scared because I said...“Colombia, but I don’t 

even know Spanish, what are the people like there”...

The fact is that we packed our bags and came here... 

Luckily, let’s say, my husband and...they offered him 

an excellent job, with good pay, so he was able to 

offer me the most exclusive area of Bogota and ev-

erything. [23F57]

Here, migration is a couple’s joint choice that needs 
to be framed as the product of bilateral negotia-
tions between partners rather than an isolated ac-
tor’s decision. Such negotiations are based on the 
interaction between considerations related to max-
imizing family well-being, expectations related 
to gender roles, and power distribution between 
the two partners. While the prevailing and most 
documented pattern (Clerge et al. 2017; Erlingha-
gen 2021) is that of wives following husbands to 
improve their husbands’ career prospects, there is 
no lack of men following women. However, in this 
second case, they are men who do not have much to 
lose by relocating and being employed in Italy un-
der short and very short-term underpaid contracts 
without an established or yet-defined professional 
profile. There are also men with established career 
paths who negotiate migration to Bogota only un-
der certain conditions, provided they find a more 
satisfactory professional position in Colombia:

So I said, “Look, Sara, do you want us to go to Co-

lombia? I work here. I have a permanent contract. 

What I  earn, you know, too...I love and adore your 

country. However, it’s not like it’s in my head to go 

and live there. However, since you are the one insist-

ing that we must go, these are the conditions. If they 

offer me better over there, I will evaluate.” I gave 

my resume to the father, “He has a college degree, 

he speaks three languages, including Spanish, and 

this is what he brings home. What do we do? Find 

something that is, clearly, even more adequate.” And 

he says, “Yes, you get the proposal.” But, from the 
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Senate of the Republic. My first job here was in the 

Senate of the Republic, in the UTL, International Af-

fairs. And I couldn’t say no. [12M50]

We could hardly consider these husbands as the 
weak link of the couple or as those who, to satisfy 
their wives’ work ambitions, sacrifice their careers 
by accepting to worsen their economic or profes-
sional status. In the case of husbands following 
their wives, however, the decision to migrate ap-
pears to be guided by the men’s job prospects and 
subordinated to them. We can say that the leading 
role of women is expressed not so much in improv-
ing their employment status but in considerations 
related more appropriately to the quality of family 
life through the buffer provided by the family of 
origin—support in child care and management of 
everyday life. Even in the case of migration flows 
following their husbands’ professional needs, 
women maintain their economic independence in 
Bogota, many finding employment as teachers in 
Italian schools, others developing entrepreneurial 
projects, and some holding down multiple jobs:

I started looking for work, but I couldn’t find [it]. I re-

invented myself by being an Italian teacher because 

all Argentines have Italian passports and can even 

vote, but they can’t even read guidebooks. But they 

love Italian, the Italian language, and that’s the only 

job I could do without really speaking Spanish be-

cause, being very close anyway, I could just speak 

Italian, and they could understand me. Then, I start-

ed making crocheted puppets I designed. I started 

a Facebook page, and I was selling them. When we 

arrived in Colombia, I got pregnant with our first 

daughter, Gaia. As soon as I gave birth to Gaia, I had 

an Argentine friend here who has a company, and 

he asked me to collaborate with him. So when Gaia 

was three-four months old, I started working with 

him from home because he didn’t have an office. 

I worked with him until eight months into my sec-

ond pregnancy. Then, when Seba was six months 

old, he came looking for me again because, in the 

meantime, he had found other clients, bigger ones, 

and had opened an agency with an office and every-

thing, and was looking for a person with my profile. 

So I started working with him again. [10F39]

Integration into the host context appears higher in 
the case of mixed couples and couples with chil-
dren. In the case of mixed couples, the Colombian 
partner is an agent of acculturation, allowing them 
to get to know local culture, traditions, rituals, and 
practices. With their inclusion in the local commu-
nity and educational and recreational paths, the 
children strengthen social capital by opening up 
networks of more or less strong relationships with 
Colombians. On the contrary, in the case of Italian 
couples, some signs of cultural resistance emerge 
against, for example, the formalism of Colombian 
culture:

There is an extreme respect for social classes, hier-

archies, and foreigners. So, in Argentina and Italy, it 

is very easy for a person who is at a lower level of 

the social hierarchy to say no, to contradict you, to 

say, “I don’t agree with this. I would do it a different 

way.” Here, it’s impossible, and very often, if someone 

asks you to do something, they say yes, even though 

they already know they can’t do it. They can’t say 

no, though, and, to me, this thing, culturally, kind of 

weighs. [10F39]

Such signs of cultural resistance do not seem suf-
ficient to question the permanence of migration, 
which is a common feature of all members of this 
group who, for different reasons—some related to 
the inclusion of their children in the landing con-
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text, others to the creation of a Colombian identity, 
and still others to the standard of living in Colom-
bia—do not consider a return to their homeland to 
be feasible:

I wouldn’t uproot my children after elementary school 

so many times in so many places because, in my opin-

ion, as they get older, it’s a little bit more difficult to 

uproot, to uproot in order to then, let’s say, replant 

somewhere else with a different language, a different 

culture. [10F39]

So, I live in District Five, which is a district that allows 

you to have certain comforts. You feel that you live 

in a world where you can have a car, where you can 

move around well, and you can take a vacation. In It-

aly, I see that one has to have a lot of money to afford 

this. [23F57]

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper was aimed at a typological analysis able 
to classify migratory profiles based on aspirations 
and social networks supporting migration inception 
and stabilization based on the narratives produced 
by the migrants themselves. 

Indeed, migration can be seen as (a) a refuge from 
the difficulties encountered in Italy; (b) a means to 
achieve career opportunities; (c) a resource to improve 
the quality of life of the couple or family; (d) a way to 
realize the normative ideal of mobility. On the other 
hand, the migratory path may have been triggered 
or supported by (i) strong ties, those of a sentimental 
or family nature; (ii) weak ties, that is, personal con-
tacts matured in the workplace or leisure time; (iii) 
no ties at all—in this case, the migrant was involved 
in open recruitment procedures whose information 
was available in normal job search channels. 

Five profiles of migrants emerge who are driven by 
different aspirations—independence, revenge, ca-
reer, family, mobility—and supported or not by dif-
ferent types of social ties. The role of mediators ap-
pears to be relevant for 4 out of 5 types of migrants, 
but the nature of such ties ranges from family to 
friends and professional ties. Instead, the interna-
tional openness of globetrotters allows them to cope 
autonomously with the physical, cultural, and polit-
ical distance of Colombia.

The most integrated in the host context, who over 
time have managed to enter extended and multicul-
tural networks of relationships, appear to be the tied 
migrants supported by the presence of a (Colombian) 
partner, the globetrotters, helped by their multicul-
tural propensity, and the risk-takers, supported by 
their entrepreneurial activity that often allows them 
to meet many natives.

The study shows how aspirations and social ties can 
embrace a more multifaceted view of non-standard 
migration (not from economically deprived world 
regions). They help to overcome the view of migra-
tion as the result of a calculated rational choice and 
instead view it as an assemblage of aspirations and 
social infrastructures. 

Different mixes of aspirations and social infrastruc-
tures move different migration paths with different 
outcomes. Globetrotters aspire to international mo-
bility with no mediators supporting their process of 
continuous migration; careerists accept temporarily 
moving on demand of their company for advancing 
their career supported by professional mediators; 
risk-takers are moved by professional independence, 
supported by weak ties in their permanent migration 
process; tied migrants aspire to better family quality of 
life and are supported by strong familial ties, which 
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facilitate high integration and long-term stability; 
finally, exiled migrants, thanks to their strong profes-
sional ties, find a temporary refuge from the difficul-
ties they encounter in Italy (see Table 2).

Although different aspirations shaped their migratory 
moves, all migrants seem to share the ambition for 
high levels of self-determination and self-realization. 
Social ties constitute a strong supporting infrastruc-
ture in this migration flow, where the lack of physical 
infrastructures would shape immobility (Maddaloni 
and Delli Paoli 2023). They help overcome transpor-
tation difficulties (the lack of direct air connections), 
regulatory difficulties (state procedures for working, 
licensing, studying, training, etc.), and the uncertainty 
deriving from media misrepresentation of the destina-
tion. In this way, they also help to draw positive imag-
inaries of the destination (Salazar 2014).

From this perspective, aspirations need not be 
viewed as something people either have or do not 
have. The conventional view would imply that if as-
pirations to move are present, actors would move. 

Otherwise, they would stay in their place of origin. 
Indeed, aspirations are blurred and multiple and 
derive from individual bricolage work in one’s biog-
raphy and life course. Our typology is not without 
limitations typical of any conceptual classifications, 
too abstract to catch the ever-changing nature of so-
cial reality. Actual individual mobility pathways are 
in continuous redefinition because the importance 
of specific aspirations and desires changes over the 
course of migration, making migration and post-mi-
gration difficult to isolate. This challenges the mu-
tual exclusivity of the typology due to the mixture 
that is realized in the migration path between the 
motivations at departure and those that take over 
afterward, in the post-migration phase. Some ex-
amples may serve to explain the concept better. 
Globetrotters who aspire to know the new world or 
risk-takers aspiring to their professional indepen-
dence may meet a Colombian partner and take the 
traits of tied migrants. This is also the case with some 
tied migrants who, to survive in the host country, 
decide to implement entrepreneurial projects that 
take on some characteristics of risk-takers. 

Table 2. A short description of the 5 types of migrants 

Careerists Risk-Takers Tied Exiled Globetrotters

N 3 8 10 5 5

Aspirations Career 
advancements

Professional 
independence

Family well-
being

Professional 
revenge

International 
mobility

Integration Low High High Medium High

Network Homogeneous Heterogeneous Heterogeneous Homogeneous Heterogeneous

Mediators Relocation 
specialists Weak ties Strong familiar 

ties
Strong 

professional ties No ties

Migratory 
prospects

Temporary 
migration

Permanent 
migration

Permanent 
migration

Temporary 
migration

Continuous 
migration

Source: Self-elaboration.
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In conclusion, aspirations cannot be viewed in static 
terms. They may increase, decrease, or change due 
to migration because migrants are exposed to new 
opportunities and lifestyles or fail to realize their 
life aspirations in their new destination. 

The same can be said about the changing role of so-
cial networks and ties at different stages of the mi-

grant’s journey. For example, strong ties may enable 
individual mobility from Italy to Colombia but may 
not be sufficient in the search for a job.

Social researchers should consider the changing 
nature of these important dimensions of the mi-
grants’ lifeworlds to respect the complexity of mi-
gration.
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I close my eyes and listen to the sounds 
of home. Some of the music I listen to is 
from Iran, some are songs written about 
Iran by those who also close their eyes 

and dream of home. But what is home for a migrant? 
It is neither a static concept nor easy to define. 

We ask how time and distance from “home” 
change the concept of home. Nostalgia impinges 
on memories to varying degrees. Family locations 
shift and change. We ask how being apart from 
home impacts the very definition of home. We con-
ducted a content analysis of songs produced by Ira-
nians who have left their first “home” in Iran and 
resettled in Los Angeles. Our findings suggest that 
distance from one’s home expands the definition of 
home from a structure where one dwells and calls 
home to an imagined community at the person-
al (home family), local (hometown), and regional 
(homeland) levels. 

The concept of “home” is fundamental in Iran. The 
home belongs to the family, and it is a place to pro-

duce, cultivate, and curate traditions and ways of 
life (Paymanfar and Zamani 2022), including lan-
guage—even in the diaspora (Gharibi and Seals 
2020). In addition to emphasizing characteristics of 
the home, such as warmth and coziness, and pro-
cessual elements, such as the enactment of home 
through interaction, Minou Gharebaglou, Hamed 
Beyti, and Shole Rezaei (2022) discuss the sense 
of home in Iran along three indices: physical-spa-
tial, collective-behavioral, and attitudinal-percep-
tual. Critical studies of home in Iran argue for 
the importance of semi-private, everyday plac-
es for women to build networks and community 
(Mokhles and Sunikka-Blank 2022). Scholars point 
to the importance of spatial layout in the experi-
ence of home (Gharebaglou et al. 2022; Mokhles 
and Sunikka-Blank 2022; Paymanfar and Zamani 
2022), including the importance of dying at home 
(Portorani, Dehghan, and Mangolian Shahrbaba-
ki 2022). One excellent critical work stresses the 
importance of evaluating social-structural ele-
ments, such as economic sanctions, by looking at 
the home (Shahrokni 2023). Nazanin Shahrokni 

Sing A Song for Home: How Displaced Iranian Song-Writers in LA Conceive of Home and Homeland

Pouya Morshedi is a Ph.D. candidate (ABD) in sociol-

ogy at Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labra-

dor. He is a qualitative researcher specializing in the so-

ciology of space and place, the sociology of cinema, and 

the sociology of revolution. Pouya is one of the co-organiz-

ers of the Qualitative Analysis Conference from 2022. He also 

serves as the chair of the Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion 

Committee at the Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction 

(SSSI). Pouya is one of the co-founders of Avalon Research 

Society.

email address: pmorshedi@mun.ca

Lisa-Jo K. van den Scott is an Associate Professor at Me-

morial University. Her interests include time and place in our 

everyday lives. She has introduced the concepts of “spatial fu-

sion” and “spatial fission” to talk about how we conceptualize 

spaces as the same or distinct places. She has also studied public 

performances of social deaths and has coined the term “eulo-

gy work” to talk about the emotional labor of publicly framing 

one’s social death as a good death. She co-authored Qualitative 

Research in Action and her book, Walled-In: Arctic Housing and a 

Sociology of Walls, came out in 2024. She is currently the editor-

-in-chief of Symbolic Interaction.

email address: lvandenscott@mun.ca

mailto:pmorshedi%40mun.ca?subject=
mailto:lvandenscott%40mun.ca?subject=


©2025 QSR Volume XXI Issue 130

(2023:295) defines the “shock-absorbing role of the 
household” and how this deepens patriarchal gen-
der dimensions. Some critical work bemoans the 
loss of traditional ways of living with the influence 
of globalization and Westernization (Abdollahyan 
and Mohammadi 2020; Paymanfar and Zamani 
2022), and their work is tinged with a similar nos-
talgia to North America’s nostalgia and romantici-
zation of rural life. In short, scholars do find that 
a stronger sense of home has a positive impact in 
Iran, specifically. These studies, however, all focus 
on the home as the dwelling and the site of family 
in Iran. What of the sense of home for immigrants 
who have left Iran?

Studies focusing on a sense of home in the Irani-
an diaspora have findings that do indeed evoke 
the pang of longing for a past sense of home, but 
studies shift the attention to individual feelings 
about Iran-as-home (e.g., Ranjbar 2022; Didehvar 
and Wada 2023), rather than looking at the dwell-
ing-level sense of home, as local Iranian studies do 
(with the notable exception of Mohammadi 2023). 
Marie Ranjbar (2022:723) argues that, due to po-
litical circumstances and ongoing policies, Irani-
ans in the U.S. find themselves in a double-bind 
where “in situ displacement becomes a defining 
feature of life.” Mina Didehvar and Kaori Wada 
(2023) extend this focus on the individual experi-
ence of displacement. They point out that the lit-
erature over-pathologizes difficulties immigrants 
have in adjusting to new homes and argue that 
feelings of not-being-at-home are actually linked 
to the existential crises they face. Didehvar and 
Wada make a strong case that dismissing the feel-
ing of not-being-at-home as simply an adjustment 
issue distracts from the real source of the problem. 
However, we still remain in the realm of individu-
al troubles rather than social problems. 

Being at home and having a place to call home play 
a crucial role in Iranian life. By studying songs of 
Iranian immigrants in LA, we look to the social 
processes of (re)presenting and (re)constructing 
home from afar. Songs embody particularly im-
portant data as oral language is particularly sa-
lient in the Iranian diaspora as a link to culture 
and identity (Gharibi and Seals 2020).

The 1979 revolution caused many people, includ-
ing singers and songwriters, to immigrate. They 
had to leave their home and homeland to continue 
their art, primarily moving to Europe and North 
America. Many of these musicians settled in Los 
Angeles and, as a result, it became the heart of 
Iranian popular music outside of Iran. In the first 
years after the revolution, as new migrants to the 
U.S., they had to work to slowly establish a musical 
scene. After a  short time, music production com-
panies started producing their works profession-
ally, such as Taraneh Records, Caltex Records, and 
Avang Music. Singers and songwriters came back 
to their art again. In addition to love songs, a stan-
dard topic for Iranian music, they also produced 
many songs about their home and homeland. In 
this paper, we argue that the elements of home in 
their songs describe how they conceive of home 
and how migration influences that understand-
ing. This is in tension with how the metaphor of 
“home” in the narrative in Iran is a mechanism to 
deploy narratives of “reform and nation” (de Groot 
2015:801). We analyze songs from 1979 to 1999 and 
ask: Which elements are essential to the concept of 
“home” for Iranian songwriters? How does being 
distant from home impinge on the definition and 
imagery of home?

Let us first discuss the extant literature on home, 
beyond Iran, collective memory and collective for-
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getting, and how music production and diaspora 
are interrelated. As we review the literature, we 
will pay particular attention to what non-Western, 
and particularly Iranian scholars, have to say in re-
lation to their Western counterparts.

What Is Home?

In this section, we explore the various sides of the 
concept of “home.” While a home begins with the 
basic necessity of shelter, reducing the meaning of 
home to protection or a building prevents us from 
understanding the concept of home—its social 
meaning, home-making practices, and the sense 
of home all impact lived experience. Peter Saun-
ders and Peter Williams (1988) state that home is 
something more than bricks and mortar, and cer-
tainly most people have experienced a yearning for 
something we call “home,” but that is somehow 
more than shelter. Home is a context for particular 
social relations and activities that revolve around 
its social meaning. To illustrate this, the Finnish 
architect Juhani Pallasmaa distinguishes between 
home and house (Shirazi 2012), adopting a phe-
nomenological approach to the experience of home. 
The first author has called this difference “home’s 
spirit” (Morshedi 2015). Home is an interactional 
process (Boccagni and Kusenbach 2020), which is 
emergent from our social actions and the mean-
ings we ascribe to those actions. It is also an ideal 
toward which we strive (Boccagni and Kusenbach 
2020). 

A sense of home emerges when people who live 
in a house engage in communication with both 
the place and the people therein. Home is related 
to family members, their way of life, their memo-
ries, and their sense of belonging to the place. As 
Robert Ginsberg (1999) states, human beings are 

homemakers. People need to live in a dwelling to 
make it home. We can extrapolate that residenc-
es are where people live, and their home is how 
they are, how they live, and how they conceptu-
alize belonging and place. Margarethe Kusenbach 
and Krista Paulsen (2019) explain that you may 
not even own a place legally, but due to your inter-
actions, time-in-place, and experiences, you may 
have a sense of home there. Gharebaglou, Bey-
ti, and Rezaei (2022) demonstrate that a sense of 
home can be created for older people in residential 
homes by ensuring they each have enough pri-
vacy, interaction, and physical cues of belonging 
(such as personal memorabilia). Certainly, Jennifer 
Cross (2015) emphasizes time, place, and cultural 
experience in her framework of how we develop 
place attachment. 

Of course, the size of a home is not equal to the 
house’s size. A home can be as small as a garden or 
as big as a country:

House is one of the greatest powers of integration 

for the thoughts, memories, and dreams of man-

kind. The binding principle in this integration is 

the daydream. Past, present, and future give the 

house different dynamisms, which often interfere, at 

times opposing, at others, stimulating one another. 

[Bachelard 1969:28] 

Therefore, we cannot restrict the concept of home 
to a building structure. As Pallasmaa states, home 
is a view of personality, family, and unique pat-
terns of their lives, and concludes that the essence 
of the home is closer to life than an artificial phe-
nomenon (Shirazi 2012). Architects, as artists, cre-
ate artwork that can be a house. However, home 
is something more than that artwork because it 
is a  place to “live.” Since home is an idea, even 
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an idealized goal, we work toward home as an 
achievement. Home, then, becomes a set of ideas 
that guide our home-making practices—practices 
that cannot always realize the goal of home or feel-
ing at home. However, we strive to perform home 
interactionally as we move through our everyday 
landscapes.

Tim Cresswell (1996) argues about being in place 
or out of place. To illustrate the discussion of be-
ing out of place, he states that sometimes home is 
not the traditionally idealized image of home, with 
spouse, children, and family of various kinds. The 
concept of home can also include home-as-home-
land—England, in Cresswell’s example. We are 
particularly interested in this relationship between 
home and homeland. When does the concept of 
home expand to include country? How does the re-
lationship between home and homeland emerge in 
Iranian immigrant songs? 

Persian uses the same word for both home and 
house—khaane.1 Houses, in the Iranian context, 
have a destiny: becoming home. The “home’s spir-
it” changes a house into a home. This relates to the 
idea of home as a process (Boccagni and Kusen-
bach 2020). Home plays a crucial role in a person’s 
identity because home indicates that a person 
belongs to a place. Therefore, home is not only 
a place to dwell but is also the basis for community 
members’ identities (Relph 1976). When living “at 
home,” whatever that may mean for each person, 
people perform home and work toward aligning 
their experience with their vision of home. How-
ever, we argue that when migrants must leave 
their khaane, their sense of home, a sense of pre-

1 In Persian (Farsi): خانه

vious identity and belonging expands to include 
their homeland. The concept of home separates 
from khaane and expands to include nostalgia. 
How can one work toward achieving home when 
home has been left behind? Home expands, in this 
experience, to include neighborhoods, regions, 
and home nations. It is, therefore, no surprise that 
home is a significant and recurring theme in the 
songs of immigrants.

Thomas Gieryn (2000) sees the place as a space 
filled up by people, practices, objects, and repre-
sentations. Artistic representations play crucial 
roles in the process of place-making. These rep-
resentations are both influenced by the collective 
memory and take part in shaping the collective 
memory, particularly when that collective memo-
ry engages with nostalgia. In this research, we ex-
amine the collective memory of home for migrant 
Iranians, some of whom have been exiled, and the 
representation of home in their songs. These con-
temporary representations of a past home, which 
includes homeland, may shape and change the 
collective memory of Iranians abroad about home. 

Music, Diaspora, and Exile

One of the main push factors for Iranian immi-
grants is social and political change that forces 
people to leave their homeland and find another 
place to live (Naghdi 2010; Atashi 2018; Moham-
madi 2023). Wars, revolutions, coup d’états, civil 
wars, and genocides are some of these big changes 
that spread people all over the world. The twen-
tieth century was a century of revolutions. Revo-
lutions took place in Iran, Cuba, Russia, and Chi-
na, among other places. These revolutions caused 
tremendous amounts of movement, changing the 
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global ethnoscape (Appadurai 1990), with each 
displaced community forming its idioculture 
(Fine 1979). These immigrants may not be able to 
carry all their material assets, but they bring their 
culture to the new place. They still have their sto-
ries to tell, their song to sing, and their way of life 
to live. They also produce new cultural objects, 
such as songs, in the new place. 

Joseph Kotarba, Jennifer Fackler, and Kathryn 
Nowotny (2009) studied musical scenes in several 
different settings. They emphasize two findings 
relevant to our work here. First, they build on 
John Irwin’s (1977) work on “scene.” They demon-
strate that scenes comprise complex and compre-
hensive social worlds, deeply meaningful in the 
everyday lives of many groups, with implications 
for identity (Shank 1994) and a sense of belonging 
(Kotarba, Fackler, and Nowotny 2009). Through 
music, we find our place—literally and figurative-
ly. Hence, Kotarba and colleagues (2009:310) also 
emphasize how music scenes help to create spaces 
where migrants can “anchor the self in reference 
to country of origin, present music communities, 
or possible symbolic locations.” In this sense, 
L.A., for many Iranians, becomes the place in 
which to dream of Iran as home. Iranian singers 
have established L.A., through the music scene, as 
the place for conceptualizing home as larger than 
a house—as a home country. This echoes Sara Co-
hen’s (1995) focus on the role of music-making in 
place-making. 

This process is intertwined with the political situ-
ation of migrants, of course. Horacio Sierra (2018) 
has worked on nostalgia and identity in the mu-
sic of three famous Cuban-American singers. He 
states that the singers describe Cuba before the 

revolution as an Edenic past and hope to have 
a future based on that history. In the case of Iran’s 
1979 revolution, Los Angeles became the center 
of Iranian immigration and, consequently, of Ira-
nian pop music. The social and political reasons 
behind their immigration mean that most sing-
ers and songwriters are positioned against the 
revolution and its consequences. This amplifies 
the sense of nostalgia as they strive to remember 
a time-before, as well as a place-far-away—not just 
Iran, but pre-revolution Iran, as their homeland.

The effect of the songwriters’ and singers’ artworks 
may not be restricted to outside of their homeland. 
James Roberson (2010) states that the songs that 
have been made outside Okinawa, Japan, about re-
turning to this city not only play a role in the di-
aspora space but are also a part of the homeland’s 
cultural memory. Therefore, the content of immi-
grant artists’ works is quite relevant materials in-
side the homeland’s culture. Here, however, we are 
concerned with the theme of home in these mu-
sician’s works as we are specifically interested in 
how home is performed, remade, and reimagined 
post-migration.

Methodology

To answer research questions about song, home, 
and migration, we analyze the lyrics of songs pro-
duced in Los Angeles by Iranian immigrants after 
the 1979 revolution. We adopt the Ethnographic 
Content Analysis (ECA) approach because of its 
inductive nature (Altheide and Schneider 2013). 
Reducing data, being systematic, and being flex-
ible are the main characteristics of this method 
(Schreier 2013). Since there is a huge amount of 
lyrics coming from different points of view, qual-
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itative content analysis characteristics let us man-
age these data to be able to read for themes and 
subthemes. The two main procedures of qualita-
tive content analysis are inductive category de-
velopment and inductive category application 
(Mayring 2000). In this paper, we used inductive 
category development so that we would not be 
constrained in our findings to our imaginations 
and categories suggested by the literature. Rather 
than formulating the categories before the anal-
ysis, they emerged inductively during our anal-
ysis.

At the beginning of this research, we decided 
to select songs that were published from 1979 to 
1989 to specifically be able to capture the con-
nection to home for those who had been exiled 
during and after the 1979 revolution. During the 
data collection, we realized that singers had not 
produced many songs in the first few years after 
the revolution. First and foremost, singers had 
immigrated recently and needed time to adapt to 
a new country and build resources to start pro-
ducing their artistic works. Second was the Iran-
Iraq war, during the early and mid-1980s, which 
influenced all Iranian artistic activities, even out-
side Iran, especially during the first years of that 
war. Consequently, we decided to extend the peri-
od of the study until 1999. The reform era in Iran 
started in 1997. It brought many cultural and po-
litical changes to Iranian society, which affected 
Iranians inside and outside of Iran. We decided 
on 1999 as our endpoint because it captures many 
changes that did not come immediately after the 
political change (i.e., the reform era that began in 
1997). This provided enough material to analyze, 
and also capture, the initial outputs of Iranian 
musicians in the first years in their newly-settled 
homes. 

The next step was choosing the songs. We used 
theoretical sampling to address the research ques-
tions. In the first wave, we selected the songs that 
had the word “home” in their titles. ECA requires 
constant comparison between data and concepts, 
leading researchers to reflect on their sampling 
and analysis. This led us to our second wave of 
sampling. Next, we included songs that had the 
word “Iran” or synonyms for “homeland” in 
their titles. We hoped they might have mentioned 
home in these songs, too, which they most often 
did. In the third wave, we explored the songs of 
fifteen famous Iranian singers who had relocated 
outside Iran. In the end, we had 35 songs to ana-
lyze. We coded broadly according to the research 
questions, allowing surprising things to emerge 
inductively as they related to home, homeland, 
and related topics. This generated 11 primary cat-
egories (Table 1).

Table 1. Primary categories

Primary Categories

Home as a haven Home and 
mother

Homeland as 
home

Belonging to 
home

Home as a place 
of memory

Home and 
windows

Destroyed home Home and father Home and niche

Home as a place 
to return

Home and 
garden

Source: Self-elaboration.

The next step was organizing the primary cate-
gories into related category groups while at the 
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same time expanding the coding of the (now) 
sub-categories to include fine details. So, some of 
the primary categories became the subcategories 
of bigger ones. We wound up with four main cat-
egories (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Main categories

Source: Self-elaboration. 

We now turn to a discussion of the main themes 
and findings, and illustrate the concept of home in 
the context of Iran and Iranian pop music. Please 
note that the first author translated the songs, and 
we present the translated English for our reader-
ship. These data demonstrate the main finding of 
this article—how the concept of home expands to 
include hometown and homeland when people find 
themselves located in a country other than their 
homeland. 

Findings

In this section, we illustrate each of the main cate-
gories that emerged—the body of home, homeland 

as home, home and family, home as a heaven to 
remember and a haven for return. We will explain 
how these categories relate to Iran’s situation after 
the 1979 revolution and elaborate on the concept of 
Iranian home and singers’ situation in Los Angeles 
after migrating. First, we start with the body of the 
home, which is a tangible aspect of a home.

The Body of the Home 

This theme is directly related to a house as a home. 
In this section, we discuss the spaces and elements 
that are mentioned in songs as spaces of a home. 
Courtyards, gardens, rooms, niches, windows, 
water fountains, and other spaces of a house are 
examples of physical components of a  home that 
feature in Iranian-LA songs. We discuss the spac-
es that occur most often and also work as symbols 
for the homeland’s situation, a love relationship, or 
a person’s mood. Gardens, windows, and niches 
were among the most common and also served as 
symbols that embody, in the home, broader emo-
tions. Let us start by discussing the role of gar-
dens.

Songwriters have pointed out the garden as a spe-
cifically meaningful space in a home. This is evi-
dent in songs that directly and indirectly refer to 
the house. An Iranian garden hosts plants, flow-
ers, and trees and is an important and substantial 
part of a traditional Iranian home. These gardens 
show the vitality of the home and the people who 
live there. Songwriters depict the flowers and 
trees of a home’s garden as being in a bad situ-
ation when they want to portray a bad situation 
about themselves or Iran. For instance, in the be-
low love song, the songwriters demonstrate her 
sadness by describing the illness of flowers in the 
garden. 
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Home is suffering from the silence; oh I missed you

I see the flowers in the garden are colorless; oh, 

I missed you.2

In another song, the songwriter illustrates the rela-
tionship between himself and his beloved one by 
describing the flowers in the flower pot. 

The dried flowers in the flowerpot tell us about the 

pain

It informs us about the separation and the cold life.3

Flowers, plants, and even trees stood out as living 
things that replaced people in these lyrics. They 
echo the emotions of interactions, sadness, happi-
ness, hope, and the lack of hope among people. Be-
cause of the central nature of gardens as part of an 
Iranian home (Paymanfar and Zamani 2022), wilt-
ing flowers in the garden are a powerful element of 
storytelling. The health of a home’s participants is 
reflected in the health of a garden.

Windows are another common element in Irani-
an-LA songs. Windows provide a possibility to 
have visual communication with a yard, garden, 
or alley. Also, windows let sunlight go through the 
home. This communication is important in Iranian 
homes because the Iranian home gets its meaning 
through communication with the yard and neigh-
borhood. Although this way of life is threatened in 
current Iran (Abdollahyan and Mohammadi 2020), 
traditional homes are alive and well in the nos-
talgia of immigrant songs. Windows are a tool to 
conduct the communication that embeds a house 

2 Delam Tangeh (I Miss You), 1993, Singer: Mahasti, Song-
writer: Jahanbakhsh Pazooki, Composer: Jahanbakhsh Pa-
zooki.
3 Khooneh (Home), 1988, Singer: Moein, Songwriter: Jahan-
bakhsh Pazooki, Composer: Jahanbakhsh Pazooki.

in a community, key for a sense of home in tradi-
tional homes. 

In the lyrics below, the songwriter mentions the 
existence of thousands of windows on the wall as 
a  symbol of a good quality of life. This symbol is 
intertwined with nostalgia about a home that “ex-
isted,” but does not exist anymore. 

I won’t forget those days

The wall of the house was full of windows

Our neighbors were the sea, the stars, and the landscape.4

This quote demonstrates the fundamental impor-
tance of widows as avenues for the sight of and com-
munication with the surroundings, establishing an 
idyllic sense of nostalgia and home.

This relationship between window, home, and life 
is not restricted to the nostalgia and the home that 
songwriters left. It is also evident in songs that talk 
about the life of exiled songwriters in the new place. 
This songwriter talks about how he looks for a win-
dow to connect him to life.

I am looking for an empty room for days so we can 

leave here

I look for an empty room where the scent of a dewy 

bush flower passes its window

where the wail of a mournful reed passes its window 

I am looking for an empty room for days so we can 

leave here.5

Here, the value of a window is in its ability to cre-
ate ties beyond the room. Gazing out of a window 

4 Khooneh (Home), 1991, Singer: Dariush, Songwriter: Iraj Janatie 
Ataie, Composer: Babak Bayat.
5 Otaghe Khali (The Empty Room), 1997, Singer: Shahrokh, Song-
writer: Masoud Fardmanesh, Composer: Masoud Fardmanesh.
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at a flower or reed connects people with their sur-
roundings, giving the space meaning as an inter-
connected space.

A surprising element of the house in Iranian-LA 
songs was the niche. They mention niches as places 
where they display the holy book (either the Qu’ran 
or books of poetry by Hafez or others), pictures, 
flower boxes, mirrors, and candlesticks. The niche 
is a place for things that are important, memorable, 
sacred, or related to the concept of family. Iranian 
homes have niches visible in the main spaces of the 
home. They are a specific feature of Iranian architec-
ture, which makes them key elements of nostalgia 
in remembering the body and shape of the home. 
Songwriters, therefore, leverage their meaning to 
stress embodied memory in the home. 

As an example, mirrors and candlesticks are things 
related to Iranian weddings that are often stored 
and displayed in a niche. These mirrors and candle-
sticks are valuable for couples. 

The home has thousands of memories

It reminds me of my childhood, money box, and gifts

The flower box of Jasmin and violets in the garden

Mother’s mirror and candlestick on the niche.6

In these lyrics, the songwriter turns to the mirror 
and candlesticks in the niche to close a section of 
particularly strong nostalgia. Of course, these cat-
egories overlap and in this quote, you can also see 
how the home embodies memories and even child-
hood. The garden, which would have been visible 
through a window, and the niche work together in 
this lyric as the embodied home of the past. 

6 Bahar Bahar (Spring! Spring!), 1991, Singer: Hayedeh, Songwrit-
er: Mohammad Heydari, Composer: Mohammad Heydari.

In another lyric, the songwriter intertwines the pro-
cess of returning home and putting old pictures on 
the niche. 

It’s time for someone to take me home

To put my old pictures on the niche.7

Singing about the niche invokes a space to remem-
ber the past, placing the songwriter in their past 
home, engaging with the niche as embodied mem-
ory.

The body of a house, different spaces of a house, 
and the interrelationships of these different spac-
es speak, in song, to the situation of the exiled or 
displaced songwriter, their homeland (Iran), their 
romantic relationships, and even the process of 
homemaking. The body of the house embodies 
the nostalgia and memories of home. Putting pic-
tures in the niche, taking care of plants, and com-
municating with the world through windows are 
examples of this homemaking process. There are 
other spaces, such as verandahs, that songwriters 
also mentioned in these lyrics, following a similar 
pattern of memory and embodiment. However, 
we now shift our discussion to the homeland as 
a home.

Homeland as Home

Many Iranian pop singers, songwriters, and com-
posers had to immigrate after the 1979 revolution. 
The most important reason for immigration was 
that they could not continue their work in Iran 
anymore. The new regime, which consisted of sev-
eral Islamic clergies with varying degrees of pow-

7 Khane’am (My Home), 1996, Singer: Hassan Shamaizadeh, 
Songwriter: Hassan Shamaizadeh, Composer: Hassan Sha-
maizadeh.
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er, had a serious problem with music. From the 
regime’s perspective, music should be forbidden 
in an Islamic country. However, the Islamic cler-
gies grouped under the regime’s broader umbrella 
had different interpretations of Islam’s approach to 
music. Some genres of music, such as traditional 
music, were able to continue after the revolution as 
a consequence of the ongoing debate on prohibi-
tion/non-prohibition of music in Islam, while other 
genres, such as pop music, were restricted or for-
bidden. Pop music was an especially targeted genre 
by both sides of Islamic clergies because of its re-
lationship to Western music and a perceived lack 
of spirituality. This started changing in the second 
decade of the Islamic Republic regime (1990s) and 
gradually led to some production of pop music in-
side Iran, especially during the reform era (1997) 
and beyond. The music we examine was composed 
outside of Iran, in LA, after the revolution, and be-
fore the reform era (1979-1997, plus two years where 
things were in limbo, so to 1999). 

We categorize pre-revolution pop singers, song-
writers, and composers into three groups. First are 
those who left the country before the revolution 
victory day (February 11, 1979) and did not actual-
ly experience living in Iran under the new regime 
governance. Second are those who tried to escape 
from the country in the early days of the new re-
gime. Some were successful on their first escape at-
tempt, and some were not. The ones who could not 
escape had to stay without any permission to work, 
record, or engage in music. Many of these musi-
cal artists were also captured and interrogated by 
the new regime. Third are those who chose to stay 
in Iran but mostly could not work for years (or at 
all). The first and second groups are the ones who 
left the homeland. However, the second group is 
the only one that experienced post-revolution Iran, 

while the first group only heard about it from a dis-
tance.

Many songs describe images of pre-revolution 
and post-revolution times in Iran. This process 
happens in two ways. First, song lyrics may 
mention Iran, the idea of a lost or distant coun-
try, their hometowns, or their homeland directly. 
These songs poignantly address Iran as a home-
land. Second, song lyrics may use the home as 
a metaphor for the homeland. By describing the 
home, particularly in nostalgic terms, they invoke 
Iran itself as a broader concept of home. In the lat-
ter, we can find Cresswell’s (1996) argument about 
the relationship between home and homeland—
that home can be broadened from the house to the 
homeland. We can also see how, as we argue, the 
distance from Iran increases the sense of home-
land as a home beyond the scope of the place of 
the house. 

In the following song, the songwriter points to their 
homeland directly, Iran, as home. The lyrics include 
both homeland and home, linking them to Iran to 
demonstrate the connection of home and country 
for those in LA. 

The white and blue peace, the bright, beautiful um-

brella 

Will shadow on the sky of the homeland

The love with me again, the love with us again

The heartbroken people looking forward to peace

Oh, the lovers of Iran who are tired of this time

The bright, beautiful umbrella will be opened over 

the home.8

8 Tanine Solh (Resonance of Peace), 1987, Singers: Moein, Morteza, 
Fataneh, Andy, and Kouros, Songwriter: Hadieh (Leila Kasra), 
Composer: Farokh Ahi.
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These direct ties overtly shape Iran as the home for 
those located away from Iran.

Now, we turn to an indirect example. Using the 
word “home” as a metaphor to talk about home-
land is not a new use of the word. Songwriters have 
long done that, especially in political-social songs. 
Usually, destroying the home is a metaphor for de-
stroying the homeland in the songs. Mentioning 
the destruction of the home in songs is a  way to 
protest whatever activity caused perceived nega-
tive changes in the homeland. The 1979 revolution 
in Iran is exactly this kind of activity. Songwriters 
describe the changes as “horrible” and use words 
such as “destruction.” The lyrics below describe 
a ruined place where the songwriter cannot find 
his house-home anymore, as a metaphor for a lost 
homeland. This particular songwriter (Ardalan 
Sarfaraz) left Iran five years after the revolution 
and in the middle of the Iraq-Iran war. This gener-
ation of artists, who left Iran a few years after the 
revolution, witnessed the post-revolution events, 
which influenced the images they describe in their 
songs. 

Do not ask me where my home is in those ruins

My clanmate, what could I say? The clan is wan-

dering.9

The singer mentions the homelessness of clan-
mates (countrymen/neighbors) because of the ru-
ins, which is a metaphor for political misdeeds, 
the migration of refugees and emigrants after the 
revolution, and the long, liminal sense of time 
and uncertainty during the Iran-Iraq war. 

9 Hamkhooneh (Roommate), 1984, Singers: Vigen and Hayedeh, 
Songwriter: Ardalan Sarfaraz, Composer: Andranik.

While we discussed using the home as a metaphor 
for the homeland, it is necessary to mention that 
hometown has also been mentioned with home 
and homeland in the songs. 

If only a bullet leaves in my gun

With a voice in my heart to sing for the homeland

I sing, I fight for you to go home

My hometown, my hometown, I am far from you

I sing my dearest song for you.10

Applying the word home to a house, a hometown, 
and a homeland shows how home gets bigger for 
an immigrant/exiled person when they are far from 
home.

The songs we discuss in this section not only show 
the relationship between home and homeland but 
also provide their narrative of what was happen-
ing after the revolution in Iran. In these songs, 
“music served as a way to take control of their nar-
rative” (Alajaji 2015:2-3). While the regime in Iran, 
political opposition inside and outside of Iran, and 
foreign countries were sending their narratives 
of Iran to the whole world, musicians in exile ex-
pressed their narratives via the songs that they 
produced in Los Angeles. Their nostalgia, their 
political interests, and their social location influ-
enced their narration.

Home and Family

Seeing home as a process (Boccagni and Kusenbach 
2020:597) is not possible if we do not consider peo-
ple who interact there, initiating and continuing 
the process of meaning-making and home-making. 

10 Shahre Man (My Town), 1984, Singer: Morteza, Songwriter: 
Hoda, Composer: Folkloric Melody.
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Family, as the core group of a home, has a crucial 
role in this process. Carol Silverman (2012:60), in 
her work on Balkan music in the diaspora, argues 
that musicians miss family rather than the place. 
We found that this relationship between family 
and home emerged in the songs we studied. Miss-
ing home is not only missing the sense of place, but 
it is also missing people who make a house a home. 
Musical artists often had to leave parents, siblings, 
and other close relatives behind. Parents usually 
are the ones who start and frame the process of 
home, particularly for their children. As these chil-
dren grew and eventually left not only home but 
Iran, they may miss their parents both as parents 
and as components of home and homeland. 

Of all the possible family members, mothers and fa-
thers are the most common references in Iranian-LA 
songs. Mothers have more mentions than fathers 
and their idealized respective identities take form 
in different ways. “Mother” is portrayed as a person 
who is waiting to see her children and to cook for 
them. A mother is the person who keeps the spirit 
of the home alive. A mother manages the affairs at 
home and finally, she is the one who is waiting for 
her children at home, both in the house and in the 
homeland. Using the word “mother” as a metaphor 
for the homeland is not unusual in Persian litera-
ture, so it is not surprising that songwriters use this 
metaphor in their lyrics, too. Homeland may, for ex-
ample, be framed as a mother who is waiting for her 
children to come back. 

The lyrics below illustrate the process of waiting 
during the Iran-Iraq war and the political execu-
tions in Iran: 

Oh, mother! Stay at your own silent home

The disaster falls like rain from the sky on you

Do not open the door of your mourning house to anyone

There is no guest except death at the door.11

The danger at home, for the mother, mimics the dan-
ger for the country, where death is at many doors 
where fathers did not come home from the war. 
Iran, far from Los Angeles, is silent inside, where 
turbulence waits on the threshold of the country’s 
borders, as the metaphor of thresholds of the home 
demonstrates.

Sometimes the lyrics invoke both parents. A house 
becomes a home in the process of home-making 
by the people who interact around and within the 
place. Of all the people who are involved, parents 
play a crucial role. In traditional homes, extended 
living meant that this parental role was not limited 
to their children’s childhoods. In the lyrics below, 
home is the mother’s beloved and the father’s soul. 
We see that the house is a home because they make 
it meaningful. 

Home was my mother’s beloved 

She planted Petunia in its garden

Home was my father’s soul

He didn’t love anything as much as home.12

It is interesting to note that the mother’s role in the 
process of home is active, while the father is simply 
present. This reinforces the home as a realm of the 
mother, making sense of the homeland as a mother-
land rather than a fatherland. 

Remembering, missing, and belonging to a home 
is intertwined with remembering, missing, and be-

11 Khooneh (Home), 1989, Singer: Dariush, Songwriter: Nader 
Naderpour, Composer: Babak Afshar.
12 Khooneh (Home), 1991, Singer: Dariush, Songwriter: Iraj Janatie 
Ataie, Composer: Babak Bayat.
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longing to people who were/are living in the home. 
The father and mother frame the meaning of home, 
particularly as ones who are attached more to the 
concept than others. While extended living is part 
of nostalgia, today, children may leave home and 
continue their lives somewhere else, but the proba-
bility of parents staying at the same home is high. 
These musicians, as grown children, have estab-
lished lives away from their parents. They long for 
their parents as the keepers and creators of mean-
ing for the home. 

As we discussed, mothers have more mentions 
than fathers in songs related to the concept of 
home. The role of “carer” is usually assigned to the 
mother, especially in a patriarchal system. There-
fore, children look for care and emotional support 
from their mothers more than they do from their 
fathers. Because of these constructed gender roles, 
especially those assigned to women, we note this 
increase in the presence of mothers at home more 
than fathers. Additionally, where home is a process, 
so are imagined communities and the enactment 
of the homeland. The metaphorical connection of 
women and homeland draws out the connection of 
home and homeland, both as enacted and proces-
sual.

Home: A Heaven to Remember, A Haven for 
Return

Home is one of the places where memories emerge. 
As Gaston Bachelard (1969) says, it is a place for 
memory, thoughts, and dreams to come together. 
This is an element of home as a process (Boccag-
ni and Kusenbach 2020). Recalling home-made 
memories is a recurring theme in the songs. These 
home-related memories are good memories that 
produce a nostalgic narrative. It is not surprising 

that, given the existential crisis in the face of feel-
ing not-being-at-home (Didehvar and Wada 2023), 
nostalgia becomes prominent. Particularly poi-
gnant is the yearning to go home. Craving home 
as a haven makes sense in the context of nostalgia 
as a panacea for coping with loss, distance-from-
home, and unsettled times. 

The pattern that emerges from Iranian-LA songs 
emphasizes belonging to the home through the 
recollection of specific memories. Hence, the 
home became the place and a time of good mem-
ories in these songs. Destroying a home equates 
to destroying the potential for more good mem-
ories to be created and harms the sense of be-
longing to the home. This sense of lack-of-be-
longing evoked by the destroyed home speaks to 
the contemporary sense of the feeling of not-be-
ing-at-home. For example, in the song below, the 
songwriter states that he remembers thousands 
of memories, although the home is now in ruins. 
Even the ruined home evokes memories of be-
longing-at-home, while communicating a bleak 
view of the potential for feeling a sense of being-
at-home again.

Home, this ruined home

Reminds me of thousands of memories

Home, this dark home

Reminds me those days.13

These expressions of home go beyond an embod-
iment of good memories and a sense of home. 
They invoke a temporal dimension that elevates 
the past through nostalgia while it depletes the 
future of possible belonging. 

13 Khooneh (Home), 1991, Singer: Dariush, Songwriter: Iraj Janatie 
Ataie, Composer: Babak Bayat.
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In this paper, we use the word “haven” as a place 
where people go to shelter from what happens in 
the world. Using the home as a refuge or haven is 
not restricted to Iranian culture. We can follow it in 
Anglo-Saxon culture, too (Mallett 2004). While the 
privilege of home-as-haven is often only accorded 
to the middle class in the West (Jackson 1994), the 
ideal of home-as-haven operates as a meta-nar-
rative across classes. In this sense, an inability to 
access home-as-haven results in symbolic violence 
(Bourdieu 1998). 

In Iranian-LA songs, sometimes the songwriters 
mention that home is a haven directly, while other 
times they only describe a situation where home 
plays a role as a haven. In the latter, the father and 
mother have a crucial role in making the home 
a haven. The tendency to come back home is in-
tegrated with finding a haven, as in the example 
below. 

I want to go home

Where [it] belongs to me

The reason to live is to be alive of love

I want to go home

Where [it] is a haven

All the words are in the eyes [of the home].14

For migrants, returning home can carry feelings 
ranging from wistful hope to deep yearning. As Eva 
Rodríguez (2016) writes, concerning exile, return is 
the other side of the coin. The concept of “return-
ing to home” is intertwined with going back to the 
heaven that home was, in nostalgic memory, and 
to a haven where the songwriter could take refuge 
from being an immigrant, a nobody, homesick, and 

14 Khooneh (Home), 1996, Singer: Ebi, Songwriter: Jacqueline 
Derderian, Composer: Farokh Ahi.

a stranger. In some of the songs, the songwriters 
want to go back home (to their homeland), even if 
the situation at home is dangerous. We found this 
theme in several songs. For example, in the afore-
mentioned song:

Take me to my home, there is no love here

Take me to my home, although home is not the home.

Again, we have a yearning for home as a haven 
and a place of love. However, the home is also 
placed out of an accessible space and time. Hav-
ing the ideal sense of home as a place of retreat 
and being unable to access it deepens the sense of 
the symbolic violence migrants experience when 
they are faced with barriers to building a  new 
home, including the barrier of the feeling of not-
being-at-home and the well of nostalgia pulling 
them toward the past rather than the future. Ad-
ditionally, we can see how the home, both as a lo-
cus of nostalgia and as a  haven, expands to the 
homeland rather than staying narrowed in on the 
house or dwelling.

Conclusion

The immigration of musicians from Iran to Los 
Angeles provided a context that offers new anal-
yses of home through the lens of migrants. This 
interpretation leads us to emphasize the role that 
family members, social context, neighbors, and 
memories play in the construction and remem-
brance of “home.” The music scene is a rich ven-
ue to learn about a group’s symbolic locations and 
meaning-making around place and home (Ko-
tarba, Fackler, and Nowotny 2009). As Bachelard 
(1969) states, home is a context in which memories, 
thoughts, and dreams come together. Here, we see 
empirical evidence of that. 
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The most significant finding of the concept of 
home in Iranian, immigrant musicians’ artworks 
is the relationship between home and homeland. 
Iranian-LA songs use home as a metaphor for 
the homeland, even those that describe the body 
of the home as embodied forms of the sense-of-
home. Although they use some language around 
the meaning of home as a structure, ultimately 
the distance from Iran means that songwriters 
now construct the whole of Iran as “home.” Go-
ing “home” would mean returning to Iran rather 
than a specific house. The sadness about the de-
stroyed home, hope to return home, and the ten-
dency to yearn to go back to the mother point out 
the singers’ emotions about their homeland. The 
distance from home has changed the borders of 
what constitutes a home. The borders of home are 
not around the songwriter’s house anymore but 

they are around the homeland. Home is the house 
in which songwriters have lived, in addition to its 
surroundings. 

The question that immigrants ask themselves is: 
Where is my home? Some find the new country 
their home, some believe their homeland is their 
home (or their house in their homeland, as a met-
aphor for the homeland), some explain that they 
have two or more homes, and some say they have 
no home (Mohammadi 2023). We argue that as 
long as the dream of return is alive and the immi-
grants are thinking about returning to their home-
land, their home (or at least one of their homes) is 
their homeland. When there is no hope or inten-
tion for return, they experience their first home in 
the homeland as a loss, as located in the past, with 
tenuous or no ties to the future.
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Abstract: Pain is a profoundly subjective phenomenon, which remains largely impenetrable to the 
tools of biomedicine. How, then, do pain researchers—specifically, quantitative medical research-
ers whose work is predicated on transforming pain into numbers—measure pain in their studies? 
How do they select and justify specific measures, and does this process lead to measurement stan-
dardization? This article analyzes 79 published medical studies about low back pain (LBP) and 20 
interviews with pain experts (including 15 with authors of the reviewed studies) to address these 
questions. Findings reveal that LBP researchers use an extremely diverse set of outcome measures 
in their studies, typically based on patient self-report. The subjectivity and interpersonal incom-
parability of self-reports are widely acknowledged but treated as largely unproblematic—a matter 
of acceptable measurement error rather than “epistemological purgatory” (Barker 2005). However, 
researchers frequently disagree on what constitutes a “pain measure.” Many respond to the con-
siderable challenge of treating pain intensity by redefining their work—sometimes in the face of 
resistance from patients—around other, putatively more treatable domains, such as disability. The 
diverse, arguably unstandardized approaches to measuring pain appear attributable less to pain’s 
epistemological fragility than to its therapeutic intractability, and to the medical community’s dif-
fuse social structures and professional goals. 

Keywords:
Chronic Pain; 
Consensus 
Recommendations; 
Data Harmonization; 
Interdisciplinarity; 
Measurement; 
Standardization; 
Validity

Hanna Grol-Prokopczyk is an Associate Professor 

of Sociology at the University at Buffalo, State University 

of New York. She is a medical sociologist who uses quali-

tative and quantitative methods to study the measurement 

of pain and other subjectively-described health condi-

tions. She also studies social determinants of pain, and 

consequences of pain (such as opioid use, disability, and 

mortality). She received her Ph.D. from the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison.

email address: hgrol@buffalo.edu

https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.21.1.03
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3270-637X
mailto:hgrol%40buffalo.edu?subject=


Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 47

To have pain is to have certainty; 

to hear about pain is to have doubt.

Elaine Scarry (1985:13)

When I see a patient with arthritis coming in the front door, 

I leave by the back door.

Sir William Osler, 

first chief of Johns Hopkins Medical School 

(late 19th century; in Graf 2010:1976)

Quantitative researchers frequently 
advocate for measurement standard-
ization to facilitate the comparison 
and pooling of research studies. Such 

standardization is a key facet of the data harmoni-
zation deemed “essential” for the advancement of 
medical and social scientific research (Fortier et al. 
2012:96). Pain researchers are no exception to this 
line of thinking: calls to improve standardization 
of pain measures date back over three decades (In-
stitute of Medicine 1987), and recur particularly 
frequently with reference to outcome measures in 
clinical trials (e.g., Deyo et al. 1998; Turk et al. 2003). 
Nonetheless, measurement of pain in research stud-
ies appears—at least from some perspectives—to 
remain highly unstandardized, with studies often 
differing substantially in which pain-related do-
mains they examine and which specific measures of 
those domains are used (e.g., Hjermstad et al. 2011; 
Kamper et al. 2011; Mulla et al. 2015).

This study seeks to document and understand the 
diversity of pain measures used in medical research. 
Why are so many measures used, and why does this 
pattern persist despite recurring calls for standard-
ization? Is the “fragile factuality” (Baszanger 1992) 
of pain—that is, its profound subjectivity and im-

penetrability to the tools of biomedicine—to blame? 
Or is the explanation a social and institutional one, 
in which barriers across professional worlds prevent 
standardization? What role do norms of scientific 
justification—which would seem, prima facie, to sup-
port comparability—play in standardization efforts? 
This study explores these questions by focusing on 
low back pain (LBP), a common and costly pain con-
dition, and a paradigmatic one in its etiological and 
therapeutic characteristics. 

This topic may interest researchers who study pain 
or other subjective health conditions or who are 
themselves involved in standardization efforts. But 
the case of pain also elucidates theoretical issues rel-
evant to the sociology of science and medicine. Most 
social scientific studies of standardization have fo-
cused on successful cases of standardization. By an-
alyzing a case that is, at best, ambiguously success-
ful, this study elucidates the factors that undermine 
scientific consensus-building. Moreover, most stud-
ies examine efforts to standardize protocols, meth-
ods, or technologies. The current focus on measure-
ment standardization may reveal challenges specific 
to this area.

Background

Pain Standardization Efforts

Since it coalesced in the 1970s, pain medicine has 
been a highly international and interdisciplinary 
field (Whelan 2009). The International Associa-
tion for the Study of Pain (IASP), founded in 1974, 
currently has over 6,000 members in 125 countries 
(IASP website 2024), who represent “the highly di-
verse fields of anaesthesia, neurology, psychology, 
general practice, psychiatry, nursing, and social 
work, among others” (Whelan 2009:171). 
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For at least three decades, pain experts across spe-
cialties have expressed dissatisfaction with “[i]ncon-
sistencies in definitions and measurement” of pain 
(Institute of Medicine 1987:7). In 1992, an interna-
tional group of rheumatologists responded to frus-
tration that clinical trials were “extremely difficult 
to compare and combine” by founding OMERACT 
(Outcome Measures in Rheumatology Clinical Tri-
als), which periodically issues recommendations for 
outcome measures in studies of pain-producing con-
ditions (Tugwell et al. 2007:1). In 2002, two Ameri-
can psychologists founded IMMPACT (the Initiative 
on Methods, Measurement, and Pain Assessment 
in Clinical Trials), which develops “consensus rec-
ommendations” for outcome measures in trials of 
chronic pain to “facilitate comparisons and pool-
ing of data” (Turk et al. 2003:337-338). IMMPACT 
has thus far published at least seven highly-cited 
consensus recommendations focusing on outcome 
domains or measures (http://www.immpact.org/). 
Pain measures are also included in broader efforts at 
measurement standardization, such as the COMET 
Initiative (Core Outcome Measures in Effectiveness 
Trials) and the NIH-supported PROMIS system (Pa-
tient Reported Outcomes Measurement Information 
System).

Individual researchers or groups of researchers also 
regularly publish articles encouraging standardiza-
tion. Richard A. Deyo and colleagues (1998) recom-
mend outcome measures for studies of back pain; 
Alison M. Elliot, Blair H. Smith, and W. Alastair 
Chambers (2003) promote a measure of chronic pain 
severity; Bernhard Aicher and colleagues (2012) rec-
ommend pain measures for clinical trials of head-
ache treatments; Elisabeth G. VanDenKerkhof, 
Madelon L. Peters, and Julie Bruce (2013) advocate 
outcome domains for studies of chronic pain after 
surgery, et cetera.

While some publications recommend certain out-
come domains, others recommend specific measures 
of such domains (i.e., particular questionnaires). 
Some groups advocate for disease-, location-, or 
context-specific pain measures, while others, like 
IMMPACT, aim “to develop a consensus…that 
would transcend specific chronic pain syndromes” 
(Turk et al. 2003:338). Regardless, a majority of rec-
ommended measures are based on patient self-re-
port. This reflects the dictum of Margo McCaffery, 
a nurse and founding member of IASP, that “pain 
is whatever the experiencing person says it is, ex-
isting whenever the experiencing person says it 
does” (McCaffery and Thorpe 1989:113). This idea, 
and the variant describing self-report as the “gold 
standard” of pain assessment, have diffused in the 
pain community to the point of being considered 
“conventional maxim[s]” (Schiavenato and Craig 
2010:667). The following analyses consider how 
these features of measurement recommendations 
affect standardization.

Despite the proliferation of recommendations for 
standard measures, contemporary studies continue 
to demonstrate high variability in pain measure-
ment. Steven J. Kamper and colleagues’ (2011) re-
view of 82 studies of LBP reveals a striking variety of 
measures in use, yielding 66 different definitions of 
recovery from pain. Sohail M. Mulla and colleagues 
(2015), examining opioid analgesic trials, find that 
fewer than 5% cite IMMPACT recommendations 
and that most IMMPACT-recommended outcome 
domains are omitted in a majority of studies. A 2011 
Institute of Medicine report on pain reveals contin-
ued frustration with the “lack of a single, univer-
sally accepted metric,” which “confounds” both cli-
nicians’ and researchers’ work (2011:140). Thus far, 
pain standardization efforts appear not to have met 
with resounding success.

Hanna Grol-Prokopczyk
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The Fragile Factuality of Pain 

Philosophers and social scientists writing about 
pain show a consistent fascination with what Isa-
belle Baszanger (1992) calls its “fragile factuality,” 
that is, its invisibility and interpersonal unveri-
fiability. While some invisible health conditions 
achieve mediated visibility through the tools of 
biomedicine, pain maintains profound invisibility: 
no tool exists to prove and/or quantify its existence 
to others. Concerted efforts to identify objective 
measures of pain are ongoing, but thus far, only 
“potential pain biomarkers” have been identified 
(Davis et al. 2020; emphasis added). Both the orig-
inal 1979 and revised 2020 definitions of pain pro-
mulgated by the International Association for the 
Study of Pain (IASP) explicitly acknowledge pain’s 
subjectivity (Raja et al. 2020) and, like the new ICD-
11 classification of chronic pain, note that pain is 
not always associated with actual or observable 
tissue damage (Treede et al. 2015). Consequently, 
those experiencing pain are vulnerable to accu-
sations of malingering and/or drug-seeking from 
healthcare providers, employers, and family (Zaja-
cova, Grol-Prokopczyk, and Zimmer 2021)—accu-
sations that may take a high psychological toll (e.g., 
Glenton 2003). 

And yet, when Jean Jackson (2011:378) describes 
“[r]elations between pain patients and health 
care deliverers” as “the worst in medicine,” she 
attributes this broken relationship not only to 
patient-provider mistrust, but also to the sheer 
difficulty of treating pain, in particular chron-
ic pain.1 Reviews of pain treatment effectiveness 

1 The present article focuses largely, but not exclusively, on 
chronic pain since acute pain may be assessed with similar 
measures and since some reviewed studies examine both acute 
and chronic pain patients.

are discouraging, finding that “none of the most 
commonly prescribed treatment regimens are, 
by themselves, sufficient to eliminate pain and to 
have a major effect on physical and emotional func-
tion in most patients” (Turk, Wilson, and Cahana 
2011:2232). Physicians describe pain treatment as 
“frustrating and challenging” (Graf 2010:1976) and 
“one of the most difficult and unrewarding prob-
lems in clinical medicine” (Borkan et al. 1995:977). 

In her 1992 ethnography of French pain clinics, 
Baszanger describes a schism between doctors who 
aim to cure chronic pain (and focus on biomedical 
causes and interventions) and those who aspire 
only to manage it (and typically focus on psycho-
logical mechanisms). At the time of her research, 
“no consensus” between the two approaches was 
in sight (Baszanger 1992:182). The present study 
may serve as an update to Baszanger’s findings. Do 
contemporary pain specialists see chronic pain as 
something to cure or something to manage, and 
does this shape how they choose to measure it?

As Emma Whelan (2003) notes, scholarly examina-
tions of pain’s epistemological elusiveness have fo-
cused on its implications for people with pain and 
for their interactions with others, especially health-
care providers. Less research has examined impli-
cations for the biomedical science of pain—a  claim 
that remains true over 20 years since Whelan first 
made it. Whelan’s (2003; 2009) work analyzes lay- 
and expert-designed forms for assessing endometri-
osis pain to compare the goals and “knowledge con-
cerns” of the respective communities; and elsewhere 
documents the difficulties of generating a classifica-
tion of pain in the highly multidisciplinary and in-
ternational pain research community. However, nei-
ther the classification nor the endometriosis forms 
were designed to be outcome measures in quanti-
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tative studies. Indeed, even the gynecologist-devel-
oped form “carefully avoids any explicit suggestion 
that the patient’s experience of pain can be reduced 
to a numerical value” (Whelan 2003:468). 

While many of the researchers interviewed in the 
present study are clinician-researchers, the current 
focus is on how they measure pain in their quantita-
tive research, where the demands for quantification 
are higher than in clinical settings. These research-
ers must represent pain via numbers. How, precise-
ly, do they do so? What measures do they select, 
and how do they justify their use? Marion V. Smith 
(2008:993) matter-of-factly writes that “[s]urvey re-
searchers’ purposes are satisfied by statistical tests 
that demonstrate adequate levels of validity and 
reliability [of survey questions].” However, “valid-
ity and reliability,” when examined closely, are not 
such straightforward goals—and may not, in fact, be 
the sole drivers of researchers’ decisions about pain 
measurement.

Pain researchers operate not as isolated individu-
als but as members of professional social worlds—
communities that can shape professional goals and 
scientific norms, including norms of measurement. 
As Whelan (2003:463) writes, “systems of pain mea-
surement…must be seen as the products of episte-
mological communities with particular interests, 
aims and methods which affect the construction of 
pain.” The present study builds on this insight in at 
least two related ways: by evaluating whether and 
how much pain researchers have been influenced 
by recent measurement standardization efforts in 
the field and by examining to what extent pain re-
searchers (in particular, low back pain researchers) 
constitute an integrated epistemological communi-
ty versus representing multiple communities with 
multiple norms.

The Sociology of Standardization

As Stefan Timmermans and Marc Berg (1997:273) 
write, “[u]niversality through standardization is at 
the heart of medical and scientific practice.” In their 
interrogations of how standardization happens, 
Timmermans and Berg highlight two points of high 
relevance to the present study. First, standards rarely 
result from a single individual’s efforts, but instead 
involve the interplay of many actors working across 
social networks. The role of networks, specifically 
pre-existing networks, is key: new standards are 
“plugged into a physical and cultural infrastructure 
that allows [them] to function” (Timmermans and 
Berg 1997:283). Second, “[u]niversality is always lo-
cal universality” (Timmermans and Berg 1997:297), 
that is, standards must be adapted and integrated 
into local circumstances. A corollary of this is that 
“loose” standards may diffuse more successfully 
than “rigid” ones, as they are more easily molded 
to local requirements (Timmermans and Epstein 
2010:81). 

These characteristics are indeed evident in many ex-
amples of successful standardization (e.g., Fujimura 
1996; Skloot 2010). Little research, however, explores 
cases of unsuccessful standardization. While Stefan 
Timmermans and Steven Epstein (2010:81) acknowl-
edge that “[s]tandards may fail implementation for 
countless reasons,” they provide no detailed exam-
ples. One may ask, then, what specific features of 
professional social networks—or what other factors 
altogether—undermine standardization. For exam-
ple, if a field is highly international and interdis-
ciplinary, does this help or hinder the adoption of 
standards? 

Another question inviting exploration is how much 
flexibility in standards is optimal. Too little, and stan-
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dards will be rejected for not meeting local needs, 
but too much, and their status as “standards” may 
be undermined. Timmermans and Epstein (2010:81) 
are explicit that standards that have been modified, 
“whether slightly or fundamentally,” should not be 
considered failures, since “a standard’s flexibility 
is often key to its success.” But how, then, does one 
distinguish standardization from fragmentation? 
To explore this issue, I took an emic perspective in 
my interviews, asking pain experts directly wheth-
er they considered pain measures to be standard-
ized and why.

Data and Methods

To shed light on how pain researchers measure pain, 
and to identify factors supporting or hindering 
measurement standardization, this study relies pri-
marily on two sources of data. The first is 79 peer-re-
viewed medical research articles on LBP published 
between 1999 and 2008. These articles were origi-
nally identified by Kamper and colleagues (2011) in 
a systematic review of definitions of recovery from 
LBP.2 While my research focus is different, the ar-
ticles are well-suited for this study for several rea-
sons. 

First, LBP is not only extremely common and costly 
(with a lifetime prevalence in Western countries of 
approximately 80% [Brötz et al. 2003]), but it is also 

2 Full inclusion criteria for the Kamper articles were: peer-re-
viewed articles accessible in medical electronic databases; pub-
lished inclusively between 1999-2008; focusing on non-specific 
LBP; designed as “prospective, longitudinal stud[ies], includ-
ing randomised controlled trials;” including references to “re-
covery” or “resolution” in their abstract, methods, or results 
sections; excluding studies of surgical management of LBP; and 
written in English or in a language where translation could be 
easily arranged (Kamper et al. 2011:10). Most Kamper articles 
focused on chronic LBP, although some focused on acute cas-
es or included both (e.g., to examine which acute cases would 
become chronic).

a paradigmatic pain condition in terms of its fragile 
factuality. That is, LBP is characterized by a surpris-
ingly weak correlation between observable physical 
pathologies and experienced pain. Many individu-
als have spinal conditions such as herniated disks 
but report no pain, while for those who do report 
pain, “there is no correlation between the severity 
of the abnormality”—if one is observed at all—“and 
the degree of pain” (Cassar-Pullicino 1998:218). 
Next, the date range of the Kamper articles (1999-
2008) conveniently straddles the publication of the 
first IMMPACT recommendations in late 2003 (Turk 
et al. 2003), permitting a comparison of outcome 
measures used before and after. 

While Kamper and colleagues (2011) reviewed 82 
articles, I excluded three because they were not in 
English or could not be located. My documentary 
analysis of how pain is measured in research publi-
cations is based on the remaining 79 articles, hence-
forth referred to as “the Kamper articles.” Citations 
for all articles may be found in Kamper and col-
leagues (2011), and are available upon request.

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of these arti-
cles and confirms the disciplinary and national di-
versity of the LBP research community. The articles 
were published in general medical, spine, pain, and 
other specialty journals, including physiotherapy, 
epidemiology, and rheumatology journals. Most 
journals were highly ranked, including The New 
England Journal of Medicine, BMJ, The Lancet, Spine, 
and Pain. Researchers with European affiliations 
authored 62% of the articles, those with US or Ca-
nadian affiliations authored 25%, and researchers in 
other regions authored 19% (see Table 1 note). 63% of 
the articles were published after 2003, that is, after 
IMMPACT’s initial publication recommending spe-
cific pain outcome domains.

Why Are There So Many Ways to Measure Pain? Epistemological and Professional Challenges in Medical Standardization



©2025 QSR Volume XXI Issue 152

Table 1. Characteristics of 79 analyzed studies of 
low back pain

Number 
of articles

Percentage 
of articles

Study type
 Prospective 
 Clinical trial
 Economic evaluation
 Other 

39
32
 3
 5

49%
41%
 4%
 6%

Journal type
 Spine 
 Pain
 General medicine 
 Other specialty

35
10
 9
25

44%
13%
11%
32%

Year of publication
 1999-2003
 2004-2008

29
50

37%
63%

Region of authors’ institu-
tional affiliation (see note 
below)
 Europe
 US or Canada
 Other

49
20
15

62%
25%
19%

Note: Numbers by region do not add to 79 (100%) because five 

articles were co-authored by researchers with affiliations in 

multiple regions.

Source: Self-elaboration.

My second main source of data was interviews 
I conducted with 20 pain experts: 15 who were lead 
authors of one or more Kamper articles and 5 who 
had other valuable experience with pain measure-
ment or standardization. The 15 lead authors had 
collectively authored 25 (32%) of the 79 Kamper 
articles and represented a range of specialties and 
geographic regions (with 6 affiliated with US or 
Canadian institutions, 7 with European ones, and 

2 with institutions from other regions). The five ad-
ditional pain experts included a US researcher in-
volved with IMMPACT since its inception; an Aus-
tralian researcher involved in efforts to standardize 
definitions in LBP research; a US clinical nurse 
specialist whose pain assessment questionnaires 
are used in over a dozen countries; and two heads 
of US pain clinics. For brevity, I refer to researchers 
who authored Kamper articles as “authors,” to the 
other five interviewees as “specialists,” and to in-
terviewees collectively as “pain experts.”

This research was approved by the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison IRB. Interviews were con-
ducted in person, by telephone, or by Skype in 
2013, with occasional email follow-ups. Reflect-
ing the regimented schedules of physicians and 
academics, interviews were typically scheduled 
in 30- or 60-minute blocks and averaged 45 min-
utes. For confidentiality, interviewees are referred 
to by pseudonyms, with identifying geographic 
and professional details omitted. Interviews were 
semi-structured. I first asked respondents about 
their professional training, conference attendance, 
and what journals they frequently read to bet-
ter understand their professional affiliations and 
identities. Thereafter, questions focused on what 
pain measures respondents used in their work 
and why, whether they were familiar with orga-
nizational efforts to standardize pain measure-
ment, and what they saw as their main research 
and/or clinical goals. I also read many other pub-
lications about pain measurement and standard-
ization and attended academic pain conferences 
and IMMPACT meetings. I conducted an induc-
tive, grounded theoretical analysis of all texts, in-
cluding interview transcripts (Glaser and Strauss 
1967). The main findings are presented in eight 
subsections below.
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Findings

The Diversity of Pain Measures in LBP Research

One aim of this study was to document and classify 
all pain outcome measures used in the Kamper arti-
cles. However, as discussed below, pain researchers 
disagree about what constitutes a pain measure. For 
the initial classification, I adopted a broad view of 
the term, including measures both directly and in-
directly presented as pain measures. For example, 
if a study treated reduction in a particular score as 
a mark of improvement in pain, I considered that 
score a pain measure.

The diversity of pain-related outcome measures in 
the articles is shown in Table 2, where they are classi-
fied into 12 domains. No domain was represented in 
all studies. The most common domains were pain-re-
lated disability (appearing in 73% of articles) and 
numeric pain intensity (in 63%); all others appeared 
in fewer than half of articles. There was a large vari-
ation in the number and permutations of domains 
included in individual articles: some included a sin-
gle outcome measure (e.g., Tubach, Beauté, and Le-
clerc 2004), while others included up to seven do-
mains (e.g., Smeets et al. 2006). The selected domains 
showed no clear association with each other, year of 
publication, or authors’ institutional location. 

 Table 2. Pain-related outcome measures in 79 studies on low back pain

Outcome measure type Example Number of 
articles

Percentage of 
all articles

Binary pain outcome Had LBP during study period (yes/no) 11 14%

Numeric pain intensity Current pain intensity on 100mm VAS 
(Visual Analogue Scale) 50 63%

Other directly pain-related outcomes Pain frequency (1-6, no pain to constant 
pain) 17 22%

Disability/function Roland-Morris Disability Questionnaire 58 73%

Work Ability to return to work 26 33%

Global perceived effect
(GPE)

5-point self-rating scale, from “completely 
recovered” to “much worse” 34 43%

Satisfaction Patient satisfaction on a 3-point scale 12 15%

Measured outcome (not
self-report)

Range of motion (fingertip-to-ground 
distance) 21 27%

Healthcare or medication
utilization Number of pills taken daily 15 19%

Time Time until disability claim closure 12 15%

Mental health or affect Beck Depression Inventory 6 8%

Other (less directly pain-
related) outcome Tampa Scale of Kinesiophobia 16 20%

Source: Self-elaboration.
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Moreover, within each of the 12 domains, there were 
usually many different measures in use. Pain inten-
sity, for example, was often measured with a 0-10 
Numeric Rating Scale (NRS) or a 100-mm Visual An-
alogue Scale (VAS; a line scored by measuring the 
distance from 0 to the patient’s “X”). However, many 
studies used other measures: the pain intensity sec-
tion of the McGill Pain Questionnaire (e.g., Burton et 
al. 2004); the Short Form 36 Health Survey’s (SF-36’s) 
pain subscale (McGuirk et al. 2001); a 0-10 pain relief 
scale (Collins, Evans, and Grundy 2006); et cetera. 

Furthermore, not all NRS- or VAS-based measures 
were identical. They often varied in the recall pe-
riod specified, which could be current pain, day-
time pain, pain over the last week, pain over the last 
three months, et cetera—or could remain unspec-
ified. One study constructed a measure averaging 
NRS scores of current pain, usual pain during the 
past two weeks, and least pain during the past two 
weeks (Dunn, Jordan, and Croft 2006); another used 
a similar procedure but asked for worst pain (Jen-
sen et al. 2007); another used worst pain but spec-
ified the past four weeks (Skillgate, Vingård, and 
Alfredsson 2007). Nor were labels for VAS and NRS 
endpoints consistent: the right-most point could be 
designated “very severe pain” (Van der Roer et al. 
2008:446), “unbearable” pain (Ozturk et al. 2006:623), 
“the worst pain ever” (Peul et al. 2008:181), et cetera. 
Existing reviews of non-site-specific pain research 
reveal similar inconsistencies. For example, Mari-
anne Hjermstad and colleagues (2011) found 41 dif-
ferent versions of NRSs among 54 articles (see also 
Smith et al. 2015).

The pain-related disability category (sometimes re-
ferred to as “function”) also comprised a diverse set 
of measures. Those appearing repeatedly included 
the Roland-Morris Disability Questionnaire (RDQ), 

the Oswestry Disability Index (ODI), the Quebec 
Back Pain Disability Scale (QBPDS), and 10-point Pa-
tient-Specific Functional Scales. Many studies used 
modified versions of measures: Federico Balagué 
and colleagues (1999) excluded one question from 
the ODI; Kate M. Dunn and colleagues (2006) did the 
same with the RDQ; Eva Skillgate and colleagues 
(2007) modified the Hoving Whiplash Disability 
Questionnaire to refer to back or neck pain instead 
of whiplash; et cetera. 

Overall, the articles showed high variability in terms 
of chosen domains, chosen measures, and specific 
implementations of measures. Direct comparison 
or pooling of findings across studies would often be 
challenging or impossible. Before fully exploring the 
causes of this variability, however, I examine wheth-
er researchers consider these measures to be mea-
sures of pain.

What Counts as a Measure of Pain?

The Kamper articles provide initial evidence that re-
searchers disagree about what constitutes a measure 
of pain. For instance, some studies explicitly present-
ed the Oswestry Disability Index (ODI) as a measure 
of disability and treated it as a separate concept from 
pain (as in Unlu et al.’s discussion of “reductions 
in pain and disability” [2008:191; emphasis added]). 
However, others introduced the scale specifically 
as a measure of “back pain” (e.g., Giles and Muller 
2003:1494). Some trials did not directly classify the 
ODI or other disability measures, but included no 
other more direct measures of pain among their out-
comes (e.g., Rattanatharn et al. 2004). One can thus 
assume that the disability measure was considered 
a measure of pain; otherwise, the study would be 
evaluating a treatment for pain without ever assess-
ing pain. 
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Responses to my initial interview question about 
pain—“How do you measure pain in your work?”—
also revealed a range of understandings of what it 
means to measure pain. A minority of interviewees 
interpreted this narrowly, volunteering only infor-
mation about pain intensity measures. Dr. Nuss-
baum, for example, mentioned the VAS and NRS 
as his primary pain measures. When I later asked 
about other measures in his publications, he re-
sponded, “[T]he Quebec Back Pain Disability Ques-
tionnaire is actually a measure of disability… Not 
really a pain measurement. And neither, by the way, 
is the EuroQol…[T]hese are not measures of pain 
or pain intensity but disability.” Some authors took 
an intermediate position, limiting “pain” to pain in-
tensity, but describing other domains as essential to 
studies of pain nonetheless: “They’re not pain scales 
per se. They’re sort of functional impairment. But… 
with back pain, you really have to deal with both” 
(Udovitch interview). 

The majority of authors I interviewed, however, 
spontaneously mentioned domains other than pain 
intensity before I brought them up, presenting them 
as measures of pain. Indeed, several explicitly re-
jected the notion of pain as synonymous with pain 
intensity. Dr. Legac, for example, explained that he 
assessed pain using measures of intensity, disabili-
ty, and work capacity because “[s]ome people con-
sider that measuring pain is more or less equivalent 
to measuring pain intensity…but… you need sever-
al domains to be more or less comfortable with what 
you are doing.” 

Pain experts with a clinical focus appeared more 
likely to argue for broad conceptions of pain. [Dr. 
Nussbaum, who earlier limited “pain” to pain inten-
sity, was an epidemiologist with no clinical experi-
ence.] Moreover, several interviewees made a dis-

tinction between acute and chronic pain, explaining 
that measures of pain intensity might suffice when 
treating the former but not the latter. As one special-
ist explained, acute pain settings are “fairly transac-
tional situation[s],” in which patients provide a pain 
intensity number and caregivers respond with 
a medication or prescription. In contrast, 

[P]eople like myself, who deal with these folks [chron-

ic pain patients], don’t really care about the pain rat-

ing scale…Typically what we’re doing when we assess 

outcome in chronic pain states is… to assess disabil-

ity, function, depression, anxiety, anger, work satis-

faction, et cetera, et cetera. And so that’s why you see 

this plethora of standardized questionnaires, that are 

desperately trying to say, what is the pain experience? 

The chronic pain experience. [Nadeau interview]

Dr. Ostergaard similarly dismissed the importance 
of pain intensity: “[T]he most interesting thing about 
doing chronic pain work, the most surprising thing 
to me, is pain itself is not a vital outcome measure.” 
The very feature of pain that most laypeople see as 
its essence—how much it hurts—is here presented 
as inessential.

In short, to measure pain may mean to assess pain 
intensity, to assess intensity along with other do-
mains, or to assess primarily other domains. The 
diversity of pain measures in use reflects, in part, 
disagreement on what counts as a pain measure to 
begin with. An explanation for this lack of consen-
sus is presented in the final Findings section.

How Are Pain Measures Justified?

How do pain experts justify their choice of pain 
measures? Among the Kamper articles, a small 
proportion included no justification of chosen mea-
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sures, even indirect justification through citations 
(e.g., Brötz et al. 2003). The majority, however, di-
rectly justified their measures in one or both of two 
ways. 

First, selected measures were very frequently de-
scribed as “valid,” “reliable,” and/or “responsive.” 
For brevity, I sometimes abbreviate this set of char-
acteristics as “validity” below. Rob J. E. M. Smeets 
and colleagues (2006:5), for example, described their 
various outcome measures as “a valid and reliable 
instrument,” “a reliable measure of pain intensity,” 
“a reliable, valid…questionnaire,” “[having] fair-
ly good validity and reliability,” et cetera. Second, 
pain authors often highlighted that their chosen 
measures were “from the literature” (e.g., Balagué 
et al. 1999:2518), were “similar to the outcomes 
used in other prognostic studies” (Bekkering et al. 
2005:1882), or, simply, “ha[ve] been used previous-
ly” (Mehling et al. 2005:46). Footnotes were typically 
provided after each measure, signaling these same 
attributes: prior validation and/or prior use. A pro-
totypical justification, then, might resemble this: 
“All these questionnaires have been validated in the 
literature with the references cited above” (Fergu-
son et al. 2001:59). 

These same themes emerged clearly in my inter-
views. Indeed, 17 of 20 interviewees spontaneously 
mentioned “validity and reliability” (Oilman inter-
view), “multiple validations” (Udovitch interview), 
“validated scales” (Fow interview), et cetera in ex-
plaining their choice of measures. Several indicat-
ed that they conducted thorough literature reviews 
at the onset of every project to identify the most 
valid measures (e.g., Dr. Heddy). I explore what re-
searchers mean by “validity” in the next section, 
but here note that interviewees often presented va-
lidity as a property inherent in a measure: a measure 

was validated or not, and this was context-inde-
pendent. 

Thirteen of my interviewees volunteered that their 
selected measures came from “the literature.” In 
a minority of cases, “the literature” was seen to rep-
resent the expertise of individual or organizational 
authorities. Dr. Xanthos chose measures “by look-
ing at the literature. Mostly by reading some pa-
pers by Deyo… He’s kind of the papa of back pain 
research.” Dr. Staab volunteered that he chose his 
measures based on IMMPACT recommendations. 
More commonly, however, authors appeared in-
different as to what particular literature was being 
invoked, mentioning neither specific authors, jour-
nals, or organizations. Instead, the most relevant 
feature of “the literature” was typically its quantity. 
Describing questionnaires as “widely used in the 
literature” (Nicolson interview), “all over the place” 
(Ostergaard interview), or “all over the literature” 
(Udovitch interview) was high praise. “The litera-
ture,” then, served primarily as a sign of collective 
justification. Researchers’ nearly universal reliance 
on existing measures (or minor variations thereof) 
further underscores their desire to conform to estab-
lished measurement norms.

At face value, either validity or comparability with 
“the literature” could encourage movement toward 
standardization. If “validity” is inherent in a mea-
sure, then researchers might independently rec-
ognize the superior validity of a certain measure, 
and eventually all come to select the same one. Al-
ternately, the desire to emulate professional peers 
could, with time, lead to growing comparability of 
measures as researchers drop rarer measures in fa-
vor of those “all over the literature.” To assess the 
plausibility of such processes, I now scrutinize the 
concepts of “validity” and “comparability.”
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Scrutinizing Validity

When asked what they meant by “validity,” my in-
terviewees often began by providing textbook defi-
nitions of the term and/or enumerating key types of 
validity: “[T]hings like face validity. Do they mea-
sure what both physicians and patients would gen-
erally perceive to be the correct items, say around 
back pain? Do they have construct validity?...Crite-
rion validity against standard measures. That’s the 
sort of thing I’m talking about” (Hannigan inter-
view). Other aspects of validity mentioned included 
“reliability” (e.g., Nussbaum interview) and “sensi-
tivity and specificity” (e.g., Heddy interview). Pain 
experts expressed concern not only with the validity 
of specific measures but also with validity at the lev-
el of the study. Thus, validity encompassed design-
ing a study with a limited number of outcome mea-
sures and sufficient statistical power (to avoid false 
positive findings due to multiple hypothesis testing) 
(e.g., Staab and Eusanio interviews). Study-level va-
lidity also entailed avoiding patient fatigue, confu-
sion, or non-response, as from an excessive number 
of questions (e.g., Cata and Hannigan interviews). 
Finally, multiple researchers mentioned that the 
validity of scientific findings could be improved 
by combining studies in a meta-analysis, which 
depended on comparability of measures (e.g., Han-
nigan interview); comparability thus bolstered va-
lidity. In short, “validity” was a complex and multi-
dimensional concept.

Not all interviewees mentioned all these facets of 
validity, but no interviewee rejected any of them. 
That is, I found no evidence of incommensurable be-
liefs about—or less than universal desire for—valid-
ity in the abstract. Nonetheless, my interviewees of-
ten came to highly divergent evaluations of specific 
measures. For example, some chose the Roland-Mor-

ris Disability Questionnaire over the Oswestry Dis-
ability Index because it “showed better reliability 
and validity” (Maquet interview); others strongly 
preferred the ODI, arguing that “we should get rid 
of the Roland Morris” due to its lack of construct 
validity (Staab interview); and still others rejected 
both in favor of other scales (Cata and Nicolson in-
terviews), also citing concerns about validity. 

How can researchers agree on definitions of validi-
ty, yet come to such different conclusions about the 
validity of specific measures? The answer emerging 
from my data is that validity was not, in practice, in-
herent in measures; instead, it was contextual. Local 
circumstances determined or negated a measure’s 
validity. Moreover, because of its multifaceted na-
ture, two or more facets of validity could come into 
conflict even in a specific context.

Perhaps the most easily predicted example of this 
is that validity is culture- and language-dependent. 
The Kamper articles indicated this, as when Balagué 
and colleagues (1999:2518) explained that the Os-
westry question about sexual function showed “low 
acceptance” among local participants, and thus was 
excluded; or when studies specified that they used 
questionnaires validated in local languages. One 
interviewee noted that even relatively subtle differ-
ences between American and British English could 
undermine measure validity (Hannigan interview). 

Most examples of the locality of validity, however, 
were based on study setting, design, and goals. Cli-
nicians often described themselves as working un-
der tremendous time pressure— “[W]e have one pa-
tient every ten minutes” (Cata interview)—and thus 
prized measures for their brevity. One clinician de-
sired “measures that can be incorporated into elec-
tronic medical records” and which patients could 
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answer by computer before appointments (Udovitch 
interview). Researchers conducting telephone inter-
views had their priorities. Dr. Ehrling rejected the 
multiple-choice Oswestry scale because it could not 
be easily used by phone; Dr. Nicolson avoided visu-
al analog scales for the same reason. Dr. Hannigan, 
who conducted large mail surveys, prized “instru-
ment[s] that people find easy to complete.” Several 
authors limited the number of outcome measures in 
their studies due to time or space constraints (e.g., 
Udovitch interview), or due to small sample size (to 
avoid “too much [statistical] testing,” [Staab inter-
view]). 

The severity, type, or location of the pain under ex-
amination also affected evaluations of a measure’s 
validity. Dr. Udovitch described the Oswestry scale 
as “most sensitive at the high end of impairment,” 
while the “Roland scale is a bit more sensitive at 
the middle and lower ends,” and chose his measure 
accordingly. Dr. Xanthos explained that in post-sur-
gical settings, “the Oswestry is very good. But in 
primary care, it’s the Roland Morris score.” Dr. 
Staab, who previously used the McGill Pain Ques-
tionnaire, vowed “never to use it again. Because 
it’s really not telling you anything more for people 
with no specific pain. It might be more interesting 
with neuropathic pain.” As it happens, a specialist 
examining neuropathic pain considered the McGill 
questionnaire and found it had too few relevant 
questions; he extended it with additional ones (Eu-
sanio interview). One LBP researcher found certain 
LBP-specific disability questionnaires sufficiently 
valid, but switched to a general pain disability scale 
for comparability with his colleagues, who studied 
many different pain conditions (Staab interview).

As such examples suggest, researchers frequently 
found themselves contending with competing no-

tions of validity, especially when defined broadly to 
include comparability with other studies. Dr. Legac 
had foreign workers among his patients, so gener-
ally used the ODI rather than the RDQ because he 
could find the former in five relevant languages. 
However, he used the RDQ in his studies of teen-
agers, for comparability with “studies in the UK… 
we tried to reproduce the same protocol.” Desire for 
comparability with others’ studies competed with 
and undermined his desire for consistency across 
his studies. Using both scales simultaneously was 
rejected as causing excessive respondent burden. 
Dr. Udovitch praised the SF-36 disability measure’s 
“good validation and responsiveness,” but nonethe-
less used a back-pain-specific measure because it 
had “good benchmarking” and because it “relates 
to the back. The patient’s going to like it. So, how’s 
that for rationale?” Comparability with his previous 
research and patient approval competed with and 
ultimately trumped the desirable properties of the 
SF-36. That Dr. Udovitch recognized a degree of ar-
bitrariness in this outcome is suggested by his clos-
ing rhetorical question. 

The local and multifaceted nature of validity helps 
explain the earlier example of four authors who 
came to divergent conclusions about pain-related 
disability scales. Dr. Maquet worked in primary 
care—and thus, sharing Dr. Xanthos’s evaluation 
of the RDQ as more valid in such settings than the 
ODI, preferred the former. Dr. Staab came to the 
opposite conclusion, rejecting the RDQ for its poor 
construct validity, as it includes items about sleep 
and other topics that are not strictly “disability.” 
Dr.  Cata, whose research was based on mailed 
questionnaires, dismissed both measures, rea-
soning that their length would suppress response 
rates; he preferred the shorter Chronic Pain Grade. 
Dr.  Nicolson preferred the Patient-Specific Func-
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tional Scale for its customizable content and the re-
sulting benefits to content validity and responsive-
ness. All four authors, then, justified their chosen 
measures by invoking “validity”—but they were 
different validities, leading to different choices of 
measures.

Timmermans and Berg (1997:273) argue that “uni-
versality is always ‘local universality.’” The present 
data support a parallel argument, namely, that va-
lidity is always local validity—constrained by cir-
cumstances including language, study mode and 
setting, research topic, choice of reference study, et 
cetera. Simultaneously, such constraint is often in-
complete: even in specific contexts, researchers may 
face a proliferation of competing validities, due par-
tially to the multifacetedness of validity itself. 

Scrutinizing Comparability

Most interviewees readily acknowledged that 
self-reports of pain are subjective and ultimately in-
comparable: “My six isn’t the same as your six, and 
no two sixes will ever be the same” (Washington 
interview); “I don’t think we can ever really be cer-
tain that ratings across respondents on self-report 
measures are comparable or mean the same thing” 
(Ehrling interview). Nonetheless, many interview-
ees saw a lack of interpersonal comparability as 
posing little problem for their research. What mat-
tered, interviewees repeatedly told me, is “[n]ot ac-
tually what the number is, it’s whether I can change 
it” (Bembery interview). For example, if a subject’s 
self-reported pain declined from six to four, that 
indicated improvement, regardless of how that six 
corresponded to another person’s six (Eusanio inter-
view). In such contexts, it was not interpersonal but 
intrapersonal comparability that was essential—and 
that was assumed to be present. 

Some pain experts did suggest that for certain 
types of research, lack of interpersonal compara-
bility could be problematic: “From a perspective of 
doing epidemiological research, ideally yes[, you’d 
have interpersonal comparability]” (Zahar inter-
view); “that’s a problem when you want to compare 
groups, yeah” (Staab interview). And yet, even re-
searchers specializing in pain epidemiology some-
times denied that interpersonal incomparability 
posed a problem (e.g., Dr. Udovitch) or resisted its 
characterization as “a problem”: “[I]n epidemiolog-
ical studies, you have to just take what you get and 
assume that seven equals seven, irrespective. [In-
terviewer: So do you think this poses a problem in 
your research?] You can call it a problem if you like. 
It’s definitely a factor. But again, we have to go by 
what the patient says…‘Pain is what the patient says 
it is’” (Cata interview). 

As this invocation of McCaffery’s dictum suggests, 
most interviewees supported the idea that “the gold 
standard” of pain measurement “is patient report” 
(Udovitch interview)—some quite adamantly (e.g., 
Dr. Hannigan). Others were more circumspect, de-
fining self-reports as the best available rather than the 
best possible measures (Oilman interview). Overall, 
however, most researchers did not express a desire 
for more objective measures of pain. 

In her presentation of “a sociology of measurement,” 
Linda Derksen (2002:803) argues that “credible sci-
entific knowledge is produced through the system-
atic erasure of uncertainty and random variation.” 
All measurement, she notes, involves error, but how 
much error is deemed “reasonable” is socially nego-
tiated (Derksen 2002:805). For the researchers I inter-
viewed, the error introduced by the subjectivity of 
self-reported pain was considered reasonable. This 
is shown by a reluctance to even deem it a “prob-
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lem,” as in the Cata quote above, and also more 
directly, as when Dr. Hannigan stated, “There is 
definitely noise in the system. But despite that noise, 
we are able to pick up some quite strong signals of 
predictors for onset or outcome of back pain.” In-
terpersonal incomparability of pain is here depicted 
as “noise” in a system characterized by a high sig-
nal-to-noise ratio—that is, something undesired, but 
forgivable. 

In contrast—and as predicted by the valorization 
of “the literature” described earlier— interviewees 
highly valued comparability across studies. Dr. Xan-
thos declared inter-study comparability “very 
important. On a scale from zero to ten, ten.” As 
Dr. Nicolson explained, consistency of measures is 
“the only thing that really enables us to compare 
findings across studies. Generally, we don’t believe 
anything these days from one study. So we want to 
have multiple studies and…we want to be able to 
pool data.” Such views were widespread.

But with which studies should researchers pursue 
comparability? For several pain experts, compara-
bility with their prior work was paramount: “You 
want to be able to…look at your body of research 
over a period of time in a way that’s somehow com-
parable” (Zahar interview). Sometimes a single 
study captured a researcher’s attention and became 
the basis for comparison (e.g., Nicolson interview). 
Many interviewees desired broad comparabil-
ity with others, but had to choose precisely which 
others to prioritize. Dr. Staab, as noted, measured 
pain-related disability with a general rather than 
LBP-specific scale, to match local colleagues who 
studied many types and sites of pain. In the process, 
however, he reduced his work’s comparability with 
that of other LBP researchers. Other interviewees, 
in contrast, committed to comparability with a spe-

cific field, as when Dr. Nussbaum rejected a general 
measure in favor of measures “commonly used in 
the field of back pain research.” Sometimes mea-
sure choice appeared shaped by broad geographi-
cal norms: “Scandinavian countries [are] very much 
used to us[ing] the ODI…England and the United 
States are more fond of the RDQ” (Staab interview). 
It should be noted that every measurement decision 
involved a comparability trade-off: increasing com-
parability with one reference group necessarily de-
creased comparability with others. 

Overall, inter-study comparability, like validity, 
was multiple and underdetermined: researchers 
had many reasonable choices for which studies to 
emulate in terms of measurement outcomes. I next 
explore how the informational structure of the LBP 
research community constrained—or failed to con-
strain—this plethora of choices.

Informational Push and Pull, and Organizational 
Recommendations

During interviews, I asked pain experts what pro-
fessional journals they subscribed to or frequently 
read. Responses were often minimally revealing 
of professional identity, as many interviewees list-
ed numerous journals from many disciplines, or 
declined to name any journals, noting that they 
searched in electronic databases rather than re-
stricting themselves to specific periodicals. 

Reference lists in the Kamper articles confirm that, 
when it comes to pulling information for literature 
reviews, LBP researchers put up few disciplinary 
or national barriers.3 Balagué and colleagues (1999), 

3 Most cited articles were authored by researchers in the US, 
Canada, Europe, or Australia—which, if the Kamper articles are 
indicative, is precisely where most LBP research is conducted.
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for example, included citations from spine, pain, 
physiotherapy, neurology, rehabilitation medicine, 
orthopedic, rheumatology, internal medicine, and 
general medicine journals and monographs, pub-
lished by authors in no fewer than nine countries. 
Such citational heterogeneity was typical.

However, when asked what conferences they most 
frequently attended, pain authors’ responses paint 
a picture of a less integrated field. Six respondents 
regularly attended an LBP-specific conference, with 
several of these also attending other pain confer-
ences. These respondents often directly identified 
as back pain researchers. Dr. Nicolson, for exam-
ple, though trained as a physiotherapist, explained, 
“[M]ost of the research I do now I would describe 
as back pain research across the disciplines rather 
than physiotherapy as such.” Other authors, in con-
trast, embraced specifically disciplinary identities, 
as when Dr. Legac—despite prolific publication on 
low back pain—asserted that he is not “a special-
ist in pain. I am a rheumatologist.” Consequently, 
the other conferences listed by interviewees, while 
numerous (e.g., primary care, physiotherapy, rheu-
matology, epidemiology, complementary and alter-
native medicine, work disability prevention, health 
economics, etc.), were rarely listed by more than two 
interviewees each. Indeed, three authors’ preferred 
conferences did not overlap with those of any oth-
er respondent. Geography also affected conference 
attendance, with researchers most likely to attend 
conferences on their home continent. 

These data suggest that the LBP research community 
consists of a minority of “insiders” (who attend LBP 
conferences and see themselves as LBP researchers) 
along with a majority for whom “low back pain re-
searcher” is a second-order identity, or perhaps not 
an identity at all. Members of the latter group move 

in professional circles that are somewhat or even 
highly isolated from other LBP researchers. 

Additional evidence that interviewees often occu-
pied minimally overlapping professional worlds is 
that they were frequently aware of very different 
recommendations for measurement standardiza-
tion. During interviews, I asked if respondents were 
familiar with the recommendations of OMERACT 
(the longest-standing group focused on pain-related 
outcome standards) or IMMPACT (whose recom-
mendations have been highly cited, and which has 
aimed to publicize its recommendations through 
“lots of word of mouth, lots of visibility, lots of pub-
lications” [Eusanio interview]). Approximately half 
of the pain authors had heard of one or both groups. 
[“Approximately” because some gave equivocal an-
swers, for example, “Yeah… I think there’s a couple 
groups” (Udovitch interview).] Five said that they 
had, or in the future likely would, incorporate IM-
MPACT’s or OMERACT’s recommendations in their 
research. Many interviewees, however, immediate-
ly pointed me to other groups working on measure-
ment standardization—typically groups reflecting 
their professional identity or location. Dr. Nicolson, 
who identified as an LBP researcher, mentioned rec-
ommendations made by LBP researchers; Dr. Udo-
vitch, who attended the National Center for Com-
plementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM) 
conference, volunteered, “I know the NCCAM 
group;” Dr. Heddy, located in northern Europe, sug-
gested “maybe you want to go to a website called 
COSMIN…It’s an effort to improve measurements, 
and it’s run by people in the Netherlands;” et cetera. 
There were exceptions—as when Dr. Hannigan, lo-
cated in Europe, mentioned the US-based PROMIS 
system—but overall, information about specific 
measurement recommendations appeared to con-
centrate in disciplinary or geographic pockets, leav-
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ing different researchers familiar with different rec-
ommendations. 

Just how interdisciplinary and international the LBP 
research community is, then, depends on which in-
formational flows are being examined. The “pull” 
of information characterizing literature reviews in-
deed appears largely unimpeded by disciplinary or 
national borders. In contrast, the “push” of informa-
tion—as when researchers or organizations attempt 
to disseminate and promote standard measures—
appears at least partially blocked at such borders. 
This difference may reflect the fact that, thanks to In-
ternet-based search engines, informational pull can 
be easily achieved without leaving one’s office. Pub-
licizing recommendations, however, may require 
more direct interpersonal interactions, facilitated 
by professional organizations and conferences. This 
thesis is supported by Dr. Nussbaum’s explanation 
of the two measures’ relative popularity: “[T]he 
person who developed the Quebec Back Pain Dis-
ability…actually didn’t travel around the world to 
go into scientific conferences to promote his instru-
ment. And the Roland-Morris…has [been] widely 
promoted and therefore more often used.” Failure 
to broadly publicize recommended standards ap-
pears common. At the 2014 American Pain Society 
meeting, I attended a presentation on the NIH Pain 
Consortium’s new recommendations for measuring 
LBP. When I asked whether the recommendations 
were publicized outside the US, I was told they were 
not: because the initiative was NIH-sponsored, it 
was seen as an American endeavor.

A final point about recommendations for stan-
dardizing pain measurement is that they are of-
ten not particularly specific. Some list many out-
come domains that researchers are invited to select 
among (e.g., Turk et al. 2008a). Others recommend 

a specific construct but provide multiple options 
for measuring it—sometimes not particularly inter-
comparable options (e.g., Deyo et al. 1998; Dworkin 
et al. 2005). While flexible or multiple-choice rec-
ommendations may appeal to a larger number of 
researchers, they may also ultimately undermine 
study comparability. 

Are Pain Measures Currently Standardized?

When asked whether pain measures are well-stan-
dardized in pain research, interviewees provided 
a wide range of responses, ranging from “No, defi-
nitely not. There are way too many measures” (Eh-
rling interview) at one end to “that [i.e., standardiza-
tion] has been quite successful” (Nicolson interview) 
at the other. Most responses were equivocal, for 
example, “I think they’re not that bad” (Udovitch 
interview) or “Some are and some are not” (Nuss-
baum interview). What explains such a  variety of 
opinions?

How standardization is evaluated often depends on 
what is meant by a “pain measure.” Dr. Oilman was 
largely positive in his evaluation of standardization 
efforts: “[T]he research community is coming to-
ward some sort of consensus as to which are the best 
outcome measures to use.” When asked to specify 
those “best outcome measures,” he named “a Visu-
al Analogue Scale or Numerical Rating Scale”—that 
is, he took “pain measures” to refer to pain intensity 
measures. Indeed, in the Kamper articles, the pain 
intensity measures were relatively small in number 
and relatively comparable, apart from the problems 
of inconsistent recall periods and endpoint labels. 
However, researchers who defined pain broadly 
generally took a more critical view of the state of 
pain measurement. Dr. Washington, who espoused 
a highly multidimensional view of pain (“It’s phys-
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ical and emotional and functional interference”), 
described the state of standardization as “very dis-
appointing”: “It’s really hard to compare all of this 
research. Everybody’s kind of out there doing their 
own thing.” Disagreement about what constitutes 
a pain measure led to disagreement about whether 
such measures are well-standardized. 

Researchers also varied in whether they focused 
on standardization of outcome domains or of specific 
measures, and in whether they evaluated standard-
ization in pain research as a whole or in specific ar-
eas such as LBP or fibromyalgia research (e.g., Han-
nigan and Udovitch interviews). Opinions about 
standardization were more sanguine when aspira-
tions were lower, that is, when domain-related or 
cause-specific standardization was considered suf-
ficient. Variant measures of a single measure were 
accepted as consistent with standardization more 
easily than varying permutations of concepts.

Attempts to harmonize pain measures may be ham-
pered by disagreement on what counts as a pain 
measure, what counts as standardization, and at 
what scale standardization efforts should be evalu-
ated. To better understand the first of these, I now 
explore why researchers have such varied under-
standings of pain.

The Intractability of Pain

A recurring theme in the Kamper articles is the 
difficulty of predicting or alleviating pain. Studies 
seeking to identify prognostic factors report null 
findings with striking frequency. Eva Vingård and 
colleagues’ (2002:2159) key conclusion—“No predic-
tive factors for recovery were found”—accurately 
summarizes the results of many Kamper articles. 
A similar pattern is observed among clinical trials: 

here, Pieter H. Helmhout and colleagues’ (2008:1675) 
finding that, “No significant differences between 
the 2 groups were shown for any of the outcome 
measures, at any time” is emblematic. Given the 
likelihood of publication bias favoring positive find-
ings, the high proportion of negative findings is all 
the more remarkable—and gives a strong sense of 
the intractability of LBP (cf. Turk et al. 2011). 

While such findings are clearly discouraging for 
those who suffer from LBP, they also pose a prob-
lem for those who study and treat it. Kristin Barker 
(2005:17-19) describes the field of rheumatology as 
struggling with low prestige and a “gloomy mood” 
due to its lack of effective treatments. Quotes from 
doctors specializing in pain attest to the disheart-
ening effects of treatment failure: “[H]onestly, it 
can be a thankless task working with chronic pain 
patients. Who wants to be confronted with failure 
every day?” (Kenny 2004:302). One may wonder 
how LBP researchers (or chronic pain researchers 
more broadly) contend with their frequent failures. 
My data provide one answer to this question: LBP 
researchers (and clinicians) focus on facets of “the 
pain experience” that appear amenable to improve-
ment or prediction. 

Interviewees were often forthcoming about the rela-
tionship between choice of outcome measures and 
expectations of therapeutic efficacy. As Dr. Nuss-
baum explained, “We measured these outcomes be-
cause we expected an effect of the intervention on 
these outcomes.” Dr. Hannigan gave a similar ratio-
nale: 

[W]hen we were doing this study on chronic wide-

spread pain, there was a lot of discussion amongst the 

investigators on what was it that we thought would 

improve. Did we think that people’s pain would im-
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prove? Or did we think that people’s pain would stay 

the same but they could just manage it better? Or 

would it be that their sleep would improve? Or their 

fatigue?

Dr. Ostergaard further noted that outcomes should 
register change before a study’s completion. In the 
Kamper articles, preference for measures indicating 
success was also apparent: studies often highlight-
ed outcomes improved by the intervention and de-
prioritized others. Pim Luijsterburg and colleagues 
(2008:509), for example, found that only one of five 
measures responded to the intervention but pre-
sented precisely this one as the “primary outcome.”4 
Pain experts desire measurable success in their work 
and choose outcome measures to support this goal. 

To explore interviewees’ therapeutic aspirations, 
I asked 19 of the pain experts whether they saw pain 
as something to manage or something to cure. Thir-
teen described it as something to manage, including 
several who likened chronic pain to a lifelong con-
dition such as diabetes (e.g., Ostergaard and Wash-
ington interviews). Four volunteered that while 
acute pain can be cured, chronic pain can only be 
managed. A mere two expressed hope for curing 
chronic pain. The Kamper articles also repeatedly 
argued for a management-based model (e.g., Bur-
ton et al. 2004). While Baszanger (1992) could not, 25 
years ago, predict whether cure-based or manage-
ment-based approaches would come to dominate 
in pain medicine, the answer is increasingly clear: 
most contemporary pain experts view chronic pain 
as something requiring potentially lifelong man-
agement; something that typically cannot be cured. 

4 Such practices can occur even when outcomes are pre-regis-
tered: a systematic review found that 30% of registered trials 
showed primary outcome discrepancies, including treating 
registered primary outcomes as non-primary in publications 
(Smith et al. 2013).

One reason LBP studies include many outcome 
domains besides pain intensity, then, is because 
researchers believe they have little chance of elim-
inating or reducing pain, but that they can achieve 
improvements in other domains. As Dr. Ehrling 
stated, “Pain is really a secondary outcome of in-
terest since there is no guarantee that pain can be 
cured or reduced, but we know we can help people 
improve functionally despite the pain.” Dr. Oster-
gaard’s claim that “pain itself is not a vital outcome 
measure” reflects similar reasoning. 

Notably, professionals’ framings of pain as largely 
intractable were often at odds with patients’ un-
derstandings and hopes. In multiple interviews, 
clinicians described how substantial “expectations 
management” (Udovitch interview) was required to 
“talk people out of the ‘cure’ belief” (Ehrling inter-
view)—and noted that “many patients will not ac-
cept that initially” (Hannigan interview). The mul-
tidimensional view of pain, in which professionals 
aim to improve diverse aspects of “the pain experi-
ence” but not necessarily pain intensity itself, often 
appeared more acceptable to professionals than to 
patients.

Patient desires notwithstanding, persistent pain is 
not, at present, a “doable problem” (Fujimura 1996) 
for clinicians and researchers. Pain experts thus 
reconfigure it, through the use of varied outcome 
measures, to make it more “doable,” that is, treat-
able or predictable. This contributes to the diversity 
of pain measures in use.

Discussion

Despite long-standing calls to standardize pain 
measurement, especially in the context of clinical 
trials, contemporary pain research continues to 
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feature a wide variety of pain-related outcome do-
mains and specific measures of those domains. The 
present study confirms this finding in the case of 
LBP research, and uses qualitative methods (includ-
ing interviews with centrally-positioned pain re-
searchers) to better understand why standardization 
efforts have been only partially successful.

From the attention paid by scholars to pain’s “frag-
ile factuality” (Baszanger 1992), one might suspect 
that epistemological challenges explain the diffi-
culty of settling on standard measures of this pro-
foundly invisible, self-reported condition. How-
ever, while LBP researchers do acknowledge the 
subjectivity of self-reports of pain, they do not see 
this subjectivity as an epistemological roadblock. In 
some study designs, interpersonal incomparability 
of self-reports is deemed irrelevant; in others, it is 
treated as a form of acceptable measurement error. 
The “systematic erasure of uncertainty” (Derksen 
2002:803) required for scientific knowledge pro-
duction is achieved without noticeable tension. 
Bruno Latour’s (1987:99) argument that “Nature” 
does not itself explain scientific closure is support-
ed here: Nature (pain) is admittedly inaccessible to 
the technoscientific gaze, and yet inspires minimal 
scientific doubt. 

What factors, then, do undermine measurement 
standardization? Previous research suggests that 
the desire to avoid type I errors, doubt that specific 
outcomes will change during the trial period, and 
concerns about patient burden (Mulla et al. 2015; 
Turk et al. 2008b) contribute to the rejection of rec-
ommended outcomes. These concerns were, indeed, 
salient to my interviewees, but this study identifies 
several additional factors undermining standard-
ization, summarized below. Each theoretical point 
is accompanied by a practical corollary, of potential 

relevance to participants in standardization pro-
cesses. 

Validity and Comparability Are Local and 
Multiple

In explaining their choice of pain measures, LBP 
researchers typically highlight their desires for va-
lidity (broadly defined) and for comparability with 
existing literature. However, the pursuit of these 
attributes does not lead straightforwardly to stan-
dardization, and may, indeed, lead away from it. 
Validity is contextual, and pain researchers work in 
many linguistic, cultural, conceptual, and study-de-
sign-related contexts; it is also multidimensional 
and multiple, meaning that multiple valid measures 
are generally available in any circumstance. Pur-
suing comparability also has unpredictable results 
because there are so many answers to the question, 
“Comparable with what or whom?” With one’s prior 
work? With specific studies to be replicated? With 
geographically local colleagues or disciplinary col-
leagues? With organizational recommendations 
(and if so, which organization’s)? Overall, research-
ers face a surfeit of legitimate scientific justifica-
tions, which leaves measurement choices underde-
termined.

Practical Corollary 

Researchers could advocate more effectively for pre-
ferred measures if they acknowledged the locality 
and multifacetedness of validity. That is, rather than 
simply proclaiming a measure “valid,” they might 
establish and advertise its local validities: can it be 
administered by phone, mail, and iPad? Will it work 
across disease types, demographic and linguistic 
groups, different types of research (e.g., clinical and 
survey-based), et cetera? Advocates of standardiza-
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tion could also constrain measurement choice by 
acknowledging and adjudicating among competing 
facets of validity. For example, if one measure has 
better construct validity but another has higher re-
sponsiveness, which should be prioritized? Targets 
for comparability could be constrained through bet-
ter diffusion of organizational recommendations, as 
discussed in the next section.

Barriers to Informational Push Are Greater Than 
Barriers to Informational Pull 

In LBP research, and likely in many other scholarly 
fields, there is a disjuncture between how knowl-
edge is pulled and how it is pushed. Informational 
pull—the deliberate seeking out of information, as 
for a literature review—appears minimally imped-
ed by national or disciplinary boundaries. In con-
trast, informational push—publicizing information 
to recipients who are not actively seeking such in-
formation—reveals clear effects of such boundar-
ies. Organizational recommendations for standard 
measures, which depend on informational push, 
are thus often unknown to researchers outside of 
specific disciplinary or geographic pockets. This 
limits the recommendations’ potential to harmonize 
pain measurement. In addition, recommendations 
sometimes present very general or multiple-choice 
options; these may constrain measurement choices 
weakly even if they reach their intended audience. 

Practical Corollary

Campaigners for standardization would do well to 
acknowledge the substantial effort required to push 
recommendations to a diverse research community 
(see Timmermans and Epstein [2010”81] on standard-
ization as an “active, time- and resource-intensive 
process”). Advocates may need to physically cross 

disciplinary and national borders, as by publicizing 
recommendations at conferences in fields and coun-
tries beyond those of the standards’ originators. 
Doing so may lead to a greater number of compet-
ing recommendations; if so, the recommendations 
themselves may need to be harmonized. Ideally, this 
would not occur through multiple-option lists: sug-
gestions for specific, individual measures are likely 
to enhance standardization more than menu-style 
(“pick one from column A and one from column B”) 
recommendations. Finally, institutional requirements 
would be more effective than recommendations at 
constraining the choice of measures; for example, if 
a large funding agency began requiring the use of 
specific pain measures, standardization would be 
hastened.

Researchers Select Outcome Measures to 
Enhance Their Professional Credibility and 
Success 

LBP researchers disagree about what, precisely, is 
meant by “pain.” While for some, pain refers to pain 
intensity, for others, pain encompasses multiple, 
varied domains (e.g., “disability, function, depres-
sion, anxiety, anger, work satisfaction, etc., etc.” [Na-
deau interview]). A key reason many researchers 
take a broad view of pain is that this enables them 
to focus, in their clinical and academic work, on out-
comes less resistant to improvement and prediction 
than pain intensity. That is, researchers redefine the 
problem of pain to improve their chances of pro-
fessional success. In particular, many LBP experts 
embrace a multidimensional, management-based 
approach to pain, which treats the reduction of pain 
intensity as an unlikely or secondary goal. However, 
patients frequently resist this approach (cf. Kamper 
et al. 2010 on the salience of pain elimination to pa-
tients). The idea that pain intensity “is not a vital 
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outcome measure” (Ostergaard interview) is a hard 
sell to make to pain sufferers and may contribute 
to their poor relations with healthcare providers 
(Jackson 2011). One may ask whether researchers’ 
interest in multiple facets of pain should be lauded 
for its holism or critiqued for its negation of patient 
perspectives. 

Practical Corollary

Researchers should include standard measure(s) of 
pain intensity in every study, even if other outcome 
domains are also represented. This way there is at 
least one measure that is constant across studies—
and one that reflects patient priorities. More broad-
ly, reflection on how definitions and measures of 
pain contribute to the nonalignment of expert and 
patient goals could improve relations between the 
two.

Standardization May Be More Appealing as an 
Ideal Than in Practice 

In publications and interviews, LBP researchers 
were enthusiastic supporters of measurement stan-
dardization—in the abstract. When asked about 
measurement choice in specific scenarios, howev-
er, they often had good reasons to reject standard-
ization (including those pertaining to validity, 
comparability, and professional success described 
above).

Practical Corollary 

Arguably, before any other considerations, research-
ers may wish to acknowledge the downsides of mea-
surement standardization: It can undermine local 
validity and comparability, and it may reduce the 
appearance of professional success. Before asking, 

“How do we achieve standardization?,” researchers 
should ask, “Do we want standardization?”

These findings emerge from a close examination of 
LBP research but are likely relevant to many other 
scientific fields, including social scientific ones. De-
sires for valid and comparable measures, and for 
measurable professional success, are widespread. 
So, too, is the asymmetry between relatively un-
constricted informational pull and more narrowly 
channeled informational push. Such factors may 
undermine measurement standardization in many 
contexts.

This study confirms that standardization is a dis-
tributed activity occurring across social networks 
(Timmermans and Berg 1997; Timmermans and Ep-
stein 2010) by highlighting how standardization is 
impeded when networks are constricted, as when 
recommendations fail to diffuse across professional 
subgroups. In this case, the “resistance” stage in the 
“life course of standards” (Timmermans and Ep-
stein 2010:74) takes an indirect or accidental form: 
resistance results from sheer ignorance of the stan-
dard’s existence. At the same time, integrated net-
works also present challenges for standardization: 
researchers plugged into multiple professional cir-
cles are particularly likely to encounter multiple 
competing standards with no clear basis for adju-
dicating among them. Timmermans and Epstein 
(2010:79) note that voluntary standards may not 
catch on without “built-in incentives [to] promote 
compliance.” Indeed, strong incentives for adop-
tion are typically absent for recommended pain 
measures, while competing incentives (e.g., pursu-
ing local validity or comparability, building pro-
fessional credibility, etc.) are numerous. This study 
also shows that standardization can be a difficult 
phenomenon to demarcate. LBP researchers varied 

Why Are There So Many Ways to Measure Pain? Epistemological and Professional Challenges in Medical Standardization



©2025 QSR Volume XXI Issue 168

widely in whether they considered pain measure-
ment to be well standardized, with their opinions 
shaped by their definitions of pain and of standard-
ization itself. 

Cases of successful standardization feature many 
of the factors undermining pain measurement stan-
dardization, but in reverse. Joan Fujimura (1996) 
describes the unification of 1980s cancer research 
around an oncogene-based “theory-methods pack-
age.” A large part of this package’s appeal was that 
it suited scientists’ professional goals, generating 
“publications, and academic career boosts, along 
with applied products…and financial profits” (Fu-
jimura 1996:69). Indeed, because technologies in this 
package could be (and were) commercialized, cor-
porations had financial incentive to engage in infor-
mational push, as when Du Pont advertised its “On-
coMouse” in multiple science journals (Fujimura 
1996:7-8). For this reason and others, news of the on-
cogene approach diffused thoroughly in the inter-
disciplinary cancer research community. Similarly, 
the successfully standardized protocols described 
by Timmermans and Berg (1997:286, 289) helped ad-
vance professionals’ goals—and when they did not, 
were resisted. They were also effectively diffused 
by a host of institutions and organizations. Because 
few studies examine measurement standardization, 
it is difficult to comparatively assess my findings 
about measurement validity and comparability, but 
the importance of standards both supporting pro-
fessional goals and being forcefully diffused is sup-
ported by these examples.

This study is limited by focusing on articles on low 
back pain published before 2009 and on interviews 
conducted in 2013. Research using more recent 
articles in other substantive areas, as well as my 
readings of newer articles, suggest that the lack of 

standardization described here is restricted neither 
to pre-2009 articles nor to LBP studies (Mulla et al. 
2015), but further research formally analyzing more 
recent publications and measurement practices is 
warranted. Though desires for valid and comparable 
measures, and for measurable professional success, 
are likely common in many regions and fields, fur-
ther qualitative work could build on and clarify the 
generalizability of these findings to other scientif-
ic domains. Another limitation is that I lacked data 
on patient characteristics and how they may shape 
pain measurement. This could also be an important 
direction for future research, given evidence that 
stereotypes—such as of “stoic men” and “hysterical 
women” (Samulowitz et al. 2018), or of racial/eth-
nic minorities as less sensitive to pain than whites 
(Hoffman et al. 2016)—shape clinicians’ assessment 
of pain. This, in turn, shapes the treatment of pain, 
for better or worse. Nearly half a million Americans 
have died from opioid overdoses since the turn of 
the century (Zajacova et al. 2021), highlighting how 
determinations of pain may have life-or-death con-
sequences. The role of pharmaceutical companies in 
developing markets for pain medications is outside 
the scope of this article (and was not mentioned as 
a factor shaping pain measurement by interviewees) 
but is, nonetheless, an important topic for research.

Scientists continue to search for objective measures 
of pain (e.g., Wager et al. 2013; Davis et al. 2020). 
Would achieving this goal end the difficulties of 
standardizing pain measurement? An objective 
pain measure—if valid for clinical use, for assess-
ing intermittent pain, et cetera—could revolutionize 
patient-provider interactions, since accusations of 
malingering or drug-seeking could be confirmed 
or denied. However, my findings suggest that such 
a measure would have only moderate effects on re-
search study design since many pain researchers to-
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day seek not more objective pain measures but more 
treatable ones.

Thus—perhaps counterintuitively—the develop-
ment of successful treatments for pain has greater 
potential to standardize pain measurement than 
the development of objective pain measures. If 
pain intensity comes to be seen as something high-
ly treatable, or if chronic pain becomes a curable 
condition, then pain studies may come to priori-

tize pain intensity over the diverse sets of other 
domains currently in use. Reducing these alter-
nate measures would enhance standardization. 
Standardization of pain measures—which is pur-
sued so that researchers may better advance their 
knowledge of pain, including how to treat it—may 
thus ultimately be a result of therapeutic advances 
as well as, ideally, their cause. We may hope that 
this cycle progresses rapidly, to sooner reduce the 
suffering caused by pain.
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In the context of the significant 
social, political, and economic 
changes that have occurred in 
Poland over the past three de-

cades, Polish sociologists have repeatedly highlight-
ed the value of the lifestyle concept as a lens through 
which to examine the cultural aspects of ongoing 
social transformation (Marody 1997; Ostrowska 1999; 
Grzeszczyk 2004; Gdula and Sadura 2012; Cebula 
2013; Łukasiuk and Jewdokimow 2014; Burski 2016; 
Straczuk 2022). Theorists posit that this concept en-
courages the study of individuals from the vantage 
point of their everyday choices, consumption pat-
terns, values, and aspirations (Domański 1994; Palska 
1999; 2007; 2009; Giddens 2002; 2006; Siciński 2002). 

More than two decades ago, Hanna Palska (2002:248 
[trans. MB]) posed a question: “By studying lifestyles, 
can the middle class be ‘located’ (identified through the 
characteristics of this lifestyle)?” She highlighted that 
the observations made then would consolidate over 
time, but that the stabilization of the map of lifestyles 
that took shape in the 1990s will only occur, as might 
be expected, in the next generation. Two decades after 
her study of middle-class lifestyles in Poland, I veri-
fied whether the stabilization of the lifestyles map had 
been achieved. This was after the children of the par-
ticipants in Palska’s study had reached adulthood.

The objective of this article is to identify the mech-
anisms of lifestyle inheritance between two gener-
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ations of middle-class representatives in Poland in 
the 2020s.1 The identification of these mechanisms 
is beneficial in addressing the question of the per-
sistence of lifestyles, namely, the stabilization that 
Palska expected to occur. The aforementioned 
mechanisms are analyzed in greater detail by ex-
amining the practices associated with leisure time. 
The subject of the analysis was a few selected life-
style areas in which the mechanisms of behavior-
al pattern transmission between generations were 
particularly evident.2 The first area of focus is the 
interviewees’ attitudes toward their leisure activi-
ties, which can be conceptualized as the most ex-
pressive and preferred modes of consumption. The 
second area of significant leisure time consumption 
is travel style, particularly in the context of travel-
ing with children. The third area of interest is the 
style of participation in culture, encompassing 
forms such as reading, visual and performing arts, 
and audiovisual arts accessible through new media. 
The lifestyle spheres of the middle class analyzed 
in this study reveal attitudes and behaviors often 
considered distinctive (Mroczkowska 2012; Cebula 
2015; 2017; Bachórz et al. 2016). These spheres also 
demonstrate clear intergenerational transmission 
processes.

The main research question concerned the nature 
and characteristics of lifestyle inheritance mech-

1 This publication was prepared within the framework of 
a project funded by the National Science Centre, Poland, grant-
ed under decision number: 2018/29/N/HS6/00958.
2 A variety of other lifestyle factors, which are subject to inter-
generational transmission, have been investigated in a  sep-
arate analysis. See: “Sukcesja codzienności. Mechanizmy 
międzypokoleniowej transmisji stylów życia polskiej klasy 
średniej [Succession of Everyday Life. The Mechanisms of 
Intergenerational Lifestyle Transmission among the Polish 
Middle-Class]” (Bielińska 2024). These are such areas of life-
style as parenting styles and values, educational and occu-
pational aspirations, attitudes to property and housing, and 
money management styles.

anism in the three above-mentioned thematic 
strands. This question stemmed from the desire to 
establish whether—similarly to the research on the 
“culture of poverty” (Lewis 1966) stating its hered-
ity (Tarkowska 2000; Cooper and Bird 2012)—the 
“culture of affluence” is also subject to succession 
from generation to generation. Identifying lifestyle 
inheritance processes by observing certain regu-
larities and patterns of behavior makes it possible 
to infer (at least partially) the intergenerational 
transmission taking place within the middle class. 
Observing the persistence of lifestyle practices, on 
the other hand, supports the thesis of the crystalli-
zation of the middle class through the inheritance 
of its cultural distinctiveness in the next genera-
tion. 

The issue was formulated in such a way that it re-
quired the undertaking of empirical qualitative 
research and the adoption of an intergenerational 
comparative perspective. An in-depth and system-
atic analysis was conducted on three sets of re-
search data. The data set comprised three distinct 
sources: 1) archival interviews conducted over two 
decades ago with members of the Polish middle 
class; 2)  re-interviews with the same individuals 
conducted between 2020 and 2022; and 3) inter-
views with the children of previous interviewees, 
also carried out between 2020 and 2022. The newly 
conducted research, in conjunction with the pre-
viously gathered data, enabled an examination of 
both the evolution and the enduring aspects of life-
style. Furthermore, it provided a basis for compar-
isons.

The first section presents the prevailing interpreta-
tions of the core concepts, namely, “middle class” 
and “lifestyle,” emphasizing their intrinsic inter-
connectivity. Furthermore, the concept of leisure 
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time is discussed concerning its status as an em-
anation of lifestyle. In the second part of the text, 
I present the methodological solutions that were 
applied. I then present the results of the analyses 
that were conducted in selected areas of lifestyle. 
Finally, I  discuss the mechanisms of intergenera-
tional transmission of lifestyles that were derived 
from the analyzed empirical material. These pro-
vide an interpretative framework that allows for 
the extraction of regularities and processes occur-
ring in everyday practices in the above-mentioned 
lifestyle areas.

The article addresses a significant gap in the exist-
ing qualitative research on the dynamics of social 
structure in Poland. Firstly, the study encompasses 
a range of lifestyle aspects of individuals belonging 
to the middle class. Secondly, the study employs 
a  distinctive methodology of revisiting, which is 
seldom utilized in Polish and global sociology. This 
approach enables an understanding of processes 
through which structural positions are formed in 
the lives of the individuals under investigation. 
Thirdly, I identify mechanisms of intergeneration-
al lifestyle transmission and display their manifes-
tations in selected areas of leisure activities. The 
intergenerational transfer of middle-class lifestyles 
identified in this study provides a foundation for 
treating this class not as an ideological construct 
but as a class in the social sense. 

Lifestyle and the Middle Class

The theoretical concepts of “middle class” and 
“lifestyle” represent a significant area of empir-
ical investigation within social sciences. Despite 
that, the utility of these theoretical categories is 
frequently questioned due to the heterogeneity of 
their designates, which renders them ineffective as 

heuristic tools (Domański 1994; Mokrzycki 1994; 
Drozdowski 1998). Yet, both concepts are frequent-
ly re-emergent during periods of transition (Mach 
2007; Palska 2007). Their strength is not so much in 
their flexibility and sensitivity to the basic charac-
teristics of the societies in which they are applied 
but in the capacity to reveal processes of social 
change in contemporary capitalist societies.

The middle class has been a subject of consider-
able attention in sociological studies, with notable 
contributions from authors such as Mills (1965), 
Riesman (1971), and Gouldner (1979). In the context 
of Poland, it is regarded as a catalyst for systemic 
transformation, a stabilizing force within the cap-
italist system, and a foundation for liberal values. 
Furthermore, it is ascribed the role of a flywheel 
of economic development (Mokrzycki 1994:37-39; 
Domański 2007:109). The emphasis is on the fact 
that this social category benefits from the widest 
possible range of consumption offerings (Palska 
2002). The concept of the middle class has under-
gone a process of evolution in conjunction with 
changes in the definition and understanding of 
class, as well as the development of societies in the 
Western world. In the context of nineteenth-centu-
ry class theory, as posited by Karl Marx and Max 
Weber, the middle class has been defined not only 
concerning occupation or economic position but 
also taking into account cultural factors (Vecernik 
1999; Bieliński and Larkowska 2011).

Since the 1960s, new segments within the middle 
class have constituted a significant and growing 
proportion of the population. The essence of this 
process was the transformation of the capitalist 
system, particularly the shift from an economy 
based on the production of goods to one based on 
the production of services and knowledge. The 

Passions, Travel, and Cultural Participation—Intergenerational Transmission of Middle-Class Lifestyles



©2025 QSR Volume XXI Issue 178

advent of a technostructure (Galbraith 1985), or 
a class of knowledge workers (knowledge class), 
comprising highly skilled corporate employees re-
sponsible for decision-making, was identified (Bell 
1973; Gouldner 1979). In the years following the in-
ception of the socio-economic system’s transforma-
tion in Poland, Edmund Mokrzycki (1994:37 [trans. 
MB]) drew attention to the fact that

[t]he idea of creating a “middle class” defined in 

terms of a relationship to the means of production 

is an element of naive social creationism, and the 

belief that the “new middle class” thus created will 

become the natural social base of democracy and 

the principles of the market economy ignores both 

Polish empirical data and historical testimony from 

elsewhere. 

As Mokrzycki (1994) and Domański (1994) ob-
served, at the outset of the 1990s, the emerging 
middle class exhibited considerable diversity in its 
social composition. The new middle class includ-
ed individuals from a range of professional back-
grounds, such as those in liberal professions, the 
managerial sector, upper and middle-class civil 
service, teaching, the legal profession, and a  va-
riety of other specialized roles. Additionally, it 
encompassed representatives from medium and 
small businesses, as well as white-collar employees 
in various sectors. It is challenging to categorize 
this extensive social spectrum within a singular 
definitional framework. It is therefore unsurpris-
ing that the concept of “middle class,” referring 
to a category occupying a position “in the middle 
parts of the stratification hierarchy” (Domański 
1994:95 [trans. MB]), has been the subject of in-
tense debate and criticism for over two decades. 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, the pivotal role of 
the “new intelligentsia” in defining the core of the 

“new middle class” in Poland as the foundation for 
a modern capitalist society has been underscored 
(Mach 2007). Conversely, Mokrzycki (1994) posited 
that the category of the knowledge class, compris-
ing qualified specialists and professionals, would 
gain greater significance. The term “middle class” 
is understood here to refer to those engaged in the 
production and distribution of what is broadly 
conceived of as “symbolic knowledge,” as well as 
business representatives (Domański 2002).

The concept of “lifestyle” is shaped by two main 
sociological traditions. In the first tradition, life-
style is directly related to an individual’s position 
within the class and stratification of social order. 
In this approach, it is assumed that an individu-
al’s position in the social structure is manifested 
through certain behaviors, preferences, or posses-
sions (Weber 2002; Veblen 2008). These manifesta-
tions can be seen as an expression of the homolo-
gy thesis, which posits a correspondence between 
class position and aesthetic judgments (Bourdieu 
2005). The second tradition tends to treat lifestyle 
as a dimension of differentiation that is not strictly 
linked to social structure. This indicates a notable 
decline in the significance of traditional class divi-
sions, and lifestyle, understood as reflexive activi-
ties facilitating the active construction of individ-
ual identities (Giddens 2002), takes on a prominent 
role in this context.

In Poland, the issue of lifestyle was addressed by 
eminent sociologists such as Florian Znaniecki 
(2001), Józef Chałasiński (1946), Stanisław Ossows-
ki (1957), and Jan Lutyński (cf. Palska 1999; 2009). 
Lifestyle Research Centre of the Institute of Phi-
losophy and Sociology of the Polish Academy of 
Sciences (IFiS PAN), created by Andrzej Siciński 
in the 1970s, strengthened the status of this the-
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oretical concept and inscribed it into the perma-
nent—though fashion-prone—research repertoire 
of sociologists. In the research concept developed 
by Siciński’s team, the term “lifestyle” is used to 
encompass the totality of people’s everyday behav-
iors, which are considered in relation to cultural, 
economic, and social conditions (Siciński 1976; 
1978). Lifestyle is defined here as “a specific set of 
everyday behaviors of members of...collectivities, 
constituting a manifestation of their social posi-
tion and thus enabling their social identification” 
(Siciński 1978:13-14 [trans. MB]). This approach 
may be characterized as a psychosocial conception 
of lifestyle. The individual’s position in the social 
structure, together with their specific psycholog-
ical dispositions, modify individual lifestyle re-
alizations. This concept formed the basis for the 
typology of lifestyles referred to as homo eligens 
(Siciński 1988). This definition represents a com-
promise between Giddens’ voluntarism of reflex-
ivity and Bourdieu’s social determinism. For this 
analysis, I adopt Siciński’s understanding as the 
guiding one.

The middle-class heterogeneity, particularly con-
cerning differences in education, qualifications, 
occupational mobility, social bonds, cultural dif-
ferences, or market position (Archer and Blau 1993; 
Leszkowicz-Baczyński 2007), presents a challenge 
to the recognition of the middle class as a social 
class in the sociological sense. The differentiating 
characteristics of the middle class so understood 
are easier to discern than those factors that are 
common to those belonging to this social catego-
ry. Nevertheless, three fundamental distinctions 
are identified that justify the use of the term “mid-
dle class” in sociological analyses: 1) income lev-
el, 2) work situation, and 3) lifestyle. As Henryk 
Domański (1994:121) points out, among the vari-

ous characteristics attributed to the “middle class,” 
lifestyle is considered the most distinctive feature 
that sets them apart. In the context of the analyses 
presented here, it is assumed that lifestyle is a sta-
tus determinant, that is, a qualitative characteristic 
that describes an individual’s social position.

Leisure Time as Part of a Lifestyle

The theoretical framework for analysis is also pro-
vided by the category of leisure time. Similarly ca-
pacious to the notion of the middle class or lifestyle, 
it is defined in various ways and presents interpre-
tative difficulties (Tarkowska 2001; Mroczkowska 
2020). The traditional understanding of leisure al-
lowed us to distinguish activities conducted out-
side the domain of professional life, that is, not 
directly associated with productive activity (cf. 
Veblen 2008), and the fulfillment of domestic or ac-
ademic obligations. In this understanding, leisure 
time was defined as exclusively for entertainment, 
recreation, or personal development (Dumazedier 
1974). Polish researchers defined leisure time sim-
ilarly (Tyszka 1971; Wnuk-Lipiński 1975; 1981). The 
study of leisure time has evolved from statistical 
models to qualitative research on how it is spent, 
which has refined the concept’s thematic scope. 
A diagnosis of leisure was made in terms of mo-
tives, meanings, and its different forms, including 
casual, project-based, and serious leisure (Stebbins 
1982’ 2007). Notable contributions to the advance-
ment of leisure studies have been made through 
the introduction of new avenues for examining 
the multifaceted dimensions of leisure experienc-
es (Veal 2006; 2017). Additionally, there has been 
a growing emphasis on the exploration of the less 
favorable aspects of leisure, which have been la-
beled as “dark” or “wild” leisure (Rojek 1995; 2000; 
2005).
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As Dorota Mroczkowska (2020:58) observes, syn-
thesizing the multiplicity of approaches employed 
in the study of leisure is a challenging endeavor. 
She refers to Chris Rojek, who employed the term 
“multiparadigmatic competition” to characterize 
the prevailing climate of discourse on this subject 
over three decades ago (Rojek 1995). Consequent-
ly, within the Polish academic context, the concept 
of leisure time has been integrated into lifestyle 
studies (Siciński 1988; Palska 2002; Jacyno 2007; 
Domański 2012; Mroczkowska 2020). I contend that 
this relationship is of significant importance. In my 
view, the categories that constitute leisure time offer 
a robust framework for observation in the context of 
lifestyle studies.

In conducting the analysis within the context of 
lifestyle, the traditional understanding of leisure 
time as devoted to non-work practices, unrelated to 
formal education or domestic responsibilities, is of 
decisive importance. This comprehensive approach 
incorporates the categories suggested by Stebbins 
into the analytical framework. The term “leisure 
time” is defined as the potential for the pursuit 
of activities that facilitate relaxation and self-re-
alization. This encompasses activities described 
by interviewees as hobbies (serious leisure), play 
and leisure, sports and recreation (casual leisure), 
and up to and including pursued tourist ventures 
(project-based leisure). Specific attention is devoted 
to hobbies, travel, and participation in culture.

The forms of leisure that individuals engage in are, 
according to classical concepts, a determinant of 
social prestige (Veblen 2008) and depend on afflu-
ence in various forms of capital (Bourdieu 2005). In 
capitalist societies, the availability of leisure time 
depends on the resources at hand enabling access 
to specific consumer goods and services. Such ac-

cess is unequal and contingent upon an individ-
ual’s position within the class structure. Engage-
ment in specific leisure activities is an important 
part of strengthening social differences (Clarke 
and Critcher 1985; Zarycki 2008), thereby facili-
tating the intergenerational transmission of social 
status.

Methodology

The empirical research was conducted following 
qualitative methods. A qualitative case study was 
employed. The selection of this method was, to 
some extent, driven by the objective of enhancing 
the insights derived from Palska’s investigation into 
the lifestyles of the middle class between 1999 and 
2002. The preceding study also established the cri-
teria for participant selection and the composition 
of the research unit (the family). Palska stated that 
her objective was to include both typical and di-
verse representatives of the middle class. Her study 
encompassed individuals who owned the means of 
production (entrepreneurs), those who held promi-
nent positions in the hierarchy of power or manage-
ment (managers and politicians), professionals and 
freelancers, as well as categories distinguished by 
their high incomes and distinctive lifestyles (Palska 
2002:30).3

My research employed three distinct methodologi-
cal approaches. The first was reanalysis, which en-

3 Palska employed the concept of lifestyle to conduct a compar-
ative analysis, thereby demonstrating the cultural discrepan-
cies between the affluent and those experiencing poverty. The 
researcher considered not only the economic, social, and politi-
cal aspects but also the cultural determinants and consequenc-
es of social inequality. It is salient to note that the objective of 
my research was distinct from that of the preceding study. My 
research, which was not a mere replication of previous studies, 
focused on the dynamics of lifestyles, both within one gener-
ation studied at two points in time and between generations.
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tailed a re-examination of the content of interviews 
conducted two decades prior. The second was re-
visiting, which involved returning to the original 
participants in Palska’s study, who were members 
of the “parents” generation. The third was inter-
views with the successors of the “parents” gen-
eration. The reuse of the existing research data 
was made possible by obtaining consent from the 
original researcher. The reanalysis and reinterpre-
tation of the data, in light of the newly acquired 
information, enabled the establishment of the con-
tent of the “old” lifestyle and provided a basis for 
comparisons of everyday practices over time. I un-
dertook a comprehensive reanalysis of the extant 
data, comprising thirty-five surviving interview 
transcriptions from Palska’s study, which collec-
tively span 1,271 pages of standardized typescript. 
The second of the designed methodological proce-
dures, namely, the research revisit (Burawoy 2003), 
proved to be of crucial importance. It was only 
feasible to conduct this analysis with the twelve 
individuals who participated in the earlier study, 
given the high proportion of refusals and the in-
ability to reverse the anonymization of the earlier 
data. The heirs were interviewed concerning eigh-
teen adult children of the previous interviewees.4 
However, the assumption that all successors could 
be reached was not fulfilled due to refusals. The 
additional research material comprised 997 pages 
of transcripts.

The individual in-depth interview technique en-
abled access to the contexts of the issues under 

4 The children’s generation was represented by individuals be-
tween the ages of 20 and 43 at the time of the interviews. Rep-
resentatives of the parents’ generation were aged between 50 
and 76 at the time of the research. The number of individuals 
aged 20-29 (born between 1992 and 2001): 11; aged 30-39 (born 
1982-1991): 6; aged 40-49 (born 1972-1981): 1; aged 50-59 (born 
1962-1971): 5; aged 60-69 (born 1952-1961): 4; aged 70-79 (born 
1942-1951): 3.

investigation and facilitated exploration of how 
the interviewees articulated their perspectives 
on these issues, in alignment with Holt’s (1998) 
post-structuralist analysis. By posing questions 
regarding the rationale and motivations behind 
engaging in specific activities or lifestyle practic-
es, I could elucidate the meanings and sensibilities 
attributed to these activities by the interviewees. 
The objective was to comprehend the content of 
the statements, how they were expressed, and the 
circumstances under which they were made. To 
ascertain the motives for exclusion, both taste pref-
erences and aesthetic rejections were tracked (Holt 
1998; Cebula 2016). An examination of attitudes to-
ward specific choices, including both aversion and 
sentiment, provides insight into the interpretation 
of lifestyle preferences (Jacyno 2012). As observed 
by Norbert Elias (1980), lifestyles form in relation to 
other groups—a phenomenon that correlates with 
Bourdieu’s (2005) concept. This relationality allows 
for the potential distinctive nature of the middle 
class to be revealed.

Implemented years later, the new interviews were 
planned as face-to-face meetings. This approach 
was designed to facilitate observation of the inter-
viewees and their environment, in addition to en-
abling active listening. The emergence of the SARS-
CoV-2 pandemic necessitated a modification of the 
study format to one mediated by electronic commu-
nication. Of the proposed set of possibilities, the in-
terviewees most frequently selected telephone con-
versations, and I was able to meet some individuals 
in person. All interviews were recorded on a digital 
voice recorder, and the average duration of an indi-
vidual interview was three hours.

The present study investigates the lifestyles of two 
generations of the Polish middle class. To gain in-
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sight into the general characteristics of these life-
styles, a variety of areas were observed and doc-
umented. These included family history (origin, 
ancestors, and childhood), educational and profes-
sional experiences, and leisure time dispositions 
(e.g., sporting activities, recreational and religious 
practices, diet, health, ecology, money management, 
and participation in various forms of culture), as 
well as activities related to collective identity (e.g., 
civic engagement, attitudes toward socially differ-
entiating issues, and socio-political participation) 
and individual identity (e.g., future orientation). 
The relations of middle-class representatives with 
their immediate environment (family, relatives, 
acquaintances, and friends) and further circles of 
affiliation were also considered, as well as the sub-
jective self-identification as regards their nation or 
social class. Although the empirical material allows 
for drawing conclusions about each of the analyzed 
spheres of lifestyle, the presented analysis is partial 
and focuses on selected everyday practices related 
to the use of leisure time.

In response to the critique of the reductionism 
and ethnographic bias inherent in the sociology 
of everyday life (Drozdowski 2019), my analysis 
of multiple datasets, spanning both historical and 
contemporary contexts, offers a comprehensive 
and nuanced understanding of the multifaceted 
dimensions of everyday life. The research encoun-
ters with parents and children facilitate intergen-
erational comparisons of narratives concerning the 
patterns that structure everyday life. In my view, 
these datasets allow us to trace the mechanisms of 
cultural reproduction of classes and the transfor-
mations of lifestyles that occur within the studied 
social structure, as well as in other segments of so-
ciety. The methodological juxtaposition of accounts 
from different individuals at different points in 

time represents a triangulation of data sources, 
thereby reinforcing the intersubjectivization of the 
research process (Denzin 1970).

Lifestyle Areas Subject to Transmission

In the section below, I present the lifestyle areas 
that structure the everyday life of the middle class 
in their leisure time, not regulated by professional 
or educational obligations. Indirectly, I character-
ize leisure time, the preferred forms of spending 
spare time, and the ways of organizing leisure. 
These are aspects that are realized in the private 
sphere of life and concern 1) passions, that is, the 
most attractive and regular preferences, 2) orga-
nization of travel, and 3) participation in culture 
in forms such as reading, visual and performing 
arts, or audio-visual content available through new 
media. These areas reveal patterns of inheritance, 
which I will discuss and interpret in the next sec-
tion of the text.

Passions—The Most Expressive Leisure 
Consumption Styles

The leisure consumption practices most frequently 
pursued by the middle class are most clearly visi-
ble in the dominant and most positively evaluated 
free time spending patterns, which can be under-
stood as the “passions” of this socio-economic cat-
egory. The analysis of the research data indicates 
the presence of an intergenerational “infectious-
ness” of these passions. The transmission of hob-
bies from one generation to the next was observed 
in nearly all of the studied families. For instance, 
family S engaged in photography, family I in com-
puter games, family L in travel, family R in music 
performance, family O in reading, and family Y in 
tennis, history, and art. In contrast, families where 
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this transmission was less evident, tended to pri-
oritize other responsibilities, such as childcare 
(family T_2_1_D) or social engagement (pensioners 
B_2_1_R and T_2_1_R, who were involved in pro-
fessional and social activities).5

The sharing of interests within a family is contin-
gent upon the original bearers’ expertise of the pas-
sions in question. Parents, in possession of cultural 
capital, manifested in the form of dispositions and 
knowledge and objectified in the form of materi-
al possessions, transmit this to their children. The 
hobbies of the older generation are relatively fixed 
over time, which can influence the intensity of the 
intergenerational diffusion of the pattern and stim-
ulate the “giving” of passion to other family mem-
bers. For example, one participant noted that his 
father’s long-standing passion for photography had 
influenced his interest in the subject: “My father has 
always been very passionate about photography...so 
I kind of got infected with it” [S_2_1_D]. The old-
er generation has accumulated a greater degree of 
experience in the pursuit of specific activities and 
has amassed the necessary resources to engage in 
these activities competently. This serves as an in-
tergenerational transmission of knowledge and ex-
pertise. “My proficiency in photography is steadily 
improving, and I am fortunate to have the guidance 
of my father, who is also knowledgeable about my 
camera and able to provide valuable suggestions” 

5 The syntax of the signature identifies the basic characteris-
tics of the interviewees: first letter: family (designation iden-
tical to that used in the Palska study); first digit: research 
wave (1: conducted in 1999-2000; 2: conducted in 2020-2021); 
second digit: subsequent interviewee in a given generation; 
last letter: generation (Parent, Child, Grandchild). For exam-
ple, the signature O_1_1_R denotes: family O, interview from 
1999-2000, person 1 in a generation, parent; and the signature 
R_2_3_D denotes: family R, interview from 2020-2021, per-
son 3 in a generation, child. Both research datasets have been 
deposited in the Social Data Repository (RDS, https://rds.icm.
edu.pl).

[S_2_4_D]. There is intergenerational technological 
support in both directions: “I can use my father’s 
lenses...since...I finally persuaded him to buy him-
self a digital camera...then I also discovered this 
whole world of actually more professional equip-
ment” [S_2_4_D]. 

The professionalization of the hobby, in the case 
of photographers, was about turning pleasure into 
an activity with tangible financial benefits: “I do 
photography all the time, now not only as a hob-
by anymore but also professionally” [S_2_1_R]. In 
other cases, the relationship between work and 
passion can also be seen. For example, music lov-
ers-instrumentalists derive their income from per-
forming music, computer gamers are programmers 
by profession, bibliophiles are classical philologists 
by training, and, at certain stages of their careers, 
teachers. There is a strong feedback loop between 
passion and work in the family of a historian and 
his daughter, a fascination for art history, who is 
educated and works in design and textile art. This 
kind of parallelism between leisure time activities 
and the nature of paid work in an intergeneration-
al perspective has already been research-diagnosed 
previously (Lareau 2000).

A specific form of passion, such as that associated 
with sport, is also susceptible to intergeneration-
al transmission. The selection of a particular sport 
by children is influenced by familial preferences, 
a  finding that is confirmed by other studies (Or-
ganista and Lenartowicz 2019). The act of instilling 
a sentiment toward sport may be either intentional 
or unintentional, and the same is the perception of 
this disposition. Nevertheless, it appears that a cer-
tain degree of routine is essential for the practice of 
sport to become both spontaneous and sustained. 
In the absence of automatism in this domain, it is 
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challenging to alter habits and motivate oneself to 
engage in specific physical activities:

Sport was one of the things my parents always en-

couraged me to do, but...they don’t do any sport 

themselves, so I associated it with a duty...there was 

no sport in our daily home life. It’s also a bit like 

I don’t have it in my blood...It’s not so natural for me 

to get up on a Saturday morning and rush off to go 

cycling or climbing...It’s just that I have to sit down 

and plan it for myself and I want to do it precise-

ly so that it’s natural for my children to do sport. 

[L_2_1_D] 

It is evident that there is a deliberate effort to in-
fluence the attitudes of the next generation toward 
sport. The recognition of deficiencies in this domain 
gives rise to deliberate action on the part of the heirs 
with a view to effecting change. Furthermore, an 
ingrained inclination toward sport can be observed 
in other families, where it has been passed down 
through generations:

My father...also instilled sport in me because he was 

a sportsman...First, he boxed, then he played tennis, 

and from a young age I played tennis, which was 

interesting because in communist Poland...it was an 

elite sport, and I was flattered that I was playing ten-

nis and my friends were playing football... [Y_2_1_R] 

In addition to the overtly perceived instillment from 
the father’s side, a social distinction is observable: 
the awareness of selecting an attractive sport that 
is perceived as elitist. The tennis played in this 
family serves as a symbol of aspirations and class 
distinction, and these are transmitted to the next 
generation. This strategy is effective because the 
interviewee’s daughters “play very well, really so 
cool. I played with them recently, and I can see that 

they caught on. Which is not easy because it’s hard 
in general, I think, for a parent to infect their kid 
with something and keep something like that. But, 
well, happily, they play” [Y_2_1_R]. In the domain 
of sports, there is a transmission of preferences and 
emotions between generations. From the perspec-
tive of parents, this transmission appears to be both 
deliberate and reflexive. The children’s perspective 
reveals the important role of home-formed habits in 
sporting practices.

In the aforementioned spheres of passion, the object 
and direction of the sphere of extracurricular and 
non-educational interests do not appear to be influ-
enced by parental coercion. However, the research 
data indicate that the possession of any interests by 
children represents an important field of parental 
activity: “The only thing they really wanted was for 
me to have any interests at all in life” [O_2_1_D]; 
“My parents had to fan that flame because those in-
terests die if you don’t nurture it” [Y_1_1_R]; “It’s all 
thanks to them. Because they never said ‘don’t do 
something,’ they just said ‘do it, the more the bet-
ter’” [Y_2_1_R]. In this context, the term that most 
accurately reflects the nature of the transmission 
mechanism of passion is discrete intentionality in 
parents, whereas in the case of heirs, it is habitual 
adoption. 

Styles of Traveling

The analysis of research data indicates specific 
patterns of middle-class activity related to leisure. 
In each case analyzed, taking a break from profes-
sional or educational obligations is associated with 
the realization of travel. The style of travel differs 
between those without children and those with 
descendants. Given the focus of the text on inher-
itance processes, this study concentrates on cases 
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in which intergenerational patterns may become 
apparent, specifically in travel contexts involving 
two or more generations.

It can be observed that trips with children have 
specific functions, which correspond to the tastes 
of the parents. However, they also take into account 
the “added value” projected toward the children in 
the form of an assumed cognitive-educational mis-
sion. The middle class engages in thematic excur-
sions, with a discernible and selective preference 
for the locations visited (“Last year, the theme was 
Italy and Greece, but up to 200 AD. We didn’t see 
anything beyond that period” [I_1_1_R]). The ob-
jective of these trips is to stimulate children’s inter-
est in the world around them and encourage them 
to engage with it proactively rather than consume 
entertainment merely passively. Consequently, the 
locations chosen for these trips are carefully select-
ed to align with a clear educational objective: “We 
want to infect children with something and show 
them something. It’s mostly a return to our youth, 
to our fascination. I was fascinated by ancient his-
tory and now I make the children participate in it” 
[I_1_1_R]. The undertaking of travel by those be-
longing to the middle class provides an opportu-
nity for the acquisition of additional competencies, 
in addition to knowledge about different cultures: 
“I am very happy about a form of snobbery: that 
they want to stay in better hotels. It pleases me 
for the reason that they will not want to worsen 
their living situation in the future” [I_1_1_R]. The 
intentional imposition of snobbery upon children 
may prove an effective method of safeguarding 
against the potential socio-economic decline over 
time. Subsequently, the interviewee’s daughter, ex-
hibiting a propensity to mimic this mode of travel, 
applies a comparable orientation: a thematically 
planned pursuit of a mission to explore the world. 

This phenomenon is similar to her father’s vanity, 
manifesting itself as a love of luxury:

These tend to be trips planned to specific plac-

es...A few years ago we were in London...We looked 

at all these places...to make a connection between 

what I see and what I read in a book, saw on TV...

Rather independently and just with this kind of light 

luxury. [I_2_1_D]

The travel style of the middle class is characterized 
by a pragmatic approach, as previously observed 
in the representatives of the working class (Gdula, 
Lewicki, and Sadura 2015). This is evident in the ac-
cumulation of useful knowledge through visiting 
monuments and learning about the cultural heri-
tage of the world (Gdula and Sadura 2012). It can be 
argued that holidays are not merely a period of re-
laxation. Rather, it is an opportunity to satisfy one’s 
intellectual curiosity: “Of course, my flaw is that 
I only go where there are monuments, where I can 
show them some Romanesque church, or a Gothic 
church, or a Greek temple...I get bored on the beach” 
[Y_2_1_R]. This style is grounded in the interview-
ee’s assertion, articulated two decades ago, that 
“one does not travel to bricks, one travels to bricks 
with a soul, to see all these places that I used to read 
about and they fascinate me” [Y_1_1_R]. The bene-
fits of traveling this way are revealed years later in 
the form of personal advantages. They prove helpful 
in shaping one’s educational and professional trajec-
tory. Such journeys thus bear the hallmarks of suc-
cessful investments, supporting the future achieve-
ments of one’s own and the expected achievements 
of one’s descendants:

It’s this kind of openness to the world that I have, 

I remember, also from my elders. In communist Po-

land, we didn’t go abroad much, I mean...to the East-
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ern Bloc countries, yes. But I remember my parents 

got together financially, and we went to Tuscany. 

They wanted to show us Florence. [Y_2_1_R]

I have very fond memories of holiday trips with my 

dad to different countries and different cities, which 

gave me a lot also, so culturally...shaped, I think, my 

knowledge or skills, which I use later or even now at 

my work. [Y_2_1_D]

In some families under study, travel constitutes an 
important aspect of leisure time (families S, I, L, V, 
and Y), whereas, in others, it does not exert such 
a dominant influence over the sphere of everyday 
life (families R, T, X, O, and B). The analysis of the 
research data leads to the conclusion that where 
travel is a predominant or highly positively valued 
sphere of the parents’ lifestyle, this is transmitted 
to the next generation. The manner in which travel 
is organized and the frequency of travel is consis-
tent with that of the parents. The accumulation of 
traveling achievements applies here to both gener-
ations: 

My only hobby outside of [work] is traveling. I just 

love moving around the world...For example, two 

years ago, we were in New York...Asia, yes, we have 

traveled the length and breadth of Asia, you could 

say. Recently, we have just been...in India...Sri Lan-

ka. We were also in Burma or Myanmar...In 2006, we 

were in Peru and Bolivia. [L_2_1_R]

I like to be in a different place every year to see what 

it’s like somewhere else...there might come a day 

when I find that I’ve already seen so much and this 

one place is the best. [L_2_1_D] 

The younger generation’s predilection for change 
and diversity of destinations triggers a kind of im-

itation. The heirs of the “travelers” have similarly 
extensive plans, although in some cases, these are 
deferred due to the economic constraints of the new 
“up-and-coming class.” Mimicry also extends to 
the technical sphere of organizing expeditions. The 
planning and conduct of trips are generally carried 
out individually within the family, without the sup-
port of professional organizer-brokers. “Organized 
tours are not an option at all. We are absolute oppo-
nents of organized things” [S_1_1_R]; “I can’t imag-
ine going on any such organized trips...from a travel 
agency or something. I just know that it would ab-
solutely destroy me” [S_2_1_D]. The independence 
of organizing trips provides the freedom to access 
knowledge about the world and independence, 
which are the dominant travel motives among in-
terviewees. 

Styles of Cultural Participation

The subsequent area of analysis focuses on a set 
of diverse cultural participation practices. The in-
terviewees were asked to express their attitudes 
toward a range of cultural activities, including 
reading, music, visual and plastic arts, as well as 
out-of-home cultural forms such as cinema, theatre, 
philharmonic, and opera. Additionally, they were 
asked to share their perceptions of audiovisual cul-
ture, which is accessible through new media. The 
analysis revealed the existence of intergenerational 
patterns in the domain of cultural consumption. In 
the families considered in this study, specific forms 
of cultural activity appear to be the result of inter-
generational transmission of preferences for differ-
ent forms of participation.

The enthusiasm for reading, which is especial-
ly prevalent in families O and I, is perpetuated 
through the nurturing of familial routines: “Our 

Magdalena Bielińska



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 87

family has these rituals...for example, reading to-
gether” [O_2_1_R], “Everybody reads. From top to 
bottom, everyone reads” [I_2_1_D], “I read at least 
3 books at the same time...I organize my life in such 
a way that this morning reading is such a key to en-
ter the day” [I_2_1_R]. In these families, the reading 
preferences of the children are formed within the 
domestic environment through their exposure to 
a specific genre of literature:

I started reading books and fantasy through my 

dad...both my parents, my mum and my dad, urged 

me to read Dune, and I resisted for a very long time 

because my parents wouldn’t tell me what to read 

here. Well, finally, I read it...Frank Herbert had the 

mind of a genius. [I_2_1_W]

Parents’ reading aspirations are an expression of 
the pressure to achieve, articulated, for example, as 
follows: “A great method to teach self-development, 
self-education, and self-discipline, which is the most 
important thing to achieve anything” [O_2_1_R]. 
Intentionality in shaping children’s reading tastes 
aims to develop habits and internalized disposi-
tions toward this cultural activity. 

The transmission of musical tastes across gen-
erations within the family is a notable phenom-
enon, as evidenced by the case of families R and 
S. The personal performance of music represents 
a  long-standing aspect of the familial lifestyle 
within family R, undergoing both further inter-
generational transfer through informal and formal 
educational channels and a process of profession-
alization. “Music is part of my life, so it is an im-
portant area. I also just grew up in such a  home 
where pretty much everyone played an instru-
ment” [R_2_1_D]. The musical initiation of the 
family, as evidenced in the statement, is based on 

a myth involving the family patriarch from two 
decades ago: “it is some kind of hereditary trait...
my grandmother, especially on my father’s side, 
was musically gifted and we probably inherited it 
from her” [R_1_1_R]. The intergenerational senti-
ment toward music is justified here by a particu-
lar hereditary characteristic: talent. The talent was 
discovered by the father of the family, who was 
a  multi-instrumentalist and professional organist 
in a Catholic church. This aptitude, as an expres-
sion of cultural capital, is transmitted within the 
family unit (Bourdieu 2005). The interests of the 
head of the family are shared by each of his three 
children: “the son plays the guitar, the other son 
plays the trombone” [R_2_1_R]. The daughter, who 
is also married to the organist, participates in two 
musical projects as a vocalist.

The analysis of research data indicates that musi-
cal taste is shaped within the family environment. 
The family plays a pivotal role in the development 
of initial receptive competencies, imparting musical 
sensibility and fostering the formation of musical 
preferences. The musical sentiments established in 
the domestic environment serve as the foundation 
for future explorations, choices, and reservations re-
garding preferences in the domain of music. Partic-
ipation in a sometimes compulsory home education 
enables further orientation toward the dominant in-
fluences in this domain of lifestyle. Relational taste 
formation occurs in relation to ancestral tastes, and 
any contestation is not holistic but selective. Music 
lovers possess knowledge of the specific repertoire 
and the ability to choose from it: 

You can’t say I’ve alienated myself, but my father al-

ways listened to classical music...it was such an ele-

ment of my rebellion that I always contested it...But 

I think there are also some composers that I some-
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times listen to as if in a kind of unforced way. Some, 

I don’t know. Claude Debussy, for example, is a com-

poser I like. [S_2_1_D] 

The imposition of parental interests on children in 
an unconditional and absolute manner has the po-
tential to elicit a rebellious and rejecting response 
from the children in question. In the aforemen-
tioned case, there was no complete rejection of 
classical music, which supports the assertion that 
the transfer of musical taste between generations 
is an unintentional phenomenon. Parents influence 
their children’s musical preferences and habits 
through their musical choices and practices. While 
this may occur in an oppressive manner, it never-
theless gives the freedom to shape the preferences 
of subsequent generations. Such messages do not 
contain elements of authoritarian coercion on the 
part of the parents nor on the part of the children 
a desire to be liberated from it. 

In the case of the visual arts, the interviewees 
exhibit a broad range of attitudes along the low-
brow-highbrow spectrum. This encompasses indi-
viduals with limited knowledge or interest in the 
subject matter, as well as those with a deep passion 
and expertise. In the latter category, more sophis-
ticated aesthetic dispositions are revealed in their 
professional attitude to art (Y_2_1_D studies tex-
tile design), as well as in the thematically oriented 
journeys of connoisseur-collectors, determined by 
the footsteps of artists (Marc Chagall and Salvador 
Dali were reasons for trips to Nice and Florida by 
I_2_1_R), investments in valuable “pictures,” deco-
rating the interiors of flats (V_2_1_R and Y_2_1_R). 
With regard to the intergenerational transmission 
of the capacity to perceive art, an appropriate an-
alytical and interpretative category appears to be 
“sensitivity” and its associated processes of pro-

duction or reproduction.6 To illustrate, the grand-
son of an admirer of Chagall did not have the op-
portunity to share his grandfather’s passions or 
participate in his cultural excursions around the 
world (“There are some things that I had little ex-
posure to and I don’t think I ever had the oppor-
tunity to generate any sensitivity to these things” 
[I_2_1_W]). Similarly, an intergenerational deficit 
of appreciation for the visual arts is evident in 
Family V. The father-collector underscores both his 
snobbish tendencies and his altruistic rationale for 
amassing paintings. His son, in turn, is forthcom-
ing about his lack of interest in art (“I never un-
derstood it...some paintings like that, I don’t know 
what they’re about, so it doesn’t fascinate me too 
much” [V_2_2_D]). 

It can be inferred that in these families, the incli-
nation toward the visual arts was not the subject 
of deliberate intergenerational transfer. Here, inter-
generational variability or diversity of tastes and 
preferences is permitted. Conversely, in other cases, 
a certain degree of intentionality on the part of par-
ents in influencing their children’s attitudes toward 
the arts can be observed. Perceived deficiencies in 
the reception of the arts (“I am genuinely com-
pletely unfamiliar with art” [L_1_1_R]) in the next 
generation are transformed into active measures to 
alter this disposition in subsequent generations (“if 
I have contact with art, it is in the sense that I want 
my child to have contact with art” [L_2_1_D]). Art 
sensitization succeeded in the Y family: the father, 
as an enthusiast of visual art, supported the deep-

6 In the preface to Reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron 2006), 
Kłoskowska identified the category of aesthetic sensitivity. In 
her view, it is “the result of social training and social, arbi-
trary imposition” (Kłoskowska 2006:37 [trans. MB]). It is note-
worthy that Bourdieu highlighted the social determinism of 
aesthetic dispositions and their correlation with class habitus 
(Bourdieu 2005; Cebula 2018).
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ening of his daughter’s passion—a predilection for 
“pretty things”—by pursuing his passions for his-
tory and the resulting travels:

I infected this eldest daughter with history and art, 

and she...shared my passions, maybe not for history, 

well, because she is an artist...I noticed that she was 

really interested in it, that she liked pretty things. 

So...I funded her, but it was she who took me to 

Rome...we had a week-long tour of the Roman Ba-

roque. There was a duel between Bernini and Celli-

ni, and she was the one who had a lecture prepared, 

and she showed me all this. [Y_2_1_R]

His daughter has utilized her professional involve-
ment in artistic creation to transform embodied 
cultural capital, understood as a habitual aesthetic 
disposition, into institutionalized capital. 

It appears that we are witnessing the emergence 
of a middle-class approach to the arts that occu-
pies a liminal space between the popular aesthet-
ics prevalent in lower-class culture and the per-
ceived autonomy associated with the upper-class 
lifestyle (Bourdieu 2005; Cebula 2017). For some 
middle-class parents, the transmission of an ap-
preciation for the visual arts to the next generation 
may serve as a  means of perpetuating class dis-
tinctions. However, for others, this field of social 
differentiation may not be a priority.

Further analysis of lifestyle transmission patterns 
was conducted in two additional spheres: 1) par-
ticipation in culture through mass media (tradi-
tional and digital) and 2) participation in so-called 
out-of-home forms of culture, such as cinema and 
performing arts, including theatre, opera, ballet, 
philharmonic, and others. While discerning inter-
generational transfers in these two areas proved 

challenging, distinctions emerged, with interview-
ees’ class affiliations becoming evident (Bennett 
2006; Cebula 2014). 

The middle class, regardless of age, exhibits 
a  preference for free choice in content delivered 
through mass media. They exercise discernment 
in selecting content and possess a refined sense of 
taste. They tend to gravitate toward reliable con-
tent, subjecting their choices to rigorous scrutiny 
and seeking out ambitious, educational content 
that challenges their perceptions, a tendency that 
is corroborated by other research findings (Ceb-
ula 2015; Cebula, Drabina-Różewicz, and Perch-
la-Włosik 2023). The preference for content deliv-
ered through streaming platforms, such as Netflix, 
HBO Go, Spotify, and YouTube, enables users to 
make their decisions regarding repertoire. They 
engage in media convergence processes and uti-
lize the television receiver primarily to access 
audiovisual Internet content while accessing dig-
itally distributed television on computer screens. 
They select podcasts as a substitute for radio. They 
conduct thorough analyses and comparisons in 
the reception of news channels and are capable of 
critiquing content broadcast through traditional 
media, including TV and radio: 

That I watch TV, as we understood until recently, 

I hardly watch at all. I have Horizon Go on my com-

puter, by the way, and I just watch TV on my com-

puter, too. [O_2_1_R]

It’s not about cycling the pilot and what you hit is 

what you watch, it’s about choosing a particular 

film, a series, or a particular item. [L_2_1_D]

We are looking for very specific programs...docu-

mentary, scientific. [I_2_1_D]
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[TV] is not a very used device in our house...mov-

ies, well, it’s more Netflix, HBO, Canal+, some such. 

[V_2_1_R]

The primary mechanism of intergenerational trans-
fer in the domain of mass culture is media literacy, 
operating in a reverse sequence from children to 
parents. In the context of mass media consumption, 
younger individuals transfer their digital compe-
tencies to older individuals, recommend content of 
their choosing, and even regulate parental access 
to media. It is my contention that this succession is 
contingent upon purposeful mechanisms in chil-
dren and imitative mechanisms in parents.

An analysis of participation in institutionalized 
forms of culture, such as cinema, theatre, philhar-
monic, opera, or other types of performing arts, 
has not yielded unequivocal conclusions regarding 
intergenerational patterns of lifestyle mimeticism. 
The taste of representatives of the middle class 
can be diagnosed as diffuse, subject to individu-
al choices and styling. Furthermore, interviewees 
highlight competence deficits in the reception of 
this artistic creation: “I’m not a big fan of opera 
and ballet in general. I lack a certain education 
here” [L_1_1_R]. The interviewees’ predominant 
pattern of consumption of the performing arts is 
to rarely engage in practices traditionally identi-
fied with highbrow culture, preferring instead 
popular entertainment provided by the cinema. In 
place of the distinctive and exemplary highbrow 
culture that previously legitimized social divi-
sions, alternative, technologically mediated spac-
es of cultural participation are now being created. 
These are more attractive and considered equally 
legitimate areas for building cultural capital (Ceb-
ula 2017). This shift was noted by one interviewee: 
“Cultural events now may have a slightly differ-

ent definition than they used to have. Probably 
somewhere, participating in social media might be 
considered cultural participation” [V_2_3_D]. Fur-
thermore, the lifestyle sphere associated with the 
performing arts demonstrates a sensitivity to the 
biographical changes. Nevertheless, these lifestyle 
transformations require a different interpretative 
approach.

Discussion

The objective of the analysis conducted above was 
to examine the reciprocal relationship between 
culture and social structure. In particular, the fo-
cus was on how social structure reproduces itself 
in late modern societies, with a specific emphasis 
on the cultural dimension of reproduction. The 
objective of this article was to identify the mech-
anisms of lifestyle inheritance between two gen-
erations of middle-class representatives in Poland 
during the 2020s. The term “lifestyle” was selected 
as the main theoretical category and operational-
ized in accordance with Siciński’s (1978) concept—
as a broad spectrum of everyday practices.

Due to the framework of the text, the topics under 
examination have been limited to specific domains 
of leisure, although an effort has been made to en-
compass as many areas of lifestyle as possible. The 
objective was to illustrate the strength and conse-
quences of the transmission, thereby addressing 
the cognitive deficit identified by Alice Sullivan 
(2011:211), who highlighted that

[p]arents’ social position affects the cultural charac-

teristics of the offspring, either directly or indirect-

ly…But few studies are able to examine lifestyles 

across a range of domains, and still fewer allow an 

examination of both the intergenerational trans-
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mission of lifestyles and the consequences (wheth-

er short or long term) of this transmission…It is not 

easy, for example, to address questions regarding 

the relative strength of intergenerational transmis-

sion across lifestyle domains.

For the sake of terminological order, it should be 
clarified that intergenerational transmission is 
a broader concept than inheritance, as it occurs in 
different directions: from ancestor generation to 
successor generation and vice versa. In contrast, 
inheritance is a unidirectional process that occurs 
from older to younger generations.7

In examining the patterns of intergenerational 
transfer, it is evident that there are striking paral-
lels with the observations made by Margaret Mead 
(2000). I am particularly interested in Mead’s post-
figurativism as an expression of intergenerational 
persistence. In line with theoretical predictions, 
the research data also revealed spheres subject to 
change in the successor generation, for example, 
with the aforementioned cultural consumption 
mediated by mass media. A stylistic “reverse suc-
cession” is taking place here, which may be regard-
ed as a symptom of prefigurative culture in Mead’s 
terminology. 

An additional framework for interpretation is pro-
vided by Pierre Bourdieu’s sociogenetic studies. 
Bourdieu (1986) posits that inheritance can be un-
derstood as a transfer of different forms of capital, 

7 Both processes, inheritance and intergenerational transmis-
sion, are revealed primarily in family structures, although 
they need not be limited to them. As Ziółkowski (2002) notes, 
these processes extend beyond the private sphere, facilitating 
the preservation of collective cultural distinctiveness and the 
formation of social identities. Regardless of the area of activ-
ity, these processes contribute to the consolidation of social 
positions and the opportunity to attain certain positions in 
subsequent generations (Ziółkowski 2002).

including economic, social, and cultural capital. 
The focus of my research is on the cultural type. 
The intergenerational transmission of dispositions 
to reproduce certain cultural practices is, accord-
ing to the author of Distinction, directly transmitted 
through the family in the form of “good manners, 
good taste, or physical allure” (Bourdieu 2005:194). 
In my view, it is the tastes shaped by the environ-
ment of origin that provide the opportunity for an 
effective succession of class positions. 

In this context, I am concerned with processes of 
inheritance that occur in a single direction and are 
confined to family circles. This study examines the 
role of parental intervention in shaping children’s 
lifestyles and the formation of children’s habitus 
through the transmission of cultural capital. This 
refers to the cultural practices and resources that 
parents pass on to their children, which are of-
ten shaped by the parents’ cultural background 
(Ziółkowski 2002). The inheritance of lifestyles can 
be defined as the transfer of elements of cultural 
capital, which plays a significant role in the con-
solidation of class position and, more broadly, the 
permanence of social classes (Wesołowski 1966; 
Ziółkowski 2002). 

These transmissions are discernible in the inter-
viewees’ statements through the use of specific lan-
guage. The children describe being “instilled” by 
their parents with various rules governing every-
day life. They report that these rules are “soaked 
up,” for example, by the atmosphere of the home 
in relation to specific objects. They also describe 
being “absorbed,” “infected,” or “inculcated,” and 
in some cases, even “programmed.” These process-
es appear to serve to reinforce the transmission of 
role models to children or the absorption of specif-
ic cultural content from parents. The interviewees 
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also employ expressions that indicate an inverse 
relationship, such as “I don’t have it in my blood” 
or “I don’t have it encoded.” Interviews are either 
characterized by explicitly expressed intentions 
aimed at “rooting” or adopting certain attractive 
orientations, or by unconscious actions by both 
generations, which results in the transmission and 
acquisition of specific dispositions that shape life-
style practices in an unintentional way.

The interpretative schema that most accurately 
differentiates inheritance mechanisms is their cat-
egorization in terms of the degree of intentional-
ity involved in the transmission and reception of 
cultural messages. This schema is an intuitive one 
that emerges from the research data, although it 
corresponds to other findings (Mohr and DiMag-
gio 1995; Ziółkowski 2002; Notten and Kraaykamp 
2009). It distinguishes between four categories of 
inheritance mechanisms: intentional, unintention-
al, imitative, and habitual. These categories func-
tion as an analytical matrix, enabling the interpre-
tation of the degree of persistence and relevance of 
specific lifestyle practices (see: Table 1).

Table 1. Mechanisms of intergenerational 
lifestyle transfer

Reflective  
(Giddens)

Habitual  
(Bourdieu)

Used by the 
sender

intentional unintentional

Used by the 
recipient

imitative habitual

Source: Self-elaboration.

The proposed mechanism types contain traces of 
the theoretical concepts of both Pierre Bourdieu 
(1977; 1990; 2008; Bourdieu and Wacquant 2001) and 
Anthony Giddens (2002). They mark the extremes 
of a scale defined by the giddensian category of re-
flexivity on the one hand and the bourdiean habitus 
on the other (Adams 2006). The intentional and im-
itative mechanisms are intentional strategies based 
on reflexive subjective causation. Unintentional and 
habitual mechanisms are routine, socially deter-
mined strategies, subject to unconscious transfers. 
In Bourdieu’s case, on the other hand, reflexivity, 
treated by him as a form of habitus, is revealed in 
crisis situations.

The inheritance mechanisms employed by parents 
can be situated on a continuum, ranging from re-
flexive intentionality to unintentional and habitual 
influences on children. From the perspective of the 
child recipients, the sequence ranges from reflexive 
imitation to the formation of habits that are instilled, 
internalized, and unconscious. 

The diagnosis of intra-familial intergenerational 
relationships in leisure time management practices 
lends support to the thesis that these cultural prac-
tices are inherited, sometimes reflexively, at other 
times, routinely. In the families studied, specif-
ic forms of cultural activity appear to result from 
intergenerationally shared tastes. This is in accor-
dance with the findings of Jarmo Kallunki (2023), 
who posited that generalized cultural participation 
is subject to inheritance. 

There seems to be a lack of reflective parental influ-
ence in shaping children’s passions while heirs ob-
tain them routinely. Nevertheless, parental involve-
ment in children’s hobbies is discreet, as evidenced 
by the intergenerational transmission of interests 
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observed in the majority of families studied. Paren-
tal interactions are subtle and intentional, influenc-
ing the development of children’s extracurricular 
and non-educational interests. Children’s passions 
are subject to parental attention and, as a result, are 
reproduced. 

It is apparent that there is a conscious and deliberate 
mechanism at play in the socialization of children 
through participation in sports and travel practices. 
The engagement with sport necessitates the involve-
ment of the family and the development of reflexive 
practices in children. A convergence of transmis-
sion mechanisms can be observed, whereby parents 
transmit their intentions with a reflective and habit-
ual reception by children. The domain of lifestyle 
with regard to travel is associated with the deliber-
ate implementation of the assumed cognitive-edu-
cational mission toward the heirs, which posits trav-
el as an investment, thereby supporting the future 
achievements of children.

The transmission of cultural participation styles 
occurs intergenerationally, with varying degrees 
of reflexivity. In the field of reading, I identify the 
intentionality of parental actions in influencing the 
preferences of children, who, in turn, develop ha-
bitual dispositions toward this cultural activity. In 
contrast, the field of music reveals unintentional 
patterns of transmission of parental dispositions. 
Parents shape children’s habits through their rou-
tine musical choices. With regard to the field of vi-
sual and plastic arts, there is considerable variabil-
ity in the degree of intentionality associated with 
intergenerational transfer. The extent to which this 
area of lifestyle is perceived as relevant and the de-
gree to which parents acknowledge the legitimacy 
of fostering a sensitivity to it appear to be key fac-
tors. Participation in culture through mass media 

reveals the regularity of reverse succession. The 
heirs become broadcasters in two distinct yet inter-
related ways: firstly, in terms of their technical com-
petence, and secondly, in terms of their capacity to 
shape the taste of their parents. In my view, this suc-
cession is governed by two mechanisms: the pur-
poseful mechanism in children and the imitative 
mechanism in parents. An analysis of participation 
in so-called out-of-home cultural forms, most often 
associated with the performing arts, did not pro-
vide sufficient evidence of clear, repetitive patterns 
of imitation. Instead, the evidence suggests that the 
taste of middle-class representatives is subject to in-
dividual choices and styles.

The presented cultural succession mechanisms align 
with the proposed reflexivity-habituality scheme. 
The degree of intentionality in transmission illumi-
nates hierarchies of importance within middle-class 
lifestyles. The hierarchical nature of the practices 
implemented is established and reproduced with-
in the familial unit. The strength of transmission 
is contingent upon the explicitness and directive 
nature of parental guidance. The reflexive familial 
programming of cultural preferences and the imi-
tative adoption of them reveal the agency and aspi-
rations of both ancestors and successors. The afore-
mentioned mechanisms indicate lifestyle elements 
that are more susceptible to intergenerational trans-
mission than others. It is my contention that these 
elements represent the fundamental aspects of suc-
cession, as they play a pivotal role in ensuring the 
perpetuation of social position within subsequent 
generations. In contrast, habitual mechanisms ap-
pear to be less pertinent to the middle class with 
regard to social reproduction. These mechanisms 
influence the inheritance of such lifestyle contents, 
which are of lesser importance in the hierarchy of 
everyday life established within the family home. 

Passions, Travel, and Cultural Participation—Intergenerational Transmission of Middle-Class Lifestyles



©2025 QSR Volume XXI Issue 194

Concurrently, they facilitate the autonomy and free-
dom of the heirs to make their decisions.

It must be acknowledged that the mode of interpre-
tation presented here is not without limitations. The 
field of lifestyle inheritance presents a significant 
analytical challenge due to the complex and often 
ambiguous flows of values and practices, as well as 
the diverse degrees of internalization or familial ne-
gotiation. As a general rule, it is challenging to as-
certain the extent of reflexivity in the transmission 
of cultural practices across generations. On occa-
sion, the attitudes discernible in lifestyles exhibit an 
element of coercion that is characteristic of parental 
training, particularly in the domains of education 
and work. At other times, they are merely intend-
ed to foster specific dispositions, most commonly 
within the context of leisure organization. It is my 
view that the identified transfer mechanisms on the 
proposed dimensions require verification through 
survey research.

The above illustration demonstrates the manner in 
which certain aspects of lifestyle are transmitted 
and consolidated across generations, as a result of 
the mechanisms of inheritance. However, the ana-
lyzed research data also reveal the existence of life-
style areas and practices that are not subject to such 
consolidation. It can be stated that there has been an 
interruption in the intergenerational transmission 
of lifestyles. It is noteworthy that none of the young-
er generation interviewed expressed alternative life-
styles as a form of rebellion, despite this being a top-
ic of interest for other lifestyle researchers in Poland 
(Siciński and Wyka 1988; Gdula and Sadura 2012). 
Parents who are achievement-oriented and have 
been successfully navigating the capitalist order for 
years represent an attractive model for experiencing 
life. Nevertheless, I have identified the emergence of 

novel strategies within specific domains of lifestyle. 
Still, to ascertain whether a distinction can be made 
between “young” and “old” lifestyles in the context 
of contemporary everyday life, it is necessary to 
adopt a different analytical approach. 

The concept of lifestyle permanence pertains to the 
cultural and material heritage of the middle class. 
A lifestyle that is negotiated and constructed inter-
generationally bears resemblance to a palimpsest, in 
that it retains the traces of previous records. Nev-
ertheless, it is my contention that the fundamental 
structure established by the family home is suscepti-
ble to further individualization. Subsequently, each 
generation adds their choices and experiences to the 
layers of everyday practices of their “middle-born” 
ancestors. In this logic, lifestyle is realized as a com-
mon intra-family core between reflexivity and habit, 
carrying various values and meanings that are sub-
ject to intergenerational reconfigurations. 

The present study was not a straightforward con-
tinuation or replication of analysis carried out by 
the preceding researcher, nor was it solely oriented 
toward the identification of lifestyle continuities. 
The intergenerational perspective applied has the 
advantage of pointing out not only permanence but 
also changes in lifestyles that occur across genera-
tions. The juxtaposition of narratives from two gen-
erations displays the process of lifestyle differenti-
ation taking place over a 20-year period. It reveals 
discernible shifts in the significance of one domain 
of life in relation to another over time. This ap-
proach also highlights variations in the importance 
of lifestyle areas across generations. Furthermore, 
the research uncovered novel manifestations of life-
style practices among the children’s generation that 
were not observed in the initial study or among the 
generation of parents currently.
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In-depth cross-sectional analyses indicate that life-
styles are not merely determined by the strength of 
inheritance. Instead, they are clearly influenced by 
age and socio-occupational roles. Intergenerational 
disparities are also attributable to the distinct Polish 
and global historical experiences of successive gen-
erations. Life stages and social roles shape specific 
preferences but also impose different functions on 
lifestyles. The opportunities of individuals without 
children and those with children, professionals and 
those running their businesses are different. These 
disparities in responsibility and time devoted to 
work have significant consequences for the charac-
ter of leisure time. The belonging of individuals to 
different generations is associated with divergent 
values orientations, which has a reciprocal effect on 
lifestyles and their individual manifestations. These 
observations are consistent with findings reported by 
other researchers. The younger generation engages 
in subjective “styling” in professional, political, and 
consumption social roles (Müller 2016). As Binkley 
(2007) pointed out, they make aesthetic consumption 
choices and actively self-manage their lifestyle. Life-
style areas that are associated with choice, subjectiv-
ity, and reflexive behaviors are strongly manifested 
in the young Polish middle class. Changes in lifestyle 
are associated not only with their disintegration or 

recomposition but also with excessive or intentional-
ly insufficient stylization. These deliberate life proj-
ects align with the concept of social change in terms 
of late modernity (Giddens 2002). The conscious 
stylization of life, or “programmatic stylelessness,” 
serves to emphasize one’s subjectivity, identity, and 
the absence of limiting external factors.

It can be argued that lifestyle transitions merit de-
tailed discussion and consideration. A brief over-
view of these mechanisms serves to underscore the 
versatility of the domain of intergenerational life-
style research, which demands multidimensional 
analyses. The changes in lifestyles of the two gen-
erations under study also support statements of in-
terrupted inheritance and that lifestyles are increas-
ingly decoupled from social positions (Bauman 
1988; Beck 2004), or “intra-generational homology” 
(Weingartner and Rössel 2019). These theses stand 
in contrast to the structural homology diagnosed 
since Bourdieu (van Eijck 2011; Domański et al. 2020). 
Nevertheless, it is worth raising the following ques-
tions: what are the mechanisms of lifestyle transfor-
mations, what factors trigger or accelerate them, and 
what are the effects of these transformations? These 
are challenging questions, but answering them will 
stimulate new research in the field of lifestyle.
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