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FOREWORD

The year 2024 marks 60 years since the release of A House Is Not a Home, a 1964 
drama, whose soundtrack includes the song with the same name written by Burt 
Bacharach and Hal David. Drama, from the Greek drama [action] means scenic 
action represented by characters. It is any piece intended for representation, with an 
action that unfolds from a conflict, at a determined time and space. Not by chance, 
we use the dramaturgical metaphor to begin the foreword of the volume More than 
Just a ‘Home’: Understanding the Living Spaces of Families. The image explored in 
the song’s lyrics of a chair that remains (still) a chair, even if no one is sitting there, 
seems especially insightful to think beyond the physical boundaries of the space, the 
architecture, the people, and the artifacts we often and wrongly take for granted as 
necessarily part of the home and, consequently, of the family.

Understanding the living spaces of families implies seeing more than just a 
‘home,’ just as one must see more than just a ‘chair.’ Again, we turn to drama. 
Not exclusively a tragedy or comics, a drama is a relatively hybrid genre, that 
addresses themes of everyday life. When aggregating the tragic and the comic 
elements, it allows us to incorporate a colorful and multilayered understanding 
of the  common life ranging from the sublime and the grotesque aspects, pathetic 
and touching, or, as a sociologist would say, the result of an action-mediated in a 
variable way by structure and agency. This is the challenge of this volume.

Over time and space, sociology has given varying importance to the study of 
the house. The house is often a locus of  special attention when a couple is formed, 
and the investments made in a neolocal residence constitute a complex social fact. 
In some contexts, related decisions are strongly family-oriented; in other con-
texts, individualization and personalization are the driving forces that surround 
the dreams of a future based on acquisitions, renovations, and decorations. The 
‘ broken house’ after a divorce or the death of parents, and the subsequent deci-
sions to be made regarding the division of property have also received varying 
attention in the sociological literature. The house where one grew up is also some-
what analyzed from a sociological perspective, especially as a space for sociali-
zation. However, such descriptions are often blurred by nostalgia or trauma. 
There is, in short, much to be known about the importance and the relationships 
between home and family.

In inviting the reader to see more than just a ‘Home’ when understanding 
the living spaces of families, this volume of Contemporary Perspectives in Family 
Research sought to achieve contributions aiming a broad understanding of the 
house as a plural, diverse, and multi-meaningful space. The call for papers wel-
comed diverse theoretical approaches and multi-method research project submis-
sions that explore both the ways in which the family socially constructs a home, 
and how the house, its architecture, spatial arrangement, internal and external 
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divisions, and micro technologies shape and reshape family relationships in the 
face of constant changes and challenges. Topics broadly explore the relationships 
between the family and the material and symbolic dimensions of the home. Such 
relationships encompass the trajectory and composition of the household, the 
gendered division of labor, work-family and education-family dynamics, migra-
tory fluxes, and local and public policies, among others. Not surprisingly, the 
manuscripts consider specific occupational, gender, and age patterns of living in 
home space, as well as the use and implications of digital technologies, specifically 
a set of experiences brought about by the recent global COVID-19 pandemic and 
the subsequent “turn to home.”

The call for papers allowed us to gather a total of nine chapters as diverse as 
they are interesting. As editors, we must recognize it was not easy to establish the 
order of the chapters as ultimately fixed in the table of contents. In the end, we 
opted for a sequence that allows one to zigzag through the public and private 
spaces of the house, from the nuclear to the single-mother family, focusing on 
the couple or the children, and shedding light on the stages of the interaction and 
behind the scenes. In neither of these chapters, the home is the fixed, immovable 
space of the architecture that shapes it. On the contrary, the home is an open space, 
to which the windows and doors metaphorically refer; and it is also a space of 
multiple social crossings, determined by the family structure, the composition of 
the household, gender, age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic condition, among other.

The volume begins with “The Neoliberal Regime of Disappearance: Mothers 
Living with Their Children in Canadian Motels” by Melinda Vandenbeld Giles. 
From the outset, vignettes from Melinda’s field notes reveal some of the incon-
sistencies and erasures between public policy narratives and representations of 
motels and lived realities. The chapter addresses a little-known facet of motels, 
namely their usage as a family shelter space, thus exploring the concepts of “pri-
vacy” and “domesticity” in juxtaposition to shelter, identified as a “public” space 
capable of offering reasonable conditions for creating a home place. The incon-
sistencies in the narratives provided by individuals working in the homelessness 
industry and case workers become immediately apparent as Melinda discloses 
some of the women’s narratives gathered during fieldwork. As the chapter focuses 
specifically on women living with their children in Canadian motels, it is espe-
cially heuristic for the focus of this volume due to the reflection it brings around 
the differences between “physical spaces,” “home,” and “home-like” arrange-
ments when discussing poverty and homelessness. From the Canadian national 
housing program to the global social sector economy, this chapter is also par-
ticularly insightful for reflecting on how the marketization of the social domain 
is contributing to the disappearance of “the poor, the homeless and the hungry” 
from the political agenda.

The Sands Motel gives way to the vacation home during pandemics in the 
chapter titled “The Pandemic Vacation Home: Media Framing of COVID-19 
and Second Home Real Estate Morality Projects,” co-authored by Michelle 
Janning, Tate Kautzky, and Michelle Zhang. Methodologically, the chapter 
draws on the broader collective experience of the COVID-19 pandemic. It pre-
sents the results of a content analysis of 62 local news stories from 7 US locations 
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published in 2020, revealing how the migration of seasonal residents and short-
term renters to nature-focused, amenity-rich, and leisure environments during the 
COVID-19 pandemic has changed the social meaning of home for year-round 
and seasonal or part-time residents. Using Viviana Zelizer’s (2005) “connected 
lives” approach, the chapter contributes to expanding understanding of lifestyle 
for a deeper analysis of how everyday economic interactions between and within 
families and neighborhoods are imbued with social and cultural meaning even in 
times of crisis. Topics related to local economies, health and safety, local govern-
ment, insiders, and outsiders give rise to dilemmas, deliberations, and conflict-
ing considerations made by individual and group stakeholders in evaluating the 
acquisition, use, meaning, and dispossession of properties meant for residential 
use beyond the primary residence. Furthermore, the results suggest that moral 
considerations of deservedness and citizenship among usual residents and second 
homeowners are framed as deep and incompatible concerns surrounding eco-
nomic stability and public health. As COVID-19 yielded a visible shift in second 
home use from tourism-focused to shelter- and safety-focused (often including 
teleworking), it also raises important questions about the hidden relationships 
between second homeowners and host communities, which expands understand-
ing of the changing social meaning of home and the designation of housing deci-
sions as moral or immoral in relation to shifting and opposing public opinion on 
health, economy, and politics.

The emphasis is once again focused on family households and pandemic times 
in Chapter 3. Women’s Narratives: ICTs in the Family Household During the 
(Post-) Pandemic by Silvia Di Giuseppe, has as its backdrop the fact that the 
pandemic occurred in the broader context of a digital society, where digital tech-
nologies of information and communication (ICT) were already widely used, to 
explore the lasting and diverse impact of ICT use on households in the (post-)
pandemic. Specifically, the chapter focuses on the multiple changes, challenges, 
and tensions resulting from the increased use of ICT at home, due to lockdown, 
mainly for professional and educational purposes. The empirical work is based 
on the daily lives of Portuguese and Italian women, who live in nuclear families, 
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Thick descriptions of Mafalda and 
Anastasia’s cases are presented to illustrate how changes during the pandemic 
forced families to become more technologically dependent. Although it had a vis-
ible and immediate impact on the spatial organization and technological equip-
ment of houses (for example, on the arrangement and decoration of spaces), 
transforming them into a workspace, it revealed profound changes and perma-
nence, particularly those related to gender roles, education, and class imbalances, 
which seem to penalize couples with young children and women more than men.

The next chapter adds knowledge about lesser-known spaces in the home 
and the underlying social dynamics. Strongly permeated by class issues, the 
“Maid’s Room: The Blurred Identity of Live-in Maids,” by Amanda Andrade 
Costa de Mendonça Lima, explores understanding surrounding the definition 
of family, “as-if” and “family-like” relations by questioning the physical and 
symbolic place of the live-in housekeeper, both in socioeconomic and histori-
cal terms, departing from the analysis of the architectural and social dynamics 
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of the home. Specifically, Amanda undertakes an intersectional and teleologi-
cal analysis of the intrinsic devaluation of paid work for social reproduction, 
based mainly on gender, race, and class inequalities. Ultimately, the chapter 
proposes a hermeneutic dive into the experience of this working class, revealing 
both the hierarchical socioeconomic system and its subjectivities. Combining a 
sociological, philosophical, and anthropological analysis, the ambiguous place 
of domestic workers becomes clearer, thus promoting a reflection on the multiple 
layers of understanding surrounding the family and household. Among these, 
the emotional bonds created with family members are particularly significant, 
especially with the children for whom they are responsible. As these women reside 
in their employers’ residence and participate in the practical and emotional life 
of the house and the lines that outline the “architecture of inequality” become 
more defined, the contour separating this family from their own becomes blurred.

Wasana Handapangoda is the author of the chapter titled “(Re)Making 
Home(s) on the Move: Sri Lankan Live-In Migrant Domestic Workers in Kuwait.” 
The text departs from the scenario of transnational migration to explore how 
migrants conceptualize and experience home. Recent theorizing on transnational 
migration has produced a state of flux in the naturalized conception of home as 
a fixed, bound, discrete, and trouble-free place of origin, (re)defining home as 
a project tightly entangled in the functioning of the global capitalist economy. 
Qualitatively based on the lived experiences of Sri Lankan women who migrated 
to Kuwait as live-in migrant domestic workers (MDWs), independently of their 
families, the chapter explores these stories to show the changing meanings of 
home in the intersection of power and control. The results suggest that MDWs 
negotiate and construct belonging and not-belonging dialectically in multiple 
homes, thus being simultaneously “here,” “there,” and “nowhere.” In the analyzed 
context, home isn’t something that is “there” or “behind”; instead, it is taken on a 
journey with women to a distant, foreign land. In the end, stories of mobility and 
transformation of Sri Lankan women working in Kuwaiti private homes as live-
in MDWs make it possible to understand home, identity and belonging beyond 
traditional views and in different ways, constructing, and contesting boundaries 
between “us” and “them,” private and public, and global and local. This chapter 
also adds insightful knowledge to the volume by considering home constructs as 
a space of (un)making, which is (re)produced through MDWs’ own feelings of 
being at home (or not at home) and those produced by others that make them feel 
at home (not at home).

The chapter “Zooming Home and Family Gatherings in Pandemic Times: 
Ritual, Memory, and Identity,” co-authored by Ana Rita Nunes da Silva and 
Rosalina Pisco Costa, brings back the context of the COVID-19 pandemic to 
explore the relationships between home and family. Specifically, it focuses on 
art, culture, and society by shedding light on the enduring role of family rituals 
in creating and maintaining family identity whilst affirming the role of ICT, in 
both the construction and reproduction of the family dynamics amid pandemic 
times. The reflection is made on a live-by-Zoom art exhibition opened in March 
2021, during the second confinement in Portugal, where family photo albums 
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and various artifacts are used to show the family’s history, and, at the same time, 
to invite others to imagine the artist’s family as well as the family of each viewer. 
Inspired by an arts-based approach and storytelling sociology, methodologically 
the paper is based on data collected through direct observation and autoethnog-
raphy. In the end, it is argued that just as families “live” on Zoom, so do family 
rituals. The Zoom platform reproduces the family environment, its opportunities, 
and constraints. Looking at the opening of the art exhibition as a family ritual 
allows one to think about how individuals have experienced family gatherings 
during the pandemic, but also how art can generate such family intimacies in such 
exceptional times.

Still with the pandemic context as a background, “The National Lockout: 
Impacts of Australia’s International Border Closure on Family Relationships and 
Notions of Citizenship,” written by Simona Strungaru and Jo Coghlan, broadens 
the understanding of the home through the analysis of the impact the restrictions 
imposed on the entry of travelers into Australia, closing its international borders 
in March 2020, as an effort to contain the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19). 
The border closures have had a huge impact on the lives of Australian citizens 
living abroad and the lives of their families. The chapter explores the multiple 
and diverse effects of the Australian government’s decision to close the national 
border, presenting the lived experiences of Australian citizens negatively affected 
by the government’s decision. Based on an online survey carried out in late 2021 
and early 2022, Simona and Jo explore notions of the rights and privileges of 
Australian citizenship in the context of the pandemic, and the profound impacts 
that the national lockdown has had on Australians as individuals, family mem-
bers and in its sense of national identity. The conclusion that the separation of 
citizens from family during lockdown has placed considerable pressure on the 
family as a social institution and has had significant impacts on the physical and 
mental health of Australians is an important and somewhat novel contribution 
to the current CPFR volume.

The remaining two chapters explore notions of home in strong relation to the 
parental dyad and the dynamics of parenting, the former in Latinx families and the 
latter in the Chinese context. “Contextual Factors of Electronic Media Exposure 
and their Effects on Parent–Infant Interactions in Latinx Families,” authored 
by Katie Lindekugel and Naja Ferjan Ramírez, looks at the broader picture of 
infants’ increased exposure to electronic media in North American families to 
examine contextual aspects of electronic media exposure, and the effects of elec-
tronic media on two types of parent-infant social interactions associated with child 
language development: parentese (a style of infant-directed speech distinguished 
by its higher pitch, slower tempo, and exaggerated intonation) and parent-infant 
turn-taking. The research uses naturalistic daylong recordings collected in the 
homes of bilingual Spanish-English infants of Latinx descent. Specifically, using 
Language ENvironment Analysis (LENA), two daylong audio recordings were 
collected from each family. The results interestingly demonstrate that although 
all infants were exposed to multiple electronic media sources in English and 
Spanish, they experienced more adult-directed than child-directed programming. 
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Furthermore, various devices were found to differentially affect parental language 
input. As these results contribute to the growing body of research on electronic 
media and parent–infant interactions, they are particularly important for design-
ing culturally sensitive language interventions and messages using the home as a 
locus for child language development through media exposure.

The volume ends with a chapter titled “Children Belong Nowhere: Discontinued 
Family Identity of the “Black Children” (Heihaizi) of China’s One-Child Policy,” 
authored by Jingxian Wang. This research aims at explaining the complex and 
multifaceted phenomenon of the “black children” (heihaizi), a very little-known 
generation that lived in hiding under China’s one-child policy. The term “black 
children” has mainly been used to describe their absence from their family reg-
istration and education. However, this research aims to expand the meaning of 
being “black” to explain children who were concealed more than at the level of 
family formal registration, but also physical freedom and emotional bonding. 
Details of their day-to-day experiences, namely where they lived, how were they 
raised, who was involved, who benefited from it, and who didn’t. Moving beyond 
the scholarly considerations that inform the one-child policy, the chapter reposi-
tions the “black children” as primary victims and reveals the family as a key figure 
in the co-production of their diminished status with the support of state power. 
In closing the volume, this chapter contributes to improve understanding of how 
these children’s lack of access to ongoing, stabilized, and reciprocally recognized 
family interactions shaped their own idea of self-worth and identity.

Undoubtedly, these nine chapters result in an extraordinarily rich collection of 
the Contemporary Perspectives in Family Research series. On the one side, its inter-
national scope is fully fulfilled here, with research coming from America, Europe, 
the Middle East, Australia, and China. On the other, the diversity of disciplines, 
theoretical approaches, and research designs attests not only to the multidimen-
sionality of family studies, but also to the importance of a more than disciplinary 
reading of the topics under study, namely the uses and meanings of the home 
across space, time, and culture. Finally, despite an (un)expected predominance 
of female authors, the volume gives voice to single and multiple authorship, by 
researchers with different backgrounds, with different professional affiliations 
and experiencing distinct stages of their careers.

An immense and grateful thanks goes to the authors who provided important 
contributions to the volume, the editorial board, the external reviewers, and the 
excellent and highly professional staff  at Emerald Publishing, for their outstand-
ing assistance in bringing this book to print. Their trust and constant support 
across the project development were key in successfully reaching this wonderful 
output.

As we finish writing and reviewing this foreword, sitting calmly and comfort-
ably in our chairs in Évora and New York, we remember and reflect on the way in 
which our homes were, in themselves, the physical, relational, and symbolic spaces 
of co-production of this volume. And, at the same time, we wonder how the con-
tributors to this volume experienced the process of writing their manuscripts in 
specific places, certainly crossed by experiences, imagination, and contestation 
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around the home, its different architectures, underlying relationships, constitutive 
artifacts, and assigned meanings. As we wrote at the beginning, the 1964 drama A 
House Is Not a Home remains a timeless and inspiring title for anyone interested 
in studies of family and home. This volume does nothing but strengthen personal 
conviction and scientific evidence for those who doubt.

Rosalina Pisco Costa
Sampson Lee Blair

Évora/New York
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