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Chapter 7
Qualitative Migration Research: Viable 
Goals, Open-Ended Questions, 
and Multidimensional Answers

Ewa Morawska

In the first part of this chapter, I review the epistemological premises informing 
qualitative investigations of international migration; identify the main research 
goals that can be pursued through this approach; briefly note relevant strategies of 
data collection and analysis; and suggest how best to present the results of qualita-
tive studies. Drawing on the framework thus created, in the second part, I offer 
examples of the kinds of questions raised through the standard methods of qualita-
tive investigation (interviewing, observation, and document analysis) in the exami-
nation of some of the existing and emerging problems that currently preoccupy 
scholars in the field of international migration studies. They include the decision-
making process of potential cross-border travellers, immigrants’ integration into 
the host society, and the role of super-diversity/multiculturalism in immigrants’ 
everyday lives.

7.1  �The Main Premises, Goals, and Strategies of Qualitative 
Research

Qualitative research in the social sciences in general and, of concern here, in inves-
tigations of international migration, traditionally aims to reconstruct people’s every-
day experience, both the inner and outer aspects of it, with the meanings those 
social actors attach to their situations and pursuits. It pays heed, in other words, to 
what the Polish sociologist Florian Znaniecki (1882–1958), under whose guiding 
star I was trained in social research methods at the University of Warsaw, called the 
“humanistic coefficient”. Because social facts are created by social actors, Znaniecki 
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insisted, the former can only genuinely be understood from the perspective of the 
latter (Znaniecki 1934). In order to take the humanistic coefficient in any given 
context into account researchers need to assume the perspective of the people whose 
lives are being examined. In short, they need what in the German tradition of verste-
hende or interpretative sociology is described as Einfühlung, empathy – quite liter-
ally the ability to sense what is going on in another person’s mind or heart. 
Sociological research in the verstehende tradition represents a micro-level type of 
investigations into the social world conducted, however, with what C. Wright Mills 
referred to as the sociological imagination or, in his words, “the vivid awareness of 
in the relationship between personal experience and the wider world” (1959, p. 7). 
Qualitative research approaches the meaningful social action—the core concern, on 
Max Weber’s account (1968), of sociological analysis – as inherently polymorphous 
and constantly assuming new forms as it unfolds, all of which should ideally be 
reflected in the collected data and its interpretation. Consequently, qualitative 
researchers are natural bricoleurs, “Jacks (and Jennies) of all trades”, mixing and 
blending and, where necessary, reconfiguring a diverse range of methods and rele-
vant insights (Denzin and Lincoln 2008, pp. 3–4) to render complex, multidimen-
sional, and frequently “fuzzy” assessments of the examined situations. While this 
methodology of mixing, blending, and reconfiguring compounds the inherent diver-
sity of the dynamic everyday functioning of social worlds and the human actors who 
(re)create them, qualitative analyses can, as I will argue, nevertheless facilitate the 
systematic pursuit of a variety of research goals and significantly expand our under-
standing of the social worlds we explore.

Qualitative research also focuses on the centrality of what Znaniecki (1934) 
called the “kinetic” or processual nature of social phenomena, which requires ana-
lytical attention to the temporal dimension of human lives. In his now classic essay, 
“Historical Sociology and Time” (1992), the American historical sociologist Ronald 
Aminzade distinguishes four dimensions of time whose effects should be consid-
ered by researchers approaching their object of study as processual rather than 
fixed: duration, pace, trajectory, and rhythm. Duration is relevant, for example, 
when the varying lengths of time an immigrant may have spent in the host country 
without authorization are likely to affect his or her prospects of mainstream employ-
ment. The differential impact of immigrants’ sporadic vs. frequent journeys to their 
home country on the scope of their integration into the host society is a question of 
pace. For immigrants who came to the host country as children and completed their 
education there before entering the job market, the processes of socioeconomic inte-
gration are likely to differ markedly from those of their fellow nationals who arrived 
as grown-ups with occupational specializations acquired in the home country. These 
are questions of trajectory. The (ir)regularity with which immigrants experience 
everyday racial or religious rejection and discrimination, and the impact of that 
experience on the pace of their integration is a matter of rhythm.

Founded on the premise of the multi-dimensional and multi-form nature of 
human activities and the social world they create, which informs qualitative social 
science research, qualitative investigations render the representations of the anal-
ysed phenomena as inherently diverse, complex, and often “fuzzy”. Adding to the 
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amorphousness or under-determinacy of the outcomes of qualitative investigations 
are intended and unintended misrepresentations produced by the subjects of our 
investigations as well as the omissions and biases of the researchers themselves. 
Even with the critical assessment of the examined sources and the researcher’s self-
reflexive account of his/her impositions on the collected evidence (for good discus-
sions of the what and how of self-reflexivity, see Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Lofland 
and Lofland 2006; Alvesson and Skoldberg 2012; Iosifides 2011, 2018), the repre-
sentations of the social world and its human actors produced through qualitative 
investigations are, as most of the contemporary practitioners of this approach agree, 
unavoidably “gappy” and incomplete. Yet while the qualitative approach may not 
produce perfect, mirror-like representations of the phenomena it investigates, its 
practitioners are by no means abandoning the standards of scholarly practice. 
Rather, they are intellectually comfortable with their commitment to achieving the 
greatest possible measure of verisimilitude or the closest achievable approximation 
of their objects of study (this case has been persuasively argued, for instance, by 
Hammersley 1995, Atkinson 1990, and Madison 2012). Well executed qualitative 
studies, in our case of issues related to international migration, which achieve a high 
measure of verisimilitude generate rich, multi-layered, and nuanced accounts of the 
ways in which various aspects of the everyday immigrant experience evolve and 
unfold. The main strength of the qualitative approach in the social sciences lies in 
its ability to render more accurate representations of the actual life-worlds of those 
who inhabit them than purely quantitative surveys and analyses can.

As they become acquainted with the state of knowledge in the specific field of 
their investigation, the researchers should decide on the specific goal(s) that will 
guide their data collection and analysis. Charles Ragin (1994) has specified seven 
purposes informing social-science research: (i) identifying general patterns and 
relationships; (ii) testing and refining theories and guiding concepts; (iii) making 
predictions; (iv) interpreting culturally or historically significant phenomena; (v) 
exploring diversity; (vi) giving voice; and (vii) advancing new theories. On Ragin’s 
account, qualitative research is conducive to the pursuit of three of his seven possi-
ble goals: the interpretation of culturally or historically significant phenomena, the 
exploration of diversity, and the lending of a voice.

In migration studies, the interpretation of culturally or historically significant 
phenomena is important, for instance, in assessing the transnational engagements of 
present-day immigrant-members of racial minorities in Europe, which are signifi-
cant for their individual and collective self-esteem, or their likely impact on the 
immigrants’ future integration into the mainstream of the host societies.

The qualitative exploration of diversity encompasses the probing of variations 
within phenomena or of deviations from patterns generally acknowledged in the 
relevant field of study. This might concern, for example, gender and/or racial sub-
varieties of the segmented assimilation modes generally governing immigrants’ 
integration into the host society, or a sustained transnational investment of immi-
grants’ grandchildren in their forbears’ home country, which does not conform to 
the more usual gradual inter-generational weakening of this kind of engagement.
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The desire to lend a voice informs projects, which examine groups or phenomena 
that have been un(der)investigated and about which we know little or nothing at 
all – the most recent Syrian, Iraqi, and Afghan refugee settlers in Europe, for exam-
ple, have not yet attracted much attention from social scientists. Often it is also the 
guiding principle in studies which aim to add more and/or new information to the 
already-existing stock of knowledge regarding particular groups or issues.

The testing and refining of theories and guiding concepts, by contrast, Ragin 
does not consider a suitable goal for qualitative research. Here I would disagree. In 
the case of international migration studies, the capacity of qualitative research to 
facilitate the testing and refining of theories and guiding concepts is well demon-
strated, for example, by no fewer than five essays in the volume, Outsiders No 
More? Models of Immigrant Political Incorporation (2013), edited by Jennifer 
Hochschild et al. In our contributions, John Mollenkopf, Rafaela Dancygier, Monica 
McDermott, Michael Jones-Correa, and myself, each in our own way, challenge as 
too narrow and “ossified” and therefore revise the accustomed understanding of the 
ways in which immigrants are incorporated politically into the host society.

Alongside these four research goals qualitative research also has the potential to 
generate new research questions. The fieldwork conducted by Parvaneh Astinfeshan, 
a PhD student of mine at the University of Essex, is a case in point. Her research was 
originally devoted to the acculturation of sexual practices among Iranian immigrant 
couples – a surprisingly under-investigated dimension of newcomers’ integration 
deserving of further study of the kind that lends a voice. The information her initial 
fieldwork generated led her to engage in a second round of data collection on a 
broader issue, namely, the continuities and changes in patterns of intimacy among 
these newcomers. Her conference papers on her findings have, in turn, inspired 
follow-up investigations of the mechanisms and challenges of acculturation in the 
field of intimacy and sexuality encountered by other immigrant groups.

All five research goals can, of course, be combined in a single project. Alongside 
the determination of the research goals that any given qualitative research project 
can hope to pursue, three more general issues need to be taken into consideration in 
the planning and execution of qualitative analyses. Firstly, one needs to decide 
whether to undertake a single- or multiple-case investigation. Most qualitative 
research projects are single-case studies – focusing, for example, on the mecha-
nisms triggering the cross-border migration of Bangladeshis to the United Kingdom, 
or the civic-political acculturation of Polish migrants in Berlin who have settled in 
that city since their country joined the European Union in 2004. Single-cases stud-
ies can serve the pursuit of any of the named research goals and, if well executed, 
produce useful scholarly insights. Comparative multi-case investigations are more 
time- and energy-consuming, but also more rewarding in terms of the knowledge 
they generate. They can aim for a high level of complexity by including as many 
dimensions of the examined phenomena as possible. Alternatively, one can take the 
opposite approach, which tends to be more feasible for an investigator whose time 
and means are limited, and follow a simple (or even deliberately simplified) setup: 
a comparison of similar actors in different settings looking, for example, at the tra-
jectories of acculturation of Indonesian immigrants in Amsterdam, Hamburg, and 
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London; or of different actors in a similar setting looking, for instance, at multicul-
tural orientations and everyday practices of Serbians, Turks, Poles, and Romanians 
in Vienna. They can be guided by one or more of the identified research goals (for 
an excellent discussion of different kinds of comparative analyses in qualitative 
investigations, see Charles Ragin’s The Comparative Method [1987]). By way of 
encouragement to early career researchers let me note that qualitative comparative 
research can also be based on an original single-case investigation of one’s own set 
in relation to comparative material gathered from other cases already covered in the 
secondary literature (provided, of course, that a sufficient amount of such evidence 
relevant to one’s own topic exists).

The second consideration concerns the question of how to make sense of the 
evidence collected in qualitative investigations. A commonly used approach in qual-
itative research, which I recommend to the readers’ consideration, holds that one 
can best answer the question of why social phenomena come into being, change, or 
persist, by demonstrating how they do so, that is, by showing how they have been 
shaped over time by various constellations of changing circumstances (Abrams 
1982). In order to show how/why a social phenomenon evolves in a certain direc-
tion – rather than another – and assumes certain specific characteristics – rather than 
others  – qualitative researchers reconstruct the constellation of specific circum-
stances that shaped these particular developments. Assuming we agree that the cen-
tral focus of sociology – perhaps of the social sciences in general – lies on the ways 
in which society shapes individuals and individuals, in turn, shape society, an ele-
gantly executed analysis of qualitative data should account for the relevant macro- 
and meso-level societal influences by placing the orientations and activities of 
human actors within their immediate sociocultural surroundings centre stage. This 
brings me back to C. Wright Mills’s emphasis on the need to bring “sociological 
imagination” to the interpretation of qualitative data.

In applying this precept in my own ethnographic research on international migra-
tion, I have derived the greatest cognitive gain from a multi-step assemblage of the 
constellation of factors, which shape the development(s) I am examining. I begin by 
identifying the macro-level (global, regional, national) circumstances – technologi-
cal, economic, legal-political, sociocultural – that set the limits of the possible and 
the impossible within which individuals define and evaluate their situations, set 
their goals, and make decisions about the appropriate action/non-action. Next, I 
locate the relevant factors at the meso- (migrants’ towns/villages and local commu-
nities) and micro-level (families and friends) that impact their preferences and actu-
ally available choices. I then reverse the direction of my analysis and look at the 
ways in which individuals creatively negotiate their situations in (re)defining their 
goals and pursuing their purposes, thus sustaining or, over time, transforming the 
broader economic, political, and sociocultural contexts in which they act.

The third consideration concerns the way in which the results of qualitative 
research are presented. Regardless of the specific research goals any given qualita-
tive investigation may pursue – be it the interpretation of culturally or historically 
significant phenomena, the exploration of diversity, the lending of a voice, the test-
ing or refining of existing theories and concepts, and/or the formulation of new 
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research questions – and no matter whether it does so on the basis of a single-case 
or comparative analysis, the propositions resulting from qualitative research are best 
phrased in “soft” terms that emphasize the likelihood of any given conclusion rather 
than resorting to apodictic statements. Given the multi-faceted, fluid nature of the 
world we live in, and which qualitative investigations are to account for as faithfully 
as possible, the soft language of the propositions formulated in this genre of research 
is, in my opinion, yet another strength of this approach, not a limitation.

Focusing on three standard methods of qualitative research  – interviewing, 
observation, and document analysis – I now want to illustrate how the premises 
governing forms of research in the social sciences guided by the “humanistic coef-
ficient” work themselves out in practice by pointing to the sorts of questions we 
ought, to my mind, to be asking and, by implication, to the sorts of answers qualita-
tive research on international migration accommodates.

7.2  �Questions and Answers in Qualitative Research 
on International Migration: Illustrations 
from the Current and Emerging Problem Agenda 
in the Field

I have arranged my suggestions concerning the research questions I think we ought 
to be asking  – and the caveats investigators, to my mind, need to bear in mind 
regarding the answers – by themes that feature among the existing and emerging 
problem agenda in migration studies: the contexts and considerations that shape 
migrants’ decisions to undertake cross-border travel; the integration of immigrants 
into the host society; and the issue of super-diversity/multiculturalism in the every-
day experience of immigrants. Given the importance of the decision to migrate or 
not to migrate for the subsequent life experience of those who move and those who 
stay, it is surprising how little attention qualitative researchers have paid to this issue 
(in marked contrast to the extensive quantitative examination of international popu-
lation flows); hence my decision to focus on this theme. The integration of immi-
grants into the host society is a well-established and highly elaborated subject of 
research in migration studies and will therefore receive the most attention in this 
section. The issue of super-diversity/multiculturalism in the everyday lives of immi-
grants, by contrast, merits attention as the field of research that, in the course of the 
last decade, has made the most conspicuous advances in the field of migration stud-
ies, the recent increase in nationalist and exclusionary sentiments in several host 
countries notwithstanding.

I will not consider questions calling for simple “yes” or “no” answers – “do you 
hold the citizenship of your host-country?” etc. – and focus instead on inquiries that 
probe multi-dimensional aspects of the immigrant experience and are likely to be 
characterized by a range of diverse and often mutually attenuating or contradictory 
components. It is in the exploration of these constellations, after all, that qualitative 
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research can make its core contribution. I will not engage, either, in the discussion 
of issues involved in critically assessing the reliability and validity of information 
gathered through interviewing, observation, and document analysis. The accepted 
procedures for dealing with these problems are well documented (see Bryman 2004, 
Ch. 18; also, Hammersley and Atkinson 2003, Ch. 5; on the critical assessment of 
official statistics, see Prewitt 2004).

7.2.1  �The Contexts and Considerations Shaping Migrants’ 
Decision-Making Regarding Cross-Border Travel

In my long practice as an immigration ethnographer I have benefited from initiating 
my investigations by asking my interviewees to narrate their life stories (on oral 
histories as a good method of gathering information in qualitative research, see 
Thompson 1978; Denzin 1989; Plummer 2001). This tends to put the interviewees 
at ease and provides researchers with valuable information regarding the basic facts 
about, and important events in, the respondents’ lives. In keeping with the premises 
of interpretative sociology, it also gives room to the subjects’ own interpretations of 
their life experiences, in our case, of the process that led to their decision to leave 
their home country and their choice of destination. Basic factual information aside, 
these accounts also offer initial insights into the relative significance of relevant 
events and circumstances for the decision to emigrate, and the sequence in which 
they impacted and shaped that decision. They can also reveal possible class, gender, 
and other socio-demographic differences, which then need to be followed up with 
the help of other sources and alternative research methods.

The individuals’ accounts of the phase in which they prepared for migration 
should also be checked carefully for their narratives of how they performed social 
roles and adhered to, or deviated from, the expectations and obligations associated 
with those roles. Attention to the ways in which the individuals position their (e)
migration-related activities in the context of their (trans)local social relations is 
also well worth the researchers’ effort. Did they undertake those activities in inter-
action with others and against the backdrop of a general consensus, or did they 
proceed largely or in part on their own and met with opposition in their families and 
social circles, and what does this tell us about the hold of their social group over its 
members? (For a good qualitative account of migrants’ experiences based on life 
stories told by Punjabi travellers to Europe, see Varghese and Rajan 2015; on the 
decision-making process among British-born Cypriots “returning” to Cyprus, see 
Teerling 2015).

The immigrants’ life stories that open the investigation can take the form of an 
unstructured interview, allowing the narrators to follow their own priorities and con-
cerns. Subsequent interviews may be conducted as semi-structured or structured 
face-to-face conversations (on different types of qualitative interviews and their 
respective advantages and limitations, see Denzin and Lincoln 2008; O’Reilly 
2005). My preferred approach is a combination of both. I conduct these interviews 
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with pre-prepared general themes in mind that correspond to the focus of my 
research and initially allow the respondents to elaborate on each theme on the basis 
of their perceptions of, and feelings about, these issues, before then proceeding to 
ask more specific questions on the matters in hand, some of which I have formulated 
in advance and some of which emerge over the course of the interview. Given that, 
like all important steps in life, decision-making about whether and, if so, where to 
migrate commonly involves ambivalence and contradictory sentiments and/or rea-
sons, and that the underlying purpose of qualitative research is to reconstruct these 
complexities behind people’s actions/non-actions as closely as possible, the investi-
gator should pay careful attention to the indications of such indecision/hesitations 
in the respondents’ life stories.

For researchers who intend to conduct their investigations in emigration regions 
and who are sufficiently familiar with the language and cultural codes guiding the 
conduct of those whose behaviour they want to study, observation is a good way of 
supplementing the information gathered through life stories and follow-up inter-
views (for the basic know-how regarding access to observation sites, different forms 
of observation, and ways of taking field notes, see Atkinson et al. 2001; Johnson 
1975; O’Reilly 2005). Issues researchers are likely to want to focus on when under-
taking such observation include the juxtaposition and evaluation of migration and 
non-migration in conversations and the underlying opinions and arguments; the 
ways in which the success or failure of returned migrants are referenced; and the 
extent to, and ways in, which migrants who have already reached their destination 
are treated as reliable sources of information and support by those contemplating 
migration themselves. In gauging the influence exerted by returnees on the decision 
of individuals to stay or migrate, their outward appearance, demeanour, material 
standard of living, lifestyle, and social status needs to be taken into account. Where 
applicable, the extent to which public statements by local political and/or religious 
leaders about the dis/advantages of migration are taken seriously by local residents 
in general, and potential migrants in particular, should also be observed.

When observing settings in the host country relevant to potential migrants and, 
especially, so-called foreign colonies and the formal and informal gathering places 
of mixed or ethnically distinct groups of immigrants, one needs to focus on the 
functioning of translocal social relations and cultural norms associated with mem-
bership in the respective social groups; on the émigrés’ conversations about pending 
arrivals and the ways in which the arguments for and against their decision to 
migrate are discussed; and on evidence for the support they offer new migrants in 
the form of information and assistance with travel, housing and employment oppor-
tunities, as well as the expectations and caveats attached to such help (for excellent 
accounts, based on observation, of the migration experience of Polish and Caribbean 
cross-border travellers, respectively, see Irek 2014; Olwig 2007).

When it comes to the use of documentary sources, the crucial mainstay of 
research on the migration experience in its classic phase in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, immigrant letters, have largely been replaced in the meantime by com-
munication by telephone and via email and the internet (the most renowned 
multi-volume book based on immigrant letters is W.  I. Thomas and Florian 
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Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, 1918–1920; for qualitative 
research on virtual modes of communication in general, see Hine 2000; Jones 1999; 
on immigrants’ use of the web, see Crush et al. 2012; Leurs and Prabhakar 2018). 
Here too the researcher needs some familiarity with the investigated group’s lan-
guage and cultural codes of expression. Issues that can be probed by examining 
internet sites include the reasons identified by the participants as playing a role for 
them personally when considering the possibility of migration or deciding to 
migrate; the pros and cons they mention when discussing (e)migration in general 
and journeys to specific destinations in particular; and the information and support 
networks organized and relied upon by those who decide to migrate. Researchers 
should visit as many different sites as possible and do so several times, not only in 
order to cast the widest possible net when recording the issues that are of concern to 
the participants, but also in order to check how regularly specific problems and 
opinions feature and how prevalent they are.

Other documentary sources that can render information on the circumstances 
involved in the immigrants’ decision-making processes regarding international 
travel and the ways in which they organize their movement, along with the dilem-
mas that accompany these experiences, include newspaper reports and letters to the 
editors; the TV and radio programmes of the émigrés’ home society and their ethnic 
communities in the destination countries; novels about émigrés’ lives; and, when it 
comes to assessing the significance and impact of role models for the migrants’ 
decision-making processes, images of friends and acquaintances both in the home 
and host countries that illustrate their relative standard of living and general appear-
ance and demeanour (for an example of the document analysis-based reconstruction 
of the cultural orientations of East European migrants to America in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, see Morawska 1987). The information gath-
ered from such documentary sources reflects a collective experience – not in the 
sense of being statistically representative, but in the sense that the experience is 
shared more or less commonly by members of the investigated (im)migrant group – 
which the researcher then checks and checks again against individual life stories 
and interviews.

7.2.2  �The Immigrants’ Integration into the Host Society

Qualitative research on the integration of newcomers into the host society that is 
guided by the premises of interpretative sociology likewise tends to begin with the 
collection of the interviewees’ life stories. In addition to basic information about 
their family histories, residential (re)locations, and the jobs they have had since 
their arrival in the host country, possible ups and downs in these developments and 
the ways in which they coped with these turns are of particular interest. Of similar 
importance are the personal and external factors they credit with an impact on their 
adaptation process, and the transformation (such as it is) of their previous world-
views and everyday practices in accordance with the cultural values and social 
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expectations of the host society. These factors may include their human capital, 
individual initiatives and aspirations for the future, family life, social relations, resi-
dential locations, and occupational positions (Herbert’s account [2008] of the ways 
in which South Asians put down roots in Leicester [UK] offers a good example for 
the effective use of immigrants’ life stories in this context).

These autobiographical accounts will be of particular interest to qualitative 
researchers who pay attention to the processual nature of the ways in which immi-
grants adapt and, specifically, to the significant role that the sequence of events can 
play in émigrés’ lives. An example from my own immigrant biography as compared 
to that of my same-age, same-urban-intelligentsia background friend highlights the 
relevance of this temporal dimension, while also illustrating an interesting aspect of 
diversity in the processes of newcomers’ adaptation. We both came to America at 
roughly the same time as political refugees from communist Poland. While I spoke 
enough English to be offered a fellowship, which allowed me to undertake doctoral 
studies shortly after my arrival, my friend, who did not speak any English, had to 
postpone her graduate education plans and, instead, find work to support herself. 
Seven years went by, we both got married, but I already had my PhD and a job at a 
prestigious university while my friend, whose English by that time was passable, 
had not even enrolled in a graduate program yet. She then had two children (I did 
not have any) who preoccupied her completely for the next 8  years, and finally 
began her graduate studies 15 years after our arrival in America, at the same time as 
I was promoted to a full professorship. On graduation, she had a hard time finding 
academic employment and now works in a small community college in the Midwest. 
Our rather different trajectories were in no way caused by a disparity in our indi-
vidual talents – my friend’s intellectual potential when we were both in college in 
Warsaw was probably greater than mine – but resulted from the cumulative effects 
of the differing sequences of events in our respective lives as immigrants.

The accounts of their integration offered by immigrants when telling their life 
stories need to be probed further in follow-up interviews. Here it is again important 
to focus not only on basic factual data (their residential location, moves, and jobs 
since their arrival in the host country, and possible ups and downs along the way), 
but also on the impact which their residential location and occupational status has 
had on other (social and cultural) aspects of their assimilation, the extent to which 
they may or may not be developing a sense of belonging, and the ways in which 
their sociocultural adaptation affects their economic integration and vice versa. 
Especially when interrogating women and immigrants from racial or religious 
minorities it is important to ascertain whether they have experienced discrimination 
or prejudice, how they dealt with it, and how it has affected their self-perception and 
commitment to the host society.

Probing into what Milton Gordon (1964) called the intrinsic or symbolic dimen-
sion of immigrants’ cultural assimilation, the qualitative researcher should inquire 
into the respondents’ life orientations and cultural codes of perception and evalua-
tion of their surroundings, both declared and applied in everyday practice, the trans-
formations thereof since their relocation into the host society, and possible tensions 
between particular elements of these worldviews. Immigrants’ cultural (mis)under-
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standings of the events/exchanges they encounter in their everyday lives are impor-
tant aspects of their integration into the host society and should be carefully probed 
by the researcher. The process of my own assimilation in America was also marked 
by a series of misunderstandings as I began to put down cultural roots in my new 
country. An instructive example was my initial assumption that an African-American 
student in my introductory GTA class at Boston University (where I worked on my 
doctorate) came from Southern Italy  – this was the only familiar label the East 
European me could assign to his light brown complexion; it is somewhat discon-
certing that I subsequently failed to notice when, in the process of my acculturation 
into the American zero-sum system of racial classification, I stopped making such 
“mistakes.” A good way to probe these issues is to ask the informants to enumerate 
the various walks of everyday life in which their own value judgments and cultural 
expectations, to their mind, correspond, or fail to correspond, to those of the host 
society. How has this changed since their arrival and which factors have influenced 
and effected this change? When communicating with, or visiting, their country of 
origin and its residents, to what extent and in what ways do they think of themselves 
as differing from their former fellow citizens and how would they explain this pro-
cess of differentiation?

Standard inquiries into immigrants’ cultural adaptation focus on their self-
representations; their familiarity with, and use of, the language of the host country 
at home, in their neighbourhood, at work, and at social events; their assimilation of 
the cultural customs and traditions, culinary conventions, dress codes, and public 
holidays of the host country and the frequency with which they themselves practise 
or adopt these customs. It is important that these issues are probed in an open fash-
ion that allows informants to report multiple self-perceptions and diverse, even con-
tradictory, practices of which researchers can then try to make sense. “Who are 
you?” can be a useful opening question, provided one encourages the respondents 
to mention all the identities they consider important. One might then follow up by 
asking what, specifically, in terms of their values, aspirations in life, and cultural 
preferences, to their mind, makes them Indian (or Pakistani, Nigerian, Polish, 
Romanian etc., as applicable). Conversely, have they acquired personal characteris-
tics that they associate with the host country, and are they experiencing any tensions 
between specific orientations adopted from their home and host communities 
respectively?

As a next step, one might explore in greater depth the various elements that com-
prise immigrants’ identity-sets and the specific contexts or situations in which par-
ticular elements come to the fore. How has the admixture of the elements within 
their identity-sets changed over time and what, in the opinion of the informants, has 
contributed to this transformation? (For a good discussion of immigrants’ “multi-
ple” and “divided” identities, see Spickard 2013; Leonard 2008). When respondents 
suggest that they identify with the host country, one should seek to ascertain which 
qualities, specifically, they identify with and whether there are any aspects of the 
public and private lifestyles characteristic of their new environment that remain 
alien to them (and, if so, why).
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When it comes to the important linguistic aspect of the integration of immi-
grants, informants are typically asked about the measure of their familiarity with the 
language of the host country and the contexts within, and the occasions on, which 
they use the language. Yet these basic questions hardly seem sufficient to gain an 
insight into the newcomers’ inner state of being. In my own ethnographic investiga-
tions of the ways in which immigrants adapt to their host countries, I have found it 
much more rewarding to engage them in a conversation about the languages they 
feel comfortable using in various specific contexts: when speaking – which may 
differ depending on the interlocutor and the context – and writing or reading – which 
may differ depending on the nature and function of the text – when thinking or, for 
that matter, when crying or rejoicing. Here too, it is important to inquire about pos-
sible changes over time and the factors that affected them, and to ask how this 
impacts on their sense of belonging.

The forms of sociability engaged in by immigrants are another obvious point of 
interest. With whom do they associate, in what kinds of joint activities do they par-
ticipate and how often do they do so, how have these encounters shaped their sense 
of belonging, and have the company they keep and/or the shared activities they 
engage in changed over time? Where immigrants live in multi-ethnic settings, it is a 
good idea to check whether their integration into the host society is facilitated by 
direct contact with, or immersion in, the dominant social group or by intermediar-
ies. The recent Russian Jewish immigrants in Philadelphia are a case in point for the 
latter. They have come into contact with mainstream American institutions and 
“learn America” in large measure through the established American Jewish com-
munity in the city (see Morawska 2004).

Throughout, qualitative researchers will be keen to formulate questions that 
probe the multi-dimensionality of the processes by which immigrants adapt to the 
host society: do the economic, civic-political, social, and cultural aspects of their 
integration evolve synchronically or at varying paces? If they are out of step, why is 
this so and how do immigrants experience this asynchronicity? Middle-class Asian 
Indians in the United States, for example, have reportedly assimilated along two 
different trajectories – adhering to the mainstream in the economic realm yet main-
taining an in-group ethnic path in the sociocultural sphere – and they apparently 
manage to avoid any significant tension between these two parallel paths of integra-
tion by deliberately keeping their relevant economic and sociocultural lives apart 
(Bhatia 2007; Dhingra 2007; Kurien 1998). For the members of other groups, how-
ever, the path to integration and the ways, in which it is experienced may be quite 
different. Given that humans are rarely able to shape all the aspects of their life into 
a coherent whole, qualitative researchers need to allow for discrepancies or even 
obvious contradictions in the accounts informants offer of their integration into the 
host society. The task lies in trying to understand the ways in which these discrepan-
cies and contradictions are “lived” by the respondents.

Turning now to observation, it is important, when setting out to observe the ways 
in which the adaptation of immigrants to the host society is reflected in their verbal 
communication and social behaviour, to focus both on small groups and on larger 
social gatherings, both formal and informal, and to do so more than once, preferably 
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on a number of occasions that vary in character. Alongside the ethnic composition 
of the groups it is important to take into consideration what the founder of micro-
sociology, Georg Simmel (1903), called the “social geometry” of a group, i.e., the 
degrees of physical proximity and the regularity, duration or variability of interac-
tions among particular people, and the kinds of bonds they generate. The type of 
food and/or drink served at these occasions, if any, requires reflection, especially in 
terms of the degree to which it is characteristic of either the home or the host coun-
try, as do the music played and/or the TV stations and/or other media watched, and 
the décor of the immediate surroundings. How prominently do topics relevant to the 
host and home societies, respectively, feature in conversations, and does the way in 
which national and local politics, and cultural issues are discussed vary, when they 
focus on the host society as opposed to the home country? Far from least, in which 
language(s) are these exchanges being conducted? Are particular issues discussed in 
a particular language, and why might participants be opting to mix the languages of 
their home and host countries? Do they use the word “we” to denote primarily either 
the home or the host society, or with which frequency and meaning(s) do they use it 
in both contexts? To the extent that an external observer is capable of reading it, one 
also needs to pay attention to the body language accompanying the immigrants’ 
verbal expressions, bearing in mind that relevant codes and norms may differ 
between the home and host countries – one might think, for instance, of the contrast 
between the expressive-expansive style common among people from southern and 
eastern Europe and the constrained, self-controlled manner of the Northerners. 
Changes in body language may well reflect the degree to which newcomers have 
adapted to the host society. It is also possible that different settings evoke differing 
body languages, as Lieber and Levy (2013) have shown in their observation-based 
study of the adaptation of highly skilled Chinese settlers in Switzerland.

When trying to gauge the extent to which immigrants have internalized the cul-
tural codes, which inform social interactions in the host society, one needs to take 
note of the style of conversation they adopt in ethnic as opposed to mixed social 
settings. As a native-born Pole and an ethnographer, I have invariably been intrigued 
and irritated roughly in equal measure by the unselfconsciously confrontational 
style displayed by many of my fellow East European immigrants in debates, in the 
United States and Europe alike, which is so roundly at odds with the “smoothed-
over”, compromise-seeking mode of discussion generally practised in the West. 
This deeply ingrained confrontational style, founded on the premise that I must be 
an imbecile if we disagree and my interlocutor is right, extends even to topics as 
harmless as the weather forecast: if I say that it will rain tomorrow, my partner in 
conversation may well raise his or her voice and shout, “no, there will be sunshine!” 
This approach results in no small measure from the fact that the term “compromise” 
has a distinctly negative connotation in the Slavic languages, suggesting a lack of 
moral fortitude on the part of the person or group willing to compromise. When 
interviewing or observing East European immigrants one would therefore focus 
both on the extent to which they continue to maintain the more confrontational style 
to which they are accustomed or, alternatively, have adopted a less confrontational 
style more suited to their host society, and on the ways in which this may vary 
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across a range of sociocultural contexts and encounters. It could be, of course, that 
the respondents’ very concept of compromise has also changed in the course of 
their integration.

The range of documents that can usefully be analysed in this context does not 
differ substantially from those worthy of consideration when examining the cross-
border migration process. Internet communication, reports and letters to the editor 
in foreign-language newspapers, TV and radio programmes, and novels about émi-
grés’ lives reveal a good deal of information about various aspects of the process by 
which immigrants adapt to their host country. (I omit from this discussion, though 
qualitative researchers obviously need to examine them carefully, the official “book-
keeping” documents such as national and local censuses, relevant labour and wel-
fare statistics and data detailing the residential concentration, demographic profile, 
economic position, and civic status of foreign-born residents). One should certainly 
examine how varying opinions about the host country’s economic and legal-political 
system, its people and culture, on the one hand, and the various pursuits and achieve-
ments of the immigrants, on the other, are articulated on various websites, while 
also noting the frequency with which differing viewpoints are expressed and the 
responses they precipitate. The same goes for media and literary reports as well as 
immigrants’ self-representations, where particular attention is merited both to the 
ways in which the term “we” is used and to the loci immigrants associate with their 
aspirations in life. All the while, researchers must continue to bear in mind that the 
process by which immigrants adapt to their host country is always multi-layered. 
Different dimensions of their lives (the economic, political, social, and cultural) 
may not be evolving synchronically and the trajectory of their integration may be 
non-linear, taking (re)turns and twists due to specific changes in their personal lives 
or political developments in their home or host countries.

It is also a good idea to encourage immigrant informants to show photographs of 
themselves, their families and their living environments both in the countries of 
origin and destination. These can be compared over a number of years to discern 
possible changes in individuals’ appearance and demeanour and their environment 
on which one should then ask the respondents to comment.

Documents related to the activities of associations formed by immigrant groups, 
such as minutes of their meetings, membership lists, appeals issued, election 
records, etc. are also a valuable source for research on the integration of immigrants. 
What do these associations hold in common and what distinguishes them, in terms 
of their declared purposes and organization, how might this change over time, and 
(how) do their operations differ from those of comparable mainstream organizations 
in the host society? What contacts – civic-political, charity-related, or connected to 
inter-faith initiatives or cultural events – do the groups maintain with institutions 
and individual representatives of the host society, how regular, frequent and durable 
are these contacts? How many immigrants participate in the group’s activities and 
what is their socio-demographic profile? (The study of the Italian ethnic press by 
Deschamps [2011] and Garapich’s [2016] examination of the role ethnic media play 
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in the process by which Polish immigrants in London simultaneously adapt to the 
host society and maintain ties to their home country are good examples of the use of 
document analyses in qualitative investigations).

7.2.3  �Immigrants’ Experience of Super-Diversity/
Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism, typically defined as “the recognition of difference” within the 
public sphere of “laws, policies, democratic discourses and the terms of a shared 
citizenship” (Modood 2007: 2), has been a matter of intense debate among social 
scientists for the last two decades. Together with its companion concept “super-
diversity” – a term coined by Steven Vertovec (2007) to denote the increasing ethno-
religious diversification of contemporary societies – the concept of multiculturalism 
has recently also entered the field of international migration studies. While political 
scientists conceive of it more as a set of policies and legal provisions regarding the 
entitlements of different groups, qualitative research in migration studies approaches 
it primarily in terms of the ground-level experience of people’s everyday lives. 
Quite a few studies of multiculturalism “from above” have already accrued, but the 
investigation of multiculturalism “from below”, as experienced on an everyday 
basis, is something of a newcomer on the academic stage (see, for example, Wise 
and Velayutham 2009; Vertovec 2011).

I propose to define ground-level multiculturalism as consisting of three dimen-
sions conceived in terms of degrees rather than present-absent attributes: (i) the 
forms and regularity of neutrally civil in the least and, at best, openly friendly inter-
group contacts; (ii) representations of group differences as more horizontal than 
vertical arrangements; and (iii) a negotiatory rather than head-on confrontational 
mode of inter-group conflict resolution. How multiculturalist one’s views and prac-
tices are in any given situation may vary according to the specific circumstances. 
The same holds true of the degree to which each of these three factors may be at 
play in any given context. Interview questions probing the multiculturalism of 
immigrants’ orientations and practices  – gauging, for instance, their attitudes 
towards generalized “others” and members of specific groups, the forms and fre-
quency of their contact with them, the measure of familiarity and intimacy involved 
in these contacts, their participation in other groups’ festivities and adoption of their 
culinary conventions, and their opinions about members of other groups holding 
public office (take the election of Sadiq Khan as mayor of London in May 2016) – 
therefore need to be designed in a manner that allows for ambiguity, flexibility, and 
discrepancies in the reported sentiments and activities, and must inquire carefully 
into the situational dynamics of the specific multicultural engagements.
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Immigrants’ possibly multicultural modes of integration into the host society 
could also be an interesting venue of investigation for a qualitative researcher. This 
line of inquiry would involve questions–as above, open-ended and inviting equivo-
cal statements and uncertainty –about their symbolic identification with plural 
national/ethnic/religious groups resident in the host society and their traditions; 
about the internalization and practice of extrinsic (language, customs) and intrinsic 
(value-orientations, normative expectations, beliefs) components of the cultures of 
other national/ethnic-religious groups resident in the host society; regular social 
engagement with members of other national/ethnic/religious groups resident in the 
host society in formal, semi-formal, and/or informal settings including neighbour-
hood public places such as streets, shops, pubs, and eateries; workplaces, kindergar-
tens and schools; homes and gardens; and civic commitment to/responsibility for 
the well-being of the body politic of several national/ethnic/religious communities 
resident in the host society.

Observation in this field would focus especially on immigrants’ engagement of, 
and opinions about, national, ethnic and/or religious groups other than their own 
and the one that is dominant in the host country. One would pay attention, for 
instance, to the ethnic composition of the social gatherings the immigrants in ques-
tion attend and the forms of interaction between them and the members of other 
groups they meet there, looking not least at the body language (noting measures of 
physical proximity and verbal intimacy); and one would carefully monitor topics of 
conversation among them, paying special attention to the models of a “good soci-
ety” and “good legal regime” they espouse and their assessment of the measure of 
civic tolerance and respect for human rights afforded by the status quo in the host 
country in general and their own locality in particular. Should the way in which 
these issues are discussed and opinions are expressed differ between meetings 
attended exclusively by the immigrants in question and mixed meetings, it is impor-
tant to take careful note of these differences. Familiarity with, and enjoyment of, the 
cultures of other groups (food, music) and their members, whether expressed ver-
bally or in practical terms, should also be registered, since they reflect multicultural 
modes of adaptation to the host country.

The documentary sources likely to be of use in this context are again largely the 
same as before: internet communications, personal and group photographs, foreign-
language newspapers, TV and radio programmes, novels about immigrant lives, 
and the records of relevant organizations. Here too, the principal focus would be on 
the presence (or absence) of groups or representatives of groups other than those of 
the immigrants in question themselves or the group that is dominant in the host 
country, the manner of their portrayal, and the extent to, and ways in, which it 
changes over time.
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7.3  �Conclusion

Following a review of the basic epistemological premises of, and different strategies 
of research conducted in, the verstehende or interpretative tradition in social 
research, I have offered some examples of the sorts of questions and answers quali-
tative investigations of the experience of cross-border migration can raise and gen-
erate. These examples reflect the current agenda of migration studies and my own 
concerns and predilections and obviously do not constitute an exhaustive or manda-
tory list. They are meant as heuristic guideposts for the whats and hows of qualita-
tive research in this field. If I were to offer any further advice to students interested 
in undertaking qualitative studies of migration-related phenomena, I would suggest 
that, when planning and designing their projects, they familiarize themselves with 
the research strategies and types of questions raised by scholars of migration whose 
training and expertise differ from their own. This would allow sociologists to gain 
new and useful insights from studies of the migrant experience conducted by anthro-
pologists, social psychologists, historians, and/or urban geographers and might 
stimulate mutual cross-disciplinary engagement between all of them – thus energiz-
ing the debates within the field of migration studies in general.
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