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Foreword

The research process is fundamentally about relationships, whether nego-
tiated directly, for example, through face-to-face interaction or indirectly,
for example, through mailed questionnaires. All of us engaged in empir-
ical work know and experience this and, over the past few decades,
writings have been produced that reveal and unpick the sometimes
uncomfortable realities of doing research. And certainly, each new gener-
ation of researchers must feel free to do this too, adding to the ‘how to’
methods texts with thoughtful exposes of what it is really like to be
out there, studying other people’s lives and reporting on it. Honesty and
integrity demand such reflection, for how otherwise can we judge our
knowledge claims and move our understandings and theory-making for-
ward? However, it is certainly a challenging task to produce a book of
reflections on the research process without simply replicating what has
gone before, albeit with different authors and different research studies.
This collection rises to this challenge in a number of ways.

Firstly, the book brings together personal, reflexive pieces from over
40 scholars doing research on intimate, personal and family relationships.
This is indicative of an inclusive approach to scholarship and debate.
Many contributors are early career researchers and all are helping to
move social scientific research on families and relationships forward
methodologically and conceptually. Key areas that stand out are the
attentions to space, place and time, emotions and the senses, multiple
perspectives and the manner of framings. The latter may be influenced
by the macro and micro contexts within which research takes place,
such as the role of gatekeepers or other stakeholders, but also a researcher’s
own theoretical or personal standpoints and experiences. Such an array
of contributions provides extensive reach; many issues can be addressed,
reflecting the experiences of individual researchers and also how these
link to wider concerns about how we can understand families and rela-
tionships. This might lead to lack of coherence but the contributions are
not put together in a haphazard way.

Secondly, the book takes seriously all aspects of the research process
and this gives it a structure that helps to bring out key themes from the
contributions. These are elegantly brought together in insightful intro-
ductory pieces to each chapter. These do more than introduce the sub-

X



Foreword xi

sequent researcher narratives; they draw from them to advance our
thinking in the field of families and relationships research. So, as a
reader, one is able to draw insight both from the raw immediacy of
the researcher accounts — accounts that at times bring you right there into
the field with the researcher, making you too stop and think and reflect
—and from the carefully crafted ‘think pieces’ which precede them. The
necessity of taking a linear approach to the research trajectory is done
with a light touch, and the book moves from initial framings, relation-
ships with research participants and other relevant actors, research spaces
and places, analysis and interpretation and, unusually, dissemination and
communication. As the editors themselves note in their introduction, the
contributions could have been presented in different ways, but cross
referencing and a neatly constructed introduction and conclusion, brings
out important cross-cutting themes.

Thirdly, the book is about relationships, but not just research
relationships. The substantive focus is entirely on families and rela-
tionships and the contributions reflect this in all its complexity and
diversity — from understanding children’s experiences of family and
friendships through to older people’s care settings and so much more.
Relationships are then both a topic and resource; the intimate and per-
sonal relationships that are the subject matter of the studies reflected
upon here are only revealed and understood through the relationships
that are embedded in the research process itself. Of course, this means
that other families and relationships scholars will have particular interest
in the contributions as there is something distinct about doing research
on families and relationships. However, the particular insights that can
be generated by the intertwining of subject matter, research subjects,
researcher subjectivity and research relationships and the reflexivity this
demands, means that the book will have wider resonance in the social
science research community.

Fourthly, the book brings together accounts from researchers engaged
in very different projects, using different methods. This juxtaposition of
diverse methods, from, for example, the use of survey questions through
to analysis of narrative summaries of telephone helpline calls, and much
face-to-face research too, serves to underline the importance of research
relationships no matter how seemingly distant these are. The contri-
butors, in different ways, had unique access to the worlds of others,
described by some as a privilege and a position taken lightly by none.
This sense of responsibility is, at times, palpable, as researchers strive
to do the right thing when faced with particularly difficult situations. It
is also ubiquitous as they contend with the wider contexts within which



xii Foreword

their research is conducted and received and the challenges of making
sense of the messy world of families and relationships.

There are many reflexive moments in the contributions that reveal
starkly our research and intellectual dilemmas. Be ready to be chal-
lenged about the research process, the social worlds you inhabit,
including personal and academic life, and about how we can come to
know the social worlds of others, especially their families and relation-
ships. This book demonstrates clearly that, as researchers, we are not
isolated in ivory towers, but politically engaged social actors with the
keenly felt responsibilities that engaging with the lives of others demands.

The editors said they wanted the book to bring together ‘the things
that researchers regularly talk to each other about but which are often
conspicuously absent from the usual methods texts’. This book is tes-
tament to the high quality of those conversations and the willingness
of those researchers, some in precarious employment situations, to
develop these into text for others to learn from. As one of the founding
co-directors of the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships
(CRFR), I am delighted to introduce the reader to this insightful volume
and proud of my colleagues, new and established, who collectively came
together to formalise the informal and make sense of their experi-
ences reflexively. I hope we can look forward to a second volume,
perhaps one that focuses even more on the hidden world of analysis,
the increasingly important world of research impact as well as the new
intellectual and methodological challenges that the terrain of families
and relationships and social change bring.

Sarah Cunningham-Burley
Centre for Research on Families and Relationships
The University of Edinburgh



Series Editors Preface

The remit of the Palgrave Macmillan Studies in Family and Intimate Life
series is to publish major texts, monographs and edited collections
focusing broadly on the sociological exploration of intimate relation-
ships and family organisation. As editors we think such a series is timely.
Expectations, commitments and practices have changed significantly
in intimate relationship and family life in recent decades. This is very
apparent in patterns of family formation and dissolution, demonstrated
by trends in cohabitation, marriage and divorce. Changes in household
living patterns over the last 20 years have also been marked, with more
people living alone, adult children living longer in the parental home,
and more ‘non-family’ households being formed. Furthermore, there
have been important shifts in the ways people construct intimate rela-
tionships. There are few comfortable certainties about the best ways of
being a family man or woman, with once conventional gender roles
no longer being widely accepted. The normative connection between
sexual relationships and marriage or marriage-like relationships is also
less powerful than it once was. Not only is greater sexual experiment-
ation accepted, but it is now accepted at an earlier age. Moreover
heterosexuality is no longer the only mode of sexual relationship given
legitimacy. In Britain as elsewhere, gay male and lesbian partnerships
are now socially and legally endorsed to a degree hardly imaginable in
the mid-twentieth century. Increases in lone-parent families, the rapid
growth of different types of stepfamily, the de-stigmatization of births
outside marriage, and the rise in couples ‘living-apart-together’ (LATs)
all provide further examples of the ways that ‘being a couple’, ‘being a
parent’ and ‘being a family’ have diversified in recent years.

The fact that change in family life and intimate relationships has
been so pervasive has resulted in renewed research interest from socio-
logists and other scholars. Increasing amounts of public funding have
been directed to family research in recent years, in terms of both indi-
vidual projects and the creation of family research centres of different
hues. This research activity has been accompanied by the publication
of some very important and influential books exploring different aspects
of shifting family experience, in Britain and elsewhere. The Palgrave
Macmillan Studies in Family and Intimate Life series hopes to add to this
list of influential research-based texts, thereby contributing to existing

Xiii



xiv Series Editors Preface

knowledge and informing current debates. Our main audience consists
of academics and advanced students, though we intend that the books
in the series will be accessible to a more general readership who wish to
understand better the changing nature of contemporary family life and
personal relationships.

We see the remit of the series as wide. The concept of ‘family and
intimate life’ will be interpreted in a broad fashion. While the focus
of the series will clearly be sociological, we take family and intimacy
as being inclusive rather than exclusive. The series will cover a range
of topics concerned with family practices and experiences, including,
for example, partnership; marriage; parenting; domestic arrangements;
kinship; demographic change; intergenerational ties; life course transi-
tions; step-families; gay and lesbian relationships; lone-parent house-
holds; and also non-familial intimate relationships such as friendships.
We also wish to foster comparative research, as well as research on under-
studied populations. The series will include different forms of book.
Most will be theoretical or empirical monographs on particular sub-
stantive topics, though some may also have a strong methodological
focus. In addition, we see edited collections as also falling within the
series’ remit, as well as translations of significant publications in other
languages. Finally we intend that the series has an international appeal,
in terms of both topics covered and authorship. Our goal is for the series
to provide a forum for family sociologists conducting research in various
societies, and not solely in Britain.

Graham Allan, Lynn Jamieson and David Morgan
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