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Abstract

Longitudinal qualitative panels (LQPs) are a well-established method in social scien-
ces and increasingly used in migration research. A panel approach can be useful for
examining migrants’ trajectories as they unfold, and thus for understanding their
pathways to settlement, education, or employment. Qualitative approach promises
to produce open and in-depth knowledge and better reflect the subjective perspec-
tives of migrants, for example, when it comes to their mobility decisions and how
these are negotiated in relation to structural conditions, family obligations, or per-
sonal aspirations. Yet the methodological reflection on the application of LQP designs
specifically in migration research is still limited. We want to add to this emerging field
by reflecting on the LQPs we conducted with Ukrainians who fled to Germany in 2022.
Past literature argued that an understanding of change is essential for the design of an
LQP, for example, the frequency of waves. Using examples from the collected narra-
tions, we discuss the relevance of the participants’ and the researchers’ understand-
ings of change for LQP design and research findings, and formulate suggestions for
future research. Our conclusions are relevant to scholars worldwide working qualita-
tively when studying migrants and refugees but can find application also beyond
these fields.
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1. Introduction

Longitudinal qualitative studies are widespread across social sciences and increasingly also in
migration research. This method draws on ethnographic traditions and prolonged or returned
field engagements (O’Reilly 2012) and is driven by researchers’ interest in documenting and un-
derstanding life as it is unfolding. More precisely, researchers aim at better understanding of
the intersections of stability, continuity, rapture, and change (Neale and Flowerdew 2003;
Derrington 2019; Neale 2021b). The qualitative approach allows researchers to gain in-depth
insights into processes, focusing on people’s subjective (emic) views on life transitions such as
between education and the labour market (McLeod 2003). Qualitative longitudinal research
promises to advance the data collection by a progressive study and examine the actual change
unmediated by the participants’ present-day rationalizations of past decisions and behaviours
(Mulholland and Ryan 2023), thereby accounting for the non-linearity of social processes
(Hollstein 2021) as well as biographical inconsistencies (Rosenthal 1993). Here, it is useful to
distinguish between a qualitative longitudinal study which includes prolonged or repeated re-
search in a field that is typical (but not exclusive) of ethnographic studies, and qualitative pan-
els (it is with the same participants). While the former might include the latter, panel designs
are not a necessary requirement for qualitative longitudinal studies. It is the longitudinal quali-
tative panels (LQPs) that are of interest to our article.

LQPs were recognized as highly beneficial to migration research. Migrants move in space,
and thus between different social and cultural contexts that shape their decisions for or against
initial or forward migration (Winiarska 2017). Following migrants over time offers new insights
into their settlement (Wong and Song 2006) and helps revise assumptions on the fading inten-
sity of migrants’ transnational commitments (Waters 2011; Cabezdn-Fernandez and Sempere-
Souvannavong 2021). Longitudinal research also unpacks the dynamics of social networks, as
migration can affect the strength and density of ties (Lubbers et al., 2010). LQPs were so far
also applied to the study of immigrant employment trajectories (Krings et al., 2013a; Major
et al., 2014), their acquisition of language skills (Gundarina 2023), development of intimate rela-
tionships (Aybek 2015), young migrants’ wellbeing (Pustuka et al., 2025), and dynamics of ac-
culturation (Nowicka 2018). What connects these different studies is their interest in how
migrants’ perceptions, attitudes, aspirations, actual decisions, and behaviours alter—or remain
the same—within a changing context, for example, when migrants gain better proficiency in
the local language, advance at work, start a family, experience a crisis, etc. Also, as Mulholland
and Ryan (2023) stress, the LQP design helps to uncover how migrants’ pathways into integra-
tion are embedded in complex opportunity structures. For example, the LQP design allowed
researchers to show how migrants negotiate their new status in post-Brexit Britain when the
assumed rights and privileges of EU citizens in the United Kingdom were thrown into question
(Mulholland and Ryan 2023; also Dwyer et al., 2019). While these studies provide a useful inspi-
ration and valuable results on specific topics, so far, they have not produced detailed methodo-
logical assessments of the application of LQP in migration studies.

By reflecting upon the implementation of an LQP design in a study with fifteen Ukrainians
who found protection in Germany, this article contributes to a general methodological reflec-
tion on the LQP (cf. Thomson and Holland 2003) and the application of LQP in migration
studies (Winiarska 2017). We believe that in the light of the ‘temporal turn’ in social sciences
(Neale 2020) and in migration studies (Cwerner 2001; Baas and Yeoh 2019; Robertson 2021)
LQPs are likely to become a method of choice for many migration researchers. Thus, it is ur-
gent to advance the scarce methodological reflection on LQPs in migration studies, and this
article wants to aid those migration scholars who already apply or consider applying this
method in their research.
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As we discuss in Section 2, researchers’ assumptions on change have been identified as a
major methodological challenge in designing LQPs. Particularly, the frequency of data collec-
tion and design of interview guides are contingent on the researchers’ ideas of change and
stability. Prompting narrations on change, for example, may foreclose accounts of continuity
and thus impact the results. We add to this debate two-fold. First, we argue that LQP is never
methodologically neutral, and it is informed by migration theories that carry implicit
assumptions about stability and change. By examining the relationship between these theo-
retical assumptions (etic perspectives) and participants’ own understandings of continuity
and change (emic perspectives), we show how these assumptions shape both the research
process and the narratives that emerge.

Second, we demonstrate that LQP designs do not simply document change but actively
participate in its production. Drawing on sixty semi-structured interviews that were con-
ducted over four waves, we identify three emic types of ‘change’ a process of regaining
agency, the impossibility of continuity and a difference from. These understandings often
emerged without direct prompting but became visible through the repeated nature of the
study. At the same time, we show how interview practices, such as inviting participants to
compare the present with the past or reflect on their hopes and frustrations (etic views),
co-produce narratives of change. Building on the insight that methods help produce the
realities they investigate (Law 2004), we reflect on how our own theoretical assumptions and
methodological choices shaped the research process. We conclude by offering methodologi-
cal reflections that can assist migration scholars in designing and conducting qualitative lon-
gitudinal panel research more reflexively and effectively.

2. LQP designs: Understandings of change as
major methodological challenge

LQPs are distinguished from other types of qualitative research by their consequent and
thorough engagement with time, both through the data collection and analysis (Neale and
Flowerdew 2003; Neale 2021b). Temporal aspects of LQP studies relate to individuals’ biogra-
phies. Thus, LQP research seeks to comprehend the subjective understandings of transitions
in life such as the individual’s changes from one status, situation, or worldview to another
(such as marriage, parenthood), turning points (e.g. move, graduation, new job), and critical
moments in life (e.g. death). Also, LQPs analyse adaptations. These are the patterns of
responses and strategies the individuals employ in changing circumstances. Studying adap-
tations allows insight into changing contexts (Holstein and Gubrium 2005). Taking a long
durée, research can identify trajectories; it is the unfolding of life through varied states and
transitions (Schatzki 2022).

The step-by-step study of adaptations, transitions, and trajectories with LQPs poses sev-
eral methodological challenges related to time and timing in research (Thomson and
Holland 2003; Hermanowicz 2013). First, in order to observe how people respond to changes
in their circumstances (Corden and Millar 2007), researchers tend to prioritize participants
who are more likely to find themselves in changing—and perhaps also challenging—situa-
tions. Examples include research among people who are subject to a policy change (Patrick
et al., 2021) or a new medical treatment (Audulv et al., 2022), those in transition from child-
hood to adolescence (Tomanovic 2019), from education to occupation (Kogler et al., 2023) or
those whose lives are in critical moments, for example, (underaged) fathers (Coltart and
Henwood 2012), unemployed (Keskinen et al., 2023), or international migrants (cf.
Introduction). Also, some life stages are more likely to be characterized by change rather
than by stability. For example, people in their twenties are presumed to change their living
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arrangements, study and work, transition to parenthood or between partnerships, and thus
are more likely to be the subject of LQP studies (Millar 2021). In turn, we might neglect the
experiences of those less likely to undergo an easily identifiable change and ground our theo-
ries of change on results from very selective groups and contexts.

Second, decisions on the frequency of data collection are shaped by the researchers’
assumptions about the nature of the social context (Vogl 2023). For example, in the construc-
tion industry, short-term contracts are common; in turn, construction workers often change
jobs, which makes a perfect case for studying their job transitions in a relatively short time,
repeating interviews once a month (Krings et al., 2013b). On the contrary, fatherhood is a
life-long process, and studies into parenting may choose to use fewer waves and longer
breaks between them. However, long-term studies face multiple practical problems, for ex-
ample, the availability of researchers, funding, and sample attrition (Vogl and Zartler 2021).
The decisions on the frequency of waves in which data are collected are thus intertwined
with understandings of change and the practical decisions on the study’s duration.

Third, some authors point to challenges related to emic understandings of time. Neale
(2021a) noticed that change may unfold in a non-linear and unpredictable way. Similar find-
ings were discussed in studies with migrants (Yildiz and Sert 2021; Tefera and Gamlen 2025),
prompting migration scholars to urge for conceptual and methodological reflection (Gomes
2021). Millar (2021), studying lone mothers, noticed that many ruptures in their early lives
could be captured thanks to frequent interview waves, but the same participants character-
ized their lives as stagnant, and an extended collection facilitated researching the continui-
ties. In the study on social determinants of HIV in the United States and the Dominican
Republic, Barrington et al. (2021) repeated their interviews every six months expecting high
dynamics in the field, but no major changes to the situation of their research participants
were discerned. This imposed a change in the interview guide to prompt retrospective narra-
tions on change.

Since researchers’ assumptions on change and stability are shaped by theory, the next
section considers how migration theory underpins methodologies and thus (longitudinal) re-
search designs in migration studies.

3. Migration theory as a metanarrative of change

All social theory aims to comprehend social transformation. Some theories explicitly focus
on individual trajectories, such as life course approaches, while others concentrate on insti-
tutional changes, such as modernization theories. Some thereby follow a historicist, dia-
chronic approach, trying to explain contemporary situations through the influence of past
events (Berriane et al., 2021: 3). Migration theory had first adopted a nomologic approach
seeking universal laws illuminating why people migrate, of which Ravenstein’s ‘laws of
migration’ are an illustrative example (Rees and Lomax 2020). While moving away from
Ravenstein’s interests, migration theory nevertheless continued to be historical by paying at-
tention to the changing specificities of time and space, social forces, and in particular the dy-
namics of capitalism and the state (Zolberg 1989). This separate thread of migration theory
and research is dedicated to studying forced migration, that is, movements produced by war
and armed conflicts (Braithwaite et al., 2019) or climate change (Hunter and Simon 2023).
Further, crises at the individual level, such as ruptures to individuals’ lives caused by loss of
employment, were frequently theorized as powerful drivers of migration (Stark and Bloom
1985). At the same time, migration is seen as a function of individuals’ agency, aspirations
and striving for positive life changes (Carling and Collins 2020; Haas 2021), and thus itself a
factor of change. Likewise, integration, acculturation and assimilation approaches focus on
migration-caused change in individuals’ practices and outlooks. While older models assumed
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linearity of these processes (Gordon 1961), newer theory stresses constraints, racial disad-
vantage, and segmented progresses which lead to non-linear assimilation (Portes et al.,
2005; Gans 2007).

At the macro level, various scholars argue that large-scale migration fundamentally trans-
forms destination societies (Portes 2010), and studies on brain drain or remittances identify
a multidimensional alteration of origin societies as well (Feld 2021). Labelling some societies
as post-migrant (Espahangizi 2021) in recent research suggests that migration has a power
to transform societies, and the prefix ‘post’ points towards a diachronic understanding of his-
tory entailed in this approach. Transnational approaches to migration are more critical of
historicist views on migration, and their roots in anthropology make them more attentive to
continuity than change, particularly in relation to belonging, social ties, and homemaking
(Levitt and Schiller 2004; Povrzanovi¢ Frykman 2017; Boccagni 2023). They tend to seek
explanations within the observed time and space. Such synchronic approaches view change
as in the making, non- or counterlinear, and subjective (Berriane et al., 2021). The use of the
suffix ‘ation’ in, for example, transnationalization, points towards a processual, rather than
singular, character of change.

As a metanarrative (Englund and Leach 2000), migration theory tends to produce a partic-
ular understanding of the lifeworlds of people as in flux, foregrounding some while foreclos-
ing other analyses of change and continuity. This nourishes the idea that certain events (like
the Arab Spring, 9/11 or the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine) are critical turning points.
The looming risk is that changes prior to such events remain forgotten or disconnected. For
example, internal displacement in Ukraine between 2014 and 2022 belongs mostly to a sepa-
rate body of research than migrations after 24 February 2022. Also, etic categories could be
mistaken for emic ones, and the actual perceptions of change and stability could be over-
looked. Assigning transformative power to the change of residence between countries, for
example, misunderstands the subjective experiences of migrants who consider other events
as life-altering (Erel 2007). This must draw our attention to power hierarchies between
researchers and research participants, but also critically engage with popular and scholarly
discourses that fetishize migration (Dahinden 2016). Likewise, we ought to be cautious of
identifying migrants as ‘agents of change’ (Skeldon 2008).

Our decision to design the study as a LQP is intertwined with how we conceive of migra-
tion from Ukraine as the result of the Russian full-scale invasion, and in turn see the war as a
transformative event. Similarly, we perceive the lives of those under protection in Germany
as changing. In this article, we are, however, critical of our assumptions on change—its scale,
direction, pace, magnitude, and detectability—as was revealed to us during our study. In
Sections 4 and 5, we discuss the study design and provide examples of tension between the
emic and etic ideas of change. Also, we consider what remains ignored because it does not
fit into the idea of change, and how much room there is in our research for unpredictable
and indeterminate events.

4. Protection holders from Ukraine: Perspectives
of settlement in Germany

4.1 Study design

Our study of the protection holders from Ukraine and their subjective perceptions of settle-
ment processes in Germany was designed as a LQP with four waves of qualitative interviews.
In a follow-up project, we were able to add a fifth wave of interviews between February and
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April 2024. The first four waves took place between September 2022 and March 2023, with
about four weeks between each interview (for elaboration, see Mozeti¢ et al., 2025). In this
article, we focus exclusively on the first study and its design, as its intensive tempo reflects an
understanding of change different from that underpinning the follow-up study a year later.

We decided for a LQP design with an ‘intensive orientation’ (Wanat et al., 2024: 4-5), that
is, with a relatively short duration and high wave frequency, because the context in which
Ukrainian protection holders found themselves in Germany in 2022 was, as elaborated on in
Section 5, marked by rapid, acute, and multifaceted changes. Next to the uncertain scope
and duration of the war in Ukraine, the legal and administrative frameworks governing their
reception in Germany were in flux, with frequent updates, unclear responsibilities, and con-
tradictory information across municipalities. These conditions created a dynamic and unsta-
ble environment that, in our mind, impacted these individuals’ daily lives, their staying and
returning strategies, and interactions with German state institutions. The ‘intensive orienta-
tion’ thus sought to capture nuanced understandings of participants’ evolving experiences
and emotional responses as they unfolded against such shifting surroundings.

4.2 Sampling and sample

We sampled Ukrainians who arrived in Germany after 24 February 2022 and obtained resi-
dence and work permit in Germany under Section 24 of the German Residence Act.* We used
purposive sampling (Parker et al., 2020) in two cities that hosted most Ukrainians at that
time, that is, Munich and Berlin. Table 1 gives an overview of the sample. In total, we
conducted sixty-nine semi-structured interviews.

The sample attrition had two main causes: while two research participants rejected to par-
ticipate in the subsequent waves, further five interviewees were eliminated from the study
by the research team. Two interviewees did not meet the sample criteria and the others
were eliminated due to improper conduct? after the first interview, lack of time for participa-
tion and the laconic quality of the provided responses. The panel thus includes fifteen indi-
viduals in two cities. In the following, we refer only to the participants that were part of
the panel.

Ten of the participants are women accompanied by children; among them, seven have
preschool- and school-age children. Four are women without children and one is a man. One
participant was single at the time of the interviews, and four are divorced. The panel partici-
pants were on average forty-one years old; the youngest person was 23, and the oldest was
71. All of them have completed tertiary education in Ukraine. This profile of our participants
reflects largely the demographics of the Ukrainians seeking protection in Germany in 2022
(Brlicker et al., 2023). Most participants arrived in Germany in March, that is, some six months
before the first interview. All participants resided in private accommodation. All interviews
were conducted by research assistants proficient in Ukrainian (Berlin) and Russian (Munich).

Table 1. Distribution of semi-structured interviews between the four waves.

Wave Time period Number of research participants
Berlin Munich

Wave | September-October 2022 11 11

Wave Il November-December 2022 8 9

Wave Il December 2022-January 2023 7 8

Wave IV February-March 2023 7 8
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4.3 Material generation and analysis

All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, translated into English, and anonymized to
allow archiving. The research was approved by the ethics committee of the German Centre
for Integration and Migration Research (case number EK 01/2023). Written informed consent
was obtained from all participants. The anonymized dataset is available for secondary analy-
sis (Nowicka et al., 2024).

We used semi-structured interviews that allowed to cover main topics of interest but also
to flexibly react to the participants’ stories (Kvale 2007), which is a common technique in
LQPs (Crivello et al., 2013). The interview guide consisted of two sections. The first remained
unchanged throughout the four waves, with questions related to the participants’ living and
working circumstances, childcare and schooling, interactions with state institutions, their so-
cial embeddedness and their moods. Through repeating the same questions in each wave,
we expected to document the changes and continuities in the participants’ conditions and
perceptions. The second section of the guide altered between the waves to explore selected
topics. Accordingly, the first wave guide revolved around the participants’ arrival to Germany
and their demographics; the second focused on their sense of belonging and perceptions of
differences between Ukraine and Germany. In the third interview, we asked detailed ques-
tions about the participants’ (transnational) social networks and future aspirations. In the
fourth interview, we returned to some of the previous topics (aspirations to work, plans to re-
turn, transnational networks) and addressed new topics such as experiences of discrimina-
tion. We used a combination of explicit and indirect questions to elicit accounts of change
and stability. Explicit questions were essential for uncovering surface-level facts (what ques-
tions) and participants’ interpretations of their lived experiences (why questions). Indirect
questions helped reveal underlying motivations, cultural assumptions, and the implicit con-
texts shaping participants’ narratives. The average interview length in each wave was about
one hour, except in the fourth wave when the interviews lasted on average for nearly one
and a half hours.

In order to grasp the various manifestations of change (or lack thereof), we made use of
longitudinal coding (Saldana 2016: 260-68). We complemented it with a trajectory approach
(Grossoehme and Lipstein 2016) which was implemented through a creation of an analysis
matrix (Terzis et al., 2022) that allowed us to document the interviewees’ situation connected
to various aspects of their lives (e.g. housing, employment, return considerations), their
perceptions thereof and the factors informing them.

5. Tensions between emic and etic perceptions
of change

As indicated, the study design was grounded in the researchers’ etic assumption of change,
namely the assumption that upon arrival in Germany, Ukrainians seeking protection are con-
fronted with frequently changing legal and administrative frameworks. As the news board of
the Berlin Refugee Council (Fluchtlingsrat Berlin e. V. 2022) documents, the first days and
months following the activation and implementation of the Temporary Protection Directive
(TPD) were characterized by confusion and the need to clarify the jurisdiction and legal base
for the reception of people fleeing Ukraine. On 28 February, the decision was made that
these protection seekers could stay in Germany visa-free without a need to issue an asylum
application, and this regulation was prolonged twice. At first, the responsibility was assigned
to local authorities but soon the number of protection seekers exceeded their capacities
which led to (uneasy and controversial) redistribution between regions. Further, at first, the
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Ukrainians received support as dictated by the Asylum Seekers Benefits Act, but from 1 June,
this was changed to benefits under the Social Codebook. When we started planning our re-
search, in July 2022, the legal situation was still unsettled, the competences unclear, regis-
tration procedures changing, and many people were encouraged to leave Berlin and seek
housing elsewhere in Germany. Those in our team helping Ukrainians with formalities also
reported frustration due to contradictory or incomplete information. We thus assumed that
‘change’ in this context relates to new administrative regulations that commonly differ be-
tween municipalities (allowing for a comparison). We expected that our participants might
need to adapt their daily activities and strategies to this rapidly changing regulatory environ-
ment. We thus expected to collect narrations about frustration, irritation, fear, uncertainty,
astonishment, new practices, and unexpected events that reflect nuanced individual adapta-
tion or resistance to changing contexts (Neale 2021b).

5.1 Stagnant lives: Emic ideas and value of change in
relation to power

Our ideas about the rapid change were challenged by the emic perceptions of change that
are embedded in the research participants’ timescapes (Adam 2004). Repeatedly and
throughout the course of the four interview waves, the participants referred to their lives as
monotonous and permeated with routines and insignificant acts of keeping everyday life going.
These narratives were rarely elicited through questions asking explicitly about changes in par-
ticipants’ lives (see example of Polina below). In fact, the interviewees would oftentimes talk of
this as a response to the interview opening questions. This points to how the research partici-
pants are not passive respondents to our questions, but co-produce understandings of change
and stability in the interviews (Kvale 2007). When asked about how the day before the interview
looked like (an opening question to the first interview), Alyona,® a mother of two in her late
thirties who fled Kyiv for Munich, almost mechanically listed a series of activities which, accord-
ing to her, constitute her ‘routine’:

| attend (...) integration courses. In the morning | sent my son to school and took my
daughter to the kindergarten, went to the courses. | came back from the course. | had
an hour, then my son came back from school. Then | picked up my daughter. We went
to the ballet. | take her to the ballet. (...) That’s it. | went to the store. It’s eight o‘clock
in the evening. Checked my homework. We went to bed (laughs).

Sometimes the interviewees’ narratives of their stagnant lives were prompted by explicit
questions about change. For instance, when asked in the third wave about the changes in
her social life in Germany, Alyona referred to her everyday life as a ‘groundhog day’,” trying
to foreground its repetitive nature:

Interviewer: Have there been any changes in your circle of friends, acquaintances here
in Germany?

Alyona: No.

Interviewer: Is it still stable?

Alyona: Yeah. Since I’'m practically having a groundhog day ... Courses in the morning,
picking up from school in the afternoon, then doing some homework, picking up from
kindergarten, buying groceries, cooking meals, and doing my homework.
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Although repetition is not the same as stagnation (Bates 2006), it was understood as such
by the participants. They associated daily routines with lack of change, and the absence of
progress (McAdams 2019). Polina, a thirty-two-year-old woman who fled Central Ukraine
with her daughter and mother, summarized it as follows when reflecting on whether she
sees herself as a refugee:

Interviewer: | mean, for example, what do you associate with the term ‘refugees’? |
mean, what feelings does it bring out in you?

Polina: Well, sort of I-. [ ...] Because now my life has not developed in any way. | mean,
| don’t work, and | don’t attend courses. So, my life is, like, every day is like another
day. So, basically, there is nothing different going on in my life.

While this feeling of standstill has been reported by refugees awaiting decisions on their
asylum application (Jacobsen et al., 2020), it did surprise us that even those with protection
status stressed the lack of change in various domains of their lives. We ascribe this impercep-
tiveness of change to several reasons.

First, the perceived stagnation must be understood in relation to the preceding, hectic
phase in the lives of the participants, immediately before and after the arrival in Germany.
During that time, ‘a lot of tasks had to be solved’, ranging from applying for a residence per-
mit to finding schools for their children and transitioning to private accommodation. The
stressfulness connected to the navigation of an unfamiliar surrounding was further accentu-
ated by the sense of uncertainty related to the duration of their stay in Germany, with many
expecting to return to Ukraine quickly. In contrast to this, already in autumn 2022, the partic-
ipants had a feeling of being in Germany ‘for quite some time’, making first investments in
their settlement. Most interviewees, as Natasha, a thirty-nine-year-old mother of one from
Eastern Ukraine living in Munich, said, put down ‘roots’ in Germany: many found housing
and schools for their children and engaged in language learning.

At the same time, we found narrations about the ongoing challenges in various domains of
life. For example, those participants who found only temporary accommodation described
their search for long-term housing to be a tedious and lasting process. Mothers with toddlers
found it difficult and lengthy to secure childcare. Often, this situation endured until the last
interview wave. Our research was completed before we could observe the effects of these
investments, for example, how securing of childcare would allow for attendance of language
courses or undertaking employment. In this sense, the mismatch of etic and emic under-
standings of change was an artefact of research timing as well.

Finally, a change in some domains was not sought after or prioritized by the research par-
ticipants. Despite dissatisfaction with their accommodation, several interviewees refrained
from actively searching for a more suitable solution. Also, many participants kept the status
quo in respect to their social networks and did not strive to expand them beyond a few
friends of acquaintances in Germany. The de-prioritization of change was caused by the lack
of time and fatigue caused by routines and solo-caregiving responsibilities.

These emic understandings and values assigned to change point towards the intersections
of time and power. Similar to how the negotiations about the pace of individuals’ (im)mobili-
ties are imbued with power dynamics (Cresswell 2010), so is the temporal rhythm of protec-
tion holders’ settlement (Mozeti¢ 2022). We assumed that institutions have the power to
impose change in the lives of the research participants as they regulate their lives in
Germany. While we were not entirely wrong, the narrations taught us that the emic under-
standings of change are more sophisticated. The participants did link change to power, yet
mainly when considering themselves to be in an empowered position and able to impact
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their own lives. The narrations of stagnation were linked to situations in which the partici-
pants had to wait for decisions of others (daycares placing their children on the waiting list)
or felt subordinate to the schedules of others (language courses, pickup times from school).

Regarding the LQP, we can summarize that repeating interviews allowed us to verify our
assumptions about the power of institutions to facilitate change and identify complex tem-
poralities shaping the lives of the participants. At the same time, the duration of the study
shaped our possibilities of capturing change, as our research followed the participants in a
phase characterized by them as relatively stable.

5.2 Challenging the present, inhabiting the future

The narrations of perceived stasis must be set in relation to other narrations that do not ex-
plicitly thematize change or inertia. Here, the longitudinal study design was particularly help-
ful in revealing changes that were not perceived as such (yet) by the participants. In contrast
to a study consisting of a one-time interview, the LQP design has allowed us to look beyond
how life is told (Eastmond 2007), reminding us that the participants’ words are not a
‘transparent window’ (Randall and Phoenix 2009) into their experiences.

Changes embodying a cumulative character of development (Saldana 2003: 103) represent
one such example. Being an outcome of successive events and experiences, such characteri-
zation of change differs from a more clearcut one where change is equated with difference
(see the next section). Cumulative change is more ephemeral, less accessible to precise de-
tection and thus more easily disregarded. The narrations about employment point to that.
Having a job in Germany was defined by the participants as their aspiration, something that
would be a change to their current situation. The interviewees understood that obtaining
employment in Germany requires, for instance, finding childcare and learning German. Due
to that, employment was rarely posed as an immediate goal. Yet, if they did not work, noth-
ing seemed to alter in their situation. At the same time, their attempts at engaging in the
‘means’ (Ager and Strang 2008) of obtaining employment were not understood as a gradual
change. Another manifestation of the cumulative change identified in the interviewees’ nar-
rations relates to their creeping, yet steady sense of familiarity with their place of residence.
The ‘getting used to’ feeling emerged from the micro-level actions (Boccagni 2022) of, for in-
stance, understanding how public transportation systems work, where to take the children
over the weekend, and how to operate the electronic inboxes to send and receive parcels.
While disregarded by the participants, we consider this kind of aggregate familiarization as
significant since it fosters a particular sense of place-attachment which has the potential to
inform interviewees’ settlement and future (im)mobilities (Trabka 2019).

Impossibility of continuity represents another case of neglected change, shaped by—simi-
larly to cumulative change—the passage of time. Polina, who fled Ukraine with her three-
year old daughter and her mother, is an example of this. In the first three interviews, she con-
sistently expressed her desire to attend an integration course to learn German. Each time
she claimed that the lack of a daycare for her daughter prevented her from attending the
courses. She believed that her mother’s poor health restricted her capacity to child-sit when
Polina was away. In the fourth interview, Polina surprised us by announcing that soon she
would be attending a language course three times a week despite the fact that her daughter
would stay at home with her mother who was not happy about this prospect. Polina said:

And now time is passing. It’s been quite a while. You don’t know when or how it [the
war] will end. | don’t want to go home now, so it’s kind of weird to live here and not
learn the language. (...) Thirdly, it’s strange not to learn it if you live here and have the
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opportunity. So why not learn it? (...) And you don’t know how you’re going to get on
with your life. You might have to stay here. You must learn the language.

This quotation points to how change is driven by the impossibility of continuity. The
change in her attitude and behaviour was induced by her sense of passing time and the fu-
ture rather than the change in the opportunities. Polina ‘projected herself’ into the future
(Atkinson 2013) and transformed her sense of the actual and the probable insecurity into the
decision to invest now in order to regain the sense of control over her life. At the same time,
she felt ‘the weight of time’ (Carmo and d’Avelar 2021) which forced her to get active in order
not to ‘lose time’ any longer. Her desire to get moving existentially (Hage 2005) is closely
linked to her class habitus. Polina is highly skilled and misses her professional self, especially
since her maternity leave and the related sense of ‘forced downtime’ or ‘empty time’ (Carmo
and d’Avelar 2021: 745) had started years before she came to Germany:

Now | am on a long maternity leave, which has lasted four years. It’s stressing me out. |
miss work, so I’'m doing various courses and so on, learning something, developing to
be apart from the baby somewhere, because ... I’'m a mother, of course, and I’'m happy,
but I miss my professional development.

It was not uncommon to find this kind of re-orientation in the third or fourth wave of inter-
views. Darya who lives in Berlin with her four children and was divorced from their father
who lives in Ukraine talked about how her children felt homesick. In the first two interviews,
Darya said that the children were determined to return to Ukraine; frequent visits to their fa-
ther heightened the sense of misplacement in Germany. Yet in the third interview, she
recounted that the children had ‘calmed down’. This, she explained, was due to an unsuc-
cessful visit to Ukraine over Christmas, when they were unable to see friends and felt
offended by their father prioritizing time with his new family, as well as a gradual develop-
ment of new friendships in Berlin.

Olha who came to Berlin with her two teenage children, her parents and grandparents
told us in the first two interviews how much she longed to return to Eastern Ukraine. She
was asked again in the third interview about her attitude towards the prospects of staying
in Germany:

Interviewer: But is Germany a more temporary option? Or can you also imagine staying
here longer?

Olha: | think | can now. Back in November, | couldn’t.

Interviewer: And why now? What has changed?

Olha: | just realize that if | find a job now and | like it, | will have more incentive to stay
here than to go to Ukraine and look for a job there. | also think that this adaptation
should become easier for children at some point. Everything just takes time. And maybe
in six months, | will have a job, my husband will have a job, we will have normal, decent
salaries, and we will be able to return to our pre-war life, travel somewhere, and have a
rest. And then somehow it will be possible to do it differently. That is, you want to re-
turn to Ukraine because you want to return to your old life.

Interviewer: But there is also a possibility that you will have your old life here?

Olha: Yes, we will make it here.

Her words illustrate how the hazy prospect of a normal life develops over time and shapes
her desire to change her current situation. Therefore, in doing so, she strives to reproduce
her social status and a sense of normalcy in a new context.
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The two manifestations of change discussed in this section and the supporting examples
demonstrate that change often needs time. In this way, it can be understood as a delayed
outcome of the gradual amassing of experiences and events. The LQP design enabled us to
look beyond interviewees’ articulations of (non-)change and discern changes in attitudes
and behaviours (Small and Cook 2023) that were informed by the sheer passing of time,
something that we could only notice when interviewing them for the fourth time. This also
points to the importance of the direction of change: some changes happen in reaction (even
if delayed) to what precedes them, and some in anticipation of the future (the envisioning of
which is, in fact, informed also by the past). We notice that our participants have ambitions
to control their future, or to colonialize it (Bourdieu 1998) which is linked to their class habi-
tus. When they realize that despite the war the future could be ‘reasonably controllable’
(Atkinson 2013), they step out of a state of inertia and strive to challenge and change the
current situation.

5.3 Change as ‘difference from’

Change can be studied by observation of differences (Nisbet 1969). This idea guided our deci-
sion to focus the interview guide on protection holders’ perceptions of the ‘objective traces’
(Latcheva and Herzog-Punzenberger 2011) of their lives in Germany. Thus, we believed that
the participants would disclose how their current practices are different from previous days
or months, indicating our focus on the chronological articulations of difference.

While such an understanding of change appeared to coincide with the interviewees’ under-
standing of change, it comes along with a set of challenges. As discussed above, the difficulty
in capturing chronological change relates to the continuous nature of change. Our partici-
pants dwell in change and only their orientation towards the past as different from the pre-
sent helps them fix the change. This can best be exemplified through narrations in which the
participants revealed aspects of their lives that they had at first forgotten or considered irrel-
evant for us. The participants explained that they did not tell us about something not be-
cause they wanted to hide information, but because they struggled to talk about issues that
were uncertain and in the process of completion. Once the situation was resolved, they felt
they are ready to update us. For instance, Valeria, a forty-one-year-old mother of a teenage
daughter living in Berlin did not tell us in the second interview that she found a new place to
live because, as she claimed in the third interview, at that time the rental contract had not
been signed:

When | talked to you, | think it was the last time, we were in the process [of signing the
contract] because it took us about a month. So we were already in the process, but
| didn’t even tell anyone about it. Because you know, as soon as you tell someone...
No one knew about that apartment, that we even looked at it. On November 5, he
invited us to see the apartment, and on December 5, we signed the contract.

This points to how meaning is assigned to events from the past through the prism of the
present. The change in Valeria’s life only presented itself once the process was completed. It
was not possible to her to inform us about the change while it was ongoing, for, as she
claimed, it could be reversed. Only by counterposing the past and the present in the follow-
up interviews, the change could be captured. Change is thus relational and can be experi-
enced as factual only as difference from, in temporal setting.

However, the analysis showed us that we underestimated the potential of longitudinal
research to uncover also differences in terms of variability of experiences and
perspectives which necessarily occurs with the passing of time, yet not necessarily due to it
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(Saldana 2003). The narration produced by Olha, whom we introduced earlier, illustrates this
point best. Initially, Olha complained about the negative experience when visiting doctors.
During her first interview, she explained that she feels stressed when attending doctor’s
appointments. She gave us an example of one visit when the doctor refused to speak English
to her, and she could not follow German. She felt it was humiliating and generalized this
situation to all encounters with medical staff. Yet in the fourth interview and contrary to her
earlier negative impressions, Olha told us about new, positive experiences: ‘In all these cases,
it was really cool because the doctors asked where we were from, we said we were from
Ukraine, but we spoke Russian, and everyone was (full of) understanding’.

These two incidents separated by some weeks indicate different, even contradictory
depictions of Olha’s encounters with German healthcare providers. Yet, the positive experi-
ence recounted in the fourth interview cannot be seen as a correction or even disconfirma-
tion (Antin et al., 2015) of the initial disheartening interaction. The two situations could have
very well happened in a reversed order. Despite the irrelevance of the chronological interre-
lation between the two events, we claim that the LQP design was central for their discern-
ment and that this discernment is of value. With its ability to document the stacking of
individuals’ subjective experience, LQP allows for uncovering their variability and often ambi-
guity. As such, it provides insights into the drivers thereof. While Olha’s negative encounter
at the doctor’s appointment during the first interview could have easily been understood as
stemming from her lack of German, her further encounter highlights that it is rather a sense
of (not) being seen as a human that is central here.

6. Discussion

The growing popularity of LQP studies in migration research requires increased methodologi-
cal reflection. Our experiences with the LQP in this particular study offer useful insights and
help to advance this methodology. Complementary to the literature on LQPs that pointed to
various pragmatic challenges (Hollstein 2021), we focused our reflection on the etic under-
standings of change that we consider essential to migration studies. Thereby, we see migra-
tion theories as a metanarrative that impacts the application of an LQP through its
assumptions about change in the lives of migrants and refugees.

Our analyses and methodological reflection on the results showed that our participants
did not assign the same value and relevance to events which we considered to be driving
adaptations in their lives and which guided our project design. The research participants of-
ten stressed how monotonous their lives were. Here, change was covert within a seemingly
stable social context, in which straightforward differences between now and before were not
considered as numerous. A few months after their arrival to Germany, many felt their lives
were characterized by a sense of settledness. This feeling was accompanied by the interview-
ees’ misrecognition of incremental change; a tardy cumulative process that is hard to grasp
in every day, although it was significant to their settlement. Importantly, for the participants,
change was informed by possession of the power to control their own futures and achieve
more stability. This therefore intersected with complex temporalities, shaped by the partici-
pants’ gendered and classed identities.

These complex temporalities and various understandings of change could only be
revealed over time, which points to the role of LQP designs. In particular, the incremental
changes could only be captured post factum. Also, some understandings of changes are em-
bedded in the ideas around the future, and these were in flux throughout the course of the
study. The repeated interviewing helped us to disrupt our latent understandings of the inter-
play of past, present, and future (McLeod and Thomson 2009: 3). In turn, the research
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timeframe is essential: the start and end of the project delimit—even produce—the manifes-
tations of change in participants’ lives to some and eliminates others. Also, the frequency of
the waves informs what we expect to hear about the change in the participants’ lives (Wanat
et al., 2024).

As the researcher and the researched are located together within a hermeneutic circle
(McLeod and Thomson 2009: 8), we, as researchers, should acknowledge the capacities of
the research participants to resist our understandings of change. Each narration obtained in
the interview is thus not only to be considered in relation to the participants’ own past, but
also to the idea of change they share, or not, with the researchers. LQP interviewing thus
needs to be seen as a form of dialogical interviewing where researchers and research partici-
pants co-constitute knowledge through interaction (Way et al., 2015).

Our research experiences demonstrate that LQP studies can be beneficial when under-
standing the life trajectories of (forced) migrants. Our recommendation for migration schol-
ars who consider applying LQP methodologies is to engage with their own assumptions on
migration-related change prior to designing the research instruments. This also requires an
engagement with onto-epistemological questions connected to the nature of time and
change, and how they are to be grasped (also McKibben and Breheny 2023). An understand-
ing of ontological underpinnings of how time is conceived and, relatedly, what change
means informs how a particular study seeks to observe and examine change (Pettigrew
1990). This should, however, be seen as an exercise in sensibilization, rather than an attempt
in establishing rigid conceptual frameworks. Saldana (2003: 10) suggests: ‘(W)e should permit
ourselves to change our meaning of change as a study progresses’. As the purpose of an LQP
is to grasp types of change, it must be open to capturing unanticipated and impalpable pro-
cesses underpinning change and the outcomes these lead to.

This is valuable for empirical insights and theoretical developments within migration stud-
ies. Migration scholarship is too often driven by linear and cumulative ideas of integration
(Griffiths et al., 2013; Tefera 2021), and this can be perpetuated through unreflexively apply-
ing research methods as well. Following the call to critically engage with temporalities
involved in migration, we see the great potential for LQP designs to add to the methodologi-
cal development of the discipline.
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Notes

1. The Act implements the EU Council decision on the activation of the Temporary
Protection Directive (TPD).

2. The interviewee blurred the boundaries between professional and personal roles, treat-
ing the researcher as both a confidant and a resource.

3. All names and other personal information were anonymized, we use pseudonyms for
the sake of readability.

4. She refers thereby to the film ‘Groundhog Day’ (1993) in which the main character is
reliving the same day over and over.
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