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This working paper is of an autobiographical nature. It offers an account of how the team tried to put in 

practice its sociological inquietude and imagination, readjusting and upholding the project’s 

methodological authorship and scientific identity during the course of the pandemic and the measures 

taken for its curtailment. Here, I share reflections on changes, motivations and adaptive processes based 

on my/our experience with the Linked Lives Project.  

 

 

I. Biography and Sociology 

 

When talking about (sociological) work and the pandemic, I have to speak in the first person singular. 

This practice of speaking in the first person when I refer to global phenomena such as the pandemic, or 

to professional practice such as a Sociologist, is in my case an effect of the pandemic, that I thought 

would only affect me in the short-term. I was wrong. This trend to ‘autobiographise’ the sociological 

response to the pandemic, appears to be, in my case, a turning point (whether minor or major, shall be 

seen later) in my identity and sociological engagement. I tend to suspect that this practice is also a kind 

of coping mechanism of the pandemic crisis on my individual and professional scale. Since the 

pandemic is, in itself, a tragic example of a total social fact (Marcel Mauss), and a grim eulogy to the 

sociological essence.   

But I also speak in the first-person plural. On the one hand, my plural, that of the sociological lives 

linked to me, in this case, in particular, the plural composed of the team members of the project named 

Linked Lives: A mixed, multilevel, longitudinal approach to family life course2 (that I coordinate). 

Accordingly, I would like the next words to be considered, in a way, also of Ana Caetano, Diana 

Carvalho and Maria Silva, ready from the very beginning of this pandemic to rise above and beyond 

themselves and view this pandemic as a social observatory and as an arena for social empathy. I take 

this opportunity to thank them, once again, and also in written form, for all the friendship, respect and 

professionalism that they have demonstrated, and continue to demonstrate, even at the most difficult 

times. Specifically, for having been the antithesis of “every person for themselves”. But, on the other hand, 

I also refer to a collective plural (excuse the tautology) that I believe should be the place of sociology 

during a pandemic – which, while being a place of mine, it is not a place where I am or feel alone.  

 

And with this rather lengthy introduction, I hope to have already managed to place in evidence two of 

what I consider to be actual and contingent potential shifts in sociological work (arising from the 

pandemic context and the first general lockdown which, in the case of Portugal, were practically 

concurrent). These shifts are, firstly, the increased (exponential, sometimes overwhelming) individual 

sociological reflexivity, and, secondly, the increased importance of sociological collaboration and 

empathy, or of “friendship as method”, as noted by Tillman-Healey in an article from 2003. Or, in other 

words, our own words, in a book on Agency and Structure (in Youth) that Ana Caetano and I edited 

during the lockdown:  

 

 
2 ‘Vidas Vinculadas: Uma abordagem multinível, longitudinal e mista ao curso de vida da família’ 
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(...) The making of the book was also for us, as editors (through the hands, 

minds, ideas and ethics of all the authors) a lesson regarding the need to keep 

in mind the crucial simultaneity of human and sociological empathy towards 

others: the ones we study and the ones with whom we study others.  

 

I do not intend to romanticise these internal and external changes, of reflexivity and empathy, of 

sociology during the pandemic. But these are the lessons that I want to take with me and the ones that, 

in my opinion, are worthwhile sharing.  

 

 

II. The Research Projects and Sociological Imagination  

 

Here, I share brief and recent stories of the Linked Lives project (frequently in dialogue with the Biographic 

Echoes project)3. These two research projects are very different in terms of their nature, content, 

methodological design, team composition and dynamics, as well as their stage of development of the 

fieldwork back in February 2020. Nonetheless, these projects share some of the same ethical concerns, 

methodological puzzles, theoretical discussions, sociological affections and enthusiasms, and, I believe 

of no lesser importance, social empathies (regarding others and visions of the world) and political 

sympathies (meaning our esteem for human rights, democracy, facts and science). I share these stories 

of projects in pandemic and of pandemic in projects, in chronological order, as a life course sociologist 

that I am, with a particular fondness for biographical research. 

The Linked Lives project is about one of the main theoretical principles of the life course 

approach. But the stories I shall be telling today are about “strategic adaptation” – the capacity of the 

individuals to adapt and adjust purposely to the context having in mind their life goals - , another 

theoretical principle of the life course approach that, referring in general to individual agency capability, 

immediately situates it as reaction to a context with an overview to a goal. So, how was this strategic 

adaptation processed? And what were the goals? Or should we rather call them motives or motivation? 

They were a perfect storm of:  

(i) Individual motivations. It was almost like soothing the feeling of impotence and 

individual unease at not finding instruments to react, contribute, and simultaneously, 

absorb, the growingly overpowering surroundings. It was literally too much information 

at a time. Just as computers forced to deal with too much data, I also felt myself 

“crashing”. This feeling was likewise shared with and by the team;  

(ii) Sociological motivations. It entailed trying to fulfil a sociological duty, that of “recording, 

recording, recording”, while others (scientists and health workers) “tested, tested, 

tested”. Recording how people felt, adapted, mourned, changed, became angry, etc.;  

(iii) Empathetic motivations. Indeed, we were far beyond being merely curious, we were 

concerned with all those individuals we had met so recently, and in some cases so 

 
3 Biographical Echoes: Triangulation in the study of life histories is a Project coordinated by Ana Caetano, funded by FCT. The main 
goal is to reconstitute life stories from the internal perspective that each person has of her/his own life, together with testimonies  of 
close people about her/his biography. 
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profoundly, in the biographic interviews, family histories, photographs and life calendars 

we collected and analysed.  

(iv) And also, although it should be said ultimately, in a certain way, for professional reasons: 

there was some motivation to harness, or not to waste, the fact of having two ongoing 

sociological projects in which, via the interdependence of lives, family histories and/or 

life biographies, evidence could be used to attempt to understand some of the effects 

and impacts of the pandemic, and more specifically, of the associated lockdowns and 

constraints.  

 
So, how was this adaptation processed with the research projects? At the time of the first lockdown, there 

were three questions.  

 

1. How to continue?  

 

How to ensure the development of the projects, meaning the progression of what had been submitted 

and funded? We considered that it was very important to ensure the survival and sustainability of science. 

The show must go on, in some way. A total stop would engender a feeling of frustration, not only arising 

from our responsibility and commitment to the FCT (The Foundation for Science and Technology), but 

also due to professional pride and personal sanity. It is not only democracy that can be suspended in 

times of emergency and crisis, but also science, critique, thinking. Sociology.  

 

a) A first point of this question was the projects’ actual capacity to adapt. Linked Lives is a project whose 

qualitative component consists of the collection of family histories, i.e., face-to-face interviews were 

conducted with all the household members aimed at understanding how their lives and life courses are 

interlinked. Approximately 85% of the family histories has already been collected. Therefore, the end of 

the fieldwork was pre-empted, based on the understanding that the 3 family histories still to interview 

would not be comparable, and on the belief that, anyways, we could be reaching a state of saturation 

of information. In this project, we could prioritise the coherence of the data that had already been 

collected, and relinquish a little of the (greater) quantity of data. 

 

b) The second point refers to tasks that could be performed at home, under flexible schedules, that were 

possibly less intellectually demanding, with less chains of interdependence between researchers, so that 

one researcher could continue carrying out tasks without the tension and stress of having colleagues 

waiting, and taking into consideration the flexitime and lower productivity derived from the context. Our 

choice fell on tasks such as encoding of the information, bibliographic collection and analysis, the 

drafting of articles and chapters. Furthermore, the responsibilities were made independent of one 

another so as to respect the individual idiosyncrasies of adaptation to the pandemic, and the different 

peaks of productivity and wellbeing of each team member. 

 

2. How/ when to resume the fieldwork of the project that had been submitted and funded? This 

question was not particularly problematic because, as noted above, the end of the fieldwork was 

brought forward.  
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3. But even before that: how to adapt? How to adapt/change/permeabilise the projects to the 

pandemic? How did we shape the projects to the pandemic, including it as a topic? This is a story in 5 

acts.  

 

ACT 1. Sociological inquietude: a terrible opportunity 

 

Cá dentro inquietação, inquietação 

É só inquietação, inquietação 

Porquê, não sei; Porquê, não sei; Porquê, não sei ainda 

Há sempre qualquer coisa que está pra acontecer 

Qualquer coisa que eu devia perceber 

Porquê, não sei; Porquê, não sei; Porquê, não sei ainda4. 

 

This was the state of mind (restlessness) that I had the pleasure of venting in a pseudo-psychological 

article published in The European Sociologist on pandemic (im)possibilities. I think this feeling, a 

combination of shock, duty, frustration, determination, somehow represents the leitmotif, sometimes 

silent, at other times explicitly voiced, among the team members, of a determination to act collectively 

and scientifically.  

 

ACT 2. The decision: first you find it strange, then you embrace it5. 

 

The decision to develop a spin off project within in the Linked Lives project was a complex process. It was 

neither impetuous nor precipitous. It was emotionally difficult to open the door to this possibility, when our 

home isolation also pushed us towards an introspection and absorption of everything that was 

happening, that we had to manage emotionally, within the family, spatially and financially. as non-

sociologists. Various aspects were considered and debated:  

  

a) Internal aspects (to the team) 

 

Both Ana in Echoes, and myself in Linked, insisted on gathering the team members to talk about our 

intentions, hesitations and doubts on developing spin off projects. And the team members were invited 

to present their sensations too. These could be of the most individual sphere or, as we shall see, of more 

scientific nature, but all were considered in the final decision. What was at stake were:  

- the objective working conditions;  

- the assessment of the feasibility of the projects;  

- the possible emotional fragility of each of us;  

- And, importantly, our drive towards sociological work.   

 

 

 
4 José Mário Branco, Inquietação (Ser Solidário, 1982). 
5 Fernando Pessoa’s endearing slogan for Coca Cola ‘estranhou-se e depois entranhou-se’, created in 1929. 
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b) Ethical aspects (with the participants) 

 

Having answered the questions of “do I want to, and can I, conduct a spin off research?”, we now had 

to face possibly more difficult issues: the ethical ones. The following aspects were the ones that most 

added complexity to the decision:   

 

b1) We mentioned our own emotional fragilities. But what about those we would find among the 

participants? Would we be invading a space of pain and fear, being intruders and opportunists, not only 

discrediting our own research but the very role of sociology? What impact could our questions have on 

the heightened reflexibility that these people were experiencing? What right did we have to disturb them 

at a time of crisis, in locus, in real time?  This was a risk, albeit conscious, that we took. But still a risk.  

 

b2) What privacy and safety could we assure these participants when answering our questions? It should 

not be forgotten that the issues of domestic violence (and the touching cases of the little girl Valentina 

and the case Beatriz Lebre that were revealed during this period), revealed the darkness of the 

lockdown’s interpersonal relations. So, assuring privacy was imperative.  

 

b3) How prepared were we to face potential requests for help concerning money, mental health or 

safety? Offering information about the National Health Service, psychological support, and other 

telephone numbers and support, was a duty.  

 

b4) We also decided to search for solutions around us: we spoke to colleagues, learnt from the 

experience of other projects, re-read the sociological code of ethics, consulted the first reflections on the 

topic.  

 

Nonetheless, concerning these ethical issues, we had advantages over other studies. On the one hand, 

we already knew these people. We knew how to identify and safeguard against possibly more sensitive 

situations. On the other hand, these people already knew us: the trust that had already been created 

between the interviewer and the interviewee, between the individual and the university, was crucial. The 

already assured credibility of the study and the researchers was essential. Additionally, we had already 

gained an informed consent authorising “future” contact. This had been done to ensure the second 

fieldwork round of the original project (the longitudinal nature of it). We only contacted those who 

authorized further contact. As it also entailed family histories, in which the household members had 

already been interviewed, this issue was important for the inter-confidentiality of the data within each 

family. We had that ethical safeguard from the point of view of the “right of erasure”, as ordered by the 

new data protection regulation.  
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ACT 3. The design or methodological authorship 

  

We had to discuss some scientific aspects in addition to the strictly ethical.  

 

The first aspect was related to the identity of each project. Would the deviation we were giving to the 

projects be sociological opportunism? Was what we were asking of the full-time researchers outside the 

contractual scope of the projects’ missions? As the Linked Lives project focuses on how events in the life 

of one family member have implications on the household as a whole, this appears applicable to the 

pandemic and the lockdowns. We believed that the project’s nature, purpose and mission were 

maintained and became more complex with its adaptation to the pandemic angle. 

A second aspect was associated to the possible formats to develop the project. What formats 

could we resort to that respected our ethical and privacy concerns, the lockdown constraints, and the 

identity of the project? We decided to construct a longitudinal qualitative questionnaire. This enabled 

changing the unit of analysis to the individual (we did not know how many people and families would 

participate). As there were several rounds we could repeat some questions (to observe the evolution) 

and add others that were more interesting or relevant at the time. This recurrence would not be suitable 

for telephone interviews. And additionally, this strategy respects, having anticipated it, the mixed and 

longitudinal features of the original project. 

Finally, a third aspect was related to the acknowledgement given to the participants. How could 

be show our gratitude to the interviewees? And in the case of Linked Lives, a longitudinal project, how 

could we keep the trust and interest of the interviewees? We decided, therefore, to reward assiduity in 

answering the questionnaires with a voucher of a symbolic monetary value. Additionally, an album of 

memories of the pandemic would be given to each family or individual.  

 

 

ACT 4. The generosity of the participants 

  

The dice were cast. It was with great emotion that we started to see the answers to the questionnaires 

arriving, round after round. The willingness to participate and share was explosive and contagious from 

round to round.  The idea of a pandemic community, that surpasses the different roles played by 

individuals during a research project. Researchers and researches, all people sharing amongst 

themselves their amazement, hope, or concern with what was happening with them and with the world. 

It reassured our ethical concerns.  

Without this generosity and willingness to create a biographic narrative and a memory of these 

times, this creative adaptation of the projects would not have been possible. It seemed that the 

participants also, voluntarily, wanted to “record, record, record”.  We merely suggested and provided a 

platform for it. After substantial work of organisation and transcription of these data, we started to take 

the first analytical and publication steps. But the truth is, that this great power of having data in our hands 

bestowed a great responsibility, which takes us to the following act.  
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ACT 5. Responsibility and humility 

 

I have compared the analysis of data on the pandemic (in a non-exploratory perspective) with the act 

of “touching lava” (Nico, 2020). In my opinion, this is not something to be done light-heartedly. On the 

one hand, because the material is too hot, in other words, too immediate and too familiar. There are too 

many inflamed opinions out there for us to be able to touch it without getting burnt; this means damaging 

our objectivity and scientific credibility and, for those conducting longitudinal research, hindering our 

relationship with the participants, betraying their trust in an acritical and immature reproduction of their 

“accounts”. On the other hand, because by touching the material – or rushing to publish certainties, 

theoretical treaties and moral prescriptions on the issue – we must be aware that we are changing 

forever the “natural”, real, true contours of the events. We cannot run the risk of hurry in first guessing, first 

commenting, etc., creating self-fulfilling prophecies.   

 

The sociological code of ethics states:  

 

“Sociologists should seek to achieve the greatest possible 

objectivity in the analysis of social reality. This entails not 

considering the production of sociological knowledge as socially 

neutral, but rather avoiding deliberate distortions arising from 

interests or beliefs.”  

 

And I would add, the hurry.  

 

For sociologists, the pandemic should also be a moment of major humility, in addition to imagination and 

inquietude. We cannot behave as if we were children seated in the back of the car asking: “are we 

there yet, are we there yet?”, but show maturity and drive safely, reporting the route that we take, no 

matter how long and tumultuous it may be. And it still is.    

 


