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			Abstract: This paper examines social stigma in relation to child welfare involvement. Drawing on interviews with twenty former youth in care, the paper highlights the participants’ experiences with stigma and their adaptive responses. Notably, participants described pervasive stigma that accompanied their status as youth in care. To contend with the stigma they experienced, participants developed a range of responses, including concealment, challenging the stereotypes, physical retaliation, and seeking solidarity. The study aligns with previous research identifying concealment as a relevant strategy for mitigating the effects of stigma among foster care recipients. However, the results also extend the literature in this area by identifying additional adaptive responses. Moreover, the participants revealed that the stigma they experienced was pervasive, yielding long-term effects.

			

		

		
			Keywords:

			Child Welfare; Youth in Care; Foster Care; Social Stigma; Stereotyping; Goffman

		

		
			Christine Carey is a Ph.D. graduate from McMaster University’s sociology department and is currently working as a research consultant specializing in social program evaluation. Her broad research interests include the study of social problems, child welfare and social service systems, and the sociology of sport. 

			email address: careyc181@gmail.com

		

		
			In    Canada, each year, an unspecified number of children and youth are placed in the care of child welfare agencies. Since child welfare falls under provincial and territorial jurisdiction (except for some services for Indigenous children), the exact number is not tracked nationally. However, in 2019, there were an estimated 54,139 Canadian children in care (Saint-Girons et al. 2020). Individuals come into the care of child welfare agencies for a variety of reasons, most commonly when a child protection worker determines that they have been abused or neglected, or are at risk of abuse or neglect (Trocmé et al. 2019). Children may also end up in care if a parent is unable to care for them. For instance, death, illness, or an inability to cope among parents can sometimes lead their children to come into the care of a child welfare agency (Wegner-Lohin, Kyte, and Trocmé 2014). These children and youth, referred to as “youth in care,” may be placed in group homes, foster homes, treatment centers, or kinship foster homes (Anglin 2002:2). In some cases, they may be held in youth detention facilities if they conflict with the law. 

			Youth who enter care may be returned to their parents after some time or may remain in state care until they age out of the child welfare system. Whether a child returns home or not, being in care can present many challenges for those who experience it, and in some cases, can yield long-term impacts (Kessler et al. 2008). One such challenge stems from social stigma. Several studies have documented the stigma that youth in care experience in connection to their child welfare involvement (e.g., Festinger 1983; Snow 2013; Michell 2015; Rogers 2017; Dansey, Shebero, and John 2019). There are, however, relatively few qualitative studies examining this relationship in an in-depth fashion from the perspectives of those who have experienced it first-hand. The purpose of this paper is, therefore, to examine the degree and character of stigma experienced by former youth in care as they passed through the child welfare system. This paper is based on 20 semi-structured interviews with former youth in care and is part of a larger project examining the long-term impacts of care. There are advantages to examining their perspectives from the vantage point of adulthood. The participants were able to look back on their experiences with the distance that time gave them. They were able to reflect more deeply on the experiences that made them feel stigmatized, discredited, devalued, and ‘othered.’ They also had insight into some of the ways that, as a youth, they developed approaches and strategies for dealing with stigmatizing experiences. The paper attends to the following research questions. First, how do former youth in care look back on how they were stigmatized as a result of their youth-in-care status? And second, how do former youth in care respond to these stigmatizing experiences? Following an overview of child welfare in Canada, the paper begins with a discussion of the theoretical framework used to analyze youth in care, with an emphasis on stigma and labeling processes. Next, I outline my methodology, describing how I conducted the study and analyzed my results. The methodology section of the paper also provides details about the participant interviews. The paper then turns to its two main themes: the experiences of stigma and the responses to stigmatization. The paper concludes with a discussion of the study’s findings and directions for future research.

			Child Welfare in Canada

			In Canada, child welfare is provincially mandated with no unified federal legislation to guide the provision of child welfare services (Trocmé et al. 2019). Consequently, child welfare practices vary considerably across Canada. For example, in some provinces, the age of majority for child welfare purposes—the age at which a child is no longer eligible for child welfare support—is 16 years (e.g., Saskatchewan, Newfoundland, and Labrador). In other provinces, individuals can receive child protective services until the age of 18 years (e.g., Quebec and Alberta) or 19 years (British Columbia) (Trocmé et al. 2019). In Ontario, children can now receive protective services until the age of 18 years, which is an increase from 16 years in 2018 (Trocmé et al. 2019). Although child welfare legislation varies across the provinces and territories, some guiding principles are generally consistent regarding child apprehension and care provision.

			Children who are considered to have experienced or be at risk of maltreatment may be apprehended by child welfare agencies and placed in out-of-home care. Child maltreatment generally refers to the abuse or neglect of children or youth by a caregiver, guardian, or person in a position of trust (Fallon et al. 2021). There are several types of maltreatment for which children may be apprehended, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, neglect, and exposure to intimate partner violence (Fallon et al. 2021). There are several circumstances in which children and youth may become involved with a child welfare agency. The most common is when child protection workers determine that a child has been and/or is likely to be (further) harmed by abuse or neglect (Wegner-Lohin et al. 2014). However, children may also enter care if a parent is deemed unable to care for them (Wegner-Lohin et al. 2014). For example, death, illness, or the inability to cope for some parents may result in their children entering the care of a child welfare agency. In some cases, parents may voluntarily terminate their parental rights if they feel they are unable to care for their children. When an allegation is made that a child is suspected of suffering harm, child welfare authorities investigate the allegation. In Ontario, child welfare is governed by the Child, Youth, and Family Services Act (Fallon et al. 2021). Once an allegation is made, families are investigated by one of the 50 independent children’s aid societies (CAS) across the province. In cases where the report is substantiated, families may receive services while the child remains at home, or the child may be placed in residential care (Wegner-Lohin et al. 2014). 

			Although anyone can end up in care, certain groups are more likely than others to come into contact with child welfare agencies. In Canada, children from low-income families, children with disabilities, visible minority children, and Indigenous children are all significantly over-represented in child welfare involvement (Lefebvre et al. 2017; Trocmé et al. 2019). Some of the participants in this study fell into these categories. For instance, three of the twenty participants were Indigenous, two were visible minorities, and one participant volunteered that they had a learning disability. For individuals who belong to these specific groups, the experience of care will undoubtedly include unique elements that can only be understood with an appreciation of the larger picture regarding these groups. 

			The over-representation of Indigenous children in the Canadian child welfare system is particularly stark and cannot be understood apart from Canada’s colonial history. As noted by critical scholarship in child welfare, Canada has a long history of separating Indigenous children from their families (Blackstock 2007; Sinha and Kozlowski 2013; Caldwell and Sinha 2020). The residential school system, which operated throughout the twentieth century in Canada, systematically removed children from their families and placed them in institutions (Milloy 2017). Survivors of these institutions report abysmal conditions that include overcrowding, malnutrition, general neglect, and severe abuse (Knockwood 1992; Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). Residential schools not only traumatized their pupils but also served as a massive assault on Indigenous cultures, constituting a form of genocide (MacDonald and Hudson 2012). 

			Although the majority of residential schools were closed in the 1960s, the systematic removal of Indigenous children from their families continued with apprehension by child welfare authorities with a large influx of Indigenous children placed in care in the years that followed (Gough, Shlonsky, and Dudding 2009; Caldwell and Sinha 2020). Many of these children were placed for adoption in what has been termed the “Sixties Scoop” (Gough et al. 2009:359). Over 11,000 Indigenous children were adopted in Canada by non-Indigenous families between 1960 and 1990 (Sinha and Kozlowski 2013). Current child welfare practices continue to remove Indigenous children from their families at disproportionally high rates (Trocmé et al. 2019; Caldwell and Sinha 2020). 

			There is a substantial body of literature examining the challenges associated with child welfare involvement. The existing literature firmly establishes just how deep and far-ranging the impact of being in care can be in terms of education, health, criminal justice, housing, employment, and general well-being during the time children are in care and during post-care years. For example, there is extensive research indicating that youth in care achieve lower levels of education and lower high school completion rates relative to their non-care counterparts (Snow 2009; Ferguson and Wolkow 2012; Barnow et al. 2015; Rutman and Hubberstey 2018). Youth in care also face disproportionally high rates of health concerns (Turney and Wildeman 2016) and are often medically fragile compared to their non-care counterparts (British Columbia Ministry of Health 2001; American Academy of Pediatrics 2015). Many children from the care system have suffered from abuse or neglect, which can have long-term health consequences that last into adulthood (Kessler et al. 2008). In addition to physical health, child welfare recipients also experience disproportionate mental health challenges (Deutsch et al. 2015; Turney and Wildeman 2016). Depression rates are higher among individuals with a history of foster care placements (Palmer, Prindle, and Putnam-Hornstein 2021), and several studies have linked child welfare placements with elevated suicide rates (Evans et al. 2017; Brown 2020; Palmer et al.). 

			Youth in care also experience elevated rates of criminal justice involvement (Owen 2000; Barn and Tan 2012; Esposito et al. 2015; McFarlane 2018). Some studies have linked associations between foster care and criminality with trauma, strain associated with care experiences, shortcomings within the care system, and challenges associated with port-care transitions (Barn and Tan 2012; Yang McCuish, and Corrado 2017; McFarlane 2018). Michell (2015) links the criminalization of foster youth to the stigma associated with child welfare involvement. McFarlane (2018) argues that children in care experience disadvantages within their placements and that the care environments meant to protect them are instead criminogenic. 

			Finally, youth in care experience challenges associated with leaving the care system. Many youths experience their exit from the system as sudden and feel unsupported as they go through the process (Rutman and Hubberstey 2018). During post-care transitions, mental health challenges are often exacerbated, and many youths experience unmet healthcare needs (Zlotnick, Tam, and Soman 2012). Youth exiting the care system experience severe economic challenges and are at heightened risk of becoming homeless compared to their non-care peers (Nichols et al. 2017). 

			There is also research indicating that youth in care are subjected to stigma associated with their child welfare involvement (Kools 1997; Michell 2015; Rogers 2017). The following section addresses that theme, along with a theoretical discussion of stigma and labeling. 

			Stigma and Labeling

			The importance of stigma as a focal point of this study makes it salient to highlight the work of Erving Goffman and the dramaturgical approach he developed. While the dramaturgical approach is usually considered a variant of the symbolic interactionist perspective (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds 1975), it is sufficiently distinct to qualify as a theoretical perspective in its own right. Like other interactionists, Goffman (1959; 1963) was concerned with face-to-face interactions and how social actors collaborate to construct definitions of reality. For Goffman, identities are produced, negotiated, and performed through situated encounters. Goffman (1959) used the metaphor of the theater to think about social life. Social actors are like actors in a theatrical production, performing their roles and presenting different aspects of themselves to the audience. As social actors, we engage in self-presentations and attempt to manage impressions through a variety of strategies and tactics. 

			According to Goffman, making concerted efforts to manage outward appearances can preserve one’s sense of self and facilitate social interaction. Given that one’s sense of self is closely tied to the perceptions of others, individuals tend to manage their behavior and deportment to convey a desirable image (Goffman 1959; 1963). Goffman (1959) identifies impression management as a habitual practice that individuals engage in to present a favorable self-image. Using props (material objects, clothing, facial expressions, etc.), performances are enacted in the frontstage realm, where social actors tend to carefully script the role identities they present, while in the backstage realm of one’s life, one can relax and reflect on one’s performances. Performances can be solo acts or collaborative, with several actors working together, much like theater troupes, to uphold a collective group impression or definition of the situation (Goffman 1959).

			It was Goffman’s interest in presentations of the self and identity management strategies that led him to consider circumstances where identities are devalued by others and tarnished in the sense that individuals are negatively judged or labeled. In his classic work, Stigma (1963), Goffman focuses on the social processes involved in coming to terms with a stigmatized identity. Goffman defines stigma as a trait that is “deeply discrediting” (1963:3). Individuals who are stigmatized are “disqualified from full social acceptance” (1963:13). They move from “normal” to “tainted” and “discounted” (Goffman 1963:13). Their dilemma is not the attribute that elicits the reaction, but the social disgrace that accompanies the negative attributions of others. Goffman (1963) makes a critical distinction between discredited and discreditable identities. Discredited identities are outwardly visible, while discreditable identities can be hidden. The youth in care status falls into the latter category since it is an identity that can be hidden. 

			The distinction between the two categories becomes important as Goffman (1963) identifies some of the common responses to living with a stigmatized identity and draws attention to the adaptive mechanisms used by individuals to cope with social stigma. Stigma management involves managing one’s self-presentation specifically to avoid or minimize the negative effects of stigma and allow one’s sense of self to remain intact. 

			Goffman contends that individuals can be severely impacted by stigmatization in terms of self-perception and identity. He uses the concept of a “moral career” to describe the sequence of steps that individuals may go through as a result of stigmatization—how they might internalize deviant labels. The concept is based on research that Goffman presented in his book Asylums (1961). The book tracks the experiences of patients in a psychiatric hospital. Goffman found that the individuals he observed underwent major changes in self-perception as they navigated the institutionalization process. The shift began with their entry into the hospital and a “mortification” stage where they were stripped of identity markers such as clothing, personal belongings, and their everyday routines and activities, to name a few. Through this stage, they passed from being a person to being a patient. They experienced a sense of loss at this stage, but as they moved into the in-patient stage, many began to perceive themselves in new ways, through the lenses that staff viewed them. By the time they reached the discharge stage, they were defining themselves as mentally ill. Through the ex-patient phase, they ceased to be patients, but given cultural understandings of mental illness as a chronic condition, many continued to use the mentally ill label to define themselves.

			Goffman developed the concept of a moral career in the context of an analysis of institutional labeling. More specifically, he was interested in the identity implications of life in a total institution—a strictly regimented institution that governs almost every aspect of one’s life and restricts individual autonomy. The child welfare system is hardly a total institution (though some youth are placed in living arrangements that might come close). Yet there are distinct parallels between the circumstances that Goffman describes and participants’ passage through the child welfare system, particularly concerning the initial mortification process, the sense of disorientation it generates, and how it makes those subjected to it vulnerable to re-evaluations of their character, moral worth, self-perception, and identity. Moreover, some residential placements resemble total institutions through features such as “a forced residence, schedule of daily activities carried out in a group, restricted contacts with the outside world, [and] a clear staff-inmate split” (Golczyńska-Grondas 2015:109).

			A final contribution informing this paper is Goffman’s (1963) emphasis on the capacity of stigmatized individuals to demonstrate agency and push back against the labels they received. Even among the institutionalized patients he studied, Goffman observed that they found ways to assert their autonomy and personalities. More generally, Goffman insisted that individuals deploy specific strategies for preserving their sense of self when contending with stigma. They may conceal the attribute that has led others to label them. They may attempt to compensate for perceived inadequacies by overachieving in other areas. Conversely, some may engage in strategies of diffusion, for example, through the use of humor. Doing so allows individuals to avoid at least some of the consequences of labeling and to mitigate at least some of the damage that negative labels can inflict on an individual’s sense of self. 

			Similarly to Goffman, the labeling approach in sociology shifts attention away from objective understandings of deviance toward processes of labeling and their consequences (e.g., Lemert 1951; Becker 1970). Beginning in the 1960s, and influenced by the tenets of symbolic interactionism, sociologists began questioning the objectivist view of deviance that had dominated the field up to that point. The objectivist or normative view rested on the assumption that certain behaviors are inherently deviant and that deviants are inherently different from non-deviants. From an objectivist perspective, the goal was to explain the existence of deviance to find effective remedial or ameliorative strategies for reducing deviance. In contrast, the labeling approach—as it came to be known—conceptualized “deviance” not as an inherent quality of certain behaviors but as a meaning or label applied to certain behaviors (Gibbs 1966). As Becker (1970:9, emphasis added) explains:

			social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labeling them as outsiders. From this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a consequence of the application by others of rules and sanctions to an “offender.” The deviant is one to whom the label has successfully been applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people so label. 

			Prus and Grills (2003:10) reiterate this point by saying, “it is in the definition of things that deviance is brought into play as a meaningful human essence.” That alternative conceptualization redirected the course of study in the sociology of deviance to how processes of labeling work and their consequences. According to Prus and Grills (2003:10), attention is drawn to “the human enterprise entailed in articulating, identifying, engaging, promoting, stabilizing, experiencing, and resisting definitions of deviance within the human community.” Among those consequences are the stigma connected with being labeled as “deviant,” the impact on one’s interactions with others, the internalization of others’ judgments and negative views, and how these internalizations affected individuals’ lived experiences and life trajectories (Lemert 1951; Becker 1970). Societal reactions are thus vital to the creation of deviance and sustained deviant trajectories. This view is consistent with Goffman’s work on the effects of stigma, except that Goffman highlights a broader range of labeling reactions and suggests that internalization may be only one step in the process of adapting to labeling.

			Despite a decline in the use of societal reaction perspectives since the 1970s, their core ideas remain prevalent in various strands of contemporary sociology (Grattet 2011). Link and Phelan (2001:363-365) comment on the profusion of research on the nature, sources, and consequences of stigma that Goffman’s work has generated over the last several decades. Along the way, they point out that there has been some confusion about what is meant by “stigma.” They attribute the confusion partly to the enormous array of circumstances to which the concept has been applied—everything from urinary incontinence (Sheldon and Caldwell 1994) to exotic dancing (Lewis 1998). To Link and Phelan’s list one can add pornography (Jensen and Sandström 2015), HIV (Jugeo and Moalusi 2014), mental health (Bharadwaj, Pai, and Suziedelyte 2017), homelessness (Roschelle and Kaufman 2004) and scores of other stigmatizing conditions and situations. The confusion also results from the fact that much of the research on stigma is multidisciplinary, taking in social psychology, anthropology, political science, and social geography. As Link and Phelan (2001) point out, different frames of reference have led to differences in conceptualization. That is not a problem, they conclude, so long as analysts specify how they are using the term.

			Link and Phelan’s (2001) conceptualization focuses on the relational dimensions of the term that Goffman himself stressed. For Goffman, one cannot talk about stigma without focusing on the interactional dynamics between those who do the labeling and those who are labeled. Stigma is enacted. Link and Phelan (2001:367) break that down into five interrelated components: 

			In the first component, people distinguish and label human differences. In the second, dominant cultural beliefs link labeled persons to undesirable characteristics—to negative stereotypes. In the third, labeled persons are placed in distinct categories so as to accomplish some degree of separation of “us” from “them.” In the fourth, labeled persons experience status loss and discrimination that lead to unequal outcomes. Finally, stigmatization is entirely contingent on access to social, economic, and political power that allows the identification of differentness, the construction of stereotypes, the separation of labeled persons into distinct categories, and the full execution of disapproval, rejection, exclusion, and discrimination. 

			Among the groups whose experiences with stigma have been investigated are children and youth in the care system. Dansey and colleagues (2019) argue that the stigmatizing aspects of being in care have long been acknowledged in the literature (Kools 1997; Hedin, Höjer, and Brunnberg 2011; Ferguson and Wolkow 2012). However, it has only been recently that researchers have examined how children experience this stigma and what they do to manage it. In the study that Dansey and colleagues (2019) conducted, children talked about being treated differently from others and about being bullied. To avoid these reactions, they hid their care status from others. 

			Rogers (2017) found that children in care did not feel “normal.” They felt “less than.” In response, they tried to pass. They worked hard, as Rogers (2017:1088) observes, “to fit in with the in-group in their everyday interactions” and were careful in deciding “whom they disclosed their ‘in-care’ status to and the way they wanted to do this.” Another strategy Rogers identified was their efforts to form their “in-groups” with fostered peers.

			Michell (2015) reviewed first-person accounts of the experiences of children in both private and public care in Australia between the 1920s and 1990s. She found that “stigma is a theme which threads its way throughout the twentieth century” and provides numerous examples of just how these “State kids” (as they are referred to in Australia) felt the “harsh sting of social disapproval” (Michell 2015:673).

			Neagu and Sebba (2019) studied Romanian-born children who were taken into care in the UK and experienced different kinds of placements (residential care, foster care, domestic and intercountry adoption). While the researchers’ interests included how these children felt with respect to their biological families, their study could not consider their experiences without noting that wherever they were placed, they were stigmatized. They were bullied in school, they were accused of misdeeds (stealing and begging) that they did not commit, had few friends among their classmates, and suffered from self-esteem issues as a result.

			Drawing on impunity as a theoretical concept, Golczyńska-Grondas (2015) examined the social factors that contribute to institutional violence, focusing on the children’s residential care system in the People’s Polish Republic. Notably, Golczyńska-Grondas (2015) emphasized how the social exclusion and devaluation of care recipients contributed to their mistreatment in the system. 

			All of these studies go beyond merely noting how stigmatizing it is to be a “kid in care.” They all begin to fill out the picture of how stigma is enacted and how stigma looks and feels from the perspective of those who are in the care system. As this paper shows, however, it is possible to go deeper still. One of the components in Link and Phelan’s conceptualization of stigma (the second component) is the linkage of the differences that individuals exhibit to undesirable characteristics and negative stereotypes. The particulars here are important because of the extent that individuals internalize the negative labels applied to them; these are the characteristics they begin to attribute to themselves. Moreover, while some of this recent literature recognizes the agency of children in care and their efforts to resist and/or negotiate the negative attributions others make, there is room to explore in more depth the range of management strategies they adopt. 

			Methods 

			This paper is part of a larger study examining how individuals are broadly impacted by child welfare experiences as they progress into adulthood. Since my objective was to capture the individualized ways that youth in care are impacted by their child welfare experiences, I was interested in first-hand perspectives and opted for a qualitative methodology based on semi-structured interviews. I devised an interview guide with a set of open-ended questions to allow participants an opportunity to speak freely about their experiences. 

			The interviews were held in multiple locations throughout Southern Ontario. Following ethics board approval, participants were recruited through posters and brochures, as well as through social media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter. Posters and brochures were distributed in recreation facilities, universities, public libraries, laundromats, apartment buildings, and shelters. Participants who saw the recruitment materials and were interested in participating in the study contacted me to arrange an interview. Snowball sampling was also employed to further facilitate recruitment. To snowball, I asked each participant at the end of the interview if they knew any other former youth in care who might be interested in my study and if they would be willing to share recruitment documents with them. Several participants did that, resulting in four additional interviews.

			Once participants contacted me for an interview, we decided on a mutually convenient time and location. The interview location was left to the participants to decide, although I suggested several options. The interviews were held in participants’ homes, parks, libraries, university campuses, and coffee shops. One interview was conducted by telephone. I approached the interviews in a conversational manner, asking participants to begin by telling me a bit about themselves. That approach can enable participants to tell their stories more freely and allows them to steer the interview toward areas they consider important, potentially revealing unanticipated information (Marvasti 2004; van den Hoonaard 2018). In that case, it enabled participants to identify aspects of their care experiences that they identified as relevant. With some interviews, participants spoke freely and their narratives answered many of the interview questions without being asked directly. For these interviews, the participants’ narratives guided the interviews, which were interspersed with my occasional questions from the interview guide and selective probing. While the study aimed to identify how the participants were impacted by their child welfare experiences and progression into adulthood, stigma emerged as a prominent theme early in the interview process. Although the interview guide included a question about whether participants had ever experienced stereotyping associated with their youth-in-care status, fourteen participants raised the issue of stigma or stereotyping in their narratives without being asked directly. Several participants were more reserved and responded more actively to specific questions. For these interviews, the interview guide was followed more closely. All the interviews, however, followed a general pattern in which participants began by discussing their earliest contact with CAS and their entry into the system before discussing their experiences in care and how they have been impacted by these experiences. 

			With the permission of participants, most of the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Four of the 20 participants declined to be audio-recorded, despite the information I had provided about the steps I would take to protect their privacy and maintain the confidentiality of any data I collected. [That included keeping all recordings and written documents in a secure place under lock and key, and all digital material encrypted on a password-protected computer.] Their reluctance is understandable, given the sensitive nature of the experiences they would be recalling. Participants discussed emotionally charged encounters with CAS, and for some, involvement in illegal activities. For these interviews, participants did allow me to take detailed notes, which I filled in as much as possible once the interview was over.

			The interviews ranged from twenty minutes to two hours in length, with most being an hour and a half long. To protect the confidentiality of participants, pseudonyms were selected for the participants and any identifying information, such as names and places, was removed from the transcripts. Following transcription, the interviews were analyzed thematically. I adopted a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1998; Glaser 2001), coding the data through an iterative process that involved grouping similar concepts and identifying common patterns and themes. There was some overlap between the data analysis and interview process, and I adjusted my interview questions to pursue emergent themes. While I was attentive to the themes that were emerging in the interviews as I was conducting them, I started a systematic analysis of my data once all the interviews had been fully transcribed.1 

			The participants experienced a variety of placements across Ontario (primarily Southern Ontario), which included group homes, foster homes, kinship placements, and treatment centers. Some participants also spent time in youth shelters, and two were placed in youth detention facilities following other CAS placements. The length of time spent in the system ranged from several months to twelve years or more. Some participants had difficulty determining exactly how long they spent in care due to having been placed in care and returned home multiple times. The age of participants ranged from 21 to 65, with most participants in their twenties or thirties. Participants were asked to self-identify in terms of their gender and race. Among the participants, there were 8 females and 12 males. Caucasians were the largest racial group, with 15 participants identifying as White or Caucasian. The group also included three Indigenous participants—one who self-identified as Métis, one as First Nations, and the other as “Native.” The other two non-White participants identified as Filipino and South American. The question of race was particularly significant for identifying some key differences between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants’ experiences of stigma, which is discussed in the following section. 

			Experiences with Stereotyping 

			Individuals experience stigma and devaluation in the context of specific types of interactions with specific others. Generally, the participants in this study did not talk about being “stigmatized” or “discredited.” They talked about messages they received in a variety of ways from others that told them the kinds of assumptions people were making about them and the stereotypes they felt were being applied to them. Stigma manifested itself in their lives through these messages and their interactions with a broad range of individuals, including their caregivers and agency workers, but also teachers, neighbors, peers, and the families of their peers. In this section, I focus on some of those messages. 

			Bad

			The most common label applied to youth in care was “bad.” Several participants commented on the stereotypical view of youth in care as bad kids who are in care because of problem behaviors or because they “have issues.” They conveyed a sense that youth in care are viewed as “troubled,” “delinquent,” and “untrustworthy,” and that they are somehow at fault for their entry into the system. Some people, participants claimed, tend to link care status with criminality. They described numerous instances where, once they divulged that they were in care, they were asked: “What did you do?” Dave, for example, was brought into care due to his mother’s mental illness, which at times prevented her from being able to care for her children. Yet, as early as the fifth grade, Dave recalls his classmates bombarding him with questions that implied that his entry into care was due to some transgression on his part. 

			“Oh, you’re in foster care? Why, what did you do? Did you burn down a house or something?” You know? That’s what they automatically think. Or, you know, “Did you come out of jail and you can’t go back with your parents?” Or, “Did you kill your parents?”

			Dan had a similar experience:

			One of the worst [reactions] is when you finally summon the guts to tell one of your closest friends that you’re a foster kid. One of the worst responses that I got was, “What did you do?” You know? Like I did something. 

			Karl made reference to the suspicion with which kids in care are regarded once their status becomes known:

			I think right off the bat, if you were to tell someone that they were in a situation where they were taken in by a foster home, maybe they would think, “Maybe I shouldn’t trust this person.” Maybe he’s automatically been a criminal or something, which is not always the case.

			The negative reactions came through not only in their interactions with peers but also in the responses of their peers’ families. Janice recalled how after hearing that she was in foster care, a teammate’s mother jumped to the conclusion that Janice had done something to warrant her removal from her family. She admonished her to start behaving if she wanted to be returned to her parents. 

			I remember when I was in baseball, this one lady was driving us to our destination or whatever, and she asked what my parents did or something, and I told her I was in foster care, and she was like, “Oh, you know, you just have to listen to your mom and dad, and you can go home.”

			In some cases, families tried to discourage friendships because of their suspicions and fears about the influence that the participants might exert on their children. Amber described how her friend’s mother banned visits to her friend’s home because she feared Amber would steal something.

			I had a friend, and his mom refused to let me in the house. She refused to let me in the house because I was a Children’s Aid kid, and she thought that I was going to steal something from her. I went to a Catholic school, I had good grades, I was friends with her son, but she refused to trust me—those were the only things she knew about me other than I was a Children’s Aid kid—but she refused to trust me to be allowed in her house because she thought I would steal from her because I was a Children’s Aid kid. 

			Many of the negative assumptions about the participants persisted even after they were returned to their families. In his now classic study on the effects of negative labeling, Rosenhan (1973:184) observed that “labels can be sticky.” The phrase captures the experiences of participants in this study. Having been defined as “bad,” participants continued to bear that label even after their circumstances changed.

			Sometimes, even when we went back to our parents, we would go to our friend’s place, and their parents wouldn’t want us there. They thought we were bad kids, you know? [Tyler]

			Assumptions about the degree to which the behavior of the children accounts for their entry into care are often reinforced by the circumstances under which they are taken into care. It is not uncommon for police officers to be present during CAS apprehensions. Though the apprehension of a child may have nothing to do with the child’s behavior, the mere presence of a police officer feeds into others’ inclination to wonder what the child might have done. Amanda was in a situation where her mother was having difficulties dealing with the challenges of being a single parent. Her mother’s troubles meant that Amanda often had to help care for her younger brother. She was forced to assume adult responsibilities that few of her peers had ever experienced. Yet, she was taken into care while at school, with two police officers present during her apprehension. The memory of the incident was vivid in her mind. She recalled, “I mean everyone looked at me [emphasis original].” She also reflected on the impact that the incident had on how others saw her from that point on, even years afterward. 

			And what’s sad is when I go back [to my hometown,] these people still exist. My friends that were my friends back then, they’re people that have grown up, and the stigma of that is something that I’ll always have with me. Because they remember me as that troubled teen where those two police officers apprehended her [emphasis original]. So it’s very embarrassing. It’s just so embarrassing.

			Harold Garfinkel (1956:420), another sociologist who contributed to the development of labeling theory, has coined the term “degradation ceremony” to describe the symbolic point at which individuals are stripped of their status as a “normal” member of their social group and relegated to a devalued status. These perceptions of children in care as “bad” and “not to be trusted” are not limited to outsiders who might have little knowledge of the circumstances under which children are taken into care. Even caregivers can engage in this kind of stereotyping. That fact became clear for many of the participants right from the moment they were taken into care. In scenes that echo Goffman’s description of mortification processes, they recalled being stripped of their possessions and subjected to strict rules and procedures designed to regulate them. Amanda described it as akin to being in jail. She described the intake process in the following way.

			It was like we went to jail...What they do is they pretty much strip you of everything, like all your human rights. Even though I didn’t deserve that. Like I didn’t do anything at that point, right? 

			In her first group home, Amanda was not able to attend regular school and was homeschooled in the basement instead. Moreover, she was not permitted outside without staff supervision. Community time had to be earned by demonstrating compliance and was limited to a maximum of 15 minutes. 

			Participants provided numerous specific examples of situations where they were regarded with suspicion and where their workers and caregivers assumed they were lying and were not willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. Stephanie recounted how it was often assumed that she was “faking it” when she complained of not feeling well, even when it was subsequently determined that she was suffering from chicken pox. Lily recalled a routine visit to the dentist that became an attack on her motives and credibility.

			They filled a cavity for me, and I came out of the dentist’s office, and they had put me under because I was really afraid to go to the dentist, so they gave me gas or whatever, and I came out of the dentist, and my lip was frozen, and I was making faces, like being funny ‘cause I couldn’t smile—it was just completely drooped, and I remember the receptionist from the dentist being like, “She’s not still under the influence; she’s just faking it.” And I was like, “But, that’s not even what I was doing!” I was just playing with my lip and, like, being funny about my lip. And that’s an obvious stereotype—like even at the dentist we’re just group home kids. We’re just acting out for attention or whatever.

			Contrary to the ethos of ‘innocent until proven guilty,’ these youth felt they already had a mark against them simply by being in care. Lily linked the assumptions that staff often made about them to the abuse that occurs in care settings. She reasoned that if staff tended to see youth in their charge as “bad,” they would be more inclined to treat them harshly.

			I think even within care there is the perception that we’re all liars, we’re all bad people, we all shouldn’t be trusted, we’re all messed up so don’t listen to them ‘cause they’re wrong, and that leads to, like, abuse. 

			Sick

			In some cases, the “badness” of participants was medicalized and treated as illness; a trend previously identified in the treatment of youth (Conrad 2007; Bosk 2013). Participants were seen as having “mental health issues.” Rather than punishment, participants received treatment, though as Conrad (2007) points out, both are simply mechanisms of social control. In these cases, too, the message sent to participants was that they were troubled in some way and that it was their issues that required attention. Stephanie explained:

			What was just inculcated into you was that there was something wrong with you. Just something wrong with you...It was that you removed [kids] from the home for intensive treatment when there wasn’t actually a need for treatment of the kid. It was the environment that needed to change. 

			Lily’s time in care was interspersed with regular stints in hospitals, where she would be placed for a few days at a time until her social worker could find her a placement. That practice, especially in combination with the heavy medication she was required to take, made Lily feel in hindsight like the mental health problems she might have experienced were largely induced by the professionals she encountered while in care and the medications they prescribed.

			I wasn’t really given a choice. I just went with it. It [the medication] started when I was 14, and I was really depressed. Like, I’ve had kind of a rough upbringing and stuff, and it was obviously circumstantial. I think my doctor was just like, “Here’s some Paxil. Just take this!” 

			Stupid

			Another common assumption that participants believed others made about them had to do with their intellectual abilities. There were numerous stories about the various ways they were made to feel “dumb,” as some participants put it, or simply not capable. Rarely did their caregivers or teachers expect them to do well in school and most assumed that they would never attain a college or university education. One participant succinctly stated, “I’ve had people treat me like I’m stupid.” For Janice, the sense she had as a child that she was viewed as slow or deficient in some way was affirmed for her years later when a friend considering fostering said the following about foster children.

			My friend said that she wanted to be a foster parent, but she didn’t know if the kids would be able to mentally and physically keep up with her three-year-old. I don’t think she knew that I was ever in foster care...I know some people have some really weird-formed opinions of certain groups in society, but I never thought that if I was in foster care I’m supposed to be in remedial classes or something!

			Even gestures on the part of well-intentioned teachers, probably meant to be generous and accommodating, reinforced the impression that participants could not succeed academically on their own. Amanda described a situation where one of her teachers gave her credit for work she had not completed. Amanda appreciated the gesture, but took away from it the message that the teacher did not have confidence in Amanda’s ability to succeed without assistance or accommodations. 

			When I was in my senior year, I was given like three free credits. I mean, I’m grateful that she did it, but it made me think that by giving allowances and breaks, are we increasing that person’s autonomy?...Because I feel like if I didn’t get that stigma, I wasn’t going to get that outcome.

			This incident reveals the subtle forms stereotyping can take. Even well-intended adults can inadvertently relay the message of intellectual inferiority through their attempts to be helpful. 

			Inferior/Pitiful

			The third component of stigma that Link and Phelan (2001) identify is status loss.

			Participants were keenly aware through their years in the care of their devalued social status. Many of them recalled feeling “inferior,” “lower than” or “less than” others. Karl asserted, based on his experience, that youth in care are viewed as “worthless.” Amber used the term “defunct” frequently throughout the interview to describe how youth in care are viewed by society in general. Colin referred to how being in care was “very pride taking-awaying.” Janice’s reflections powerfully captured what it felt like using the symbolism of the “trash” bag she was forced to use for her belongings every time she was moved from one home to another.

			How people look at you—the poor kid coming to our house with the bag full of her clothes. You feel like trash when you’re walking up with a trash bag full of your clothes! 

			Jess put it this way: 

			I think a lot of the times they think that we’re low, that we don’t—I can’t even describe it... we’re less educated, we’re not bums, but lower than average people, and I think it’s not fair at all. 

			The sense of being “less than” for several of the participants placed with foster families was reinforced through the differential treatment from the biological children in the family they received at the hands of their caregivers. For instance, Savannah described being excluded from family vacations and holidays throughout the ten years she spent with her foster family. At Christmas, she would return to her biological family, and she would be sent to a respite home when the family went on vacation.

			Christmas is what stands out for me the most. They would often encourage me to go with my family whether or not—there were actually a couple of years where I was like, “You know what, it’d be really neat to stay with you folks.” I think out of the ten years I spent maybe two Christmas mornings with them. So not a lot. They would always celebrate birthdays with me. But, I felt like there was always a difference between their biological kids’ birthdays and the foster kids’ birthdays… whether or not they didn’t actually want me or they couldn’t get permission to take me out of the province or the country, but the foster family would go on vacation, and I’d go to another foster home until they got back. 

			For Savannah, being treated differently in all of these ways contributed to a keen sense of being devalued. 

			Janice had similar experiences. She recalled how one particularly abusive foster mother would treat her and her sister as servants, expecting them to cater to her biological children.

			She would, like, take us to the fair and we [Janice and her sister] would have to carry her kids’ bags and stuffed animals while they did stuff. We were basically the wagon.

			The sense of exclusion and devaluation was even stronger among those who experienced instances of abuse in their care placements. Being mistreated made them feel further diminished.

			In some cases, the sense of being devalued had an obvious class dimension to it. Colin recalled how “the rich, snobby kids looked down on [him].” Stephanie described herself as a charity case.

			I’ve always felt like you were just a charity case. You know, people from the community would give you presents at Christmas and stuff like that. And they would come in, and we became the project for nursing students.

			Unwanted

			When asked about the kinds of stereotypes he believed are applied to youth in care, Karl said “unwanted.” For Karl, being “bounced around,” as he put it, “can only make you feel unwanted.” Never having stability or secure parental relationships, Karl felt “thrown away—like a piece of garbage—just tossed away.” Several other participants echoed this sentiment. Savannah remembered being chided by classmates when they discovered her care status.

			People would say things like, “Oh, you’re not really loved, or your parents don’t want you, that’s why you’re in there.” Or they’d call me “orphan.” I mean, this is when I got a little bit older, but once people find out, they go for it.

			For some participants, the sense of not being wanted extended beyond their families of origin and was also applicable to their caregivers and to the community more generally. Lily explained that while she was in care, there was a campaign on the part of residents in the neighborhood where the group home was located to have the home moved.

			You perceive that nobody wants you there for sure, but then it doesn’t help when staff are like, “Yeah, they don’t want us here, and they’re trying to get us kicked out of the town.” 

			Summing up, I have described some of the more common labels and stereotypes that participants felt were applied to them by virtue of their care status. There were others, closely related to these—that youth in care came from conflict-ridden and dysfunctional families and that given their family circumstances, foster children must be fundamentally unhappy and “damaged.” When Kevin told a classmate that he was in foster care, the reaction was, “You look too happy to be in care.” Savannah perhaps encapsulated all of the stereotypes best when she said:

			That we are poor. That we are troubled. That we come from very dysfunctional broken homes. Often questions like. “Are you a crack baby?” The whole perception is that it was an unwanted pregnancy, or your parents are addicts, or you must have been abused or very much neglected. The one that affects youth the most is that people assume that you’re trouble...there’s the perception that kids in care are trouble and have issues.

			One of the central concepts in labeling theory is the notion of a master status (Hughes 1945:357)—a social status that overrides all others concerning one’s social identity and that constitutes the lens through which individuals are viewed by others. And if internalized, the lens through which one views oneself. It is clear that in this case, being in care comes to act as a master status for youth in that situation, significantly coloring how others view them and the assumptions that others make about their character, capabilities, and potential. 

			Before turning to how participants attempted to manage the stigma they encountered, I want to discuss the case of two participants for whom questions about the stigmatizing aspects of being in care did not resonate. Both participants were Indigenous. Cody explained that being visibly Indigenous meant that he experienced stigma from a young age, so entering the child welfare system did not make a big difference. He was used to feeling different and left out. It was difficult for him to identify how much being in care exacerbated his situation. Kayla said that she did not find being in care that stigmatizing, in part because she had been placed with a family member and many people did not know that she was in care. However, even where others knew, she observed, it all blended in with the stigma of being a First Nations person. Going back to Hughes’ (1945) concept of a master status, for these two participants, being Indigenous overrode being in care as a status marker. That makes a telling statement about racism in Canada. It also makes a telling statement about the relative strength of different status markers. According to Link and Phelan (2001:377), stigma can be a matter of degree. The labeling of human differences can be more or less prominent. The connection between labels and undesirable attributes can be relatively strong or relatively weak. Some groups are more stigmatized than others. The experiences of these two participants illustrate these points. They also point to the importance of aiming for an intersectional approach to studying stigma, one that considers how different sources of stigma (based on race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, disability, etc.) may interact to shape an individual’s care experiences (Choo and Ferree 2010).

			Responding to Stigma

			In line with symbolic interactionist understandings of agency, Goffman’s work pays as much attention to how individuals manage stigmatized identities and cope with repressive conditions as it does to labeling and mortification processes. As noted earlier, even those in total institutions designed to stamp out their individuality, residents will fight to assert themselves in responding to stigma and control. While the ability to do so and related consequences can vary by circumstance, Goffman (1961; 1963) draws attention to the ways that stigma and labeling are resisted. Goffman’s work, and subsequent literature in the area of deviance, have revealed that individuals can be endlessly creative in responding to stigma. Along with the stigma management strategies identified by Goffman, the literature in this area has identified a long list of ways that individuals respond to, manage, and try to reduce and resist their stigmatization. Many of them are similar to strategies that participants in this study adopted; others are different. 

			Concealment and Selective Disclosure 

			Goffman (1963) asserts that concealment is often the preferred strategy in managing deviant identities because it is the most efficient way of avoiding stigma entirely. If one conceals potentially damaging information about oneself, others cannot react negatively. Concealment, however, is a strategy only available to those with discreditable attributes, not those whose difference is obvious. As Cody, one of the Indigenous participants remarked, his care status was not outwardly apparent in the same way as his race. The visibility of his race may be another factor explaining why Cody felt the stigma attached to his race so much more keenly than that associated with his care status. Since the youth-in-care status is a discreditable stigma that can potentially be hidden, it is not surprising that some participants dealt with the possibility of others reacting negatively by at least trying to hide their status from others whenever they could. “I didn’t tell anybody at school. That I remember,” said Lily. Amber explained: “At the time, nobody knew I was a foster kid. I purposely left that as quiet as I could.” 

			For Dan, concealment proved more challenging after he was placed in a group home since the move now meant having to ride a school bus. Anxious to avoid questions from his peers, he found a way.

			They had one of those handicapped buses come to my place every morning to drive me and drop me off. And it was embarrassing because, you know, riding with the handicapped kids and then, you know, I had to, like, run off the bus. I was, like, hiding from other students, my peers, ‘cause I thought, like, if they saw me, they would make fun of me, and this would be the worst. So, I’d find myself hiding that this was going on. And it was a real, real source of embarrassment and shame for me... Like I’m not living with my parents, how do you explain that? I’m living in this random house far away, how do you explain that, right? And, like, you know, so I was living this double life almost, in the shadows, too. 

			However, concealment as a strategy for youth in care often meant counting on the complicity of others. In some cases, they were able to secure others’ cooperation. Savannah, concerned that the social workers who visited her at school would give her secret away, asked them to hide their badges when they visited.

			The social workers would often come to see us during school times, which I never fully understood. So getting called out of class to go chat with your social worker. I remember telling my social worker, like, put your badge away! ‘Cause I didn’t want anyone to identify him or know—like, it was obvious that he was a social worker.

			Stephanie, on the other hand, had less success with her teachers.

			The teachers at school would make sure other people knew because I was saying something about being a fee-paying student and the teacher said [name of treatment center] girls are not fee-paying students.

			Amber’s efforts at passing failed when she was ‘outed’ by her ex-boyfriend.

			At the time [grade nine] nobody knew I was a foster kid. I purposely left that as quiet as I could. But, he [ex-boyfriend] knew because we were dating, and he met my confusing-as-fuck family. Yeah, so he said in the middle of the cafeteria that he would never be caught dating some sort of fucking retard CAS kid. In front of hundreds of kids! So, at that point, everyone knew. 

			Little wonder, then, that those who attempt concealment live in a constant state of anxiety, particularly in their school situations. They never know when they will be outed. The repercussions can be dire when this point is reached. Other studies (Michell 2015; Dansey et al. 2019) on the stigma experienced by children in care have found that they are often bullied by their peers. Both Savannah and Amber experienced physical confrontations and bullying once their peers discovered they were in care.

			The power of concealment as a strategy is underlined by the deep sense of shame participants felt when others were aware of their care status. Lily describes it as being branded.

			Everyone knows you’re a group home kid. So, if you’re in school, it’s in your file. The teachers know. Everybody just kind of knows that’s who you are and where you’re from. You feel like you’re wearing it across your forehead, too. Like, when you go out and it’s two staff and this group of girls, you feel like everybody knows. And maybe they don’t. Like, maybe they wouldn’t look at a group and be like, “That’s a group home group!” But, at that age, you feel like it’s written across your forehead. Like everybody knows, and everybody judges you for it.

			Stephanie expressed it in similar terms. She said she felt “marked.”

			The thing is, everyone knew you were from [name of treatment center,] so you were marked... You couldn’t hide it. That’s where you lived. 

			Challenging the Stereotypes

			Another stigma management strategy involved attempts to counter the stereotypes of the typical youth in care. Some of the participants talked about making concerted efforts to do well in school, just to prove that they could, and in doing so, to challenge the stereotype of youth in care as academically weak. In fact, it became Savannah’s goal to eventually acquire a post-secondary education. Toward this end, she also became active in school clubs and extracurricular activities while in care. She was motivated by her future goals, but she set those goals against the backdrop of messages she received that advanced education was beyond the limits of what most youth in care were likely to achieve. Similarly, Amber excelled at her studies. Both participants were proud to have been touted as “the golden girls”—in Savannah’s words—of their respective children’s aid societies.

			Connor explained that he, too, worked hard at his studies to defy assumptions about his capabilities. The fact that he qualified for a math competition in Grade 10 stands out for him still as an accomplishment in which he takes great pride. He also boasted about his success in sports. He had to stop his participation in sports when a foster care placement took him away from his teams and new arrangements could not be made. The point in all of these examples is that these participants strived to stand out for their excellence and success in certain endeavors in a situation where not much was expected of them. 

			Some of the examples of this strategy are revealing in their subtlety. Stephanie, for instance, described a dress that she made for a sewing competition. As she finished the design, she decided to add a belt. She was concerned that without it, the looseness of the dress might suggest teen pregnancy. Sensitive to the stereotypical image of youth in care as troubled and sexually promiscuous, she took steps to forestall any such speculation. That example highlights how efforts to combat stigma can find their way into even the most mundane activities, such as choice of clothing styles. 

			Physical Retaliation

			In cases where participants’ care status was generally known, and a source of taunting or bullying, other strategies were adopted. Several participants reported being mistreated at school by peers and, in some cases, teachers when their care status became known to others. Some participants reported getting in fights at school when teased by their classmates. Colin explained: “[I needed to] stand up for myself, you know? Not back down.” For Colin, teasing about his care status would sometimes lead to physical confrontations. His comments about ‘not backing down’ reflect a desire to preserve and assert a sense of pride. Amber, the lone female participant who volunteered stories of fighting, described how she resorted to physical retaliation on two occasions when bullied at school due to her care status. One was the cafeteria incident described earlier, where she punched her ex-boyfriend in the face. The second incident involved “almost punching” a fellow student for some derogatory remarks about foster kids. 

			When I was in high school, I almost got suspended for punching a girl in the face. I didn’t actually punch her in the face. My music teacher stopped me from punching her in the face, but it nearly happened. 

			Like Colin, Amber also felt compelled to challenge the bullies she encountered and occasionally resorted to physical retaliation as a means to do so. Standing up to bullying about their youth in care status can be understood as a way for these participants to preserve their sense of self when confronted by stereotyping. If nothing else, these physical displays left participants feeling tough, strong, and powerful. Aaron, Karl, and Connor also described similar encounters as a youth in care, although, for these participants, fighting was primarily a survival tactic in environments where violence was commonplace. 

			Seeking Solidarity

			A final strategy aimed to foster interactions with others who, in addition to sharing the experience of stigmatization, did not judge or stigmatize. Instead, they provided positive affirmations. Some participants talked about finding companionship and forging friendships with others who were similarly marginalized and/or stigmatized. Lily, for example, described how she mostly hung out with other group home kids throughout her time in care.

			I don’t really remember having any friends that were outside of group home kids, not when I was in there. I think that I had one friend that I started hanging out with. She knew, but she had like a really messed up life anyways, so it really didn’t matter.

			As Lily described, the one friend she had that was not from a group home also had difficult circumstances in her life, which facilitated their bond. Particularly, if they were of an age and in circumstances where they had more freedom, the participants spent a lot of their time on the streets where they sought out other street-involved youth. Janice explained: “I always hung out with the rejects and rebels and everything, so I wasn’t weird.” Amanda explained that she often gravitated toward other marginalized individuals, a habit that continued even after leaving care: “I always find the misfits in every group that I’m in.” Both Janice and Lily use language—“rejects,” “rebels,” and “misfits”—that acknowledges and ironically reinforces or reifies the stereotypes linked to youth in care. But, their larger point about finding companionship among these individuals speaks to their desire to find a group where they feel they fit in. 

			Discussion

			The stories shared by participants reveal the extent and severity of the stigma they experienced. The findings are consistent with other studies that have looked at youth in care (e.g., Golczyńska-Grondas 2015; Michell 2015; Rogers 2017; Dansey et al. 2019; Neagu and Sebba 2019), but go further in specifying precisely what stereotypes they face and how the assumptions that others make about them are communicated to them in ways that underscore their diminished social status. To a greater or lesser extent, they have all been underestimated, devalued, and often written off as not likely to amount to much. To many, they were nothing more than a “CAS kid,” with all of the negative connotations described in this paper. The devaluation they experienced occurred both at the interpersonal and structural levels. At the interpersonal level, some were taunted, bullied, and abused—by peers, teachers, caregivers, and social workers alike. However, participants also felt devalued by institutional features, such as the policies and procedures in child welfare settings that made them feel criminalized or otherwise diminished. Examples include the practice of involving police presence during apprehensions, strict, punitive rules in care placements, and medicalization. 

			As Goffman (1961) argues in Asylums, individuals subjected to stigma, especially in rigidly controlled environments like those many of the participants experienced, are primed to undergo significant shifts in self-perception and identity as they begin to internalize others’ views of them. Consistently receiving messages about their diminished status from others sets them up to question their character, capabilities, and moral worth. Given that our self-perceptions are intrinsically linked with how we think others see us, we are often inclined to see ourselves through the lens of the labels we receive (e.g., Lemert 1951; Goffman 1961; Becker 1963). For individuals who are subjected to persistent and pervasive stigma, the impact can be profound. This was certainly the case for the participants in this study. They expressed powerfully the effect that the negative attributions they experienced had on how they felt and how they saw themselves. They felt branded.

			At the same time, their accounts reveal the extent to which they attempted to protect themselves, salvage a more positive sense of self, and respond to their circumstances. In this regard, too, the paper confirms findings in the literature, but also extends them. Dansey and colleagues (2019) found elements of defiance in the youth they studied, who tried to protect themselves from the negative judgments of others. Rogers (2017:1088) has written that youth in care are “active social agents who are problem-solvers” as they try to manage their spoiled identities. Rogers’ (2017) study also observed how foster youth carefully manage disclosure and added that they often form their in-groups to lessen the impact of social exclusion. 

			The findings presented in this paper identify a broader range of strategies. Concealment and selective disclosure certainly did work for the participants in this study to minimize damaging encounters with others by managing information about their care status. Countering the stereotypes, however, provided an additional means to mitigate stigma, as they challenged others’ negative assumptions about them head-on. Within the tightly constrained and highly controlled circumstances they often found themselves, some of the participants made decisions and behaved in ways that defied expectations and forced others to see them in a more favorable light. Physical retaliation, as a strategy, allowed some participants to show that they were not willing to acquiesce or passively accept others’ judgments and actions. Finally, seeking solidarity represents a strategy whereby participants proactively sought out associations and relationships with others who were similarly socially devalued and therefore provided a source of understanding and non-judgemental encounters. Link and Phelan (2001:378) concede that stigmatized individuals sometimes attempt to resist playing the “helpless victim” to the labeling forces around them. They nonetheless point out that there are relatively few stories of resistance in the literature. Participants in this study offered stories of resistance.

			Of course, from the point of view of securing validation and inclusion, some of these strategies worked better than others. Physical retaliation, and, in some cases, seeking the company of marginalized others (like street-involved youth), often set participants on a course that only created more problems for them and led to encounters with the law and the criminal justice system in ways that entrenched their status as “deviants.” In terms of consequences, these strategies bear some resemblance to what other authors have found. In his study of marginalized, inner-city male youth, Anderson (1999) showed that when confronted with limited opportunities for self-affirmation, male youth marginalized by race and class sometimes adopt a brand of masculinity that emphasizes toughness and physicality. Anderson (1999:175) calls the strategy “going for bad.” Adopting this demeanor can help one feel powerful, gain respect, and facilitate self-protection. An outcome of “going for bad,” however, is that it can contribute to escalating violence, involvement with the justice system, or, in some cases, heightened stigma. 

			Roschelle and Kaufman (2004) document the same strategy among homeless children. The homeless youth that they observed would often adopt threatening demeanors and body language. They swaggered in exaggerated ways, spoke louder than usual, and engaged in “ghetto talk.” In both the Anderson (1999) and Roschelle and Kaufman (2004) studies, the authors argue that besides offering individuals some measure of physical protection in environments that are often dangerous for them, the threat of physicality is one of the few means available for poor, socially marginalized youth to assert themselves and make them feel powerful. Therefore, they adopt manners of speech, demeanor, and style associated with gang culture, sometimes “code-switching” to fit into specific environments (Anderson 1999:36). However, both studies also point out that while physical posturing might provide protection and some satisfaction in terms of how the youth view themselves, the satisfaction is often fleeting and short-lived. Physical posturing, in many cases, has the longer-term effect of only further stigmatizing, marginalizing, and alienating them for the very groups from whom they are seeking inclusion. Such is certainly the case for many of the participants in this study, who continued to pay the social price for their actions well into adulthood. For many participants, stereotyping affected them well beyond their time in care, highlighting the degree and intensity of the stigma they faced. A future paper will address these long-term impacts.
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					1 I began analyzing the data using an open coding process to identify relevant concepts and their properties. That involved writing notes in the margins of transcripts or field notes and creating documents compiling relevant observations to identify broad themes. I engaged in both strategies, analyzing the interview transcripts and notes, line by line to identify larger themes and subthemes. While this paper is part of a larger study examining care experiences, stigma emerged early on as a prominent theme. As such, I created a document compiling all the relevant information from each participant pertaining to stigma, which I referred to during the subsequent coding and writing stages of the project. Once this document was created, I then coded smaller subthemes detailing the processes by which the participants experienced stigma. I then divided the data into two categories: direct experiences with stigma and responses to stigma. Consistent with Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) approach, I used axial coding to link categories and subthemes and selective coding to refine and integrate the emergent themes by scanning the transcripts repeatedly for data that relate to the core themes. The notes from the coding documents provided a base for this paper.
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			Abstract: Pension systems based on an insurance model were originally designed for male breadwinners who worked under permanent contracts without career breaks. Since their inception, women’s participation in the workforce has increased significantly, but on average, their employment career paths are still shorter and less linear compared to those that men enjoy. Demographic changes have prompted many countries to reform their pension systems to ensure long-term financial sustainability. And to varying degrees, such reforms also have looked to address the issue of short careers. In Poland, reforms introduced in 1999 brought about significant changes to the rules governing pension entitlement. That led to the emergence of a new category of retirees—those who had contributed to the pension system for a short period and consequently received very low pensions. This article provides an overview of an exploratory qualitative pilot study conducted in 2018 with nine women who were in receipt of benefits from the Polish universal pension system, which amounted to less than the so-called ‘lowest retirement pension’ being granted at that time. The analysis makes recourse to the concept of employment career and its connection to retirement to identify various life-course determinants that contributed to their situation. These factors include childhood and adolescent adversities that affected educational attainment; domestic and caregiving responsibilities coupled with cultural expectations and insufficient institutional support; the labor market situation, and the inability to document certain employment periods. The research material indicates that a significant portion of the work performed by the interviewees throughout their lives did not translate into a pension benefit, as it either involved unpaid domestic and caregiving duties; or work performed without formal contracts.
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			In this article, we present the findings of an exploratory qualitative pilot study conducted with women who, in 2018, were receiving benefits from the Polish universal pension system, which were lower than the so-called ‘lowest retirement pension’ being granted at that time. Our objective is to analyze the life course determinants that have contributed to their pension status, using the concept of employment career and its connection to retirement.

			Although the actuality of pensions turning out to be lower than the ‘lowest retirement pension’ has been directly caused by policy regulations specific to Poland, it is part of a broader set of changes that have been observed in Europe. These changes have encompassed demographic trends such as increasing longevity and decreasing fertility, resulting in a growing percentage of older people in European societies (Eurostat 2020a). The 60+ group includes many cohorts that differ, among other things, with regard to their needs, ranging from support in the labor market to the provision of long-term care. These demographic shifts present a challenge to social policies, particularly concerning the financial sustainability of pension systems. Consequently, there has been a rise in ‘active aging’ programs and an emphasis on extending the period of ‘productivity’ into older age. Moreover, attempts to reform pension systems have been made in many countries through, among others, partial privatization, the introduction of defined contribution models, and a raising of the statutory retirement age (Hinrichs 2021). These changes have aligned with the neoliberal tendency to approach social policies through an economic lens, addressing them through austerity and market mechanisms (Orenstein 2013) and reducing the responsibility of states in solving these issues, resulting in the individualization of risk and creation of social relationships, anticipated by Beck (1992) as ‘the risk society.’ Poland abandoned its socialist welfare system and joined this trend in the wake of the systemic changes that took place in 1989 in Central and Eastern Europe. The precarization and flexibilization of the labor market in Europe (OECD 2023) would impact occupational careers and also negatively affect the situation of retirees. That situation also obtains in Poland today, where the pension system is insurance-based. All of these factors, coupled with growing economic and social inequalities in many parts of the world, have prompted some social gerontologists (Grenier, Phillipson, and Settersten 2021) to associate the term ‘precarity’ and ‘precariousness,’ previously used mostly to analyze employment, with aging. They treat these concepts as a lens through which the insecurities and risks that later life brings may be highlighted and which are not always due to financial adversity.

			The largest number of Polish pensioners (approx. 85%) receive their retirement pension from the so-called universal system (based on the Social Insurance Fund administered by the Social Insurance Institution [ZUS]). The system is based on the Bismarckian social insurance model (Anderson 2015), whereby the amount of the retirement pension is strongly linked to the total amount of contributions paid by the individual to ZUS (which is why it is known as a ‘defined contribution system’). This system was implemented based on reforms introduced in 1999 (Wiktorow 2007) and the first Polish women retired under this system in 2009, while men, due to their higher retirement age (65 years for men vs. 60 for women), only started to retire under the new regulations in 2014. One of the changes that was introduced as part of the reform, and one which is relevant in the context of this study, was the abolition of the requirement to prove that a certain number of working years (insurance seniority) had been worked to receive a retirement pension. As things stand currently, even people who have paid their ZUS contributions for a very short period, for example, for only one month or one year, can receive a pension, albeit an extremely low one. Indeed, the state guarantees a minimum retirement pension (at present: PLN 1,588, i.e., approx. EUR 337 gross), but to receive it, women must prove 20 years of social insurance seniority (the so-called ‘contribution periods’ and ‘non-contribution’ periods1), while men must prove 25 years of such seniority.2 Over time, retirement policy experts began to point out that the number of people receiving pensions below the minimum threshold was growing rapidly. In December 2022, such pensions were paid out to 365,300 people, of which 80.2% were women. The predominance of women is partly related to the fact that they started collecting pensions under the new system five years earlier than men did. However, among those who received a ‘below-minimum’ pension for the first time in 2022, women also constituted a majority, as they accounted for 68.2% of the total number (Zalewska and Tomczyk 2023).

			In preparation for a larger research project, we conducted nine qualitative interviews in 2022 with women living in different parts of Poland, who previously in the Polish Panel Survey (POLPAN) in 2018, declared that they had been receiving a pension below the minimum threshold. The form of the interview was inspired by the biographical approach: we aimed to explore the subjectively narrated stories of the whole of the participants’ lives. The article is structured as follows. First, we introduce the theoretical framework linking the life course approach with the concept of employment career and retirement. We then review previous research on this subject and introduce relevant details on the Polish pension system. Subsequently, we present the data underpinning our study and the methodology used. In the next section, we present an analysis of the interviews, specifically focusing on the factors that contributed to pensions below the minimum for the study participants. We conclude the article with a reflection on the need to seek ways to protect retirees from poverty and to coordinate different branches of public policies. Finally, we point to possible directions for further research on the issue of below-minimum pensions.

			Theoretical Framework: The Life Course Approach

			Our research on the factors connected to low pensions is nestled in the theoretical assumptions of the life course approach (Shanahan, Mortimer, and Johnson 2016) combined with the concept of career (Hughes 1997). We assume that the situations of pensioners are influenced by the course of their lives, and so we apply a long-term perspective for our analysis of the situation in which individuals in older age find themselves. Accordingly, the different life stages of individuals need to be linked together (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003), and attention must be paid to the mechanisms of formation, weakening, and strengthening of advantages and disadvantages over the course of a person’s life.

			Hughes (1997) defines the concept of career as the general course of the life of an individual, but in a more narrow sense as that portion of life in which a person works. Specifically, in the context of work, a career is understood as a particular pattern of jobs (e.g., Fauser 2020). Building on this approach, and for the purposes of this research, we introduce the concept of an employment career as a sequence of paid and registered employment that is directly related to the amount of pension, as well as to breaks in registered employment, such as non-registered work, unpaid reproductive work, or unemployment. The first part of our definition follows from the construction of the Polish insurance-based pension system and from the research that points to the relation between the linearity of employment history and pension (e.g., Möhring 2015). The second part is driven by empirical data on the life courses of our study’s participants, which reveal numerous activities that can be considered as work, but are not officially registered or remunerated. Those two dimensions allow us to analyze the determinants of low pensions both from inside and outside of the sphere of registered employment, as well as to follow participants’ perspectives on their life course.

			To describe the reasons behind the employment careers of the participants, we chose to build on the following aspects of the life course approach: the interconnectedness of life stages, the entanglement of individuals in the structure, the intergenerational aspect, and the linked lives principle. We agree with those authors who have pointed to the significant impact of events occurring in the early, formative stages of life on the course of adult life (especially: the impact of childhood and education on employment careers, as highlighted by Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe [2003]), as well as the impact on social roles and transitions between them. Those issues concern the socialization of the individual, especially as this strand of research has drawn heavily on developmental psychology and lifespan psychology (Elder 1998; Diewald and Mayer 2009). In this approach, lives are conceptualized “within the contexts of families, society, and historical time” (Kok 2007:par. 4). Therefore, although we do not diminish the value of the agency of individuals when it comes to shaping their lives, we pinpoint that all actions are taken within the context of available opportunities. The life course approach draws attention to the intergenerational transfer of values, attitudes, and socioeconomic and intellectual resources (Carr 2018). In the context of retirement situation analysis, research on social mobility and the inheritance of poverty are relevant because they point to the link between life outcomes and social backgrounds (Moore 2001; 2005; Potoczna and Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2009). Lastly, one’s career never happens in a vacuum, the lives of individuals are always embedded in a complex web of social relations that condition employment trajectory: with family members, friends, colleagues, and many others who influence the individual’s life course (e.g., Drobnič and Blossfeld 2004; Möhring and Weiland 2022 [coupled careers]). The belief that ‘lives are lived interdependently,’ is referred to as ‘the linked lives principle’ that summarizes the issue of socially and structurally embedded lives (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003; Carr 2018).

			The life course approach has many interfaces with social stratification research and studies on social inequalities. O’Rand (2006) states that stratification is at the heart of life course studies—it plays a crucial role in understanding various aspects of individuals’ lives, including the processes of economic attainment and health disparities. By investigating how social and economic inequalities intersect with individual life trajectories, researchers can shed light on the underlying causes and consequences of these disparities. O’Rand (2006:146) proposes the concepts of ‘life course capital’ (defined as “interdependent stocks of resources across life domains that are accumulated and/or dissipated over the life course”) and ‘life course risks’ (“differential likelihoods of exposure to adverse conditions [disadvantages] or structural opportunities [advantages] for the accumulation, protection, or depletion of forms of life course capital”). Although in our analysis we do not operationalize these concepts, but rather treat them like Blumer’s ‘sensitizing concepts’ (1954), O’Rand’s approach is close to our thinking. Kendig and Nazroo (2016) describe three mechanisms through which outcomes in later life may be influenced by social (dis)advantages over the life course. The first of them, the ‘critical period model,’ we have already mentioned above. The second mechanism, the ‘accumulation model,’ does not pay much attention to the timing of significant events, but highlights that (dis)advantages during the life course cumulate, leading to widening inequalities in later life (the Matthew effect [Dannefer 1987; 2003]). The last, the ‘pathways model,’ focuses on the factors that mediate between circumstances earlier in life and later life outcomes. In our opinion, these models are not contradictory; each of them emphasizes a different but important aspect of biographical and social processes.

			Previous Research

			Employment Career and Pension Outcomes

			With Bismarckian pension systems, the pension amount is directly related to the amount of contributions paid to the pension system, which, in turn, depends on the mode and timing of one’s labor market participation. In the social sciences literature, authors (De Freitas et al. 2011; Corna and Sacker 2013; Chłoń-Domińczak, Magda, and Strzelecki 2019; Möhring 2021; Bravo and Herce 2022) have looked to investigate the relationship between individual employment careers and individuals’ income in later life.3 As for the work-related determinants of income level in older age, some researchers have focused on ‘breaks’ or ‘interruptions’ in employment careers, which include various situations (unemployment, part-time employment, inactivity periods, early retirement) (De Freitas et al. 2011; Bravo and Herce 2022). Scholars have also investigated how the type, length, number, and timing of employment interruptions impact the income levels of older people. Möhring (2021) also takes into account periods of low-status jobs (occupational status is related to the level of earnings, which, in turn, influences a pension amount). Researchers have also looked to highlight the impact of family histories (e.g., the number of children, the number of years a respondent was married) on the income level of older people (Corna and Sacker 2013; Möhring 2021). In our analysis, we treat this last factor as a determinant of labor market participation. Summing up: the literature indicates that (a) employment career types that deviate from the concept of full-time long-life career pattern pose the risk of economic hardship in older age, (b) these types of ‘atypical’ careers are more likely to be held by females than males, (c) the negative effects of ‘atypical’ careers can be mitigated by state policies.

			We must note that ‘atypical’ careers are defined in opposition to a ‘normal’ career, which is a normative ideal type that is hardly present in actual biographies (Potter 2020), but it remains the reference point for the organization of welfare and pension policies. Hence, it is widely present in the research. ‘Atypical’ careers are analyzed using numerous concepts, such as ‘non-linear,’ ‘patchwork’ careers, or ‘non-standard’ trajectories, all of which focus on slightly different characteristics. Analyses of ‘non-linear’ careers point both to opportunities, such as independence for workers and to the risk of biographical uncertainty (Schilling 2012). The positive image of nonlinearity has been brought up in the studies that focused on flexibility, and the possibility of combining care and employment, however assessments of flexibility are usually ambiguous (e.g., Giesecke and Groß 2003; Wheatley 2017). Risks or disadvantages connected to nonlinearity are developed in concepts of ‘patchwork’ careers characterized by changes of employment, forced termination, and a lack of control over the biography (Domecka and Mrozowicki 2008); or as the ‘pattern of trajectory’ that is “characterized by the reduction of career goals, orientation towards the current working situation, the family and/or relationships” (Schilling 2012:728). From the institutional perspective, ‘atypical’ careers are linked to non-standard employment (e.g., Booth, Francesconi, and Frank 2002; Standing 2011) and analyzed with the concept of precarity, which is defined as a type of employment deprived of social security benefits (Rodgers 1989), and which can result in an insecure situation during retirement. 

			In the research on pensions, ‘atypical’ careers should be understood from the perspective of possible risks and disadvantages in the later stages of life. That type of working trajectory is commonly attributed to the careers that women pursue (Möhring 2015). In our research, all participants were women, and in the next part, we shall focus on the determinants of ‘atypical’ careers among them.

			The Drivers of ‘Atypical’ Employment Careers

			The first group of determinants underlined in the research are traditional gender roles and gender stereotypes, especially in the context of work and the division of household chores (Ciccia and Bleijenbergh 2014; Karwacki and Suwada 2020). In Polish culture, the care for children and other dependent family members, as well as household chores, have traditionally been attributed to women rather than men, while paid work tends to be seen as the role of men (Hryciuk and Korolczuk 2012; Sarnowska, Pustułka, and Wermińska-Wiśnicka 2020). This division into the domestic (women’s) sphere and external (men’s) sphere is deeply rooted in the distant past and is related, among other things, to the division of labor in traditional peasant culture (Zadrożyńska 1983). Despite cultural transformations, which took Polish society toward greater equality in this regard, contemporary research indicates that Polish women are still burdened with domestic and caring responsibilities to a greater degree than men are (Titkow, Duch-Krzysztoszek, and Budrowska 2004; GUS 2016; CBOS 2018; Suwada 2021).

			Women experience labor market obstacles. Companies in Poland, especially smaller ones and those from the private sector, are relatively less likely to introduce solutions to help employees to combine work and childcare (Kotowska et al. 2007). Flexible working hours or part-time work, although ‘atypical,’ might facilitate a return to the labor market, but are not availed of very often (Eurostat 2022b); and those caring for dependent family members are ‘punished,’ mainly by lower pay (Witkowska and Kompa 2020). Another problem is the gender pay gap, which is currently much smaller in Poland than the European average (Eurostat 2022c), but is, nevertheless, present. Lower earnings translate into lower contributions to ZUS, which, in turn, translate into lower pensions. The gender pay gap also prompts some couples to opt for the male breadwinner model. In addition, women are more likely than men to experience problems with career advancement, especially in top positions (referred to as the promotion gap, glass ceiling, glass wall, or sticky floor). The phenomenon of qualified women leaving the labor market at higher career levels is sometimes referred to as the ‘leaking pipeline.’ As a result of the aforementioned processes, the labor market is segmented vertically: men prevail in higher positions, and this division coexists with a horizontal segmentation where some occupations, often with lower pay, are performed mainly by women, while men dominate in others (Janicka 1995; 2020; Titkow 2003; Kalinowska-Sufinowicz and Domagała 2016).

			The abovementioned factors and obstacles impact women from different social strata in unequal ways. The class of origin, the socio-economic status of parents, and the formal education of women (which is often related to social background) inform the patterns of their workforce participation and contribute to the variation of their employment careers (Jacobs 2002; Huang and Sverke 2007). Bravo and Herce (2022), drawing on human capital theory, state that greater investment in human capital during early ages leads to higher lifetime earnings and reduces both the risk and duration of unemployment periods. The socio-economic status of the family of origin also impacts health outcomes during adult life (Pavalko and Caputo 2013), which may translate into a non-linear employment career.

			The Design of the Pension System in Poland

			We have discussed above the determinants of women’s non-linear employment careers related to gender roles and gender stereotypes, labor market obstacles, and class inequalities. What is known, however, is that the impact of such careers on retirement (and, more broadly, on the risk of old-age poverty) can be mitigated by several factors (Kwan and Walsh 2018). One of these is the design of the pension system itself. 

			From a historical perspective, pension systems based on the insurance model were designed for male breadwinners working under a permanent contract, without career breaks (Lewis 2002; Petelczyc and Roicka 2016), which, in turn, creates problems when it comes to the inclusion of childcare periods in such systems. A comparative analysis of 13 European countries (including Poland) found that the relationship between employment history and pension income varies among countries for women and is notably influenced by factors associated with the pension system (Möhring 2015). In Poland, the laws regulating entitlement to various types of parental leave have changed multiple times over the past few decades. The rules regarding the payment of pension contributions for childcare periods have also been subject to change. In addition, different calculation bases for pension contributions have applied for parental leave at different times. In the past, Polish legal solutions attributed childcare mainly to the mother (and to date, full equality between parents has not been reached in this respect). On the other hand, pension contributions for childcare periods were not always paid; or if they were, they were often lower than if the caregiver had been working during that time.

			The Polish universal pension system is the only one in Europe, and perhaps in the world, that entitles people to receive a pension (proportional to their contributions, and therefore often dramatically low) based on the completion of one day’s work. As a result, it has ‘brought to light’ women who, under the previous system, would not have received pensions at all and would have had to rely on social assistance in the absence of income from other sources. The non-linear careers of women are only partially recognized by the Polish pension system. Moreover, this system ‘rewards’ periods of farm work in a very minor way. Although a separate system for farmers exists, to receive a pension from farming, one must document 25 years of contributory periods. If a person has worked in agriculture for a shorter period, their pension from ZUS can be increased, but only by a small amount.

			Data and Methods

			Sample Description

			This research study is based on nine qualitative interviews that we conducted between March and May 2022 as a complementary part of the Polish Panel Survey (POLPAN) research project (Tomescu-Dubrow et al., 2021). With the approval of the study leader, we selected people who declared in the 2018 wave of POLPAN that they were receiving a pension below the minimum pension threshold. At the time it was PLN 1029.80 gross (which usually meant PLN 878.12 net, that is, around 206 Euro, and we took this figure as a threshold for sampling). In addition, when selecting interviewees, we applied the year of birth criterion, and later, when selecting interviews for analysis, we also used the criterion of retirement year and age. We wanted to make sure that we were analyzing the narratives of people covered by the new pension system in Poland.4

			The group of people who met all the aforementioned criteria comprised 18 people (17 women and 1 man). However, we were not able to contact six of those people at all, we found out that one person had died, and two people refused to participate in the study, so we interviewed nine participants (women only). The women we interviewed were between 65 and 73 years old. They lived in five provinces of Poland: four lived in rural areas, three in small or medium-sized towns (under 70,000 inhabitants), and two in large cities (over 250,000 inhabitants). Additional socio-demographic data about the participants in our study are provided in Table 1.

			Table 1. Selected socio-demographic characteristics of interviewees (all females)

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Interview

							number

						
							
							Interviewee’s education

						
							
							Family of the interviewee

						
							
							Still below the minimum in 2022?

						
					

					
							
							1

						
							
							secondary vocational

						
							
							married, 3 children

						
							
							yes

						
					

					
							
							2

						
							
							secondary vocational

						
							
							widowed, 2 children

						
							
							no

						
					

					
							
							3

						
							
							primary or lower

						
							
							married, 4 children

						
							
							unclear

						
					

					
							
							4

						
							
							basic vocational

						
							
							widowed, 2 children

						
							
							no
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							secondary vocational

						
							
							married, 3 children

						
							
							yes
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							primary or lower

						
							
							married, 8 children

						
							
							no
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							basic vocational

						
							
							married, 3 children

						
							
							yes
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							basic vocational

						
							
							widowed, 2 children

						
							
							no
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							primary or lower

						
							
							married, 3 children

						
							
							yes

						
					

				
			

			

			Source: Self-elaboration.

			As it is shown in Table 1, the situation of some women was different at the time of our study versus 2018. Three of them were widowed and were receiving 85% of their husband’s pensions instead of their pension, and one was benefiting from the Mama 4+ program. The situation of one interviewee was unclear.5

			Method of Data Collection

			We conducted the interviews at the interviewees’ place of residence. The interviewing method was loosely inspired by Fritz Schütze’s (1983) method of autobiographical narrative interviews. We began by asking the participants to tell the story of their lives. Most of the interviewees found it difficult to develop an extended free-flowing narrative about their lives, which is why the interview turned into an unstructured in-depth interview. We came to the meeting with a prepared list of questions concerning both the biography and the issues of particular interest in the context of our study—the assessment of the participants’ lives, their current life situation and its perceived sources, their strategies for coping with their current economic situation, and their attitudes toward helping people in financial dire straits. We asked these questions when the free narrative ended.6 We recorded the interviews on a voice recorder (except for interview 7 where the interviewee did not agree to be recorded; we made a detailed note of that interview). The interviews lasted between 45 and 140 minutes (approx. 70 minutes on average). The recordings were transcribed and we relied on the transcriptions for our analysis.

			Method of Analysis

			We used the biographical interview method to gather information about the interviewees’ life course and to understand their perspectives and later conducted a thematic analysis arranging  interviewees’ statements in themes (Braun and Clarke 2012). The biography in itself was not a subject of in-depth analysis, but rather a tool for understanding the circumstances that had influenced the interviewees’ current pension status; and, more broadly, the material situation. When analyzing the interviews, we looked at the course of the different stages of the interviewees’ lives (childhood, adolescence, early and middle adulthood, current stage of life), looking in particular for factors that, either according to the interviewees or in our view, might have influenced their working life, material situation, and pension. To aid our analysis, we used MAXQDA software, consulting the shape of the coding tree with each other on an ongoing basis. We also occasionally supported the analysis of the qualitative material by using questionnaire data on the interviewees (in this paper, we do so in the section Adversities During Childhood and Adolescence).

			Results: Determinants of Low Pensions Through the Lens of Employment Career

			In this section, we focus on factors that contributed to the participants’ non-linear employment careers and eventually resulted in their low pensions. We follow their stories chronologically, according to their life trajectories, and aim to describe all the important life events that might have influenced their current situation following the definition of employment career as a sequence of paid and registered work and other activities.

			Adversities During Childhood and Adolescence

			Many interviewees recalled the difficulties they had experienced during childhood and adolescence, such as an illness or absence of one parent, poverty, and sometimes domestic violence. Concerning connections with work in the first stages of life, some interviewees took up ‘odd’ jobs at an early age to support the household budget or to cover their needs, whereas some had to help their parents with the farm work. They were also brought up in an environment that inured them to the performance of unpaid housework.

			The first significant issue that sheds light on this situation is the family background of the participants of our study. The POLPAN survey provides data on the education of the interviewees’ fathers. In six cases, it was a primary education or lower; in two cases, lower vocational education, and one father had secondary vocational education. As for mothers, we have data only in five cases (in all of them, the mothers had primary education). According to the narrative interviews, the fathers of most of the interviewees worked in farming or performed low-skilled, physical jobs in the industrial sector. One interviewee mentioned that she and her siblings had been raised only by their mother. Another participant stated that her father had died when she was 10 years old. Most families followed a traditional family model, close to the male breadwinner model. Fathers were working for pay, while mothers were raising children, doing housework, and working on a farm, and they took up paid work only periodically. Although we did not ask directly about the economic status of the respondents’ family homes, a considerable proportion of interviewees spontaneously stated that it had been difficult and that they also had to take up work to secure their needs or support the family budget.

			My childhood was... well, not... not too great. No, no. We were poor. My mom raised us alone, three kids. So it wasn’t too great. Well, it feels painful when I think about it. [Interview 4]

			[M]y mom was more of a housewife, and later on, she also got into the cottage industry. And I would go to school, come back, and help her out, right? [Interview 3]

			I was in sixth grade, and I already went to work with the saplings, in the forest. There was a nice gamekeeper, and he took me and my sister, I earned some money to buy… well, I won’t tell you maybe... panties. And I would always earn some money to buy [things] for school. [Interview 6]

			In some cases, the participants rated their situation as not so bad, but expanded on this by referring to the resourcefulness and flexibility of their parents rather than to easy and secure life circumstances.

			I mean, let me tell you, my mom was a very resourceful woman, and she coped well with everything. [Interview 8]

			Following the assumption of the interconnectedness of life stages, we considered the moment of educational decision-making in the early period of biography as being critical for the further employment histories of the interviewees. The decisions about choosing a school and continuing or discontinuing education were rarely made independently. The ‘linked lives principle’ points to the social entanglement of the unfolding of biography and this is perfectly illustrated by the fact that the parents of the interviewees had a significant say in their educational choices. Namely, the situation of the entire household was taken into account. It was important whether the family could afford the cost of schooling (the distance between the school and home was considered, as commuting potentially generated additional costs). Moreover, in some cases, the interviewees were under pressure to become economically independent quickly, which meant that they had to take low-paid jobs that did not require high qualifications. Only two interviewees said they had tried to pursue their educational ambitions—with little or no support from their family members, and with no positive outcome.

			Three interviewees have either primary or lower education; three have basic vocational education, whereas three others completed secondary vocational schools. The interviewees, as well as their parents had ambiguous attitudes toward education. In some cases, participants had their education goals, as well as some of their parents valued education. However, in other cases, families forced the interviewees to either choose ‘practical’ education or leave school and get a job. 

			Researcher: And what kind of school was it? And how come you went there? 

			Interviewee: Well, to get an occupation. Yes, yeah. My mom took care of that. [Interview 4]

			My parents wanted me to become independent as soon as possible because my dad was ill, he had a heart condition and health problems, he also started to go to sanatoriums a lot, and he was afraid that his heart would simply stop beating one day, and I wouldn’t be independent yet, right? [He was afraid that] Mom wouldn’t be able to support us all, and so on. [Interview 1]

			Many participants reported they had been forced out of education by external factors. The first one was the economic situation. In some cases, the participants and their families did not have the resources necessary to continue their education. One lacked funds to buy the necessities, another one could not move to another town that had an adequate school. They also did not have sufficient time to spend on education. Instead, they were expected to work and contribute to the family. 

			We had a hard life, too, because it was one father at home, and four kids, right? And we had to cut down on everything, so when I went on holidays, my friend and I used to hitch-hike...in May, June, July, August, I went to holiday resorts [to work] as a waitress. And there we earned money for books, copybooks, to relieve our parents, right? [Interview 2]

			No, I was forced to, it wasn’t my choice. Well, I wanted to be a nurse. That was my dream. But, unfortunately… I would have had to live in a rented room because there was no boarding school, and my mom couldn’t afford it. So that is why. It was forced upon me. [Interview 4]

			Therefore, some participants could not obtain the kind of education that would facilitate their entry into the labor market, and, in the end, this affected their work and pension size.

			Adult Life: Between Paid Employment and Other Activities

			As for employment careers in adulthood, they were relatively discontinuous, and in most cases, they included different ‘odd’ jobs and short-term work episodes, as well as periods of unpaid work, which resembles the concepts proposed above of ‘non-linear’ or ‘patchwork’ careers. The interviewees predominantly explained this situation by referring to factors beyond their control, such as caregiving responsibilities, the onset of health problems, and the labor market situation, that is, the unavailability of suitable jobs in their area of residence. Following their accounts, concerning the relationship between employment and retirement pensions, we observed a paradox. Despite the absence of continuous paid employment, it is very clear that the lives of the interviewees were filled with hard work that simply did not translate into retirement benefits later. This work comprises three categories: caregiving and household duties, farm work, as well as ‘odd’ jobs performed without any formal contract. All the interviewees maintained a pragmatic balance between these three types of work and ‘official’ occupational careers. That balance was often complicated and unstable, with the interviewees having had to adapt to the needs of the moment. The interviewees often decided to take up paid jobs when there was a shortage of money in the household. The decisions regarding the ‘structure of work’ (‘official’ paid job, paid work without a formal contract, domestic work, and farm work) at a given moment were determined primarily by the well-being of the family and not the individual.

			Then my mom fell ill again, and I had to give up my job again. Well, who else was supposed to look after her? So there I was with my mom, and then my granddaughter was born. So my daughter says she’d like to go to work. And I say, “You’ll earn more, because by that time she had a university degree, so you’ll always have a better job than me.” [Interview 9]

			While an ‘official’ paid job was not central to most biographies, it may have been a means to achieve those goals that were important for the interviewees, who thought about themselves in collective rather than individual terms. Throughout their biographies, the participants organized their lives around being part of a family, especially given the shortage of caregiving institutions that could take over family care responsibilities. Such responsibilities, in effect, excluded participants from the labor market. Faced with important life turning points such as the birth of their children, or the illness of their parents or other family members, the interviewees quit their jobs to provide the necessary care. 

			[I was working] on site, nice and pleasant, it was great, but then I got pregnant, and had a kid, right? One year later, I gave birth to another one and I had to say goodbye to my job. Who would’ve [taken care of my child]? There was no childcare place. If there had been a childcare place, I would’ve signed them up for childcare, right? [Interview 2]

			I didn’t have any leave, either maternity leave or parental leave, because I didn’t, I just… well, I didn’t work for a long time… it was something like five, or five and a half years, or something, and then, as I said, my father was ill, so I quit my job, right? [Interview 3]

			It is interesting, however, that although six out of nine interviewees reported quitting their jobs because of caregiving responsibilities, only two explicitly stated that they were forced to do so by the absence of caregiving institutions, while others just reported that they ‘had to’ do it, which might be deeply nested in the traditional gendered view of household responsibilities. According to the interviewees, they took up the caregiver role voluntarily. They perceived caring responsibilities as a woman’s domain and presented it as the natural order of things. When they gave birth to children, they postponed paid work or quit their current job to undertake childcare. They also had to quit their jobs to look after their parents or other relatives. This issue was reported by six of the nine participants. In some narratives, they provide some arguments, but in others, they say that they just ‘had to.’

			My husband worked a lot, did different shifts… and, well, there were situations where I just felt I was needed here, and not elsewhere. [Interview 1]

			Well, and then, later on, once my father was bedridden, there was no other choice, I had to quit my job, right? [Interview 3]

			The kids were little, three children, I couldn’t just leave them with my mother, so I had to. As I said, only when my younger daughter went to school did I go to work. [Interview 9]

			Their activities were also the outcomes of decisions taken by their husbands, who directed them to take up housework.

			My husband preferred for me to stay at home. He always did. He didn’t want me to work anywhere. But, not later on. Later on, when the boys... He preferred me to be at home, to make sure everything was ready on time, and so on, so that I could take care of the children. But, later, as I told you, when one [son] got married and the other one was about to finish secondary school... Well, then my husband didn’t mind anymore. [Interview 4]

			It is, however, not easy to distinguish the fulfillment of gender roles voluntarily from coerced because a husband’s directions are a part of the patriarchy that assigned those roles to women in the first place.

			Concerning the labor market situation, the participants reported direct obstacles that prevented them from getting a job. Two of them complained about the lack of suitable jobs, whereas some mentioned changes in enterprises after the 1989 transition that resulted in employment cuts. The interviewees mostly lived in small towns and villages where the supply of jobs was limited, especially for workers with low education and qualifications. 

			And so, of course, I didn’t go to work anymore because later on... the kids were older, but it was already hard to find a job. In fact, because, you know, if you have no occupation, it’s hard, isn’t it? [Interview 3]

			I couldn’t find a job. I still remember when my son, the older one, went to school, and I was looking for a job, but I couldn’t find any. Nobody wanted to hire me, right? It was... I think it was a time of high unemployment then, I think. [Interview 4]

			There was a State Machinery Center nearby. That’s what used to exist: communal cooperatives, farmers’ guilds [kółka rolnicze]. They were all liquidated later. Our Center was very well developed because we had a tire retreading point, but it was all sold, they sold it for peanuts. They bought it for a lot of money and sold it for peanuts. They destroyed it all. [Interview 5]

			One interviewee mentioned that in the 1990s, she had worked for about six months with an employer who asked her to sign a short-term contract for each month, but only did so for fear of being inspected. At the end of each month, he tore up the contract. The interviewee thus worked de facto without a contract, and no pension contributions were paid. Later on, this turned out to be fraught with consequences because if the employer had paid contributions for that period, the interviewee’s total insurance seniority would have exceeded 20 years, and her pension would have been increased to the minimum pension.

			It must be noted that the lack of suitable jobs mentioned by some interviewees could have been related to the general situation in Poland at the time (e.g., high unemployment during the period concerned) or the local specificities of the labor market in peripheral areas. Moreover, the mismatch between the interviewees’ education and qualifications and the labor market requirements contributed to their difficult situation. This observation adds an important dimension that was not visible directly, namely, that the place of residence, that is, small towns and villages, with their structural deficiencies (in transport, infrastructure, labor market), played a significant role in the participants’ situation later in life. 

			The last issue in the interviewees’ employment histories is the terminations of work, which came about not because of care or reproductive work, but health issues. Four interviewees experienced serious health problems—either physical or mental, or both. Consequently, three of them transitioned to a disability pension as a result, and once they achieved the retirement age, they moved from a disability pension to a retirement pension. A fourth interviewee applied for a disability pension, but without success. 

			The first of the aforementioned interviewees developed an illness at work and, in the interview, she explicitly linked her resignation from further gainful work to her health problems.

			But, I didn’t work for too long, fifteen years, because I was struck down by a very serious illness. I didn’t walk at all for six months. I was ill, I had [name of illness]. After an untreated flu. This is what they said…The bakery was not heated [after being closed for a few days], it was very cold, like in winter...I came down with the flu, and during the communist times, people were not allowed to get sick leave. I was on sick leave for three days only, I went to see a doctor on the fourth day, and I got one more day and went back to work. And I neglected the flu terribly, and I got that bad disease after that flu. [Interview 5] 

			The second woman said that her retirement was related to her inability to continue to perform the heavy physical work at her job (cleaning stairwells in blocks of flats). 

			Then I took a disability pension because I couldn’t work anymore because of my health, because I had to carry water up to the fourth floor to wash the staircases, and my heart was already very weak. [Interview 6]

			This statement signals a broader problem, namely, a limited choice of earning opportunities for individuals living in a small town or village, and with a relatively low level of education. Presumably, the lack of available job options, probably caused by macroeconomic changes, may also have influenced the third interviewee’s decision to retire due to disability. She worked as a procurement clerk at the school attended by her children, and then she began to experience mental health problems.

			So we walked together and it was fun, nice. I would buy these [things], for major purchases we’d travel to [name of town], and they gave us a car, we’d drive there. Or we might have cycled to the local shop as well, right? And things weren’t bad...Later, they liquidated these canteens, right? So those canteens existed, but they were liquidated later. [a longer pause] And that’s how it was, later on, I got ill, I remained ill, and later on, I qualified for a disability pension. [Interview 2]

			The fourth interviewee experienced a turning point in her biography, resulting in serious health problems. This woman lost her husband and a young child within a short period. In addition to the psychological distress that resulted from these events, she suffered from several physical conditions. In the interview, she said that she had never returned to her previous job as a shop assistant due to health problems (however, it is worth noting that she eventually gave up on the idea of returning to work when she had three children, so the need to provide for them was probably an additional factor). This particular interviewee unsuccessfully applied for a disability pension.

			In the Polish pension system, not only the course of employment is important but also its reflection in the Social Security Institution records. When applying for an old age pension, two participants could not prove their full employment history, which resulted in gaps in their records. The first one sought an increase in her pension unsuccessfully, due to the unavailability of some of her employment records (lost by her employer), the other one also could not provide the required records as they had been destroyed by her employer. 

			I went to ZUS, and they told me that if I had all the records, then maybe I’d get a bit more, maybe not too much, but something. But, I went to that Chamber [of Crafts], and the woman said, “We simply don’t have those records anymore,” so to speak. Well, when I finished working, I was twenty-four, so it’s a long time to be sixty years of age. So that stuff might just not have been there anymore. Well, maybe in some archive, not sure. But, she said there weren’t any records, well, they just didn’t have them anymore. [Interview 8]

			But, I didn’t have my earnings recorded. Well, and when I was about to retire, I went there to say that I wanted these [earnings confirmations]. “But, we don’t have this documentation. It was destroyed because we were moving our headquarters, and all the documents older than 1979 or 1980, the older ones, were destroyed.” So that’s it. So my retirement pension is calculated at the lowest rates from that period. [Interview 1]

			The situation of these two interviewees is due to the fact that before 1999, pension contributions were not recorded in the individual accounts of insured persons. Therefore, after the reform, people who worked before 1999 had to document their insurance history and the amount of earnings during that period on their own so that their contributions could be included in the calculation of their pensions. Many years after finishing work, completion of the documentation often turned out to be very difficult. Moreover, at the beginning of the economic transition (after 1989), many companies were restructured, privatized, or went out of business. The regulations for preserving employee records were not tight enough, and much documentation was lost (Louchin 2018).

			Discussion and Conclusions

			Our team’s analysis of the participants’ biographies allowed us to identify and describe those factors that underpin the low retirement pensions analyzed in the framework that links employment career and retirement. In all of the biographies, the unfavorable current situation is a product of a combination of numerous disadvantages and obstacles that occurred at different stages of life. Those disadvantages did not only accumulate in specific spheres of life but they also reinforced one another over the course of the same. When following the biographies of the participants, we noted that the concept of a linear career was incompatible with their perspectives and experiences. Their careers, peppered with short episodes of paid work, are in fact full of unpaid reproductive work and other unpaid activities. That image is convergent with analyses of reproductive unpaid work as being highly gendered (e.g., Del Re 2010) and the notion of precarity as being a general condition for women in the labor market (Federici 2006). While this type of labor is not perceived as ‘work’ in the institutional meaning and is not sufficiently acknowledged by the country’s pension system, in the interviewees’ account they spent life occupied, doing hard but necessary and fulfilling work.

			Before 1999, the participants in our study would not have been entitled to any pensions. After the reform, they received retirement benefits, which, however, were lower than the minimum pension, and lower than the social minimum.7 The number of ‘below-the-minimum’ pensions would continue to increase in the coming years. Moreover, the replacement rate (the ratio of post-retirement income to pre-retirement income) in Poland is declining, even among those who have earned pensions higher than the minimum. This situation raises questions about how to protect people in receipt of pensions from poverty. Some countries have introduced systems of basic pensions granted based on residence or citizenship. In Poland, a person whose pension is not enough to live on can only look to the social assistance system. However, very few people meet the exorbitant income threshold criteria for obtaining assistance. Secondly, the so-called ‘permanent allowance’ granted to people unable to work due to age (The Social Assistance Act [Ustawa z dnia 12 marca 2004 r. o pomocy społecznej]) is currently close to what is regarded as a subsistence level.8 It is also reduced by the amount of income the person receives from other sources (such as, for example, a pension). Thirdly, the use of social assistance in Poland is fraught with negative stereotypes and the risk of stigmatization.

			The topic of an old-age pension being below the minimum retirement pension is a new phenomenon, which has not yet been analyzed in depth in Poland. This issue is becoming more and more relevant because of the huge number of people working with non-standard contracts who are not entitled to full social security (Kiersztyn 2016; Mrozowicki and Czarzasty 2020), which, in the near future, will result in an increase in the number of people receiving low pensions. We believe that preventing pensioner poverty requires coordination among various branches of public policy. Possible changes to the pension system alone are not enough when there are significant inequalities in society regarding access to education, the labor market, or institutions providing care for dependent family members.

			While in this article we have focused on the external determinants of the interviewees’ situations, a closer analysis, which exceeds the scope of this article, could cast light on the agency of the interviewees: how resourceful they were in their daily lives, what kinds of coping strategies they employed, and how they pursued not only family objectives but also their individual goals, if only on a micro-scale. Further analysis could be conducted using the intersectional framework, or with the concept of employment precarity applied to the employment careers of participants. In future research, granting researchers access to Social Security Institution’s data would be highly valuable (currently, it is nearly impossible). Comparing the circumstances of older women with limited and irregular work histories across countries and various pension/welfare systems would also be insightful. The experiences from this pilot project are being used in a separate study on older people receiving pensions below the minimum, titled Paltry Pensions’ in the Context of the Sense of Social Justice and the Goals of Pension Policy. A Multidimensional Sociological Analysis and funded by the National Science Center, Poland. In the qualitative component of this project, researchers seek to reach a more diversified sample composition that would include retired women and men belonging to various social strata.
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					1 Contribution period—“counted period; the period of insurance for which compulsory are national insurance contribution payments—retirement and social security insurance—or for which no such contribution payment obligation existed, yet legislation saw them as contribution periods.” Non-contribution period—“the period for which there was no obligation to pay social security contributions (retirement pension and social security insurance), which, however, as a result of the specific character is taken into consideration in establishing the right to retirement-social security benefits and their rates” (ZUS 2016:58).

				

				
					2 From 2019 onwards, also mothers (and sometimes fathers) who have raised four or more children (the Mama 4+ program) are entitled to the so-called parental supplementary benefit, equal to the minimum pension, regardless of whether or not they were in paid employment and for how long.

				

				
					3 There is also a group of articles devoted to the impact of employment histories on the timing and pattern of retirement transitions and continued work in retirement, but this issue is less relevant to our topic.

				

				
					4 We excluded some participants from the sample on which this analysis is based, namely, people born up to and including 1948, as well as women who retired before 2009 and men who retired before 2014. We also did not include people who retired before the universal retirement age. While some people in Poland do have the right to retire early, to do so, one needs to have insurance seniority of 20/25 years (women/men), in which case the pension is raised to the lowest pension threshold. In addition, we excluded two people based on their employment history as recorded in the POLPAN study—one person most probably received a pension from the agricultural system, and we found no record of past work in the data concerning the other person.

				

				
					5 During the interview, she reported a pension amount lower than the minimum, while stating that her pension had been increased due to the birth and raising of four children.

				

				
					6 In addition, after the interview we asked the interviewees to complete two short questionnaires, but this article will not draw on the data obtained from them.

				

				
					7 Social minimum “defines a model category allowing the minimum level of decent life, necessary for social integration” (Kurowski 2020:33).

				

				
					8 Subsistence minimum “defines the lowest possible level of consumption allowing the households to survive” (Kurowski 2020:33).
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			Abstract: This study incorporates Honneth’s social recognition into awareness context theory by reconsidering a case study of the dialogue between Zainichi Korean and Japanese people in Japan. It revitalizes the theoretical significance of Strauss’ symbolic interactionism in terms of its focus on power dynamics and conflicts between the majority and minorities that differ in the cultural or ethnic background in modern global society. Incorporating critical theory into symbolic interactionism is a method of enhancing its contemporary significance. However, the discrepancy between them remains unresolved. There are some previous studies on Zainichi Koreans’ dialogue and the public sphere. Still, this case uniquely fits the aim of this study. 

			As a result, it proposes both a substantive theory as a social justice inquiry in Japanese society and a modified formal theory of awareness context by adopting the theoretical perspective coined in this study and using abductive reasoning in the reconsideration. The substantive theory proposes a joint action characterized by unending mutual recognition and pragmatist dissent as a pragmatist public sphere between different ethnic persons in Japan. It is a method of grassroots communication that realizes liberal democracy as the form of modern society in Japan, liberating people from the Japanese communitarian mindset of Wa. The formal theory proposes new awareness contexts focusing on information and social recognition, which applies to the majority-minority relationship that differs in cultural or ethnic backgrounds from a theoretical perspective by focusing on conflicts between traditional cultural communities and modern society. Additionally, as an implication of this study, a pluralistic character of symbolic interactionism united by common frameworks of formal theories is proposed.
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			Recently, the sufficiency of symbolic interactionism (SI) to analyze the complexity of interactions in contemporary modern society has been brought into question. In this study, I consider complexity as the struggles or conflicts between majorities and minorities who differ in terms of cultural or ethnic backgrounds in global macro societies. Particularly, after the Second World War, this theme has been examined from a critical perspective in anthropological, post-colonial, Asian, and African studies that aimed for human equality and liberation. These studies mainly analyzed and criticized the concrete macro structures of dominant-subordinate relationships. Thus, they did not focus on the theoretical elaboration of complex interactions in the structures, which is one of the most notable research interests in SI. However, comparing SI with critical theories, some interactionists have focused on the micro-orientation of conventional SI, highlighting its failure to deal with macrostructures (see: Shalin 1992a). Further, it has sought objective and neutral knowledge without any value judgments and has been insufficient in analyzing power relationships (see: Shalin 1992a). These criticisms largely remain unresolved. Indeed, a project that attempts to answer these criticisms, revitalizing the potential of SI by incorporating critical theories, has been developed (see: Jacobsen 2019a). The possibility of a grounded theory with a critical perspective has also been considered (see: Charmaz 2005; Denzin 2007; Gibson 2007). These attempts are in their initial phase. Thus, they neither form a common view nor sufficient accumulation of their knowledge. Moreover, the discrepancy between critical theory and SI has been rarely elaborated (see: Gibson 2007; Jacobsen 2019b), and the fundamental difficulty of theoretical unity lies between them (see: Langman 2019).

			This study incorporates social recognition in Honneth’s critical theory into the awareness context theory in Strauss’ SI through a reconsideration of a case study of “dialogue” between Zainichi Korean and Japanese people in Japan. It attempts to revitalize awareness context theory and Strauss’ SI and their contemporary significance by resolving some of the existing criticisms and coining a theoretical perspective that can be used to analyze complex interactions in contemporary modern society. Specifically, it proposes both a substantive theory using a particular case as a social justice inquiry in face-to-face communication between the ethnic minority and majority in Japanese society and a modified formal theory of awareness context with social recognition, which is applicable to majority-minority relationships that differ in cultural or ethnic backgrounds from the perspective of modern society. Additionally, I propose that this attempt widens the scope and plurality of SI.

			This study focuses on Honneth’s social recognition1 for two reasons: (1) his recognition theory is compatible with SI because he reconstructed Hegel’s theory of social recognition with Mead’s social psychology (Fraser and Honneth 2003; Honneth 2005) and (2) he focuses on the conflicts between the majority and minority who differ in the cultural or ethnic background as “the struggle for recognition” (Honneth 2002; 2005; 2012), proposing the affective or emotional mutual recognition of existential persons as a condition for the social integration of modern society (see: Fraser and Honneth 2003). Till now, SI has rarely focused on Honneth’s theory. Furthermore, I found only one book review by Athens (2017) and one empirical study by Eramian and Mallory (2022) that applies social recognition. However, the latter does not refer to the difference between critical theory and SI, although its research project is similar to this study. 

			This study focuses on the awareness context theory in Strauss’ SI for three reasons. First, Strauss’ theoretical perspective is in a meso domain, which connects micro and macro domains (Maines 1982; Hall 1997), and some interactionists have elaborated and expanded on his perspective for the analysis of power relationships (see: Hall 1997; Wolfe 2002). Thus, it is suitable as a counterpart of SI to Honneth’s theory, which analyzes micro-human power relationships in the macro conditions of modern society. Second, the compatibility between the grounded theory proposed by Glaser and Strauss and critical theory has been considered. For instance, Denzin (2007) has incorporated grounded theory into critical theory, and Charmaz (2005) and Gibson (2007) have incorporated critical theory or perspective into grounded theory. Thus, their theories have critical character. In contrast, this study incorporates critical character into a substantive theory of the case of “dialogue” in Japan and also incorporates critical theory, exempting critical character, into a formal theory of awareness context, as mentioned below. Third, awareness context theory can analyze conflicts and their transformations in interactions between the majority and minority because it focuses on the interactions of identity management and the shifts in their contexts. However, the theory’s potential in the substantive area has not been considered because it has been mainly used in the areas of medicine, nursing, and care, including Glaser and Strauss (1965). Furthermore, former studies have claimed that the theory proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1964) mainly focuses on information management by rational interactants. Therefore, it underestimates the aspects of both affection or emotion and interpersonal acknowledgment and does not consider the relationship between awareness and acknowledgment because of the ambiguity of the interpretation process by interactants in understanding or acknowledgment (Timmermans 1994; Mamo 1999; Hellström, Nolan, and Lundh 2005). Nevertheless, I insist that the awareness context theory can overcome its limits when we incorporate Strauss’ (1993; 1997) theoretical perspective, Scheff’s (1967; 1970; 2005a; 2005b) perspective on awareness context, and Honneth’s social recognition with it.

			This study incorporates only the explanatory parts of Honneth’s critical theory into Strauss’ SI because one must carefully exempt critical or progressive logical structures that reflect the normative or ideological standpoints of the author to maintain the generic character of theoretical perspectives in SI. The fundamental theoretical difference lies between critical theory and SI. Critical theories largely have the quality of diagnosis or critical assessment to reform society. Thus, the theories have idealistic and normative characters (see: Bohman 1999; Fraser and Honneth 2003). Honneth’s critical theory is a grand theory constructed from theories of various academic fields and is intertwined with a critical and progressive perspective and the explanatory theory of humans and society (see: Fraser and Honneth 2003; Honneth 2005). Conversely, SI largely has the quality of perspective and method for empirical studies (see: Blumer 1986), and it has accumulated findings from such studies. Strauss’ SI consists of formal analytical theories for empirical studies, grounded theory methodology for empirical studies, and substantive theories for practical solutions to people using them that are interrelated (see: Strauss 1993; Corbin and Strauss 2008).

			Additionally, we should verify the incorporated concepts in empirical studies to see whether they fit the practices of people (see also Shalin 1992b) because Honneth’s theory is grand. Thus, this study reconsiders the case study of “dialogue” between Zainichi Koreans as an ethnic minority and Japanese as a majority in Japan (Yamaguchi 2008; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2018) to both test their concepts and coin a theoretical perspective that can be used to analyze complex interactions in contemporary modern society. Here, the term Zainichi Koreans mainly refers to Korean migrants and their descendants who came to the Japanese islands from the Korean peninsula during Japan’s Great Empire era and includes people who are of different nationalities, such as the Republic of Korea (South Korea), Chosen (the Japanese name for undivided Korea used by Zainichi Koreans), or Japan. This definition signifies historical differences from Koreans who came to Japan after the Second World War and those who came to Japan in the premodern era (Tonomura 2004). Historically, the percentage of Zainichi Koreans in Japan’s population is approximately 1%, although this does not appear in official statistics reported by the Japanese government (Tonomura 2004). There is a vast number of studies on Zainichi Koreans and their society. I found several books in English (Fukuoka 2000; Ryang 2005; Chapman 2008; Morris-Suzuki 2007; Lie 2008; Ryang and Lie 2009; Kim-Wachutka 2020; Ropers 2020; Kim 2021), as well as many books and articles in Japanese. However, there are few studies on their dialogues and the public sphere.2 Seo (2012) studies a counter-public sphere of Zainichi Korean women within the context of Zainichi Korean society, Lee (2016) studies dialogues between Zainichi Koreans with Japanese nationality and people with double ethnicities of Zainichi Korean and Japanese in the context of Zainichi Korean society, and Lee (2018) studies a transnational public sphere between Japan and South Korea in the context of social movements run by highly motivated activists. Unlike these previous studies, this case of dialogue fits the purpose of this study. It is not part of a collective social movement, but a case of face-to-face interaction as a public sphere, revealing ethnic differences. It is not in the context of only Zainichi Korean society, but in the intersectional context of both Zainichi Korean and Japanese societies.

			It is not sufficient when the theory only fits one case. However, upon reconsideration in this study, Honneth’s social recognition is found to fit the case, and the analytical perspective coined in this study is distinctive and useful. In the following sections, the character of social recognition in Honneth’s limited critical theory,3 the character of awareness context, consensus, and its recursive structure in SI, and the connectivity between them will be examined. These comprise the first step to incorporating the concepts of critical theory into SI.

			Social Recognition in the Limited Critical Theory

			Limitation and Alteration of Honneth’s Theory

			Honneth’s theory has critical and progressive logical structures. For example, his thought that modern society progresses through “the struggle for recognition” in the future, the moderate value realism that trans-historical and universally validated values exist, the conceptual priority of love to every other form of reciprocal recognition, the acceptance of the independence of others that the recognition form of love releases, normative and idealistic solidarity in modern society, the conceptual priority of recognition over cognition, the primordiality of recognition in intersubjective relationships, and reification as the forgetfulness of primordial recognition (Honneth 2002; 2005; 2012). These themes are empirically impossible in a strict sense because of their highly abstract and idealistic character, and the variety and complexity of interactions in the empirical world4 are not considered because of their strong normative and ideological orientations. As these are not theoretical but empirical matters in SI, this study appropriates his social recognition concept to enhance theoretical sensitivities on these themes, exempting his critical and progressive logical structures.

			Further, the shift in the main analytical focus in Honneth’s theory is required for the aim of this study. Honneth’s (2002; 2005; 2012) theory analytically focuses on a person’s esteem, which consists of social recognitions anchored by primordial recognition. The moment of “the struggle for recognition” can be judged in the affective or emotional attitude of the self against the lack of social or primordial recognition in intersubjective relationships. In other words, its judgment can be measured in the degree of lack of recognition in one’s self-esteem. The awareness context theory analytically focuses on interactions in which persons represent identities rather than self-esteem (see: Strauss 1993). Therefore, this study shifts self-esteem to interaction in the main analytical focus of Honneth’s theory and alters his terminology to suit interactions in various situations—social esteem and self-esteem in one’s attitude are replaced with collective evaluation and self-evaluation in interactions, which are compatible with Strauss’ (1997) perspective. Thus, the degree of lack of social recognition in the judgment of self-esteem can be replaced by the gradation of these lacks revealed in interactions.

			Social Recognition in the Limited Honneth’s Theory

			Honneth’s social recognition is more than mere cognition of an object. It includes more or less a positive, affective or emotional, and existential attitude of the other or the self. A person can socially obtain activeness and autonomy through identification with the groups they belong to and being recognized by others in the groups. It is a mutual recognition when people positively empathize with each other by taking the other’s standpoint. A person socially recognizes others, without denying or forgetting each other’s existence, even if the person dislikes or hates them. That indicates that the degree of social recognition has gradations from severe to slight (Honneth 2002; 2012).

			His social recognition has three forms—love, law, and collective evaluation.5 These are the conditions for positive relationships. This suggests people can be identified with their personalities, be mutually autonomous under the law, and identify themselves with collective evaluations if they fulfill the conditions. Additionally, these forms are conditions for creating a life as a subject. They give people opportunities for self-confidence, self-respect, and self-evaluation (Honneth 2005).

			Love is the recognition of a personality of the self or another, expressed by affective or emotional care. A love relationship is a foundation wherein a person forms self-confidence, which can be retained over interpersonal or physical distance. Examples include friendships, parent-child relationships, and erotic relationships between lovers (Honneth 2005).

			Law is the recognition of obeying socially formed norms by controlling one’s actions. People share a standpoint of the “generalized other” that law indicates. They recognize each other as legal persons who know their obligations and rights and understand they are responsible agents. A person in a legal relationship forms an attitude of self-respect, which means that they legally respect themselves and are legally respected by others. Modern laws, which have universalistic principles, are for all people to whom the laws apply, thus implying that exceptions and privileges are not admissible to them, and modern laws assume people to be rational and free beings. For instance, hierarchical ranking is prohibited when people recognize each other as legal persons in modern law. Conversely, tradition-bound laws formed by a community are for people belonging to that community. Their legal recognitions are restricted in their membership because the “generalized others” in the laws are applied only to their community members. Therefore, conflicts of legal recognition arise between a modern society with universalistic principles and traditional communities6 (Honneth 2005).

			Collective evaluation is the recognition of a person by themselves or others who belong to the same group, evaluating their abilities or outcomes that are significant for the group. The criteria of the evaluations are formed and shared by the group members and include stages of evaluations or a scale of more-less or better-worse. A person can achieve the self-realization that their personality is different from the personalities of other members through collective evaluations (Honneth 2005).

			A person holds negative affection or emotion, such as humiliation, insult, or shame, when they are disrespected in social recognition. This experience includes moral conflicts and deprivation or withholding of recognition forms. The person’s experience causes an identity crisis in one or more forms of social recognition. The experience can be a moment that begins a social movement as a “struggle for recognition” if it is shared as a social problem. The disrespect in social recognition relates to reification. Reification refers to treating people as depersonalized objects as a result of losing the capacity to empathize with others, and it includes the denial or forgetting of social recognition. Reification is generally engendered as anonymous because it relies on the conventions of specific rigid thoughts or behaviors. That may be caused by the generalization of commodity exchange in capitalism or a social structural condition containing a lack of social recognition engendered by ideology or prejudice. Reification has the following gradations—from the dehumanization characteristic of racism or human trafficking to a slight degree, such that it barely constitutes a violation of the practical condition of human life (Honneth 2005; 2012).

			Awareness Context Theory and Its Connectivity to Social Recognition

			Awareness Context in Strauss’ SI

			The perception or awareness of an object is related to interaction in SI, whereas it is related to the individual in psychology. According to Strauss (1997), awareness is a symbolic matter and is defined as a sensitizing concept required to analyze interaction. Glaser and Strauss (1964) define awareness context as the total combination of what specific persons or groups know about a specific issue. Although the combinations are enormous and complex, the total combination of what each interactant in a situation knows about the identity of the other and their identity in the eyes of the other is valid as long as we focus on simplified interactions. Context is a structural unit used to analyze interactions and encompasses orders greater than interactions.

			Glaser and Strauss (1964) propose four types of awareness contexts that are empirically useful. However, unawareness context signifies the limitation of awareness contexts. Unawareness context is a combination in which interactants know neither the identity of the other nor their identity in the eyes of the other. That is illustrated by strangers meeting or passing each other on a dark street. Closed awareness context occurs when an interactant does not know either the other’s identity or the other’s view of their identity. Suspicion awareness context occurs when an interactant suspects the other’s identity or the other’s view of their identity or both. Mutual pretense awareness context occurs when both interactants know the other’s authentic identity and the other’s view of their authentic identity, but they pretend not to know.7 Open awareness context occurs when both interactants know the other’s authentic identity and the other’s view of their authentic identity. None of these definitions are inherently less stable than the others. They shift from one to another through changing situational conditions or interactions and interactants’ modifying awareness. It is beneficial to supplement the definitions by adding an assessment of one’s “own identity” (Glaser and Strauss 1964:678) to the two assessments of identity. An example can be illustrated through interactions in which an ethnic minority individual passes as a majority member by hiding their ethnic identity from that majority. This awareness context is closed when their passing succeeds. However, it shifts to suspicion when a majority of individuals suspect their ethnic identity. Awareness context is mutually pretentious when the majority person and the ethnic minority person know about the attempt to pass, but do not express it. If one of them expresses it, the awareness context becomes open, as illustrated below.

			Consensus and the Recursive Structure in Scheff’s SI

			Scheff’s concept of consensus is closely related to the idea of awareness context. According to Scheff, the agreement is an endorsement of an object or statement, and the consensus is equivalent to the open awareness context. Therefore, consensus occurs when each interactant agrees (assessment of self-identity), each knows that the other agrees (assessment of each other’s identity), and each knows that the other knows that they agree (assessment of their identity in the eyes of the other). These are levels of consensus, and dissent arises if one or more of them are inaccurate. As he defines it operationally, the consensus seems to be the infinite reciprocal process of the assessment of interactants with each other. Although this shows that consensus becomes the infinite regress in assessment, it is empirically up to the third level. Scheff places consensus into the recursive structure of mutual awareness in co-oriented (or intersubjective) interaction. This structure has two aspects—the coordination of interaction in a situation and affective or emotional attunement in an interpersonal relationship of interactants. The former is when interactants coordinate their acts in macro-social structural conditions, and they are aware of its aspect. Therefore, it implies social integration based on consensus. In contrast, the latter occurs when interactants empathize with each other in an interactional order and includes pride, face, shame, or embarrassment. This is invisible in Western culture. Thus, the interactants are rarely aware of its aspect (Scheff 1967; 1970; 2005a; 2005b).

			Connectivity of Awareness Context Theory to Social Recognition

			Based on the above, we can find connections between awareness and consensus in SI and social recognition in Honneth’s critical theory, limited to the explanatory parts of humans and society—social recognition as an aspect of awareness. However, three points should be carefully confirmed and altered for the aim of this study. The first is the quality of interaction. The limited Honneth’s theory is affinitive to SI because it focuses on linguistically mediated interaction (see: Fraser and Honneth 2003). Using Scheff’s perspective, mutually empathized interpersonal relationships, of which people are typically unaware in interaction, and the negative experience, of which people are aware and react emotionally, can be placed into his social recognition and the experience of the lack of social recognition. The second is the assumption of interactants. It has been evaluated that awareness context theory assumes rational interactants who manage information (including identities) (Timmermans 1994; Mamo 1999), whereas Honneth’s theory assumes affective or emotional and existential subjects. Nevertheless, we can interpret that Strauss’ (1997) idea of personal actors who have both emotional and rational aspects is equivalent to Honneth’s idea of subjects when considering Strauss’ entire perspective. Thus, we can assume a variety of existential persons with distinctive personalities, who sometimes behave rationally or emotionally in interactions or a mixture of both. That assumption makes the incorporation of the limited Honneth’s theory into awareness context theory possible. Furthermore, this incorporation extends the usefulness of the theory. The third point is the difference between the perspectives of SI. Strauss defines concepts empirically, whereas Scheff defines concepts operationally. It is necessary to place Scheff’s concepts into Strauss’s theoretical perspective by regarding them as sensitizing concepts. Additionally, Scheff’s perspective has two aspects, coordination and attunement, in interaction with the recursive structure of mutual awareness, whereas Strauss’ (1997) perspective has both a social structural process and an affective or emotional interpersonal process in interaction. The consensus and recursive structure in Scheff’s perspective can be placed into the awareness context theory in Strauss’ perspective because both have the same two aspects in interaction. Therefore, we can legitimately place both information management and social recognition processes by existential interactants into Strauss’ perspective of the awareness context theory, which means that the theory can include Timmermans’ (1994) and Mamo’s (1999) modified versions of the open awareness context.

			Reconsideration of the “Dialogue” Case

			Case and Method

			This section reconsiders the case study of “dialogue” that I have researched (Yamaguchi 2008; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2018) as the second step to incorporate the concepts of critical theory into SI. The case Param-Sendai refers to a grassroots citizen activity group in the Miyagi prefecture of Japan, established in 1998 and virtually dissolved in 2011. Its purpose was to create a dialogue between Zainichi Korean and Japanese people. Param was a small group with 10-15 frequently participating members, although the group had approximately 100 registered persons on its mailing list. Param did not require formal registration for participation. Membership was very loose and subjective. Anyone who voluntarily joined the dialogue was treated as a member. Therefore, the degrees of their commitment to and motivations for participating in Param varied. The group held regular gatherings for dialogue once or twice a month in a meeting space at a public facility of the Sendai city government that supports citizen activities, as well as casual gatherings for dialogue at a roadside, a member’s house, a restaurant, a pub, and so on. The number of Japanese members was greater than that of the Zainichi Koreans in most gatherings. In regular gatherings, the dialogue was generally practiced in the format of 4-15 members sitting in a circle, taking time for self-introduction among the members when a new participant joined. The themes of the dialogues concern Zainichi Korean issues, such as the recognition of their history, Japanese and Korean names, the experience of discrimination, and conviviality (kyosei).8 I participated in the group as a member, specifically as a dialogue practitioner, with my research interest in face-to-face communication between different ethnic persons. I observed dialogues at 87 gatherings (with handwritten field notes and memos) from May 2003 to March 2008, interviewed 15 members (5 semi-structured interviews9 and 44 casual non-structured interviews), and collected documents on the group’s activities. The data included research records of dialogues and gatherings, transcriptions of interviews, memos of personal communications with other members, documents such as newsletters and emails, and my experiences as a member. I analyzed the social world using Strauss’s (1993; 1997) theoretical perspective and his version of the grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2005; 2008; Corbin and Strauss 2008). This methodological procedure largely involves (1) open coding of the data, (2) coding and categorizing of the data based on Strauss’ theoretical perspective and constant comparisons of codes and categories, and (3) theoretical samplings and saturation based on my research interest (however, these steps have been interrelated, sometimes moved back and forth, and partially overlapped chronologically). The reconsideration of the case in this paper also extends to the procedural process. The analytical aim was to construct a substantive theory of the case and verify and modify formal theories by corroborating them in the case study.10 This is legitimate, even though it is neither the construction of a substantive theory from the comparison of specific cases nor the construction of an entirely new formal theory from the comparison of various cases, as sociologists typically assume. The attempt to construct or modify a grounded theory from one or a few cases has previously been carried out (see: Timmermans 1994; Strauss 1995). However, it has not proposed a sufficiently elaborated and warranted grounded theory. A formal theory can be modified by its application and abductive reasoning in a specific and complex case because it has an open-ended character (see: Charmaz 2008; 2017). Thus, this reconsideration of the case study includes both descriptions that express the specificity of the case and explanations as to which theories apply (see: Schwandt and Gates 2018). When directly quoting the data, the following relevant information has been included—the participant (alphabet representing fictitious name), as well as their ethnicity (and generation if known), approximate age, and gender; place and date of data collection.

			Social World and Symbolic Universe of the “Dialogue” Case

			The relation of “dialogue” to Japanese society in this case, as described below, is equivalent to the social world’s relation to the symbolic universe (or collective symbolization) in Strauss’s (1993) theoretical perspective. The members involved in the case evaluated Japanese society and its people. The people were unaware of the histories and circumstances of the Zainichi Koreans, as seen in the narratives: “Japanese do not understand [Zainichi Koreans] at all” [Ms. T, Zainichi Korean, 40s, Newsletter No. 7, 2000] and “there are many people who did not know they were Zainichi Korean until they had grown up” [unknown, Newsletter No. 2, 1999]. They held stereotypes regarding Zainichi Koreans, as seen in: “I had the stereotype that [all Zainichi Koreans] have wretched life stories” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 1/8/2005] and “Zainichi Koreans are generally thought to have come to Japan by forced immigration as laborers” [Mr. S, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 50s, gathering, 16/9/2006). They sometimes discriminate against Zainichi Koreans, as seen in: “ordinary people may casually use such [discriminatory] words regardless of the generation” [Mr. W, Japanese, 60s, gathering, 20/5/2006]. The Zainichi Koreans used Japanese names to hide their ethnic identities to avoid these challenges in this society, as seen in: “there are many Zainichi Koreans who use a Japanese name [instead of a Korean name]” [unknown, Newsletter No. 2, 1999] and “otherwise we [Zainichi Koreans] will be bullied by Japanese” [Ms. T, Zainichi Korean, 40s, Newsletter No. 7, 2000]. I analyzed and concluded that the lack of face-to-face communication channels between people who represent Zainichi Korean and Japanese identities was revealed in the society (Yamaguchi 2012).

			The members rarely experienced communication channels representing Zainichi Korean and Japanese identities in Japanese society. They were either of two types—a friendly cosmetic sociality or communication where people represent ethnic groups based on the knowledge of their stereotypes. The former was seen in the narrative: “a Zainichi Korean friend cheerfully behaves to Japanese, but does not talk about worries concerning a Zainichi Korean, whereas a [Japanese] friend shows kindness [to them] by supposing the standpoint of the Zainichi Korean [even though they know little]” [Ms. D, Japanese who married a Zainichi Korean, 40s, Newsletter No. 15, 2005]. The latter was seen in “[an old Japanese said,] not only you [Zainichi Koreans] had a very hard time but also we [Japanese] did [in the empire period]” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, Newsletter No. 1, 1999) and “[a Japanese person said,] we apologize [to the Zainichi Koreans] that we had done” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, gathering, 29/10/2005]. However, there were no dialogues among the people (Yamaguchi 2012).

			The members evaluated the communication modes (or substantive forms, in other words) of Japanese society. People living in the society could not talk about political issues, as seen in the narratives of “topics are too light when I talk with my friends and I cannot talk about political issues” [Ms. H, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 16/2/2008] and “I have a feeling of being trapped because there are many taboos around me” [Ms. D, Japanese who married a Zainichi Korean, 40s, gathering, 22/8/2004]. Therefore, the members participated in their surrounding communication by learning about fashionable topics, as seen in: “I watch TV programs to join surrounding communications” [Ms. D, Japanese who married a Zainichi Korean, 40s, gathering, 22/8/2004]. Further, they could not express their personal opinions in this society. That was seen in: “people do not ask for deep reasons...they later hate a person who asks [avoiding an answer when they were asked]” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, gathering, 8/2/2004] and “I got a contradictory opinion when I voiced my opinion in another small group, so I definitely will not express my opinion in the group because it makes for a bad human relationship” [Ms. K, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 19/5/2007]. In other words, the expression of personal opinion underscored people’s differences and communication based on the differences impeded good human relationships in this Japanese society, outside the Param-Sendai. The members abided by the communication modes while living in the outer world. I argued that the modes were an embodiment of the Japanese mindset of harmony termed Wa.11 That was a norm and value in everyday life for people in this Japanese society that excluded personal opinions to remove the seeds of confrontation and exerted social pressure on people to obey homogeneous symbiosis. Issues concerning Zainichi Korean on which Param focused were political and led to a confrontation between Zainichi Koreans and Japanese, as seen in: “I can talk about political issues in Param, although I can’t talk about them with my friends [in the outer world]” [Ms. H, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 16/2/2008] (Yamaguchi 2012; 2013).

			The members could practice dialogue separate from the conditions above through ideal settings of “recognizing differences” and “saying definitely.” The former ideal was seen in “we do not behave in a way that each shares the same opinion, but recognizes different opinions” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, gathering, 2/10/2004] and “recognizing differences means a stance of learning from others” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, interview, 11/8/2006]. The latter was expressed in: “we must not set taboos in dialogue, especially on the issues concerning Zainichi Koreans” [Mr. E, Japanese, 70s, gathering, 22/8/2006]. In sum, the dialogue represented a mutual learning practice of personal opinion based on each experience on the issues concerning Zainichi Koreans, being independent of the Japanese mindset (Wa) (Yamaguchi 2008; 2011).

			Form of “Dialogue” and Its Social Bond

			The form of its dialogue is illustrated below. Its example is between Ms. A (second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s) and Mr. E (Japanese, 70s), who lived during the empire period.

			Ms. A: I didn’t want to walk with my grandmother when I was a child because people found that she was [Zainichi] Korean when she spoke Japanese with different intonation [from native Japanese intonation]. It was disgusting [said with negative emotion]. [I thought the above because] I was taught that Korea was worthless and Koreans were third-class citizens in Japan…

			Mr. E: I grew up learning emperor-centered historiography. [I was taught that] Tea and Sen no Rikyu were great cultures that were originally in Japan. I can sing a song I learned at that time with lyrics denoting that Japan is a country with great cultures…However, its cultures have been very influenced by Korean and other cultures. [gathering, 22/8/2006]

			The members participating in the dialogue did not represent ethnic groups, but personal identities, including ethnic identities.12 The dialogue was practiced between “you as Zainichi Korean” and “me as Japanese” and vice versa. The difference of opinion was founded on the person rather than on the ethnic group. Further, the dialogue accepted being both rational and emotional, as a Zainichi Korean member said, “[replying to the opinion that emotion in dialogue can be expressed in Param,] yes, otherwise we cannot treat the issues between Japan and Korea” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, gathering, 20/1/2007]. This practice was accompanied by histories and circumstances, including discrimination and a dominant-subordinate relationship between the Zainichi Koreans and Japanese. Furthermore, Zainichi Korean members expressed their emotions specifically through their personal opinions (Yamaguchi 2011; 2018).

			Additionally, the members formed intimate interpersonal ties with each other to practice dialogues. This is demonstrated in: “the dialogue will not make sense if each does not take a stance to accept others, and if each has, it will become mutual reliance and friendship” [Ms. A, second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s, Newsletter No. 8, 2001] and “it is good that we will become friends as individuals” [Ms. D, Japanese who married a Zainichi Korean, 40s, gathering, 17/6/2006]. Thus, learning personal opinions in the dialogue indicated acknowledgment of personal identities. Moreover, the ties were a social bond intended not to collapse the dialogue owing to the formation of challenges, wherein the members living in the Japanese society brought its communication modes into the dialogue. The risk of collapse was seen in the Japanese members’ narratives: “I have felt something like a barrier of Zainichi Korean” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 2/2006] and “I was quiet while I met with new Zainichi Korean members” [Mr. Z, Japanese, 20s, gathering, 2/2006] (Yamaguchi 2013; 2018).

			Reconsideration of the Practice of “Dialogue”

			We can further clarify the character of the practice using the concepts coined in this study. The communication channels of this Japanese society are closed awareness contexts around Zainichi Korean identity. Two other conditions behind this are: (1) almost no significant difference in physical appearance between the Zainichi Koreans and Japanese because they are both East Asian and (2) almost no explicit ethnic or cultural difference in everyday communication between the groups because the Zainichi Koreans have gradually assimilated into Japanese culture through a generational transition. The two types of communication channels of open awareness context around Zainichi Korean identity rarely revealed in the society can be explained by appropriating the modified version of open awareness context on medicine, nursing, and care (Timmermans 1994; Mamo 1999). They indicated that the two types are (1) a cosmetic open awareness context in which people regard a focused ethnic minority identity, but do not go deep and (2) a stereotyped open awareness context in which people accept the minority identity, but only with stereotyped knowledge of it. By appropriating the modified version to the case, we also observe (3) an active open awareness context13 wherein people accept the deeper implications of the minority identity as Param-Sendai did. This means that Zainichi Koreans’ identities are reified in this Japanese society because of stereotypes and discrimination. Thus, Zainichi Koreans experience a severe lack of social recognition, causing them to face an identity crisis in this society. Furthermore, people living in the society recognize both forms of law and collective evaluation through the Japanese traditional community mindset known as Wa, which excludes personal opinions and political issues, including Zainichi Korean issues. In this mindset, we observe the meta-power of communication mode (substantive form), which complements the meta-power of communication channel and its accessibility (Hall 1997), and the indirect power as the way to enhance homogeneity, which complements the power as the way to make a difference (Wolfe 2002). Therefore, we find that the dialogue is a practice to create an active open awareness context around Zainichi Korean identities and issues and a context of mutual recognition by forming intimate interpersonal ties to make the dialogue possible within and against the Japanese society in which their contexts and powers work.

			Reconsideration of the Practice of “Dialogue” in Its Difficulty

			However, the practice did not imply any attainment of consensus (or mutual understanding in a relatively wide sense) and mutual recognition and faced difficulty. That was particularly exemplified in a series of events. On an issue concerning Zainichi Koreans, Ms. A (second-generation Zainichi Korean, 70s) expressed her emotions in the dialogue. However, Mr. C (Japanese, 40s) could not express his emotions in a similar manner. According to him, “I found myself being calm even when she emotionally replied with a mixture of both sympathy and antipathy, losing her calm” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007]. She told him several times, “you and I are inevitably divided” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007]. Thus, he became aware of the gap in empathy between them. After becoming aware of this, he made several attempts to understand her opinions and the accompanying emotions (based on my experiences of participant observation in Param). However, he could not reach her standpoint. As he explained, “as a member of the majority, I realized that I could not understand Zainichi Korean colleague’s mindset of Param-Sendai, despite her being the closest to Zainichi Koreans” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007]. Finally, through the events, he became aware of the gap in understanding. Thereafter, he changed the ideal of conviviality (kyosei) into attempting to understand and recognize each other under the impossibility of their attainments, as seen in: “I come to think that we have to live together in the despair that we are inevitably divided, through my repetitive experiences of awareness of the gap” [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007] (Yamaguchi 2008; 2018; original data have been added above).

			Experiencing these gaps may be a realization of the impossibility of exchanging personal standpoints in the dialogue because he, “as Japanese,” could understand what she, “as Zainichi Korean,” said only by guessing her history and circumstance from his perspective. The members seemed to be aware that their understandings were no more than guesswork from their standpoints, as seen in the dialogue, for example, “I was born after the Second World War, so I do not directly realize the war’s impact, but I have to know what Japan has done [from others’ opinion]” [Ms. K, Japanese, 40s, gathering, 18/1/2004] (Yamaguchi 2018:41). These experiences imply that the members were aware that mutual recognition in the form of love and collective evaluation would never be attained because of the impossibility of attaining understanding and empathy between the Zainichi Korean and Japanese members. 

			Reconsideration of the Character of the “Dialogue” Case

			The despairing events make clear the purpose of Param-Sendai’s activity. As noted earlier, the dialogue created the contexts of active open awareness and mutual recognition. That implies, in the three forms of recognition, that the group members formed intimate interpersonal ties (love), respected each other as members of the gathering (law), and recognized and learned their ethnic identities and opinions (collective evaluation). However, the dialogue was regarded as the unending process of consensus (or mutual understanding) and mutual recognition because of the impossibility of attaining understanding and empathy. Thus, its purpose is to practice dialogue.

			Having reconsidered the case with the perspective coined in this study, I can now find a path to elaborate and expand my findings of the case (Yamaguchi 2008; 2011; 2012; 2013; 2018)—a social justice inquiry in Japanese society. The awareness of the impossibility of attaining mutual recognition in the forms of love and collective evaluation in the dialogue can compel the members to search for universalization of the form of law in the dialogue. I found new significance in two narratives by Mr. C (Japanese, 40s), who experienced despairing events.

			When I face [and understand] others of Zainichi [Korean], I have to stand in a position in which I have to come back to the specificity of others inevitably dropped from the universality of others, even if I search for their universality, at the end of their specificity [historicity]. It may be a position to refuse abstract, in other words. That occurred in the [despair] experience. [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007]

			I have made sure again; it is the first step of conviviality [kyosei] that I understand the difference of “loneliness” for the Zainichi Korean friend who faced miscommunication with me and then tried to get close to “loneliness” for Zainichi Koreans…If it is impossible to love [other], it is important to acknowledge the existence [of the other]…being outside [of the self] and try to care for and coexist with [them] as much as possible.14 I now think it might be a hint of conviviality. [Mr. C, Japanese, 40s, Newsletter No. 17, 2007]

			These narratives signify universalistic ranges superseding the extent of the Param-Sendai members—the mutual recognition forms of law between persons at the existential level. The former narrative signifies a legal form of mutual recognition open to the heterogeneity of a person at the existential level under the impossibility of understanding others. The distortion and abstraction of the specificity of the existential Zainichi Korean members arose when Mr. C tried to understand the Zainichi Korean members in the dialogue. That is when he searched for a common and general part (e.g., names, such as “human” or “person”) the self and others can share. Thereby, the dialogue for conviviality entails a legal form that people mutually respect, not a common and general part as comprehensible, but their existential specificities as incomprehensible. The latter narrative signifies a legal form of mutual recognition with which people form and maintain intimate interpersonal ties under the impossibility of empathizing with others. It entailed a practical ethic that a person can care for others to the extent that the self respects the other, who is not epistemologically but rather ontologically heterogeneous because the existential other is outside of empathy by the existential self. The two legal forms are not teleological, but procedural. They are not for attaining a consensus (or mutual understanding) or mutual recognition, but for proceeding with the dialogue. Therefore, we may say that the universalization of the legal forms of mutual recognition seen in the Param-Sendai is one attempt at “the struggle for recognition” as a social justice inquiry, which turns the legal forms of the traditional community of Japan accompanied by homogeneous pressure into universalistic forms open to heterogeneity.

			Conclusion

			This study attempts to incorporate social recognition from the limited critical theory of Honneth into the awareness context theory in Strauss’ SI by reconsidering a case study of “dialogue” between Zainichi Korean and Japanese people in Japan. It proposes both a substantive theory of the case as a social justice inquiry in face-to-face communication between the ethnic minority and majority in Japanese society and a formal theory of awareness context with social recognition from the perspective of modern society. In conclusion, I note four points using abductive reasoning related to the reconsideration, in addition to the limitations of this study and suggestions for future research.

			The Character of the Case and Its Substantive Theory

			The “dialogue” case proposes a channel and mode of face-to-face interaction of active awareness context between Zainichi Koreans and Japanese against the power of the channels and modes of communication of the closed awareness context around Zainichi Korean identities and issues in the Japanese society accompanied by the homogeneous and harmonizing mindset called Wa, which reifies Zainichi Korean identities. Generally, the closed awareness context and reification of Zainichi Korean identities remain present in contemporary Japanese society. Thus, the interaction mode of dialogue proposed in this study can be useful for dissolving them (contrastingly, Lee’s [2016] argument regarding dialogue is oriented to its use for reforming Zainichi Korean society). The interaction mode has the universalistic forms of law, that is, it is open to the heterogeneity of existential persons that is practiced by interactants being aware of the impossibility of attaining consensus (or mutual understanding) and mutual empathy and is practiced for itself. The practice of “dialogue” has a character of reasonable dissent (see: Shalin 1992b; Bohman 1999) in pragmatist thought, which is opposite to the convergence of rational consensus as reported by Habermas (1985; 1986). Further, it is characterized by a joint action open to the heterogeneity of existential persons who have both reason and affection or emotion and are located in different histories and circumstances. The character of the interaction mode both indicated the significance of social justice inquiry in contemporary Japanese society and allowed for the elaboration on and expansion of awareness context theory.

			This study’s findings regarding dialogue make clear its significance by connecting it to social justice inquiry. This case study proposes a social justice inquiry (Charmaz 2005; Denzin 2007) from the standpoint of a local actor living in a non-western society—a substantive theory of “the struggle for recognition” that forms an active open awareness context between Zainichi Koreans as an ethnic minority and Japanese as a majority, in Japanese society accompanied by the contexts of closed awareness, cosmetic open awareness, and stereotyped open awareness around the Zainichi Korean identity reified by the Japanese. However, the theory is not a strategy of the social movement in which the minority collectively resists the majority, as Honneth’s theory (2005) and Seo (2012) focused on, or in which highly motivated activists are involved, as Lee (2018) focused on. It is rather a strategy of the “public sphere” (Bohman 1999:471) in pragmatist thought—an organization of face-to-face interactions open to the ethnic or cultural minority identity and personal opinion on the minority issue against the ethnic or cultural majority’s power of communication channels and modes (see also Yamaguchi 2013). In other words, it is a grassroots communication strategy that realizes liberal democracy as the form of modern society in Japan, liberating people from the communitarian Japanese mindset of Wa.

			Extension and Elaboration of Awareness Context Theory

			This study extends the awareness context theory. The substantive theory signified in the case opens up new applicability of the awareness context theory that has been used in medicine, nursing, and care—an analysis of conflicts, powers, and creative practices between the majority and minority who differ in cultural or ethnic background. The modified open awareness contexts (cosmetic, stereotyped, and active) can be useful for empirical interaction studies in their relationship because they are formulated around stereotypes, taboos, and discrimination. 

			This study elaborates on the awareness context theory. The management of both information and affective or emotional social recognition by existential interactants can be analyzed using the formal theory of awareness context coined and verified in this study. Additionally, there are two notable points in this study’s findings: (1) the understanding of information and social recognition that overlap in interaction, but have different processes (this case illustrated a process from the awareness of the gap in empathy to the awareness of the gap in understanding) and (2) the open awareness context does not necessarily mean the attainment of consensus or mutual recognition, unlike the operational definition by Scheff (1967; 1970). The awareness context theory refers not to ends, but contexts. Thus, they are not inherently stable, including “contingency” (Strauss 1993:36) and “uncertainty” (Mamo 1999), in the course of interaction.

			Expansion of the Theoretical Perspective of SI

			The incorporation of Honneth’s limited theory into Strauss’ SI can sensitize the conditions of modern society and add an analytical focus on conflicts between traditional cultural communities and modern society. It revitalizes the theoretical significance of Strauss’ SI and expands the scope of SI. The theoretical perspectives in SI, particularly generic formal theories, have not been sufficient for the theorization of contemporary modern societies. For example, Blumer assumed an open and egalitarian modern society with his belief in democratic progress (see: Hall 1997). Strauss (1993) theorized interactions in multiple global worlds. Goffman (1959) theorized interaction order in modern Western society (see also Rawls 2000). However, they do not theorize discernible conditions between traditional cultural community and modern society, as seen in Honneth’s theory, because they took the modern for granted in their theories. 

			More significantly, Strauss’ theoretical perspective, as coined in this study, facilitates an inquiry into their conflict processes in the empirical studies of a non-western society (see also Joas 2000 on its importance). It overcomes the limitation that Honneth’s theory virtually seems to assume Western societies to be modern (see: Honneth 2014) and expands the scope of SI that has not tackled the cultural specificity of society (see: Jacobsen 2019b). The reconsideration of the case study described and explained some of the cultural specificities of Japanese society—the practice of “dialogue” in which affection and emotions were expressed by its members who were aware of the empathy process and even tried to achieve it, which is unfamiliar in Western societies (Scheff 2005a), and conflicts between the values and norms of the Japanese mindset (Wa) and the forms of “dialogue.”

			Implication of the Study

			This study highlights that a theory generated from an empirical study includes the interest of a researcher (Charmaz, Thornberg, and Keane 2018) and the cultural specificity of a researched society. Thus, we can suggest the importance of setting the realms of the cultural specificity of society and research interest in addition to the distinction between substantive and formal theories. For example, the interest of a researcher influences whether they search for grounded critical theory (Denzin 2007), critical grounded theory (Charmaz 2005; Gibson 2007), or both a substantive theory with a critical perspective of modern society and a formal theory that has discernible conditions of modern society, as seen in this study. A substantive theory includes the components of society, such as interactant, identity, interaction, social world, and the symbolic universe, along with cultural specificity, as seen in this study. I do partially disagree with the notion of Charmaz and colleagues (2018) that generic sensitizing concepts (i.e., a formal theory) can provide a place not to end inquiries, but to start them. I believe that a formal theory can be a research purpose or interest and has applicability that is not restricted by cultural specificity, differentiating from a substantive theory as a means of solving a problem related to some practical research interest in a substantive situation. Formal theories are significant in their generic usefulness. They make it possible to analyze interactions accompanied by non-western cultures, and interactionists with different research interests can use them. Thus, this study’s attempt is possible and legitimate. Therefore, formal theories can be common frameworks by which conventional interactionists, interactionists adopting critical theory, and interactionists researching non-western society can interact, discuss, or even be opposed. Thus, the academic field of SI can be a pluralistic arena that embodies the freedom to values rather than “value-free sociology” (Langman 2019:184), which embodies freedom from values.

			Limitations of the Study and Suggestions for Future Research

			As this study proposes a hypothesis to open new prospects rather than warranted knowledge validated by sufficient studies, it leaves scope for further research. The substantive theory proposed in this study tested and fit one case, and its further elaboration, by comparing it with other cases, is open to substantive areas such as the public sphere, the minority-majority relationship, which differs in cultural and ethnic background, and Japanese society. Further empirical verifications of social recognition as a sensitizing concept are also required. The relationships between understanding, recognition, and awareness in the awareness context theory require further elaboration through empirical studies.

			Nevertheless, this study encourages the research project of SI to meet critical theory in empirical studies. Critical theory tends to be an “ivory tower-based armchair philosophy” (Langman 2019:185). This paper proposes that we do not have to be workers who modify critical theory in empirical studies, following the critical or progressive logical structure proposed by a desk-working philosopher. We can be creators who generate grounded theories from empirical studies based on our respective research interests while learning partially from critical or progressive theories.
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					1 Habermas’ (1985; 1986) communicative critical theory is also compatible with SI (see: Shalin 1992a). However, it does not suit the purpose of this study because it focuses on the rearrangement between macro systems and lifeworld. Further, no studies have been conducted on the comparative analysis between awareness or consensus in SI and recognition or consensus in critical theory.

				

				
					2 This study exempts Chapman’s (2008) notions regarding Zainichi Korean women’s participation in the public sphere in the 1990s from consideration. The book contains neither empirical details based on rich data nor theoretical elaboration on its public sphere.

				

				
					3 I also referred to the Japanese translation versions of Honneth (2002; 2005; 2012) and Fraser and Honneth (2003).

				

				
					4 The variety and complexity here include something other than the intersubjective dimension in focused interactions. People do not always behave carefully, and interaction is not always focused. See: Strauss (1993; 1997) and Goffman (1963).

				

				
					5 This study adopts love and law in Honneth’s terminology to explain interactions.

				

				
					6 According to Honneth (2005), Mead’s concept of the “generalized other” can apply to both traditional communities and post-traditional modern society.

				

				
					7 Glaser and Strauss (1964) use the term “true identity” in their definition. Scheff (1970) claims ambiguity in the use of “true.” This study uses the term “authentic/inauthentic” to indicate empirical definition by people, not as true/false concepts accompanied by the philosophical “problem of other minds” (Scheff 2005a:158). See also Muedeking (1992) and Strauss (1982; 1993).

				

				
					8 I use the term “conviviality” proposed by Inoue (1986) as a translation of kyosei (see also Yamaguchi 2008). Kyosei commonly means that various people live together, whereas Inoue used it as an academic and normative ideal to criticize homogeneous symbiosis.

				

				
					9 The main questions were: (1) time of and motivation for participating in Param-Sendai, (2) impression of Param’s activities and members, (3) changes in self-identity after committing to Param. These interviews were conducted in 2014. The number of interviewees was limited because Param had virtually been dissolved. The analysis in this study was mainly based on field notes, memos, and documents, whereas semi-structured interviews were supplemental.

				

				
					10 See also Ragin and Becker (1992) and Schwandt (2007) on the case and its research.

				

				
					11 Cultural and ideological characters of Japanese society, such as Wa, have been proposed in the literature (for example, see: Komiya 1999; Brown 2007).

				

				
					12 I referred to Strauss (1997) for the relation between personal identity and collective identity and Strauss (1993) for the representation of identity.

				

				
					13 According to Timmermans (1994), active open awareness is equivalent to open awareness proposed by Glaser and Strauss.

				

				
					14 In this sentence, Mr. C assumed Japanese and Zainichi Koreans as teachers and students’ relationships because he was a high school teacher. However, he pointed out that this may apply to human relationships (Newsletter No. 17, 2007).
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