
A Sociocultural Approach to Mobile Families: A Case Study

Tania Zittoun, Deborah Levitan, and Flavia Cangiá

University of Neuchâtel

This paper proposes a sociocultural perspective of mobility, of which migration is only one case, with a focus on mobile families. Consistent with 
mobility studies, sociocultural psychology of the lifecourse proposes to study both the sociocultural conditions of mobility, and the perspective of 
mobile people. In addition, in this article, we consider interrelated lives in mobility. We discuss the specific case of one family documented as part of a 
larger research project on repeated geographical mobility, and highlight the specificities of the context, the experiences of each family member, and 
some of their overlapping spheres of experiences. We thus hope to document the life of such families, but also to provide theoretical directions for the 
psychological study of mobility.

Public Significance Statement
This study examines the interrelated lives in families who move frequently internationally for professional reasons. It invites to pay a closer 
attention to the various members’ distinct experiences of repeated mobility, and especially children’s specific experiences. It also highlights the role of 
joint, transportable activities that may support a feeling of continuity and “home” for family members “on the move”.
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As this special issue argues, there is a need to renew psycho-
logical approaches to study mobility and migration. This paper
does so by proposing a sociocultural lifecourse perspective to
mobile families. We highlight the specificities of this approach:
First, it attempts to understand both sociocultural dynamics and the
perspective of people; second, it examines not only the single
person, but also interrelated lives. This double proposition is built
around the specific case of a family living in international repeated
geographical mobility, namely, a family relocating to another
country every few years because of the professional expertise of at
least one family member. We therefore build our argument in order
to account for repeated mobility with family, and then highlight the
possible contribution of a psychology of migration and mobility.

First, we briefly highlight the terms in which repeated mobility has
been addressed in migration and mobility literature, before turning to
the relatively limited psychological literature on the topic. Afterward,
we draw on a sociocultural psychology of the lifecourse to explore
family mobility, and propose to study sociogenetic, ontogenetic, and
microgenetic dynamics. We then focus on one case study, that of the
international Ulrich-Mann family living temporarily in a Swiss vil-
lage. We finally highlight the contributions of this paper.

Repeated Geographical Mobility

A general paradigm change in social sciences consists in ad-
dressing mobility at large, so that what is traditionally considered
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