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Abstract
Home came into focus immediately upon learning that COVID-19 is highly contagious and 
spread by human contact. Precautions people can take to safeguard themselves included 
physical distancing, social isolation, and staying at home. Despite phases of loosening 
or tightening precautions in most parts of the world, home retained its safe space status, 
almost irrespective of geographical location. Recent studies have shown that safety, secu-
rity, and familiarity are the most referred positive attributes of home. Challenging this 
attenuation by scholars, negative or mixed meanings of home were highlighted in literary 
work and critics. Based on our integrative perspective bringing scientific and literary work 
together, we argue that pandemic might lead to changes in the meaning of home both in 
positive and negative directions simultaneously, inducing an ambiguous experience or even 
engendering a situated ambivalence. In this regard, we retrospectively inquired about the 
changes in home’s meaning in its social, personal, and symbolic attributes. A data set of 66 
participants from 15 cities in Turkey revealed that there are not only alterations in the exist-
ing connotations of home but also additional ones, in positive, negative, and both direc-
tions. Results obtained in the pandemic context were discussed in the light of home studies 
through a constructionist perspective.

Keywords  House · Home · Meaning · Pandemic · Culture

Altered Meanings of Home Before and During COVID‑19 Pandemic

The year 2020 was marked by the COVID-19 pandemic with a vocabulary of its own 
(Appleton,  2020). Among the most frequently articulated phrases like physical distancing 
and social isolation, stay at home grew into a catchword as it was taken an essential, if 
not obligatory, strategy in many countries to ward off the detrimental consequences of the 
pandemic (Medline et al., 2020). Home has promptly turned out to be the central base to keep 
away from the contagion, at least for people who had a convenience to do so (Saltiel, 2020).
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Despite stay at home has been deemed a practical and relatively achievable measure 
to adopt, it has been revealed soon that not all people find it an accommodating solution, 
even in the presence of public encouragement and pondered or pledged reinforcements 
(Bushman,  Pelechrinis & Labrinidis, 2020; Tull et  al.,  2020). Early representations of 
drawbacks retarding the efficiency of stay at home strategy included the rate of accomplishment 
which varied substantially even among neighboring countries. Part of the observed variation is 
attributable to living in a contact or noncontact culture. In so-called contact cultures individuals 
face one another more directly, interact closer, touch one another more, look in the eye, and 
speak in a louder voice than do individuals of the noncontact cultures (see Hall, 1966). In a 
country like Italy where contact culture is predominant, authorities have had difficulty in 
implementing regulations to make people stay at home even though a high rate of morbidity 
and mortality persisted a long while (Bilgin, 2020), whereas in supposedly noncontact cultures 
such as Germany (for an extensive cross-country analysis, see Sorokowska et  al.,  2017), 
people seemed to follow the rules and recommendations more or less voluntarily (see 
Gokmen, Turen, Erdem & Tokmak, 2020), at least until the loosening of the precautions (Primc 
& Slabe-Erker, 2020).

While regional or cultural differences continue to remain among major considerations 
affecting the performance of strategies for motivating people to assume their share of 
responsibility and take personal precautions, we argue that the meaning of home is a sig-
nificant vigor influencing people’s attitudes towards or against complying with the stay at 
home practice.

In times of widespread peril, behavioral adjustments are expected to adapt to the new 
situation. Under the pressure of emerging conditions, defensive strategies appear to cope 
with far-reaching ecological threats (van Bavel,  Baicker, Boggio et  al., 2020). During 
COVID-19 pandemic, physical distancing, social isolation, and stay at home emerged 
among relatively well-received recommendations which were quickly passed the stage of 
endorsements and raised to the level of social norms (Jetten et  al.,  2020). It is usual to 
expect people to conform to these norms in order not to lose personal benefits (keeping 
safe) and social approval and affiliation (not to be excluded) (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; 
Wood, 2000). In turn, social norms may lead to substantial behavioral changes in terms of 
established habits and routines of most people, especially in times of crises.

Our aim in this paper is to connect social and individual entailments of home to inter-
pret better the challenges of COVID-19 era beyond the contagion itself. We propose that 
examining personal meanings of home could shed light the ways people adapt to new cir-
cumstances emerged due to the pandemic. Surprisingly, there is hardly enough research 
regarding the role and function of home during gravely harmful hazards. Even though 
home became central to mitigate the potentially devastating effects of COVID-19, it has yet 
received little scientific attention in its own right, still less by psychologists. On the other 
hand, literary work seemingly entails significant concern about the place of home in human 
experience and bears profitable implications for a scientific examination of the meaning 
of home, at its best, worst, and inbetween. Therefore, since existing research could still 
provide starting points to examine the meaning of home and since literary work could pro-
vide us insight about the relevance of home in everyday life, we choose to benefit from the 
inputs of the latter, wherever applicable, in understanding the impact of lockdown on the 
meaning of home, with its tangible and intangible components.

Therefore, we intend to examine how people’s attributes of home have changed dur-
ing the pandemic as compared to their pre-pandemic discernments. We find it useful to 
take the meaning of home as a composite attribute consisting affective, cognitive, and 
behavioral components (Boccagni, 2017) in recognizing the alterations of this wholistic 

Altered Meanings of Home 673

1 3



understanding. Against this background, we resorted to personal narratives, retrospectively 
comparing depictions of home before and during lockdown.

To this end, we attempted to trace changes in daily life practices before and during the 
lockdown to understand inconveniences, deprivations, and losses alongside new possibili-
ties emerged by or associated with staying at home. Physically distancing the self from 
others, hygiene rules categorizing social networks into parts, and newly introduced regula-
tions in public spaces exerted a tremendous burden on people’s daily routines which are 
intensely affecting the homely practices and thus the meaning of home. Additionally, since 
our study is done in a country of contact culture (Sayan et al., 2013), understanding the 
alterations in the meaning of home in this perspective may provide implications for subse-
quent studies which would examine cultural differences in introducing and adopting public 
health measures including stay at home practices.

We define home as an imaginary space imbued not only with senses of belonging, 
desire, and intimacy but also with feelings of fear, violence, and alienation. That is, we 
approach home as a pervasive affect perpetually present in one’s cognitive-emotive pro-
cessing. Since the meaning of home is culturally produced, like that of space and place 
(Baldwin et  al.,  1999), it has a shared meaning though liquid in character (Hubbard & 
Kitchin, 2010) and bear ambiguities at the level of individual appraisals. In other words, 
cultural significance of home is marked by variations in individuals’ discourses constructed 
through their daily life experiences (Jackson,  1989) though demonstrating separate and 
combined features concurrently. Intersectional stratifications like social class, age, and gen-
der (Blunt & Dowling,  2006; see also Rose,  1995a, b) seem to shape daily practices at 
home significantly in diversifying or unifying the experience and meaning of it, both across 
and within.

Being at home is not limited to the daily activities in a house (for the differences between 
house and home, see Boccagni, 2017; Blunt & Dowling, 2006), but reaches out to urban 
spaces (e.g., Lewicka, 2005; see also Prohansky, 1978). Spending time at public places like 
parks, markets, restaurants, coffee shops, worship sites, entertainment areas, and interact-
ing with people in the neighborhood are crucial elements of attachment, adjustment, and 
life satisfaction, as well as bridging and bonding, making boundaries or opening spaces 
for others (e.g., Anton & Lawrence, 2014;  Kyle et al., 2004). Maintaining social relation-
ships, exercising cultural routines and rituals in urban spaces have significant impacts on 
people’s experiences of being and feeling at home (Mandel, 2008). Pivotal to social rec-
ognition (Boccagni & Brighenti, 2015), sense of being at home signals being involved and 
included and entails having roots in a certain location harboring a web of memories being 
associated or even identified with it (Bilgin, 2011). Therefore, home, homemaking, hom-
ing, and homely feelings (see Boccagni, 2017 for conceptual differences) are crucial provi-
sions for understanding how people adapt themselves to crisis like COVID-19 pandemic 
and aftermaths.

Home is not only a domestic social zone where intimate relations are developed and 
materialized but also a social space which is created and recreated through everyday prac-
tices (Blunt & Dowling,  2006) and actively negotiated and constructed by relationships 
with places and others (Boccagni,  2017; Şenol Cantek et  al., 2014). A constellation of 
institutional (political and historical), ideal (values, memories, expectations), and practical 
(daily interactions) elements (Brun and Fábos, 2015) as constructed across public, private, 
and communal urban spaces (Boccagni & Brighenti, 2015) radiate from house to the globe 
(Blunt & Dowling, 2006). There is also inbetween spaces (spaces between buildings and 
streets such as balconies, courtyards, front yards) where public and the private intersects 
(Can & Heath, 2016).
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In this regard, home is not a mere location for spending the daily life, but a locus of 
social and personal experience where belongingness, identities, and power relations are 
intersectionally connected. Therefore, home amounts not only to a functional but also sym-
bolic substance beyond its material and practical features (e.g., dwelling) or effective pur-
poses (e.g., shelter, security, safety) (see Boccagni, 2017; Boccagni & Brighenti, 2015).

Based on the idea that home is the locus of social and personal experience, we 
argue that “home is an imagined space” (Irannejad,  2018, 36), or an “imagined site” 
(Woodrow, 2001, 69), i.e., a set of intersecting ideas and feelings associated with safety, 
comfort, and familiarity (Hage, 1997) across neighborhood, city, and even the nation-state 
(Goodwin,  2008; Moser & Uzzell,  2003; Silvey,  2013). It is as well a significant place 
of acculturation, especially when it comes to interactions between ethnic or socio-cultural 
groups (Zick,  2010). In a nutshell, home has a shared cultural meaning well beyond 
a sheer list of everyday practices or daily tasks to be fulfilled inside and out (Blunt & 
Dowling, 2006).

In a time of pandemic, new attributes of home may also emerge, owing to actual or potential 
losses such as control and mastery of homing. Having or not having command over physical or 
abstract properties of home may appear more critical than they used to be. Home might also be 
associated with negative connotations such as obligations, responsibilities, coercion, imprison-
ment, and repression (Gürbilek, 2019, 2020). Conversely, home may gain an emerging positive 
significance by realizing that it accounts for being protected against disease during the pan-
demic while bringing about an opportunity to spend time for one’s own sake.

Therefore, we argue that people tend to embrace ambiguous images and experience 
ambivalent feelings even though they continue to adopt culturally congruent attributes of 
home during the lockdown, be it positive or negative, in order to cope with fears, threats, 
and normative changes especially when deprived of socializing and denied from public 
spaces. Accordingly, we aspire to interpret our data on the basis of how such alterations in 
the image of home is sketched in participants’ narratives and what these alterations could 
possibly tell about the aftermath of the lockdown.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A total of 66 participants (18 men) aged between 16 and 65 (Mage = 36.12, sd = 14.90) 
occupying 28 households and residing in 15 different cities in Turkey (Ankara, Bartın, 
Balıkesir, Bolu, Bursa, Çanakkale, Düzce, Elazığ, Istanbul, Kahramanmaraş, Kastamonu, 
Kayseri, Kocaeli, Mersin, Muğla) participated in the study.

Among the 28 households reached, all but two participants reported that they live with 
their families. Sixteen of the households were represented by three persons (mostly, par-
ents and a child in late adolescence), six households by two persons (either spouses or one 
parent and a child), and six households were represented by one person. In other words, 
each data entry consisted of one to three participants from the same household. Partici-
pants reported that they had been living in the same city in varying time lengths (minimum 
10, maximum 58 years).

Twenty-nine participants were undergraduate students. Other participants had var-
ied educational degrees (9 elementary school, 5 secondary school, 10 high school, 4 
college, and 9 graduate). Regarding occupational status, 13 participants (all women) 
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indicated that they are domestic workers (7 elementary school, 2 secondary school, and 
4 high school). Nineteen people reported that they are workers in different sectors (wait-
ress, cook, nurse, teacher, police, driver, lawyer, etc.), whereas 4 reported retired.

In our qualitative inquiry, all participants were asked to reflect on the meaning of 
home before and during the lockdown. Attributes of dwelling unit and neighborhood, 
accounts of daily activities including social relationships, and sentiments associated 
with both were enquired through open ended questions. Narrations related to the actual 
lockdown were obtained concurrently whereas those to pre-lockdown, retrospectively. 
Participants were contacted via social media during the first lockdown, in April 2020. 
Each participant was invited to an online interview on a voluntary basis.

Data Analysis Preparation

We used the thematic analysis technique (Braun & Clarke,  2006, 2013; Hayes,  2010) 
to analyze the qualitative data obtained in this study. Being a flexible tool, thematic 
analysis gives researcher a theoretical freedom (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to use it with 
different methods. While we wanted to know the changes in the meaning of home, we 
focused on participants’ own interpretations to minimize interfering with their accounts 
(see Reicher, 2000). That is, we did not take an interrogative stance towards the mean-
ings expressed in the data. Rather, we put the narratives in an organizing framework to 
interpret what is expressed in the data, i.e., instead of latent level we stayed at semantic 
level (see Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Following the idea that themes are “meaningful entities that are constructed from 
codes that unify disparate data and capture the essence of some degree of recurrent 
meaning across a data-set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 740; see also DeSantis & Ugarriza, 
2000), we generated our themes by applying both theory-driven (deductive) and data-
driven (inductive) processes. We adopted the constructionist epistemological approach, 
thus focused on the sociocultural contexts and structural conditions through which indi-
vidual accounts emerge (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

To reach that end, we executed multiple steps. First, qualitative data were prepared 
for the analysis (familiarizing with the data which involves reading and re-reading the 
data, noting down initial ideas). Secondly, index carts were created, and different sub-
jects were noted (generating initial codes). At the third step, similar subjects were gath-
ered under the same theme (searching for themes). These themes were treated as proto-
themes and labelled as transitionary (reviewing themes). The final themes were emerged 
after reading the answers given by the participants to open-ended questions several 
times (defining and naming themes). For a vivid presentation of results, these themes 
were described along with a number of compelling excerpts.

Results and Discussion

Thematic analyses showed that participants mentioned multiple themes in their responses. 
Therefore, themes recounted below represent discrete experiences but may not necessarily 
correspond individual persons.
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House Versus Home

Most big cities in Turkey have been facing urban transformation since the beginning 
of 2000s. This has had tremendous impact on physical attributes of houses as well as 
architecture and structure of neighborhoods, influencing social life immensely (e.g., 
Çavdar & Tan,  2013; Özet,  2019). Since physical attributes of dwelling bear impli-
cations concerning social relationships both at home and in the neighborhood (Blunt 
& Dowling, 2006), we find it important to report that most of our participants live in 
recently built apartments either in close suburbs (13 households) or in city centers (13 
households), and only two households reside in larger village houses.

More than half of our participants (17 out of 28 households) reported that they live 
with their families in flats with four rooms and balconies. Others reported to dwell in 
two to six rooms flats, except for two that were in a gated residential. Arguably, a four 
room flat with a balcony is a prototypical familial house in middle-class urban Turkey. 
Balcony is usually regarded a typical and indispensable feature of a house. It is used 
for many activities and operations inclusive of relaxing, enjoying the view, eating and 
drinking, socialization with neighbors and friends, hanging the laundry, etc. Şenol 
Cantek et  al. (2014) summarized four main functions of balcony in their qualitative 
research: a place for socialization, a place for domestic work (cooking, washing, etc.), 
extension of privacy after decoration, or using for storing things.

Several participants indicated that during the pandemic they continued to meet with 
their neighbors from balcony to balcony. Three participants living in flats without 
balcony expressed their wish to have one when asked about a missing feature of their 
house they count a significant deficiency. Responses also included garden (4) and terrace 
(2). These inbetween spaces have significant roles in social interaction and homing in 
Turkey as shown by other research (Can & Heath, 2016; Şenol Cantek et al., 2014).

In addition to the emphasis on the importance of having a balcony, our participants 
reported that they wished to have additional rooms, a larger kitchen, a larger house, and 
a private space. These predilections were mostly related to the crowdedness of house-
holds due to pandemic, while the household members who were normally away, such as 
students, moved back to their family houses because of the lockdown. Such yearnings 
indicate clearly that structural elements of a house are important for a composite sense 
of home, as described by Blunt and Dowling (2006, 3) “home is much more than house 
or household. Whilst house and household are components of home, on their own they 
do not capture the complex socio-spatial relations and emotions that define home. A 
house is not necessarily nor automatically a home, and personal relations that constitute 
home extend beyond those of the household.”

Involuntary withdrawal from social interactions was added to appraisals of home in 
connection with desired physical compartments of home. Getting together with friends 
(8), family members (sister, son, father) or other familiars (4), guests (3), and relatives 
(2) were often failed. On the other hand, some were willing to have silence (3) or stay 
alone (2). Still others would have liked to go out for a walk (2), have fresh air (3), and 
enjoy crowded vibes (1). In this regard, during pandemic, inbetween spaces such as bal-
conies, gardens, and front yards were valued more in social isolation as these spaces 
provided people opportunities to interact with others, at times even without caring 
enough for physical distancing.

These features and attributes were also mentioned in responses when participants 
asked to reflect on properties making them feel comfortable at home. Such aspects were 

Altered Meanings of Home 677

1 3



collapsed under the themes of (a) structure of the house (large flat, balcony, private 
room, a large kitchen, garden, spaciousness and comfort), (b) freedom at home (hang-
ing out freely, dressing casually, loading off the mind, no meddling with one another), 
(c) roles and responsibilities (little or no housework, little or no cooking, little or no 
cleaning, fewer obligations), and (d) silence and tranquility. These thematic properties 
allowed us to discern that the physical properties of house play a significant role on 
homely feelings and social relationships both within and outside of the dwelling.

Majority of the participants testified either negative emotions (boredom, tension, anxi-
ety, threat, repression, tiredness, helplessness, loneliness) or ambiguous to ambivalent feel-
ings (complicated, bittersweet, safe but concerned, concerned but content) though few par-
ticipants stated that they felt safe, peaceful, and content during the lockdown.

These findings indicate that home has affective, cognitive, and behavioral denotations 
experienced in a composite fashion. A house with its physical and social attributes, and 
facilities it does and does not provide may lead people to feel or not feel homely. The inter-
play between psychological, social, and physical modes of experiences (Sixsmith, 1986), 
and of schemes of space (Lefebvre,  1991) may reveal itself more clearly to observation 
especially during extraordinary times such as pandemic and lockdown. This is what we 
intend to demonstrate with regard to altered meanings of home as described and discussed 
below.

Meaning of Home During the Lockdown

Ambiguities in the image of home submerge especially when a person is away from home, 
as Stefan Zweig 2009 states impressively that one may feel safe during the daylight, but 
that sentiment could turn to a pressing mood when one realizes that it is hard to bear with 
an alien loneliness surfacing while people retire to their homes where a family, a bed, a 
relaxed night is waiting for them (1928/1980). Walter Benjamin’s exclamation is no less 
affirming: “I never slept on the street in Berlin. I saw sunset and dawn, but between the two 
I found myself a shelter.” (1988, 42). In Nurdan Gürbilek’s expressions, too, the gloomy 
leaks in the sparkling”when we are away from home … the light radiating from [another] 
house shine like a sign of everything that the one, alone and in the dark, is deprived off.” 
(2019, 62).

Confirming theses literary authors, participants’ expressions of positive denotations 
of home had an element of remote observation as if they monitor their homes from a 
distance. What they articulated more easily were the positive qualities that gained sali-
ence during the lockdown. Home, in this time of trouble, represented trust, peacefulness, 
safety, security, happiness, fortune, familial ties, health, sharing, shelter, endurance; all 
with an opportunity for self-reflection, comfort, rest, and entertainment. It came forward 
a noticeable rather than taken for granted component of life, which does not only bear 
the virtue of protecting others but also the value of being protected, i.e., kept safe and 
secure. It is worth noting that the phrase safe and secure (which is, in Turkish, articu-
lated in one word: güvenli) is among the most frequently expressed terms in participants’ 
appraisals of home. Being or keeping safe and secure (güvenli) were repeated habitually 
by most participants, and sometimes (by 16 participants with overlaps) in the form of 
an adjective clause: safe and secure/güvenli place, space, area, life, harbor, feeling, and 
being.

Another frequently repeated word was family (16 times) and can readily signify a broader 
connotation than a sheer meaning of the word, depending on the sentence structure and 
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context. In that sense, family may have one or more references to the following: being with 
the family, family ties, spending time with family, family environment, feeling like a family, 
and importance of having a family. There are also a number of sayings that substitute the word 
itself but practically perform the same function such as the most loved ones, spending time 
under the same roof, standing by in rough times, and togetherness.

However, not all attributes portraying the meaning of home by the participants have been 
classified by a positive mark. Many neutral-to-negative connotations as well surfaced alongside. 
Despite the apparent salience of positively evaluated qualities, home also meant responsibility, 
obligation, housework, isolation, adaptation to a crowded family life, lack of social life, lack 
of private space, limitation of mobility, stress, and boredom. Of all the neutral-to-positive 
attributes, boredom was the most frequently articulated word (5 times). Nevertheless, our 
participants were clear about the source of their boredom and they expressed it in different 
contexts: Being bored by overloaded work at home (1), lack of social life (2), feeling like a 
prison (3), having nothing to do (4), or simply the atmosphere (5). It is not unexpected that 
some people might have got bored during the lockdown. Gürbilek (2019) have already pointed 
out, just on the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic, that home is where prosperity and boredom 
coexist, as it “brings around an imposing tedium along with a bestowal of an inner world.” (p. 
63).

In participants’ accounts, home is represented a place to stay due to an inevitability. One 
participant (woman, 58 years old, domestic worker) told that “I avoid staying at home as long 
as I have not to. But I have to stay, because of the virus. Spending time with my mother makes 
it a bit better.” This reminds us Gürbilek’s (2020) concept of home as a runaway, a dead-end, a 
trap. Also, this participant’s representation of home reminds us Walter Benjamin’s complaint 
that not having been escaped from home when we are fifteen is hard to compensate; we only 
realize what we had missed then, much later, (Benjamin, 1928/1980). To some people, how-
ever, home could turn to be a safe haven. For example, a participant (woman, 21 years old, 
undergraduate student) represented home as “a place to escape from the things we are afraid 
of… a safe harbour.”

Apparently, home may retain positive and negative meanings simultaneously, which 
give rise to an ambivalent sum. A male participant (47, retired) says “Home is a place 
where I feel myself in safety. I have no social life. Home is a place where I can get bored.” 
Or as another participant (female, 50, domestic worker) wrote “I used to be a home-loving 
person but this time everything turned upside down. Now, home means missing our loved 
ones, having to look at the good weather out of window, and it is a gloomy place; yet it is 
also a reason to thank heaven since we have it.” This ambivalent meaning of home was 
indicated by scholars from scientific community (Düzen & Gezici Yalçın, 2020) as well 
as by literary critics. Gürbilek (2020) notes that home could be both secure and uncanny; 
while being a shelter against outside, home is also a barrier to access the world outside 
(Gürbilek, 2019).

The composite sense of being at home also bears metaphoric meanings (Blunt & Dowling, 2006; 
Gürbilek, 2020). Our participants likened home to a harbor, life, nest, heaven, and also to a prison. 
Among a variety of analogies, home has likened even to a hotel. Simultaneous presence of positive 
and negative meanings of home are visible by these metaphors. A participant (woman, 22 years old, 
undergraduate student), for example, wrote that “home is sometimes a peaceful nest, but other times 
it is like a prison.”
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Meaning of Home Before the Lockdown

When participants were asked to reflect on the meaning of home before the pandemic, they 
responded that home meant rest (12) and repose (8), a place to live, a shelter, spending time 
with or visiting family, convenience, cozy environment. Retrospectively comparing before 
and the during lockdown times, some participants reported no change in the meaning of 
home (11) while others told that they did not think of it at all. For example, a participant 
(male, 45, worker) wrote “I did not think much about home before the pandemic, because 
I was spending little time at home. I was mostly with my friends.” Another (female, 23, 
undergraduate student) reported that “I was never indulgent or bound to home. And I was 
not the type goes out frequently. Now, since staying at home is obligatory, not being able to 
go out is unsettling. But I cannot complain, this is the right thing to do.”

Some (18) indicated a change towards negative direction following the pandemic meas-
ures. Participants for whom home meant “a place to rest” before the pandemic, now turned 
out to mean “cooking” (male, 28, graphic designer) or “adopting to lifestyle of parents” 
(female, 21, undergraduate student). Likewise, the meaning of home as “a place I go 
to visit my parents when I miss them” turned out to mean “a place where I got bored” 
(female, 48, domestic worker). Yet another participant (female, 58, domestic worker) stated 
that “before the pandemic I was more relieved, more social, I had a life outside the house, 
I was able to go out and hang around with my friends, home was not a burden to me.” 
However, she had a different account for the duration of the lockdown: “In fact, nowadays 
home means a stricter order like definite hours for meals; besides, everyone is at home and 
I know what each does; there is a never-ending housework, and this is a hardship.”

Only three participants reported clear positive meanings that home has gained after the 
lockdown. An undergraduate student (female, 24) wrote that “Before the pandemic home 
meant uneasiness; I was having disagreements with my family even though each is a loved 
one for me. Probably because of the habits I have developed during my university years, 
I mean, living on my own hook.” About the duration of the lockdown, in contrast, she 
reported altered sentiments: “Home is a space for sharing with others. However frequently 
we might disagree, we forgot about it instantly and easily. That is the place I feel the pres-
ence of people who protect and defend me.”

Many participants’ (24) descriptions of alterations in the meanings of home before 
and during the lockdown may not be readily categorized as positive or negative. Overall, 
responses indicated not a definite change in the direction but a discernible change in the 
extent, adding to the sense of home more ambiguity and experience more ambivalence (see 
Table 1). This feature is articulated by our participants in various ways. Some observed that 
home performed more than it used to be: “Nowadays home means ‘life’ to me. School is 
here, entertainment place is here, you may say everything; this is the place I rest. Home is 
a whole life concentrated to this house.” (female, 53, teacher). Others mentioned additional 
functions: “Home is a workplace to me, and kitchen is the restaurant. I love my balcony 
very much. My wife is my colleague, and my house is a center of entertainment.” (male, 
50, police officer). The expansion of home from concrete to abstract was also noted: “It is a 
structure previously I made a good use of meeting certain needs but now it has taken over 
my whole life.” (female, 45, domestic worker). “Home to me is a living space embracing 
everything.” (male, 57, teacher).
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Conclusion

Our data shows that during the pandemic, particularly during the lockdown, the boundaries 
of home expanded tremendously towards inside. Home had to assume a lot more symbolic 
and metaphorical functions, and thus meanings, than ever. Inward expansion of home in daily 
life during the lockdown was articulated by both positive and negative expressions. This 
might be due to social representations of home as a place where certain duties and routines 
in daily life (see Lefebvre, 2006) are realized in interaction with significant others—either 
familial or other forms of relationships like partnership or living community, others can also 
refer to non-residents at home like friends and neighbors.

In this study, we observed that the lockdown brought about unexpected burdens which 
gave rise to new and uninvited experiences that people were not necessarily well-prepared 
to confront. In these circumstances, most people who had an opportunity to follow stay 
at home scheme were compelled to take novel or alternative actions to make home a bet-
ter base to ward off the threat. We also noted that people adopted culturally congruent 
attributes of home during the lockdown in order to cope with fears, threats, and normative 
changes while having to deal with importunate daily routines individually.

Our data shows that people relied on existing and emerging aspects of home intercon-
nectedly, material and immaterial alike, to re-construct the idea of home in order to convert 
a compulsory adjustment to an agreeable experience. Our participants reported their expe-
riences both in semantic categories and metaphors which are partially in line with previous 
work (e.g., Blunt & Dowling, 2006).

When we examine the data and look at it in its entirety, we notice that the meaning of 
home underwent significant alterations in a number of ways during the lockdown, sup-
porting the view that it has a liquid character (see Hubbard & Kitchin, 2010). Most impor-
tantly, our participants’ responses are not to be straightforwardly classified towards con-
ceptual poles of negative or positive. We observe that most responses have implications in 
both directions at the same moment, not necessarily favoring either poles. In other words, 
most appraisals of home had inherent but identifiable elements of ambiguity in perception 
and ambivalence in experience when retrospectively comparing the current moment to pre-
lockdown term.

Table 1   Alterations in the meaning of home before and during the lockdown

Demographics Before lockdown During lockdown

Female, 45, domestic 
worker

It meant the normal daily life to 
me, the usual state of. In a way, 
like in a workplace

Nowadays it means safety and security

Female, 22, undergraduate 
student

Home meant to me a place I 
missed a lot; because I live away 
from my family (to study) home 
was usually associated with a 
longing for it

Home is a safe and secure living place. 
It means a quiet and peaceful family 
environment in to rest and find peace 
with my close ones

Male, 48, worker It is a place I can rest after the 
work; a place I can spend time 
with my spouse and kids

It is a safe harbour and lively nest. A 
haven, in it I am together with my 
spouse and kids

Male, 47, waitress It is place to rest when I got tired It means strengthening of family ties
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We conclude that home is reconstructed by new experiences of people under the circum-
stances of the lockdown, confirming the notion of home being a symbolic (Boccagni, 2017; 
Boccagni & Brighenti,  2015) and imaginary (Irannejad,  2018; Woodrow,  2001) place. 
Alterations in daily life practices, intersectional subjectivity (Crenshaw, 1990), emotions, 
habits, and behaviors culminated in an aggregate alteration in experiencing home, which 
led to alterations in people’s idea of home during the lockdown. Such abstractions and 
the associated discourses (see Lefebvre, 2006) coupled with cultural meanings and senti-
ments (Blunt & Dowling,  2006) reshaped homely feelings, especially when deprived of 
socializing and denied from public spaces. Therefore, even though there may be significant 
contextual differences of constituting elements, home remains the locus of social and per-
sonal experience, formed by a special brand of interrelationship among people and places 
linked to them. We suggest that home should be further inquired as a culturally (Baldwin 
et al., 1999) and discursively (Jackson, 1989) produced space, actively negotiated and con-
stantly re-imagined.
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