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Abstract

In this introductory article, we as guest editors set out the key

ambitions and arguments of the Special Issue and highlight our

contribution to social network research within migration stud-

ies. We argue that social network analysis has the potential

to address epistemological pitfalls in migration research espe-

cially in overcoming the metaphoric use of networks as well as

nation-state and ethnicity-centred epistemologies. Moreover, we

suggest that adopting a qualitative approach to social networks

not only changes how we research networks but also what we

understand them to be.While seeking to go beyondmetaphors

and delve into the tool box of SNA, in order to gain deeper

understandings of social networks, we argue that this cannot

mean purely quantitative research techniques. We draw upon

the early roots of social network research, within anthropol-

ogy, to find inspiration and consider the contribution of quali-

tative approaches to analysing dynamic social relationships and

to including neglected aspects likemeaningmaking and agency.

Adopting a reflexive approachenables us tode-migranticise our

research turning the role of migration and ethnicity for social

networks into an empirical question rather than taking them as

an essentialist starting point for investigation.

The Special Issue brings together an integrated set of articles

drawn from a social networks and migration symposium. Using

qualitative andmixedmethods approaches, these articles focus

on a diverse range of geographical and social contexts. In so

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License, which permits use, dis-

tribution and reproduction in anymedium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

© 2021 The Authors.Global Networks published by Global Networks Partnership and JohnWiley & Sons Ltd.

Global Networks. 2021;1–11. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/glob 1

mailto:l.ryan@londonmet.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/glob


2 RYAN AND DAHINDEN

doing, the authors offer newmethodological and epistemologi-

cal insights intomigrants’ social networks.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1960s there is growing interest in the analysis of migration networks. We might say that there is a com-

mon understanding within migration studies that personal networks enhance and facilitate migration by decreas-

ing costs and risks and that networks are conduits of information as well as social, emotional and financial assis-

tance (Boyd, 1989; Massey et al., 1993). Scholars pointed, for instance, to the significance of social networks when

it comes to migration decisions: social networks select who within a household will leave (e.g. Haug, 2008) and

they canalise migrants to specific destinations (Fawcett, 1989). The relevance of social networks has also been

shown for migration trajectories, for example, regarding the organisation or financing of the journey or access

to documentation and smugglers (Wissink & Mazzucato, 2018). Networks have been said to be crucial for incor-

poration processes in post-migration situations (Nauck et al., 1997; Ryan, 2011) as much as for daily survival of

undocumented migrants (Hagan, 1998). Moreover, since the ‘transnational turn’ in migration studies in the 1990s

(Dahinden, 2017; Faist et al., 2013; Glick Schiller et al., 1995), the idea of networks gained increased popularity

as the development of transnational spaces is simply not possible without social networks spanning over national

borders.

In other words, networks are everywhere in transnational migration studies. There is, however, growing concern

on two fronts: First, work in this field tends too often to rely onmetaphorical uses of the term ‘network’. However, when

network metaphors start to become general ‘descriptors’, they have limited usefulness as ‘heuristic devices’ (Knox

et al., 2006, p. 133). There are increasing calls for migration scholars to draw upon the wider canon of theories and

methodologies of social network analysis (SNA) (Bilecen et al., 2018) that have developed since the 1960s (McCarty

et al., 2019). Second, it has been shown that migration studies rely often on unquestioned nation-state and ethnicity-

centred epistemologies running the risk to reproduce nation-state and post-colonial hegemonic power structures

(Anderson, 2019;Dahinden, 2016;Nieswand&Drotbohm, 2014). Thismight even be the casewhen researchers apply

a transnational perspective: Ethnic and national categories as units of research and analysis are in this case projected

into transnational space with the results that transnational networks are of interest only regarding ethnic or national

groups and hence reproducing ethnic- and national-centred epistemology (Wimmer, 2009).

In response to such concerns, this Special Issue presents novel approaches to the study of migrant social networks

by showing the potential of qualitative and mixed (quantitative with qualitative) SNA to address these two critiques

and to push further, theoretically and empirically, this field of study. Beyond the quantitative approach to SNA,

which has become so dominant in recent decades (Crossley & Edwards, 2016), we look back to earlier roots of social

network research within anthropology to find inspiration for qualitative and mixed methods approaches to studying

relationality.

This Special Issue is the outcome of a workshop that Janine Dahinden and Louise Ryan organised in March 2019

at the University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland. The aim of the workshop was to bring together outstanding international

scholars who had started to work with SNA in relation to transnational migration research, especially with a focus on

qualitative methods. The work of this newer scholarship enables deeper understanding of how migration impacts on

social ties both in the new destination country and transnationally, the resources that migrants can access and share

through these ties, how such relationships may change over time and how ties are embedded in wider societal power

structures (e.g., Altissimo, 2016; Bilecen, 2016; Dahinden, 2013; Herz, 2015; Lubbers et al., 2010; Ryan & D’Angelo,

2018; Schapendonk, 2015).
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The contributions in this Special Issue all scrutinize assumptions based on metaphorical applications of networks

and instead, by applying SNA, show in detail the compositions, meanings or changes in migrant networks. These arti-

cles bring in new theorizing going beyond simple binaries and static views of relationality in place. The authors in this

Special Issue also show concrete ways in which SNA has the potential to rectify important epistemological pitfalls of

migration research associated with its embeddedness in nation-state logic.

We will, in this introduction, briefly elaborate on these two potentials: first the gain for migration studies, and

concomitant theorization, when going beyond a metaphorical use of networks and introducing qualitative network

analysis instead. And second, we will illustrate the ways qualitative SNA can support reflexive and de-migranticised

approaches within migration studies in order to give new insights beyond nation-state and ethnicity-centred episte-

mologies. In the final concluding section, we suggest avenues for new research on social networks andmigration.

From metaphors to SNA

It has been argued that given the rise in Internet and digital technologies, networks have become one of the domi-

nant metaphors in current social science (Shearmur &Doloreux 2015, p. 1523).Writing 20 years ago about the social

sciences more broadly, Wigley referred to ‘network fever’: ‘We are constantly surrounded by talk of networks. Every

third message, article and advertisement seems to be about one network or another. We are surrounded, that is, by

talk on networks about networks’ (Wigley, 2001, p. 83). Of course, the word network is not new. It was popularised in

the 19th century by biologists, tomean connectionswithin the humanbody, aswell as by technicians to describe trans-

portation systems including rivers, canals, roads and railways. Similarly, within social sciences, the use of networks as

a metaphor has a long history. It has been noted that, in the 1940s, British anthropologists such as Radcliffe-Brown

‘used network metaphors as partial, allusive descriptions of social structure’ (Wellman, 1997, p. 21, see also Mitchell,

1969; Rogers & Vertovec, 1995).

Metaphors may be a useful heuristic device and can be understood as ‘a powerful mental tool that individuals

use while trying to understand and explain a phenomenon which is highly abstract, complex and theoretical’ (Gurol

& Donmus, 2010, p. 1490). However, the usefulness of the networkmetaphor may be limited by its apparent ubiquity.

According to Shearmur and Doloreux, researchers across the social sciences have adopted the network metaphor ‘to

understand and interpret a wide variety of phenomena’ (2015, p. 1521). As Castells (1996) declared, we now live in a

‘network society’. The early usefulness and transferability of this metaphor continue to be features of its application

today as the word ‘slides seamlessly from biology to technology to society’ (Wigley, 2001, p. 94).

Given the proliferation of the networkmetaphor, across a range of disciplines, how can SNA distinguish its intellec-

tual focus? According toWellman, ‘many analysts and practitioners’ have misused network analysis as a ‘mixed bag of

terms and techniques’. While some have ‘hardened it into a method’, others have ‘softened it into a metaphor’ (1997,

p. 20). The network metaphor may result in conceptual confusion because it is used to describe quite different things.

For example, the term ‘social networks’ can be used to refer to websites and platforms, as well as interpersonal rela-

tionships. As Knox et al. have pointed out, themetaphor can refer to ‘aweb’ with ‘a hierarchical structurewith a centre

and concentric spheres of influence’ but also may refer to ‘a network’ with ‘a more horizontal and open-ended weave’.

As a result, there is tension between the ‘notion of networks that bind and immobilize, and those that invoke mobility

and liberation’ (Knox et al., 2006, p. 132).

Thus to paraphrase McLuhan (1964), social networks can be both the medium and the message. This begins to

suggest some of the conceptual ambiguity of networks, as noted by Latour (1999), and why we need to be precise

about how the metaphor is applied. Which raises the question, to borrow the words of poet, W.B. Yeats1, ‘how can we

know the dancer from the dance’? In other words, networks, like a dance, do not exist as objective entities outside of

social actors. Instead, like dancers, social actors create networks through dynamic interactions and constructions of

meaning. The challenge, therefore, is how networks, as dynamic and ephemeral social relationships, can be studied,

analysed and theorised beyondmeremetaphors.
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Over the years, there have been repeated calls for social scientists to paymore attention not only to the toolbox of

network analysis but also to the historical development of conceptualisations: ‘most of the new network approaches

have paid scant attention to the long history of reflections upon the potential of networks as an analytical device in the

social sciences.’ (Knox et al., 2006, p. 113). This is evenmore surprising as relational approaches within social sciences

have been prominent since its foundation, the work of Simmel (1992) or Moreno being two pertinent examples (see

alsoMcCarty et al., 2019). There have also been calls for migration scholars to go beyond networkmetaphors in order

to consider what can be gained by a more theoretically informed and methodologically cogent approach to network

analysis (Ryan, 2007).

Despite the acknowledgement of the network character of migration and mobility processes, social

networkmethodology has rarely been at the forefront of such studies until relatively recently. Instead,

social networks were often used either metaphorically or only describing dyadic relations. . . the

absence of SNA in migration studies left relatively unexplored how these networks are composed and

structured, how they evolve over time, which resources are exchanged through such networks, and

how they are embedded in larger structures, so that linkswithmigration processes and outcomeswere

often assumed rather than empirically investigated. (Bilecen et al., 2018, p. 2)

We are all familiar with assertions thatmigrants use their networks to find jobs, accommodation, advice, emotional

support, information about their new environment, etc. But what does that actually mean? What/who is ‘their net-

work’? This term can be used to mean dyadic relationships with a relative or friend, or a wide range of diverse ties

to neighbours, work colleagues, acquaintances as well as kin. In addition, to the place utility of networks within the

destination society (Haug, 2008), much has been written about transnational networks carried on virtually (online),

physically (offline) as well as a combination of bothmedia (for an overview, see Lubbers et al., 2020).

Byusing the concept of networks in sucha loose andgeneralisedway,Wellmanwarns that researchers risk ‘treating

all units as if they had the same resources, all ties as if theywere symmetrical, and the contents of all ties as if theywere

equivalent’ (1997, p. 20). There is a need, therefore, for more precision. For instance, we need to distinguish between

potential resources within networks and those that can be activated and willingly shared between actors (Bourdieu,

1986). Moreover, networks cannot be regarded as static objectified entities but instead we need to understand the

meaning of particular relationships between specific alters and how these ebb and flow over time (Ryan & D’Angelo,

2018; Schapendonk, 2015).

There has beenmuch discussion of the extent towhichmigrants rely on strong ties, whichmay involve high levels of

trust and reciprocal support but low levels of economic resources, versus weak ties, that may be fleeting and unstable

but could facilitate access tomore advantageous job opportunities (Granovetter, 1983, 1985).However, there has also

been criticism of the simplistic ways in which these ties often become ethnicised and essentialised within migration

research (Dahinden, 2005b; Ryan, 2011).

For migration scholars, going beyond the metaphor to delve deeper into network analysis can offer more nuanced

insights into how migrants forge new connections with particular people in specific places, sustain existing relation-

ships and access different kinds of resources over time (Bilecen et al., 2018; Ryan, 2011). However, drawing upon the

tools of network analysis is not without its risks.

Despite its early roots inqualitative traditions suchas anthropological studies of family (Bott, 1955) and local neigh-

bourhood ties (Young &Willmot, 1957), or as exemplified by theManchester School and their work in Africa (Barnes,

1969; Mitchell, 1969), in recent decades SNA has become particularly associated with quantitative approaches

(Wellman, 1997). As a result, research on networks often involves statistical computations and complex algorithms to

measure structures (Crossley & Edwards, 2016). Hence, quantitative and highly mathematical approaches have been

dominant. Indeed, SNA has been described as ‘mathematical models based on graph theory’ (Hersberger, 2003, p. 95).

More recently, however, scholars rediscovered the older qualitative social network approaches, reconceptualised

them and innovated themempirically and theoretically, so that this emerging field is currently gaining influencewithin

social sciences (for a discussion, see Crossley & Edwards, 2016).
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Quantitative techniques using large datasets derived from surveys or transactional ‘big data’ (Scott, 2011) to

produce matrices and graphs give manifold insights into network structures and compositions. Qualitative SNA is

complementary to this work: the strengths of qualitative network research is its ability to grasp the dynamic nature of

interpersonal connections as well as the world of meanings, feelings, interpretations and perceptions of relationships

(D’Angelo&Ryan, 2019;Ryan, 2020). By its ability to understand the content of relationships, qualitative SNAunpacks

the importance of agency and meaning-making for human actors (Crossley & Edwards, 2016; Heath et al., 2009;

Hollstein, 2011).

There is evidence of increasing interest in qualitative approaches to network analysis (e.g. Dahinden, 2005a; Heath

et al., 2009; Herz et al., 2014; Ryan et al., 2014). Qualitativemethods arewell suited to research ‘actors’ assessment of

the relationships andnetworksofwhich theyarepart (Hollstein, 2011, p. 7). AsHollsteinnotes, ‘qualitative approaches

not only give insight into how networks work’ but also ‘how networksmatter’ (2011, p. 8). The ‘cultural turn’ (Crossley

&Edwards, 2016) in network research and the ‘interpretative turn’ in social science in general (Geertz, 1973) have also

raised fundamental questions about how networks are conceptualised: focusing attention on qualitative insights into

networkmeaning.

Therefore, in urging migration scholars to go beyond the metaphor and delve into the toolbox of SNA, we do not

meanonly quantitative SNA informedbygraph theory, but alsoqualitativemethods, informedby interpretive theories,

in order to understand networks not as objectified, measureable entities, but as dynamic, fluid, interpretations and

representations of social relationships. The papers in this Special Issue offer diverse examples of the innovative ways

in which networks are now being researched, analysed and theorised bymigration scholars.

Schaer et al. (2020), for instance, scrutinize through a careful analysis of themobility networks of early career aca-

demics a particularmetaphorical ideawhich is widespread in Academia: It is postulated, and oftenmirrored in funding

schemes, that early career researcher will enhance their academic social capital due to multiple geographic mobil-

ity and stays abroad. However, as the authors show, the connections between transnational mobility and academic

social capital are less straightforward than often assumed.While increasedmobility results inmore transnational net-

works, it does not lead to enhanced academic capital – hence, putting into question these assumptions based on the

metaphor of social network. Ryan (2020) demonstrates the value of SNA to go beyondmetaphors by bringing insights

into how migrants make sense of dynamic relationships. By applying a narrative approach combined with SNA, she

uses ‘network stories’ to analyse the meaning of local and transnational relationships, how they started and have

been maintained or changed over time. Mazzucato (2020) elaborates in her methodological article the contribution

of mixed-methods SNA to the study of transnational networks. It has been argued that transnationality remains often

metaphorical and ‘catch-all-and-say-nothing’ (Pries, 2008). In contrario, Mazzucato gives insights into her work show-

ing howSNAallowed her not only to create a viable transnational research design but also how transnational relations

have been ‘worked at’ while capturing the dynamic and changing nature of transnational relationship. Using rich quali-

tativemethods, from in-depth interviews, allows D’Angelo (2021) to explore the transnational connections utilized by

sub-Saharan migrants in their hazardous journeys to Europe. In so doing, he goes beyond mere metaphors, and com-

plicates our understanding of the intricate nature of these inter-personal relationships through time and space.

The study by Sommer and Gamper (2020) depicts another facet of how SNA brings to light particular dynamics

that may be overlooked when using a metaphoric network term. In their study of the social capital of self-employed

migrants from the former Soviet Union in Germany, SNA allowed the authors to point to the agency and strategies

migrants displayed in order to overcome barriers they encountered. This analysis demonstrates temporal changes of

social relation both in terms of network composition and network content as well as the meaning attached to these

ties. The authors call for SNA to overcome ‘structural determinism’ (Emirbayer, 1997) an element, which was often

said to be present in quantitative SNA.

In researching young people’s decisions about geographical mobility, Herz and Altissimo (2021) demonstrate

the potential of qualitative SNA to analyse supradyadic structures. It is not only the relationships between ego

and alters that need to be understood but also the wider relations between alters – supradyads. Using interviews

and network maps, the authors explore the relationships between different kinds of actors including organisations
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and places as well as people. This approach offers insights into the relationships between supradyads who may indi-

rectly influence why young people decide tomove or, indeed, not tomove.

Having discussed the proliferation of the network metaphor and reviewed the ways in which our contributing

authors draw on qualitative and mixed methods SNA to go beyond such narrow and limiting understandings of social

relationships, in the next section we move to our second overarching theme: how a reflexive approach to SNA can

address the problem of nation-state and ethnicity-centred epistemologies within migration research.

The potential of SNA to advance reflexive migration studies

In recent years, a new theoretical strand gainedmomentumwithin migration studies: Scholars started to reflect upon

questions of knowledge production and articulated fundamental concerns regarding particular ethical, epistemolog-

ical and political problems in migration research (among many see Dahinden et al., 2020; Favell, 2014; Levitt, 2012;

Malkki, 1992; Nieswand et al., 2014; van Houtum & Bueno Lacy, 2019). Many pointed to the problematic aspects of

the entanglement of migration studies with the logic of nation-states and concomitant epistemological underpinnings

(Anderson, 2019; Dahinden, 2016). One of the important criticisms still is the problem of ‘methodological national-

ism’ and the ‘ethnic lens’ (Glick Schiller et al., 2006; Wimmer & Schiller, 2002) as well as an essentialist vision, which

are often underpinning migration studies. By the latter we understand ‘a system of belief grounded in a conception of

human beings as "cultural" (and under certain conditions territorial and national) subjects, that is, bearers of a culture,

located within a boundaried world, which defines them and differentiates them from others’ (Grillo, 2003, p. 158).

In the following, scholars discussed the political consequences of state- and ethnicity-centred categories (Scheel &

Ustek-Spilda, 2019), andothershighlighted the consequencesof the label ‘refugee’ for thegovernanceof forcedmigra-

tion (Crawley & Skleparis, 2017; Zetter, 2007), or scrutinized the category ‘integration’ arguing that it is a producer of

gendered and racialised non-belonging (Korteweg, 2017) or consider it as an expression of neo-colonial governance

(Schinkel, 2018). In anutshell, awide rangeof scholars started toaddress the risk thatmigration studiesmay reproduce

particular hegemonic power relations and concomitant forms of social and political exclusion. In extreme cases, contri-

butions to the field of migration studies build on and reproduce racist and neo-colonial reasoning. Scholars also came

up with alternative ways to reorient migration studies by denaturalizing categories at a theoretical and conceptual

level. There have been pleas to ‘de-ethnicise’ (Wimmer, 2009), ‘de-naturalise’ (Amelina&Faist, 2012), ‘de-migranticise’

(Dahinden, 2016) or ‘de-nationalise’ (Anderson, 2019) research designs in order to address the effects of hegemonic

power relations in knowledge production.

As we argue here, SNA has the potential to contribute to tackling these problems because of its theoretical orien-

tations as much as its specific methodological instruments.

Looking at studies interested in migration networks one can easily identify the problems indicated above, particu-

larly, but not only, if studies usemetaphorical network terms. First, somemigration studies sometimes reduce the term

network and grasp only kin and same-ethnic tieswhen it comes tomigration issues (Nauck et al., 1997).Hence,migrants’

networks become reduced to and framed by ethnicity and kinship (critically see Gurak & Caces, 1992; Rogers & Ver-

tovec, 1995) which, from an epistemological point of view, is problematic and points to the criticisms we discussed

earlier in this article. The categories of the nation-state logic are implicitly taken for granted and underlie the research

design: Ethnicity and migration become the explicans for the composition of social networks. But why should migrant

networks be reduced to kinship and ethnicity? We argue – in line with this critique – that, from a theoretical point of

view, it makesmore sense to critically interrogate the role ethnicity or migration play in overall networks.

The basic premise of network analysts is that the social embeddedness of actors in a web of specific relationships

says something about their position in society, about their agency and their view on the world. In contrast to other

approaches in social sciences that concentrate first and foremost on examining certain categorical variables – like age,

ethnicity, gender or educational degree – network researchers do not regard social systems as a collection of isolated

actors with certain characteristics. Rather, their attention is directed toward examining the relations of the actors
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in a social network and the attempts to describe and understand this pattern. In this way, one hopes to gain infor-

mation about the possibilities and constraints that affect the actors’ scope of action and about the way they under-

stand their relationships and how they make meaning out of them (Schweizer, 1996; Scott, 1991). Put differently, the

‘world view’ of network researcher implies a shift from categories to embeddedness (Degenne & Forsé, 2004; Gra-

novetter, 1985) or dynamic processes of embedding (Ryan&Mulholland, 2015), or from ‘groups to networks’ (Marin&

Wellman, 2011). As the focus of network researchers is placed on the structure, quality and meaning of social rela-

tions they do not start from primarily – andmostly ethnically – defined groups. Rather, this particular theoretical lens

or world view encourages the exploration of multilevel and crosscutting ties, according to the research question that

is at stake. This opens up the space and allows for analyzing the role of migration and ethnicity within these networks

and how they interact with other structuring forces like migration regimes, social class, inequalities, discrimination,

education or gender.

It is hereinwhere the potential of SNA lies: Applying SNAmeans that in answering a particular research question all

relevant ties will be investigated. The specific methodological instruments that are used in qualitative network anal-

ysis – name generators, network maps, visualizations of networks, often combined with other types of interviews,

narratives or observations – support this investigation of relevant ties, first independently of their ethnic, migratory

or racialised character. Only in a second step does the role of ethnicity, migration, religion, class or gender emerge out

of the network structure and composition and can be investigated. This potential has meanwhile been identified by

many scholars and they started to investigate these issues from such ‘de-migranticised’ and ‘de-ethnicised’ perspec-

tives bringing in many nuances into migration debates (Dahinden, 2011; Ryan, 2015; Stienen, 2006; Wimmer, 2004).

In particular, this body of work shows that SNA not only critically engages with the problem of categories in migra-

tion research, it also allows to define units of analysis that might not be a priori defined by migration and ethnicity.

Moreover, this line of scholarship gives insights that network structures of migrants are often not so different from

non-migrants, which reinforce our plea to turn ethnicity and migration into an empirical question rather than a start-

ing point for investigation (Dahinden, 2009).

Many articles in this Special Issue bring this potential of SNA to light and give important nuances to the role of

ethnicity within migrant networks. Lubbers et al. (2020), depict migrants’ processes of social (dis-)embedding in local

and transnational contexts, how those unfold over time and what their driving forces are. The main result is that a

linear process from transnational towards local embedding is the exception and not the rule. The authors point also to

the theoretical relevance of the idea of ‘de-migranticisation’: they argue that the network dynamics they observe for

migrants are similar to those in the literature observed for non-migrants; basically, as they show, network dynamics

seems to be caused by life events – rather than by ethnicity. This way they call into question assumptions of individual

agency in integration debates given that opportunities to form new relationships with so-called ‘natives’ depended on

their position within their places of residence, which were structured by gender, ethnicity and class. D’Angelo (2021)

also focuses on agency and draws on a network lens to challenge the assumed passivity and helplessness of refugees.

Moreover, in sodoing, he adopts a reflexive approach to consider theethical issues involvedwhen researchingnetwork

ties that may involve exploitation, abuse and illegal activities. Ryan (2020) adopts a critically reflexive approach to

using network visualization techniques in order to consider theway local discourses regardingmigration and ethnicity

shape howmigrants look at and givemeanings to their relationship. In her example, the London discourses of diversity

and multiculturalism frame the way ethnicity is perceived and presented by the interview partners when it comes to

their social relations.

Kindler (2020) brings in yet another facet regarding the role of ethnicity in migrant networks. Network analysis

allowed her to see with whom her Ukrainian migrants actually interact, form, sustain or break ties, and how they

make sense of ethnic bonds. In this case, ethnicity was not themain bonding element: Rather, first wavemigrants from

the Ukraine closed their ranks against Ukrainian newcomers trying to save the place and position they had achieved

in Poland. In a similar vein, Bilecen (2021) relativises the importance of ethnicity for migrant networks: She draws

on personal networks of international students from China who were studying in the United States and shows that

ethnicity, as a precursor to culture, along with gender and class, is important in friendship formations but not neces-



8 RYAN AND DAHINDEN

sarily for job-relevant issues.Moreover, through an intersectional personal network analysis, transnational family ties

were problematised based not on their ethnicity but on gendered expectations and social norms.

Conclusion

In this introductory article, we have shown that SNA has the potential to address pitfalls in migration research

especially in overcoming the metaphoric use of networks and nation-state and ethnicity-centred epistemological

underpinnings. Furthermore, we have suggested that adopting a qualitative approach to social networks not only

changes how we research networks but also what we understand them to be. While seeking to go beyond metaphors

anddrawupon the tools of SNA, in order to gaindeeper understandings of social networks, this shouldnotmeanpurely

quantitative research techniques.

A truly qualitative approach also needs to address some epistemological pitfalls within SNA that has, in recent

decades, been dominated by a quantitative paradigm. First, we cannot study networks as though theywere fixed enti-

ties to be measured objectively. Networks do not exist outside of us. As we observed earlier, we cannot compartmen-

talise the dancer from the dance.Hence, drawing on interpretative social science traditions, we regard social networks

as dynamic relationships throughwhich actorsweave aroundeachother in varying degrees of harmonyor disharmony.

It is one of the strengths of qualitative social network analyse to give theoretical and empirical insights into issues of

meaning making and agency of human beings. Second, social networks do not float in the air, so to speak: They are

embedded, develop and evolve in particular geographical and historical contexts which in turn are shaped by specific

power relations and systems of dominance. Qualitative network analysis has the potential to bring to light such struc-

tural issues, for instance, when they show themoments when ‘networks fail’ (Collyer, 2005; Dahinden, 2005a).

In this Special Issue, the authors illustrate the advantages of using mixed and qualitative approaches to network

research. But adopting qualitative methods, informed by interpretative theories, challenges some of the often taken

for granted tenets of SNA, as we have mentioned in this introductory piece. There is scope for more epistemologi-

cal work and methodological innovation in how we develop qualitative approaches to migrant network research. As

argued elsewhere (D’Angelo&Ryan, 2019), viewing networks as social constructions informed by perception and self-

presentation, embedded in particular structures, requires a significant shift in our epistemological mind sets.

Taking that work forward, in our future collaboration we will be exploring the ontological, epistemological and

methodological challenges of developing qualitative SNA.

ENDNOTE
1 Yeats,William Butler. "Among the school children." (1928).
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