
 
 

University of Birmingham

Researching migration in a superdiverse society:
challenges, methods, concerns and promises
Goodson, Lisa; Grzymala-Kazlowska, Aleksandra

DOI:
10.5153/sro.4168

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Goodson, L & Grzymala-Kazlowska, A 2017, 'Researching migration in a superdiverse society: challenges,
methods, concerns and promises', Sociological Research Online, vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 1-13.
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.4168

Link to publication on Research at Birmingham portal

Publisher Rights Statement:
Checked for eligibility: 28/02/2017

General rights
Unless a licence is specified above, all rights (including copyright and moral rights) in this document are retained by the authors and/or the
copyright holders. The express permission of the copyright holder must be obtained for any use of this material other than for purposes
permitted by law.

•Users may freely distribute the URL that is used to identify this publication.
•Users may download and/or print one copy of the publication from the University of Birmingham research portal for the purpose of private
study or non-commercial research.
•User may use extracts from the document in line with the concept of ‘fair dealing’ under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (?)
•Users may not further distribute the material nor use it for the purposes of commercial gain.

Where a licence is displayed above, please note the terms and conditions of the licence govern your use of this document.

When citing, please reference the published version.
Take down policy
While the University of Birmingham exercises care and attention in making items available there are rare occasions when an item has been
uploaded in error or has been deemed to be commercially or otherwise sensitive.

If you believe that this is the case for this document, please contact UBIRA@lists.bham.ac.uk providing details and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate.

Download date: 09. Apr. 2024

https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.4168
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.4168
https://birmingham.elsevierpure.com/en/publications/e0baaa2a-57b3-44d1-a25c-4b9060723e32


Acknowledgments: 

The authors are deeply grateful to Professor Jenny Phillimore (University of Birmingham) and 
Professor Ralph Grillo (University of Sussex) for their insightful feedback as well as the useful 
comments of anonymous reviewers which helped to prepare the final version of the text.  

This article was prepared during Aleksandra Kazlowska fellowship funded as the part of the People 
Programme (Marie Curie Actions) of the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme 
(FP7/2007-2013) under REA grant agreement n° 331421. 

Researching Migration in a Superdiverse 
Society: Challenges, Methods, Concerns 
and Promises 
by Lisa Goodson and Aleksandra Kazlowska 
University of Birmingham; University of Birmingham and University of Warsaw 

Sociological Research Online, 22 (1), 2 
<http://www.socresonline.org.uk/22/1/2.html> 
DOI: 10.5153/sro.4168  

Received: 27 Aug 2015 | Accepted: 21 Nov 2016 | Published: 28 Feb 2017  

 

Abstract 
The arrival of superdiversity raises a wide range of methodological issues that warrant further 
consideration by social researchers conducting research in superdiverse contexts. The 
complex multi-layering of population settlement that has emerged due to successive waves of 
migration means that identities, lived experience and access to services including welfare are 
played out in a plethora of different ways, often determined by the interplay of a range of 
socio-economic variables alongside structural characteristics, which influence the 
fundamental rights and entitlements of individuals living in the UK and in turn their 
settlement and adaptation experiences. This paper reflects on the limitations of ethno-centric 
research designs, which concentrate on ethnicity as the most important unit of analysis, and 
calls for more participatory and multidimensional methodologies that engage diverse 
participants and reflect the levels of socio-demographic complexity experienced in urban 
areas of society. It then moves on to discuss a number of specific methodological challenges 
associated with complex populations. In particular sampling and access issues associated with 
diverse migrant populations will be considered. The latter part of this paper discusses the 
adoption of a range of research approaches that offer promising potential in terms of better 
capturing and understanding the heterogeneity, complexity and fluidity concomitant with 
superdiversity as well as engaging a range of community stakeholders in the production of 
knowledge. 

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/22/1/2/goodson.html
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Introduction 

1.1 Whilst it is acknowledged that in the past 20 years the United Kingdom, along with many 
other European countries, has entered an era described as 'superdiversity' (Vertovec 2007, 
2010), social researchers have only recently begun to reflect on the implications of this rapid 
societal change in relation to the scope and design of their research. The changes brought 
about by superdiversity demand the development of new methodologies and ways of thinking 
about research that can inform new theory creation, policy and practice.  

1.2 The notion of superdiversity has been used to describe socio-cultural and demographic 
complexity driven by international migration and internal differentiation within societies. This 
socio-cultural and demographic complexity has taken place on a larger scale, at a greater 
speed and spread across wider geographical areas than in the past. In short, superdiversity 
refers to levels of diversity which supersede anything previously experienced (Vertovec 
2012). In the UK, for example, the increase in new migrants during the 1990s, including both 
asylum seekers and refugees, and economic migrants from A8 and A2 countries[1] following 
the expansion of the European Union, has contributed to the population complexity which 
Vertovec (2010) and others (Phillimore 2015; Blommaert 2013a and b; Sepulveda et al. 2011; 
Wessendorf 2010) associate with superdiversity. Analysis of the 2011 census data shows that 
the preceding decade witnessed the largest number of newcomer arrivals to the UK ever. Over 
with 13 % of the population (one in eight people) are now born overseas, which equates to 
7,505,010 individuals (ONS 2013).  

1.3 With the arrival of new migrants we have witnessed populations becoming increasingly 
diverse and fragmented, with migrants arriving from many more countries than in the past. 
What we now see in British cities such as London or Birmingham is a population that is 
'multi-layered' with 'indigenous', 'old migrant' and 'new migrant' populations living side by 
side (Phillimore 2015). As a result the socio-demographic makeup of urban communities has 
become more complex as we see the settlement of a broader range of people than ever before. 
Individuals with different ethnicities, age groups, genders, classes, faith denominations, 
immigration statuses and reasons for migrating now make up the new migrant population. 
Superdiversity is mainly associated with urban settings, particularly global cities, since as 
Sassen (1996: 188) notes, cities 'concentrate diversity'. The new derivative term 
'superdivercity' has even been coined and used for example at the 'Academy of Urban Super-
Diversity' in Berlin in 2015.  

1.4 Migration patterns have also become more diverse, with contemporary migration flows 
encompassing short term and circular or repeat migrants; long-term and settlement migrants, 
onward migrants and return migrants as well as re-emigrants. These different types of 
migration patterns all contribute to the emergence of 'supermobile' populations (Urry 2000). 
Supermobility leads to high levels of tenancy turnover and movement at a neighbourhood 
level, which has significant implications for research, especially for longitudinal studies, as 
high levels of attrition are likely to occur when participants relocate out of the area. 
Engbersen at al. (2013) distinguish different types of contemporary migration on the basis of 
a relationship between attachment to the country of origin and attachment to a destination 
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country. The different types of migration include: fluid migrants (neither attached to the 
country of origin nor to a destination state), transmigrants (attached to both of them), short-
term or circular migrants (strongly attached to a home country, not to the destination country) 
and settlement migrants (strongly attached to a receiving state, maintaining limited, if any, 
ties with the country of origin). This typology highlights not only the possible multiple 
affiliation of contemporary migrants but also growing numbers of people living on the move. 
Superdiversity, together with supermobility and transnationalism, presents particular 
challenges for researchers. Not only is spatially localised data difficult to obtain, due to 
mobility issues as migrants increasingly operate in complex and changing settings, but 
research findings quickly become out of date.  

1.5 It should be pointed out that superdiversity represents more than a descriptive term 
capturing a changing demographic reality and pinpointing unprecedented diversity which has 
become a fact in many places around the world. The emergence of superdiversity debates can 
be understood in the context of UK/EU equality legislation and heightened sensitivity to 
issues of equality, not just increased diversity brought by new migration flows (Vertovec 
2011). Superdiversity can also be seen as a sensitising concept or more broadly as a 
theoretical framework that stimulates new ways of thinking and understanding of society. 
Furthermore, superdiversity may be perceived as a methodological and epistemological 
approach connected  to the constructivist paradigm. Moreover, it may be linked to a political 
programme celebrating and promoting diversity as well as a new 'narrative' which could 
replace the contested notion of multiculturalism (Vertovec 2007).  

1.6 In spite of its stimulating value and possible multiple functions and premises, 
superdiversity is not a widely accepted concept and evokes criticism. Critiques have focused 
attention on the novelty of superdiversity (Blommaert 2013b); its descriptiveness resulting 
from ontology-driven research underlining growing complexity and uncertainty in diversity 
classifications (Arnaut and Spotti 2014). Another weakness of the concept of superdiversity is 
its vagueness leading to difficulties with its operationalization. Others have been concerned 
with the overemphasis on cultural and localised differences at the expense of structural 
inequalities and politicised retreat from multiculturalism (Sepulveda et al.2011). Back (2015) 
points out superdiversity fails to address racial issues, social conflicts and divisions; moreover 
the 'emphasis on superlative difference feeds the fire of public anxieties of an already 
panicked debate about immigration.' Berkeley (cited in Humphris 2015) argues that the way 
the term superdiversity has been translated into academic or policy debates may be potentially 
detrimental to the fight for racial equality because of its focus on fragmentation and 
promoting diversity rather than social justice. According to Demir (cited in Humphris 2015) 
this can be linked to the fact that the diversity approach lacks two key elements relating to 
theories of race: 'recognition', as race helps people make sense of their social and historical 
position and 'solidarity', as race carries a power to mobilise groups. It may be helpful to re-
conceptualise race and ethnicity in ways that resonates with people's lives and focuses on the 
production of race through human agency and social contexts (Knowles 2010) and "everyday 
life" (Smith 2014). Although superdiversity tries to capture the intersection of various 
overlapping dimensions of difference, in practice superdiversity research often focuses on 
more subtle and individualised ethno-cultural difference.1.7 We argue that despite the 
opposition to the concept and contestation over its value, 'superdiversity' offers potential as a 
useful lens through which to capture multi-dimensional perspectives and the way these 
converge to make up increasingly differential experiences of the social world. The theory and 
methods through which to advance such knowledge have however yet to be further 
developed.  
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1.8 The aim of the paper is to consider different methodological approaches to researching 
migrants in superdiverse and fluid societies and the scope for methodological hybridity 
through bringing together different methods to develop alternative approaches to such 
research. The paper starts with reflections on the limitations of groupist research designs, 
which focus on specific ethnic or racial groups who are essentialised as their members are 
perceived as being predominantly like each other and different from non-members. It calls for 
multidimensional methodologies that reflect the levels of socio-demographic complexity 
experienced in contemporary societies. The paper then moves on to discuss a number of 
specific methodological challenges associated with complex and dynamically changing 
populations, including sampling and access to different migrants. The subsequent part of the 
paper discusses the adoption of more innovative research approaches based on the co-
production of research data including techniques such as maximum variation sampling, 
respondent driven sampling, community research and documents of life approaches, all of 
which have potential for capturing and understanding the heterogeneity, complexity and 
fluidity concomitant with superdiversity.  

1.9 The last part of the paper raises concerns regarding the proposed approaches as well as 
highlighting their possible outcomes, such as the engagement of the individuals researched 
and their empowerment through the co-production of research data.  

Rethinking approaches to social research in superdiverse contexts 

2.1 Traditionally, diversity research originating from a range of academic disciplines, 
including sociology, with its roots in the Chicago School of the 1930s, has tended to be 
dominated by an ethno-focus (Shiller and Caǧlar 2013; Shiller et al.2006). Previous research 
was often based on the underlying assumption that individuals from the same ethnic 
background engage in the same cultural practices and share the same identities, when in 
reality vast variations can and do exist within different migrant populations. There has been 
growing criticism of methodological ethnicism which has tended to essentialise populations 
into ethnic pigeonholes based on the premise of homogeneous cultures and identities. 
Brubaker (2006) challenges this pervasive and common sense 'groupism' and shows how 
ethnic diversity is routinely constructed and framed as the struggles of internally 
homogeneous and externally bounded ethnic groups, which contributes to the reification of 
ethnic groups conceived as entities and cast as actors. As Meissner and Vertovec (2015) 
similarly acknowledge, much of the history of migration studies consists of research focused 
on particular ethnic or national groups and the processes of their integration, separation or 
assimilation in destination countries. Developing thinking and debates about superdiversity 
has called for researchers to move beyond an ethnically focused approach to migrants and so-
called host societies alike, towards multi-dimensional methodologies which acknowledge the 
myriad of different factors that may come together to influence the lived experience of 
individuals from different backgrounds, and appreciate the levels of heterogeneity, 
complexity and fluidity that have become the reality (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010).  

2.2 The concept of 'superdiversity' is related to earlier debates on transnationalism. At the end 
of the twentieth century it was recognised that the two predominant models of migration, 
namely settlement immigration and temporary migration, were insufficient for the analysis of 
contemporary migration (Castles 2002). Past research has highlighted that migrants often 
maintain relations with two or more countries and live in transnational social spaces. This 
type of migratory pattern has been described as a system of social relations that cross 
geographical, administrative, cultural and social borders (Glick Schiller 2003). These 
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emergent migratory patterns have resulted in the development of a new transnational 
perspective (Faist 2000; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). At the same time nation states have 
begun to be undermined by both external and internal forces; top-down and bottom-up 
processes related to diversity, globalisation and transnationalism which have led to 
questioning the 'nation-state-society' paradigm (Favell 2010). A transnational perspective not 
only recognises the realities of contemporary migration but also helps overcome 
'methodological nationalism' and the prior tendency to concentrate on states as a natural unit 
of analysis, which has limited research within the context of a given destination country 
(Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). A transnational research perspective also encourages the 
examination of processes which spread across borders by using, for example, multi-site 
methodology. Moreover, as Meissner and Vertovec (2015:11) point out that '…finding 
parallels in different contexts will contribute to the understanding why certain saliencies of 
difference, and their intersections, prevail in particular contexts'.  

2.3 Another important conceptual development for our analysis is related to the notions of 
fluid society and super-mobility. Much of the developed world has entered an era of 'liquid' 
societies, which Bauman (2000) associates with ongoing institutional transformations, 
complex cultural processes and drifting individuals. Following on from this Urry (2000) 
suggests that ongoing mobility, flows and networks as well as overlapping forms of 
stratification make classic concepts of society and nation problematic. As a result he proposes 
the development of an alternative approach to the study of society. Urry (2000) refers to this 
alternative approach as the sociology of mobility, which he claims as a new conceptual 
approach built around the categories of networks, mobility and fluidity. In a similar vein, 
Castells (2000) uses the notion of network to capture complex and dynamically changing 
contemporary society and its endless transformations.  

2.4 In order to take forward discussions about increasing population complexity and what this 
means in relation to the changing conditions of the social world it is important to think about 
new and different ways that move beyond ethnicity to permit more adequate levels of analysis 
of the complexities that underpin superdiversity. Similarly, Sigona (2013) argues the need to 
think about different ways of looking at a society becoming increasingly 'complex, composite, 
layered and unequal'. Such new levels of population complexity point to the need for multi-
faceted research approaches that acknowledge key variables and determinants of 
superdiversity and new inequalities.  

2.5 Those interested in applying a 'superdiversity lens' need to consider how a range of 
possible variables, not just ethnicity and migration backgrounds, converge in different 
contexts or in relation to different problems or phenomena. Grillo (2015) proposes 
considering super-diversity's multidimensionality as occurring along many different axes (see 
Figure 1). The first, most emphasised, axis (x) refers simply to ethnicity; the second axis (y) 
refers to socio-legal and political status; a third axis (z), distinct from ethnicity, relates to 
socio-cultural diversity (for example, language and religion), and a fourth axis (w), arguably 
the most important, refers to diversity of economic status and opportunities for earning a 
livelihood, that is to say various forms of inequality. It is worth noting that whilst the 
multidimensional characteristics of superdiversity are now  acknowledged the combinatorial 
effects warrant further consideration.  
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Figure 1. Different dimensions of superdiversity  
Source: Grillo (2015) 

2.6 Factors such as length of stay and forms of inequality connected to age, gender, sexuality, 
(dis)ability, education, language are other important variables that may be more salient 
markers of lived experience than ethnicity alone. Reflecting on the work of Vertovec (2007) 
and others (Baycan-Levent 2010; Blommaert 2013b; De Bock 2014), Pride (2015) proposes a 
multi-dimensional framework to illustrate the interplay between different domains of 
superdiversity (Figure 2). Each domain is made up of a number of different variables that 
emerged from the creation of a superdiversity variable index which in total includes over 30 
variables. The overlaps in the Venn diagram represent how any combination of domains and 
variables can come together with no particular hierarchy. Pride (2015) acknowledges that the 
framework is a starting point from which to develop a more nuanced understanding of the 
way different domains and variables intersect to influence migrants' lived experiences.  

2.7 Pride (2015) clusters a number of variables within each superdiversity domain. The 
individual domain includes personal characteristics such as date of birth, gender, country of 
origin, ethnicity and religious tradition. The migration domain includes variables such as 
migration channel, immigration status, date of arrival, intention of length of stay. Pride's 
(2015) discussion of the migration domain acknowledges the complexity found within 
migration channels and immigration statuses that give rise to the diversification of legal 
entitlement and conditions. The socio-economic domain comprises of variables such as 
education, occupation and income which influence an individual's social and economic 
position. Pride (2015) goes on to explain how the socio-economic status of a community falls 
into the space/place domain to refer to attributes that reflect a community as a whole. These 
include, ethnic makeup of a community, diversity within groups within a community, rates of 
population turnover, deprivation rates, places of worship or other physical space available to 
community members. The space/place domain offers additional variables that can have 
significant yet variable impact on individuals when they intersect with other superdiversity 
domains. Finally, the household domain refers to the characteristics and relationships within a 
household such as number of residents, dependent members, languages spoken. Pride's (2015) 
multidimensional framework offers potential for researchers interested in better understanding 
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the notion of superdiversity and those engaged in different aspects of policy research in 
superdiverse contexts.  

 

Figure 2. Superdiversity dimensions  
Source: Pride (2015) 

2.8 An emphasis on multi-dimensionality shifts the lens of analysis away from ethnicity and 
migration in order to capture different perspectives and experiences in a given context in 
order to more accurately represent and understand the 'diversification of diversity' (Vertovec 
2012). A broader conceptualisation of superdiversity such as that proposed by Pride (2015) 
also prompts research that goes beyond traditional intersectionality theory.  

2.9 Similarities between superdiversity and intersectionality, as well as a substantial potential 
which could emerge from the combination of these two perspectives, makes it worth 
highlighting some premises and problems of the latter. Traditional feminist intersectionality 
theory, historically preceding superdiversity research, tends to focus on the interplay between 
gender, class and race, in order to examine a range of multivariate relationships. Davis (2008) 
argues that intersectionality's alleged weaknesses, more specifically its ambiguity and open-
endedness, are the secrets to its popularity. Intersectionality as such concentrates on the 
relationship amongst multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations as itself a central 
category of analysis. McCall (2005) distinguishes three useful approaches to multiple, 
intersecting and complex social relations. The first, 'anticategorical complexity', is based on a 
methodology that deconstructs analytical categories as social life is too complex and fluid. 
The second, 'intercategorical complexity', adopts existing analytical categories to document 
relationships of inequality amongst groups and changing configurations of power. The third, 
'intracategorical complexity', represents an approach lying between the first two and neither 
rejects categories nor uses them strategically, examining the boundary-making and boundary-
defining process itself and focusing on complexity within groups. McCall (2005) argues for 
the need to develop interesectionality as a methodology defined as a coherent set of ideas 
about the philosophy, methods, and data that underlie the research process and the production 
of knowledge. She notes that little discussion of how to study intersectionality, in terms of its 
methodology, has taken place to date. Thus the scope of intersectionality theory to inform 
methodological developments has largely been restricted. This restriction is due to the 
complexity that emerges when the subject of analysis includes multiple dimensions of social 
life and categories of analysis. This complexity has led to favouring methodologies that more 
naturally lend themselves to the study of complexity and rejecting those that may be 
perceived as too reductionist and simplistic or too difficult. Similar types of development and 
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limitations can be seen in superdiversity research. Developing a methodology of 
superdiversity which could embrace aspects of difference is therefore an equally needed 
endeavour.  

2.10 A counter criticism can be levelled at wider conceptualisations of superdiversity 
regarding their ability to allow for 'conscientious empirical application' (Meissner and 
Vertovec 2015: 4). However, whilst knowledge of which variables are most significant in a 
given context and across disciplines is at various stages of development, we argue that 
research approaches that help to operationalise superdiversity will undoubtedly help to 
identify the parallels that Meissner and Vertovec (2015) consider important in strengthening 
our understanding of difference in particular contexts. We further argue that wherever 
possible lessons should be taken from past research in order to develop strategies and checks 
to avoid essentialising salient categories either temporally or spatially. Working in 
multidisciplinary teams that bring a range of perspectives to the study of superdiversity we 
also argue offers a productive way to develop theoretical knowledge and advance research 
designs.  

2.11 The multidimensionality of diversity leads to problems not only with researching 
superdiversity but also representing it. However, new advanced multidimensional methods of 
visualising superdiversity are developing (Hiebert 2015). An example is the Globaldivercities 
project where visual anthropology (photography, film, video) is used alongside geographic 
visualisation. A key technique relates to geographical visualisation including innovative 
mapping, which uses socio-economic and demographic data visualised in graphic form and 
integrated into GIS maps along with visual anthropology material (Vertovec 2011). Linguistic 
landscaping offers a further technique that entails compiling photographs and other evidence 
of different languages with geo-referenced notes on linguistic observation (cf. Blommaert 
2013a). The development of overlay methods for combining material related to mental maps, 
behavioural maps, physical maps, visual images, data visualisation and ethnographic 
observations offers potential for each source and type of data to inform the analysis of another 
and together create a unique picture and multidimensional analysis (Hiebert 2015).  

2.12 In summary, similar in some ways to the research that emerged from the Chicago School 
in the 1920s – 1940's (cf. Thomas 1921; Wirth 1928; Thomas and Znaniecki 1927; Whyte 
1943), many studies undertaken in superdiverse contexts involve smaller, less visible and 
more fragmented communities than previous research carried out in the post-colonial period 
which focused on larger more established ethnic groups. This raises important questions 
regarding the appropriateness of different research methods as well as the associated sampling 
and access techniques. In particular the ability of different methodologies to deal with 
frequently encountered practical difficulties in the field relating to trust and rapport, language 
barriers, translation and interpretation issues. Moving beyond the commonly used 
ethnographic approaches, based on Geertz's (1973) 'thick description', the following section 
will present four different relatively new or revived approaches which offer promising tools 
for researching migrants in the context of superdiversity. The research approaches outlined 
include, maximum variation sampling, respondent driven sampling, community research and 
documents of life method. They can be seen as approaches which increasingly appreciate 
diversity and engage research populations, in turn empowering them by offering them the 
opportunity to become co-producers of knowledge.  

Alternative approaches to studying superdiverse societies 
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3.1 Maximum variation sampling (MVS) is a type of focused sampling in which researchers 
aim to study very different individuals, in order to capture common patterns that emerge from 
great variation as representing core or central experiences (Patton 1999). MVS allows 
description and understanding of variation within a group. Instead of assuring 
representativeness through equal probabilities, MVS tries to obtain it by including a wide 
range of extremes. Although it may be questioned to what extent the 'aggregate' answers of 
individuals at the extremes can be in line with those of the whole population. The research 
design gives an opportunity both to perform in-depth analysis within the chosen populations 
and to minimise the effect of specific ethnic and cultural factors by means of maximum 
variation. The use of MVS is useful in addressing the essentialist critique, as well as providing 
the opportunity to include difficult to classify, 'border' cases that exist in a contemporary 
complex and diverse society. This MVS method is therefore highly appropriate for examining 
the heterogeneity of migrants as the approach goes beyond sampling based on ethnic groups 
to include target populations that are as diverse as possible. An example of such research is 
the study by Phillimore et al. (2014) into the relationship between migrants' social networks 
and their access to integration resources. Phillimore et al. (2004) examined also the 
experiences of 37 migrants in four different cities in the UK. The sample comprised of 
individuals with different countries of origin, ethnicities, migration and socio-economic 
statuses, life stages and faiths, and manifesting various levels of skills in the English 
language. The idea behind this methodological choice was that if people are as different as 
possible any commonalities identified would provide potential for generalisation, resulting in 
a solid foundation for the development of policy recommendations.  

3.2 In addition to MVS, respondent driven sampling (RDS) has become recognised over the 
past decade as a beneficial option for rigorous sampling of hard-to-reach and 'hidden' 
populations (Johnston and Sabin 2010). Examples of such populations are: members of the 
LGBT community, intravenous drug users and populations at high risk of HIV/AIDS 
(Heckathorn et al. 2002, Ramirez-Valles et al. 2005). This innovative approach has also been 
successfully applied to migration research (Tyldum and Johnston 2014). In general, RDS is a 
chain-referral technique for estimating traits in difficult-to-reach populations in which 
participants recruit their peers. The research starts with the selection of 'seeds' which ensures 
that different types of individuals' characteristics of the population studied are represented in 
the research sample. A dual system of structured incentives  in this technique overcomes the 
deficiencies of other types of sampling (such as snowball and other chain-referral samples, the 
key-informant approach, and targeted sampling) which reflect the sampling choices made by 
the researcher and are influenced by the visibility and accessibility of respondents 
(Heckathorn 1997). With the RDS technique the composition of the respondent driven sample 
is independent of the researcher and those initial seeds (Heckathorn 1997). Ensuring the 
recording of a detailed track of recruitment (who recruited whom and what were their number 
of social contacts), a mathematical model based on a synthesis and extension of Markov's 
chain theory and biased network theory can be employed to weight the sample to compensate 
for non-random recruitment patterns and thus provide both unbiased population estimates and 
measures of the precision of those estimates (Salganik and Heckathorn 2004). Despite some 
concerns around accuracy and representativeness, and the costs of this method, RDS has 
gained popularity in social research because it enables advanced quantitative analysis to be 
employed. In addition, the involvement of participants in recruiting other respondents affords 
them some power in the research process as they cease to be only passive participants in the 
research. Furthermore recruitment that stems from a known individual can help to overcome 
some of the difficulties associated with trust in the research process and additionally motivate 
subsequent participants to engage in the research. RDS has been shown to have promise in 
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surveys of Polish migrants in Dublin, Oslo and Reykjavik (Tyldum and Johnston 2014). The 
comparison of the respondent-driven sampling and the quota sampling in surveying ex-USSR 
migrants in Poland, showed that although the RDS was considerably costly, it enabled faster 
data collection, reduced a risk of underestimating research costs and generated higher-quality 
data, particularly while surveying less established migrant populations (Gorny and Napierala 
2016). A modification of RDS has also been successfully employed in the study of Polish and 
Pakistani migrants in London (Platt et al.2015). In this study the anonymity and respondent-
controlled recruitment used in traditional RDS was replaced with a researcher-led referral 
method entailing the direct collection of contact details of referrals both through call-backs 
and within the survey questionnaire.  

3.3 Community and practitioner research methodologies represent an anotherapproach which 
is particularly relevant to research into migrants in the context of superdiversity. We define 
community research as 'the practice of engaging community members as co-researchers to 
research issues within their own communities with a view to accessing community specific 
knowledge' (Goodson and Phillimore 2012: 4). We understand community research not only 
as a type of research but as a methodological approach that is particularly valuable for 
studying superdiversity, which can also benefit the individuals and communities involved. It 
provides response to Vertovec’s (2007) call for greater recognition of the need to find new 
ways to give voice to diverse minority groups. Community research not only offers 
opportunities for community members to recruit participants, as with RDS, but for them to 
become involved in all stages of the research process. There are several examples of 
community research projects involving migrant communities. For example Atfield et al.'s 
(2012) work with refugees (2012) and Brown et al.'s (2012) study with Gypsies and 
Travellers in the UK.  

3.4 Community research has been proven to have the potential to both empower and build the 
capacity of communities under study (Goodson and Phillimore 2012). In this respect 
community research can be located under the participatory action research umbrella (PAR) 
which can take a range of forms and involve community members to varying degrees in the 
research process as Figure 3 illustrates.  
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Figure 3. The relationship between community researchers' level of involvement and power 
and control 
Source: Goodson and Phillimore (2012: 6) 

3.5 At its best community research is concerned with participation, partnerships and action 
through research in communities. The aim of such research is not only to understand the 
world but also to help understand how best to make changes collaboratively that meet the 
needs of those involved. We should however be mindful in our research designs about the 
way we define 'community'. In order to avoid being led into further 'ethnic' traps we need to 
think strategically about how to operationalise superdiversity through the recruitment of 
community researchers and the sampling of research participants.  

3.6 The community research approach relies on partnerships between social researchers, grant 
providers and the group or organisation being engaged. Community research is a way of 
enabling communities to play an active role in shaping and conducting research. The most 
constructive use of the approach both from an academic and community perspective is when 
community researchers are treated as equal partners involved in all stages of the research 
process from research conception, design, data collection, analysis, interpretation and 
dissemination. The use of community based knowledge can bring new perspectives to 
research which is extremely valuable in the creation of new knowledge that provides deeper 
and richer insights for theory building or to stimulate action orientated outcomes and policy 
change. Working with community researchers can help overcome problems associated with 
accessing 'hidden' communities. The approach has been described as offering a 'doorway' into 
the lives of those who would otherwise remain undiscovered by traditional research teams. A 
range of reasons have been identified which to some extent explain why the experiences of 
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certain migrant groups remain undiscovered, these include: community members' 
unwillingness to speak to 'officials' due to a lack of trust regarding the way research data may 
be used; language barriers, lack of confidence, lack of rapport and inability of researchers to 
probe sensitive or personal issues (cf. Goodson and Phillimore 2010). Whilst community 
research is not without its challenges it offers a promising approach to undertaking research in 
superdiverse contexts as community researchers' expert knowledge of their community helps 
to enhance the validity of research findings. Community researchers' language skills, social 
networks and social capital also provide invaluable assets to research teams interested in 
exploring the lives of individuals across a range of diverse communities.  

3.7 The documents of life approach offers further potential for researching migrants in a 
superdiverse context. As with a community research methodology, the documents of life 
approach aims to empower research participants by granting them the space to express their 
own stories in their own way. Doing life story research has been postulated by Plummer 
(2001) as a response to the emergence of the reflective society and 'the narrative turn' in social 
science. Furthermore, Plummer (2001) sees the documents of life as a response to, and 
critique of, anti-humanist methodologies. By doing life story research, Plummer (2001) tries 
to promote critical humanism which pays tribute to human subjectivity and creativity, and 
deals with human experience including the self-awareness of researchers. The documents of 
life approach, which originates from narrative and biographical inquiry, typically uses life 
stories and other personal documents such as 'natural', researched and reflective stories, 
autobiographies, diaries and photos (Stanley 2013). In addition emails, Internet fora and Web 
blogs can be used as data for analysis. There is great scope to combine the documents of life 
approach with a community research methodology to encourage participants to be both 
actively and creatively engaged in research.  

3.8 In respect of migration studies, the documents of life approach can be perceived as the 
revival of an approach which can be traced back to classical biographical research into 
migrants' experiences in the early 20th century. For example, Thomas and Znaniecki's (1927) 
seminal work The Polish Peasant in Europe and America skilfully adopts the approach to 
offer rich accounts and insights of Polish migrants and their families in America based on a 
range of personal documents. Oral history may also be viewed as a type of documents of life 
approach. As Herbert (2008) points out, oral history allows the production of a specific kind 
of knowledge, which is:  

'…attentive to the diversity of experiences, that focuses attention on social networks, family 
and household dynamics and privileges the agency of the respondents. Rather than being 
positioned as the object of the research, the respondent is seen as actively engaged in the 
process of constructing their own narrative, within which they bestow particular events and 
characters with meanings as they attempt to evaluate and make sense of their past. The focus 
is on the essence of human creativity and subjectivity, including motivations, perceptions and 
feelings; in short, on the 'human element which cannot quite be reduced to a scientific norm' 
(Herbert 2008: 9, citing Cohen 1994).  

For example, Herbert (2008) uses in-depth life-story interviews and oral history archives to 
offer a historically grounded analysis of the human experiences of migration and explores the 
impact of South Asian migration from the 1950s onwards on both the white, British-born 
population and the migrants themselves.  
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3.9 Oral history and other documents of life stories can be seen as particularly valuable for 
research with migrants, whose experiences are unique and difficult to access via conventional 
research and documentary sources, as the study by Benmayor and Skotnes (1994) for example 
illustrate. Whereas in community research the community researchers are trained and guided 
to do research led by scholars, the documents of life approach focuses more on 'natural' 
testimonies or 'stimulated' documents (for example by organising and presenting 
photos/diaries/letters). The documents of life approach allows unheard voices to be heard, 
highlights unclassified cases and uncovers diversity and complexity. This is an approach 
which empowers groups and individuals to recognise their experience and engages them in 
the co-production of knowledge in a more organic way, with participants having increased 
levels of power and control over the type and format of data collected.  

Discussion 

4.1 This paper discusses the methods, concerns and promises related to conducting research in 
superdiverse contexts and uses superdiversity as a new lens through which we can examine 
complex and multi-layered reality. The text highlights the growing complexity of 
contemporary urban populations, and other factors such as ethnicity, length of settlement, 
legal status, identities, attitudes to acculturation, religious affiliations, socio-economic 
situation, lifestyles and lived experience. This paper also sets out how diversity and mobility 
of people pose new challenges for social research. It further reflects on the limitations of 
ethnicism in informing research design and calls for multidimensional methodologies 
alongside more participatory research approaches. The article proposes the adoption of a 
range of research approaches that offer potential in terms of better capturing and 
understanding the heterogeneity, complexity and fluidity concomitant with superdiversity, as 
well as engaging community groups and other stakeholders in research.  

4.2 Although this paper presents different understandings of superdiversity (for example as a 
descriptive term, a sensitising concept, a theoretical framework) it mainly problematises 
superdiversity in relation to methodology. The article presents four different revived or 
innovatively used approaches which offer promising tools for studying migrants in the context 
of superdiversity: maximum variation sampling, respondent driven sampling, community 
research and the documents of life method.  

4.3 The paper highlights the potential that MVS has for sampling superdiverse communities 
and discusses the challenges of engaging hard to reach communities. The importance of 
methodological approaches that appreciate the significance of trust and rapport building in the 
research process in order to secure the engagement of community members from diverse 
backgrounds is also stressed. Co-production methodologies can be extremely valuable to 
facilitate the 'buy in' and involvement of community members in the production of 
knowledge. The scope that RDS has for the production of quantitative data and the potential 
that working with teams of community researchers has for generating in-depth qualitative 
insights on topics that would remain inaccessible to most academic and professional 
researchers has been highlighted. Active engagement in community research as well as 
documents of life and oral history approaches have particular merits in the context of 
superdiversity, as they offer potential for creative expression and giving a real voice to 
diverse, potential research participants.  

4.4 Future research concerning the process, conditions and implications of superdiversity may 
benefit from considering the scope of combining some of the techniques outlined in this paper 
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to develop alternative research approaches. For example, combining the RDS approach with 
the principles of MVS to prompt the selection of the most diverse seeds possible and/or 
combining documents of life and oral history methodology with a community research 
approach to illuminate new insights impossible to uncover using more conventional research 
methods. The combination of all four approaches would provide opportunities to undertake 
complex, mixed method studies. Furthermore, working with diverse teams across multiple 
sites in different countries would enable the inclusion of a transnational perspective and thus 
challenge the limitations of the nation-state-society paradigm (Favell 2010). This approachis 
also being adopted as part of a large European research programme examining welfare 
bricolage in superdiverse contexts in four European countries: the United Kingdom, Sweden, 
Germany and Portugal (Phillimore et al.2015). The insights gained from this project will 
further advance methodological thinking as well as help to establish the epistemological and 
ontological standpoint of this emerging paradigm.  

4.5 Whilst MVS and RDS can be criticised by advocates of anti-categorical and anti-
reductionist research, these methods when used in conjunction with a community research 
and/or documents of life approach offer immense scope to advance superdiversity research. 
The approaches discussed in this paper all offer more voice and representation to those who 
are often overlooked or marginalised in research. Furthermore, the adoption of co-production 
techniques offers potential to help dilute prevailing clichés and stereotypes about migrants, 
which, against the backdrop of the migrant crisis and growing anti-migrant sentiments, is 
critically needed. There is scope with all the approaches presented in this paper to actively 
engage migrant communities and practitioners in the process of research and production of 
knowledge, thus providing more power to those concerned to shape research agendas. The 
approaches presented here, particularly RDS, can also be adapted to fit with a transnational 
perspective and move research beyond methodological nationalism. For example, in RDS 
migrants may be permitted to recruit their peers beyond their current country of residence.  

4.6 Researchers working in superdiverse contexts should however remember that capturing 
heterogeneity and focusing on specificities should not be done for its own sake but 
consideration should be given to theoretical, practical and political developments that can be 
made in order to advance thinking in this area. The significance of multi-dimensionality in 
relation to intersectionality and inequality, for example, is an important issue that warrants 
further attention by researchers interested in adopting a superdiverse lens. Finally, another 
important methodological issue that has not been addressed in this paper due to limited space 
is the problem of generalisability and relativism, which need careful consideration by 
researchers working in superdiverse contexts.  

 

Notes 
1 The A8 countries are a group of eight countries that joined the European Union during its 
2004 enlargement. The A8 group comprises the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. The A2 countries, Bulgaria and Romania, joined 
the European Union in 2007. 
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