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One of the most powerful aspects of social network data is the fact that they can reproduce social relationships in a formal and comparable way. Relational matrices abstract from the hustle and bustle of everyday interaction, and systematise information in terms of presence or absence of ties expressing them in a directed or undirected, binary or valued form. Once the network of interpersonal ties is formalised in a matrix format, a meso level of interaction can be observed. People involved in networks are not always fully aware of its structure: they have an “insider” point of view that does not always correspond to the “outsider” one, the one that can be reached when networks are observed as a whole (Chiu and West 2007).

This strength of network analysis has also been criticised as an arid way to simplify the complex nature of personal relationships. Critics have come from the business literature, for example, where methodological choices in network research have been accused of underestimating the importance of dynamics of relationships and of the high variance of nuances in which people define and use interpersonal ties (Mønsted 1995, Coviello 2005). Statistical models of networks dynamics have largely addressed the first of these issues, developing tools for analysing the evolutions of ties and structures (Snijders et al. 2010), and reflecting on the importance of assessing the right social mechanisms when detecting changes in networks’ ties (Steglich et al. 2007).

On the second issue, as Edwards (2010) points out, the debate on how to address the problem of measuring social relationships in a quantifiable way has stimulate theoretically driven calls for mixed methods within sociology (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Mische 2003; Crossley 2010) and anthropology (Riles 2001; Knox et al. 2006). These calls have seen a subsequent rise in methodological debates on how to mix qualitative methods with social network analysis (see for example, the dedicated special issue of Sociologica, 1, 2010).

This paper addresses some of the strength in combining qualitative interviews with formal network analysis. The discussion is organised in three sections: collecting network data using a name generator and in-depth interviews, analysing networks mixing formal measures with narratives, and interpreting results combining information from both methods.
The argument is illustrated using personal networks of 23 single male and female people collected in Milan, Italy, in 2005.  Classic name generator and in-depth interviews are used to reconstruct their egonetworks of friends, with specific attention devoted to the meaning of these relationships, the kind of resources they offer, the conflicts and constrains they entail, and how they have developed and evolved over time.

The sample has been selected according to the age (people aged between 25 and 35), gender (12 male, 11 females) and educational background (8 people with degree, 8 who left school after secondary education, 7 who left school after compulsory education). They were all born in Milan, but live in different areas of the city. People were selected using snowball techniques, but they do not know each other and were not known by the researcher before the interview.
Data collection

Data collection is conducted in two phases. A classic version of the name generator (like the one used in 1998 GSS, see Marsden 2003) is used to elicit names of people’s friends, whatever the respondents’ understanding of the term: no limits to the number of alters are set, and no standard definition of friendship is provided. Name interpreters (age, gender, where they live, where they were born, whom do they live with, if they are single or partnered, their educational level, what job they do and how long they have known ego for) are used to collect friends’ attributes, and links between every pair of friends are recorded. The name generator is intentionally left open and undetermined, as I want people to name friends according to their own definition of the term, which is known to be highly variable (Fischer 1982). Network sizes thus vary both in terms of the number of friends people have, and in terms of the criteria they use to include people. 

In a subsequent meeting, the interviewers are shown a visualization of their personal network, and asked to discuss it. The input is “let’s talk about these friends; you can start wherever you like”. The qualitative interview is organised around a path of topics that goes from the most concrete items to the most abstract ones, even if interviewees can cover the topics in any preferred order. Topics are related to personal experiences, relationships phases, normative aspects and ideal definitions of friendship. The path of the interview is not shown to the interviewee: it is memorised by the researcher, who is not allowed to ask direct questions, but only to guide the respondents to the listed topic using neutral inputs. These can take the form of repeating interviewers’ exact words and ask to explain what they mean with them, recalling previous sentences where topics were mentioned, asking for concrete examples of what people say. This interview technique is designed to minimise the impact of the researcher over the respondent: in a well designed and conducted interview, the researcher intervenes only few times, without stopping the natural flow of the account, and only to direct the narrative when the respondent comes to a natural end on a specific topic. Finally, interviewees are asked to place all the friends on a target of concentric circles, where people they feel closer to are placed in the inner ones and others in the subsequent more distant ones. 

Advantages of mixed methods in data collections

The use of network visualization as an input for the interview facilitates the respondent to talk about all the people named, and to stimulate the discussion about alter-alter ties. Interestingly, some people would start their account talking at a network level, grouping friends together and defining the criteria that differentiate the groups. Others start talking about one friend per time, and then move on to a dyadic level, discussing alter’s relationships with other friends.

In-depth, unstructured interviews allow exploring different meanings of friendship and how these definitions impact on network structures. Some respondents name only very few close friends, while others extend the network to a wider range of people they normally interact with, using a more articulated and differentiated definition of friendship (friends they discuss important matters with, friends they share social activities with, friend of friends who they often see, and the like). Also, friends are grouped using different criteria: some people cluster friends according to the context in which they met them, others according to the kind of support provided, or the length of the relationship. Narratives are useful to explore reasons why people have different ideas of friendship, and therefore name different kind of friends.

Data analysis

Data analysis is conducted mixing the information gained from name generator and interpreters with qualitative accounts. Personal networks are classified according to their structural properties: size, density, number of clusters, subgroups. This classification is used to group together networks with similar shapes. Alters attributes are used to specify the composition of networks: homophily is calculated for each attribute, producing a more detailed description of each structure, and a general overview of the types of friends named. For example, in line with previous research, respondents with higher educational background tend to have larger networks (Allan 1979), and they name fewer friends who left school after compulsory studies compared to people with lower educational background.
Some information from interviews is converted in numbers. For example, the context where respondents firstly met their friends are coded in a numerical way and analysed according to gender and educational background: males tend to meet their friends at school and in the neighbourhood more often than females, while females prefer establishing relationships during holidays or through other friends. From the interviews it is also possible to numerically code the kinds of support friendship offers: these are in line with previous research (Wellman 1979, 1990), with friends providing emotional support in terms of discussing personal issues, sociability in terms of shared activities, material support intended as help with practical tasks, information and occasional economic help.

Interviews are analysed firstly as whole single entities, categorizing them according to the general attitude over friendship (happiness, frustration, indifference…), listing the sequence of themes accounted during the narration, and combining this information with egos and alters’ attributes. The themes are then coded and analysed across all interviews.
Advantages of mixed methods in data analysis

The name generator and the name interpreters provide measures of the type of social capital provided by friendship, and the way in which it is embedded in relationships. Formal network analysis allows the researcher to gain an “outsider” view of the meso level of friendship, where social capital is not accounted only for dyads, but is distributed across the network. The shape of network highlights some important feature of this distribution, as it is possible to compare different structures in terms of the social capital they provide.

On the other hand, narratives explore the variations and nuances of the formal characteristics of networks. Homophily, for example, is contextualised in the specific dyadic relationship, as respondents discuss similarities and differences between themselves and their friends, and within pairs of friends or groups; for example, friends who are similar to ego across all the attributes can still be perceived as different in terms of biographical experiences. The differences are positively evaluated in terms of personal confidences, as these friends can give a complementary perspective on some matters, or express a different point of view. In other cases, these differences preclude some kind of support, as a friend might be a good source of intimacy, but not of sociability.

Narratives also help to differentiate similar structures according to their content: for example, two interviewees show a highly clustered structure, but clusters are formed according to different reasons. In one case, they are characterised by the kind of support friends provide, in another by the context of interaction (work, holiday, spare time). Mixing structural properties with narratives is proven to be useful in detecting different network typologies.

Data interpretation and advantages in mixed methods
The typologies of networks obtained with the combined analysis of structural properties and narrative accounts are useful to shine a light on the variety of friendship configurations. These are related to general attitudes over friendship, and personal characteristics of ego. But as networks, they are a static and synchronous representation of what is going on in the life of respondents. Qualitative interviews can offer a valid source of information in detecting dynamics and changes. The structure of the interview path, and the natural way of accounting for events in personal life, elicit data on network formations and evolutions, and offer a valuable way of interpreting the structural outcome. They also enlarge the perspective of the network, as during the accounts the interviewees call into play other contexts, events and relationships, like family, partners, changes in life patterns, trips and holidays, arguments and crisis. This complementary information helps the researcher to understand the social mechanism that shape friendship and to observe the “shadow network” (Heat 2009), the network of people who are not directly elicited by the name generator, but are subsequently added during the interviews as meaningful actors in explaining some mechanisms. The targets used at the end of the interview collect this complementary information, giving the respondents the chance to place not only friends, but whoever they have decided, during the interview, is important for their account of friendship.
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