Introduction to the special issue
Innovative research methodologies with
migrant families, children and youth in
diverse contexts
Martha Montero-Sieburth1 and Rosa Mas Giralt2

Welcome to this special issue, the first one to be published fully
in English by the journal Migraciones, providing open access to a
selection of articles that discuss methodological and ethical aspects
of person-centred and mainly qualitative research conducted with
migrant families, children and/or youth in diverse contexts.
The idea behind this special issue has its origins in the ongoing
discussions of the research group “Migrant families, children
and youth, and their intergenerational everyday experiences and
learning perspectives” that, since 2013-43, has been collaborating
within IMISCOE (International Migration, Integration and Social
Cohesion), the largest European network of scholars in the field
of migration and integration. The present special issue has been
Amsterdam University College, M.Montero@uva.nl
University of Leeds (UK), r.masgiralt@leeds.ac.uk
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The research group was created in 2013-4 under the name ‘The everyday
experiences of youth of migrant descent in Europe, U.S. and Latin American and
their integration, transnationalism and citizenship in the wake of the economic
crises’ and has more recently adopted the name ‘Migrant families, children and
youth and their intergenerational everyday experiences and learning perspectives’
to be inclusive of the expanding interests and membership of the group. In 2017,
this research group became a Standing Committee in IMISCOE.
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coordinated by Martha Montero-Sieburth, Rosa Mas Giralt and
Joaquín Eguren4.
A workshop5 organised for the 12th IMISCOE Annual Conference,
which took place in Geneva in June 2014, galvanised the idea of
issuing an open call for papers which could expand the conversations
started at the conference. The workshop, and by extension the
present special issue, aimed to contribute to scholarship which,
from a range of disciplinary perspectives, considers the experiences
of migrants and their children within the relational context of
the (transnational) family and other intergenerational contexts
(Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Parreñas, 2005b; Parreñas, 2005a;
Gardner, 2012; Haagsman and Mazzucato, 2014).
Research on the processes of incorporation of migrants and
their families has traditionally developed across distinctive
generational lines, focusing on migrants and their socio-economic
outcomes in receiving countries such as with labour market
participation, residential patterns or the schooling of their
children, educational achievement and mixed marriages (Portes
and Zhou, 1993; Alba and Nee, 2003; Crul and Vermeulen, 2003;
Portes and DeWind, 2004).
Such research has provided important insights into cross
generational trajectories of social, economic and geographic
mobility and has illuminated structural dimensions of the process
of incorporation. Subsequently, migrant-centred perspectives have
enriched our understanding of incorporation by highlighting the
potential of focusing on the migrants’ everyday experiences and
their dynamics for inclusion or exclusion (Ley, 2004; Conradson
and Latham, 2005; Nagel and Staeheli, 2005; Ehrkamp, 2006;
Eastmond, 2007; Colombo et al., 2009; Dobson, 2009; Jackson,
2014; Mas Giralt, 2015).
This latter strand of scholarship relies on person-centred
research approaches which recognise children and young people as
4
The publication of this special issue has been possible thanks to the
financial support of SOUNDS (South-North Dialogues on Children of Migrants)
a network of scholars based at the University of Leeds (UK) which held an
international conference in April 2014 and stimulated the participation of some
of the authors in this special issue.
5
This workshop was entitled: ‘The methodological challenges of conducting
research with children of migrants (including teenagers and young adults) within
(transnational) families’
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agential subjects in their own right who actively participate in family
migration and incorporation processes (Bushin, 2009; Dobson,
2009). These approaches require an understanding of the challenges
of accessing participant families, children and young people and
ensuring that the types of methodologies used are reflective but also
ethically sound.
The collaborative work and discussions of our IMISCOE
research group have uncovered multiple ways in which scholars
understand their role in migrant-centred processes of research and
how they reflect on these processes, including the stages of change
they undergo during their investigations and the forms in which
they foreground the voices of migrants and their descendants.
Nonetheless, given the common pressures of word-count in journal
article publication, often not enough ‘publication space’ is available
to discuss the micro-challenges and ‘messiness’ of developing and
conducting research ‘in the field’6 (Law, 2004), nor the insights that
may be gained from reflecting on the conceptual, methodological
and ethical decisions and approaches that well established and
emerging scholars adopt in their work.
The present special issue aims to provide such a ‘publication
space’ by offering the readers a range of articles which discuss
innovative conceptual, methodological and ethical approaches in
research with migrant families, children and/or young people and
the types of barriers or challenges found ‘in the field’. Such articles
fit into the current trends which are emerging from the study of
everyday experiences in the field of migration.
One caveat that we set forth is that the notion of migrant and
migrant families is currently part of a major debate since the notion
of immigrant does not have a universally accepted definition. Hence
in this issue, we are opting to use the term migrant and migrant
families instead of immigrant and immigrant families because they
are conceptually used and differentiated in each of the contexts
represented by our authors. While in the United States, immigrant
and immigrant families may be commonplace, in Europe, the
tendency is towards using migrant and migrant families as an
6
Gallacher and Gallagher (2008 cited in McGarry, 2016: 341) refer to
messiness within the research process as ‘being a disruptive force’ that ‘should be
seen an integral element of research and can be a source of new and unexpected
insight’.
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inclusive term. In the United States, migrant is often connoted
with seasonal workers, or those in the process of moving yet not
permanently settled. In Europe, variations exist from country to
country and in some places, migrant is used to infer foreigner, and
immigrant is use to identify refugees and asylum seekers. To avoid
misunderstandings, our editorial board has opted for the use of
migrant as a generic and comprehensive term.

1.

Current trends in researching migrant
families, children and youth

Traditionally, studies on migrant families in receiving societies
have followed the route of much empirical ‘integration’ research,
mainly relying on quantitative methods to investigate the outcomes
of their incorporation processes (Phillips, 2007; Schneider and
Crul, 2010). This has meant that much of this empirical research
‘addresses the methods, settings, subjects/objects of research’ in
terms of these families’ processes of settlement, focusing mainly on
‘the how’s, when’s and who’s’ of incorporation (cf. Alexander, 2006:
398 italics in the original).
However, in such research, which offers important insights into
general patterns of settlement, the actual family everyday existence,
their networks as well as the experiences of children who accompany
parents are side-lined (Dobson, 2009). Whether children learn to
integrate through social clubs, organizations or sports initiatives or
whether parents advance in their language learning and subsequent
access to benefits through the knowhow they acquire by living in
specific neighbourhoods or communities is not often known. The
‘whys’ of how their own agency operates and whether it remains
at the community level or serves to provide leverage towards social
mobility remain invisible.
In addition, the rise of the transnational paradigm has
challenged nationally-bounded notions of incorporation (Basch
et al., 1994; Levitt, 2001) and foregrounded the ‘simultaneity’
which characterises migrants’ experiences of ‘settlement’ (Levitt
and Glick Schiller, 2004). This has underpinned the development
of a rich scholarship on transnational families which requires
the application of multi-sited and family-centred approaches
1-17
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that can capture the reconfiguration of intimate and family roles
and relationships across time and space as well as the ways in
which a sense of familyhood can be sustained and operationalised
across borders (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Chamberlain and
Leydesdorff, 2004; Evergeti and Zontini, 2006; Heath et al., 2011;
Haagsman and Mazzucato, 2014).
As result of these developments, migration scholars have
highlighted the need to take into account how migrants themselves
understand their experiences of ‘integration’ and transnationalism
as well as their senses of affiliation and belonging to both sending
and receiving societies (Ehrkamp, 2005; Walton-Roberts and Pratt,
2005; Nagel and Staeheli, 2008; Collins, 2009). In this regard, access
to migrant families and their children over various generations has
become both an intriguing process but also a necessary one for
researchers as they shift from the objectification of the subject to
understanding how we ‘write culture’ (Clifford and Marcus, 1986).
In this shift from objectification to subjectification, the questioning
of different forms of knowledge and what claims a researcher can
make are becoming more commonplace (Grover, 2004; Silvey, 2004;
Gallagher, 2008; Shinozaki, 2012; McGarry, 2016).
Time has become a continuum of research, both seen in
longitudinal research but also in memoristic reinvention of ideas
from the field. Reflexivity and self-analysis of the role of researchers
has become paramount as these allow researchers to develop and
explain their retrospective thinking of fieldwork (Twyman et al., 1999;
Valentine, 2002; Hopkins, 2007; Shinozaki, 2012). Furthermore,
media influences, social networks, photography, and literature have
worked their way into the approaches that researchers today utilize
to capture the lives of migrant families and youth (Thomas, 2011;
Guruge et al., 2015).
Qualitative research has expanded and incorporated such
approaches through multiple means. Ethnography is currently being
situated within the local and structural analysis which gives rise to
identifying the voices of those marginalized in societies (Kasinitz et
al., 2006; Olwig, 2007; Schrooten, 2012). Ethnographies of difference,
feminism, as well as critical ethnography and politics are emerging
as centre-stage studies of families (Mahler and Pessar, 2006; Punch,
2012; Berg and Sigona, 2013). Not only is such research on families
emanating at the local and regional levels, but also at the national
and global policy level where families are viewed as subjects which
MIGRACIONES 42 (2017). ISSN: 2341-0833
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are often ‘othered’ (Chamberlain, 1995; Bonjour and de Hart, 2013;
Bonjour and Kraler, 2014).
Central to our understanding is how such families actually view
themselves and the acculturative experiences they share. Issues
which concern this growing research include whether migrant
families have conflicting perspectives of settlement and ‘integration’,
feel excluded or included, maintain group boundaries, or develop
the social and cultural capital often demanded by the mainstream
society they have settled into (Kennedy and MacNeela, 2014). In the
final analysis, how the family adapts, changes role and functions
become critical markers of the ways their children learn to negotiate
their roles within neighbourhoods, communities, schools and
among their peers.
Thus, current migrant family research requires that we develop
knowledge about decision making processes, the role children play
in families’ incorporation by accessing information, peers and
networks, and joining organizations (Latchem, 2014). Just as families
may be products of culture, they too are producing new cultures and
ways of accessing cultural capital. Such changes become evident in
the ways that through globalization and transnationalism, families
resort to using smartphones, blogging, internet communications to
maintain their ties in multiple places (Wilding, 2006; Bacigalupe
and Lambe, 2011; King-O’Riain, 2014). Their identities become less
scripted and stationary and become more fluid, moving between
and across cultural boundaries.
Accessing those moments of decision-making, translating,
interpreting, and navigating the social systems, relating to peers
and neighbours, asking questions of teachers and aides become
major challenges in the field. Not only does the actual activity need
to be recorded but the event and timing as well as its morphing
over time also needs to be captured. An expanding range of
methodological approaches and tools are becoming evident in
efforts to access these ‘moments’, or vital conjunctures. Some of the
more common techniques include the theatre of the oppressed and
dance laboratories (Bello, 2011), wherein issues are acted out and
understood intrinsically; storytelling (Guerrero and Tinkler, 2010),
vignette writing and scenario development (Ramirez et al., 2015)
as ways to weave together storylines, in-depth case-studies and
hypothetical situations; blogging and web experiences (Marselis,
2013); children’s drawings and depictions of self and families
1-17
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(White et al., 2010); and reflexive analysis of power dynamics and
positionality of researchers (McGarry, 2016).
Over the years, there has been a return to etic and emic
dimensions of anthropology (Shin, 2011); sensitivity to craft
(Rosaldo, 1989); retrospective analysis; the focus on cultural
objects and practices for their revelations (Hoskins, 1998); network
research extending beyond the analysis of kinship structures; an
expansion of visual ethnography (Pink, 2001); and an introspective
interest in ethical issues impacted by social media and ICT research
and the researcher’s own adaptations in the field (Madge, 2007;
Piacenti et al., 2014).
Such methodologies, however, raise questions about research
intensity and time in the field, time and analysis post-field, and
retrospection. Moreover, they also raise ethical and practical issues
about what the researcher can do when participants are unwilling to
participate, when children refuse to draw, or when participants, out
of fear, refuse to be interviewed or participate. What secrets are kept
and what is divulged matter greatly. How a researcher responds,
and with what kinds of attitudes, reveals much of the internal
thinking and epistemologies that drive a particular researcher’s
focus. Answers may not be forthcoming, and it is in that minefield
of thinking, assessing, and judging one’s actions, that the researcher
moves forward.
It is in this rich context of methodological and ethical developments
that the articles presented in this special issue invite readers to
consider how to understand transnational families, children and/
or young people; how we describe and interpret their realities while
not being in the midst of their everyday lives; and how we ensure
that we practice ethically sound research in collaboration with these
families and children. In the next section, we introduce these articles
paying attention to their main contributions before ending with a
few concluding remarks.

2.

Overview of the articles in the special issue

The studies included in this special issue provide a range of
insights into research conducted with migrant families, children and/
or young people, including issues arising from methodological and
MIGRACIONES 42 (2017). ISSN: 2341-0833
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conceptual approaches as well as the intersection between methods,
researchers’ positionality and ethical praxis. The contributors come
from different disciplines (e.g. sociology, education, geography),
are at different stages of their careers – from early career to well
established scholars – and their work covers different geographical
areas and migrant groups, mainly in the minority world but with
an important contribution from the majority world. Together,
they provide a cross-disciplinary journey through methodological
considerations, reflexivity and researchers’ positionality, power
relations between researcher and participants (adults and children),
and relational ethical practices which fully recognise participants as
co-producers of knowledge.
The two first articles adopt mainly a methodological lens,
proposing innovative conceptual considerations to understandings of
transnational families’ social mobility and sports policies addressed
to young people of migrant descent. To start with, Oso and Grimalt
invite us to consider the social mobility strategies of transnational
families by drawing from a qualitative, multi-sited and longitudinal
project carried out in Spain and in Ecuador. These authors analyse
the ways in which households negotiate transnational social mobility
strategies taking into account the role that each individual holds
within the family unit (fathers, mothers, elder children, younger
children and grandparents) – intergenerational dimension – and
in relation to the migration process (migrating as pioneers, staying
behind, etc.) – transnational space. Thusly, they assess the actions
that transnational households undertake as a whole, over time and
space, in order to move up the social ladder. Their work foregrounds
both the relevance of fully acknowledging the relational lives of
migrants as well as the role of family members left behind as agents
of social mobility strategies within transnational space.
Next, García Arjona’s article, moves our attention to the sports
policies for the ‘integration’ of young people of migrant descent
that have become increasingly common in Western countries. In
contrast to the more prolific scholarship which has focused on
grassroots migrant perspectives on these types of sports initiatives,
García Arjona advocates for a political discourse analysis of sports
as a field of ‘integration’. In doing so, she identifies the types of
methodological challenges that can arise when choosing to study
this field from a political sociological comparative perspective.
She uses material from such a project conducted in Paris and
1-17
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Madrid to illustrate the contested conceptualizations of the young
people who are targeted by these policies as well as the challenges
of devising comparative selection criteria for different levels of
institutional actors involved in designing or implementing these
policies in different geographical and political contexts. Her work
helps us to interrogate the ideological constructs of sports as a
field of ‘integration’ and to consider the practical implications
that such constructs (as potential devices for cultural and social
recognition or marginalisation) may have on the inclusion/
exclusion dynamics that young people of migrant descent face in
their everyday lives.
The special issue then proceeds to engage with themes of
researcher positionality, power relations and reflexivity. Draghici
revisits an intercultural project she conducted in 2013 with Roma
migrant children and their families while being a volunteer with
a charity association providing educational and other types of
support for this group in the slums of Paris. She adopts the use
of a reflexive retrospective analysis to interrogate her perspectives,
experiences and positionality. ‘By looking back’, she is able to bring
added value to her initial findings and to intercultural research
more widely. This approach also provides an opportunity to fully
appreciate the shortcomings and strengths of completed fieldwork,
consolidate skills for future research and more fully appreciate the
learning derived from the participants, both adults and children. It
is actually this acknowledgement of the learning that researchers
derive from the participants and how to fully recognise their role
as co-producers of knowledge that leads us to the next step of the
journey in this special issue.
In his contribution, Lind explores the potential of ethics-asprocess as a tool to co-produce knowledge through the ethical
discussions which take place between researchers and gatekeepers or
participants during research. Based on a comparative ethnographic
study conducted in Birmingham (UK) and Malmö (Sweden) with
families fearing deportation, he considers his own ambivalent
positionality as an activist and researcher. This ambivalence
foregrounds the ethics-as-process approach (and method) and
underpins the author’s reflections on how he addressed ethical
dilemmas in the field, providing particular examples of how ethical
deliberations became opportunities to co-produce knowledge with
the gatekeepers or participating parents and children. Lind’s work in
MIGRACIONES 42 (2017). ISSN: 2341-0833
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the sensitive field of deportability raises important questions about
the positionality of researchers in relation to the highly politicised
area of migration and the necessary considerations which scholars
(particularly activist-scholars) need to engage with when reflecting
on the impact of their work on and for the migrant families, children
and young people who take part in their research as well as for
wider dynamics of social justice. The next and final article in this
special issue proposes an approach that can help to develop ethically
sound research which creates productive knowledge with and for the
participants.
Ball and Beazley provide an insightful and necessary contribution
by bringing to the fore perspectives from research conducted with
transnational families and children in the Global South. Drawing from
research on birth registration decision making by migrant parents
in Indonesia, these authors problematize dominant minority world’s
ethical research praxis and advocate for an approach centred on the
relational ethics of cultural safety, rights and desire in communityengaged research. Such an approach can lead to research practices
with migrant communities that respect their cultures and traditions,
provide psychosocial and cultural safety for participants and do not
disrupt or erode the wider community connections while producing
fruitful and participant led data. Their paper reminds us of the
need to continue to expand upon South-North dialogues which
can guarantee the well-being and rights of research participants,
promote co-production of knowledge and broaden our research
gaze, providing more pluralistic and respectful understanding of the
experiences of migrant families, children and youth.

3.

Concluding remarks

In concluding, this special issue has attempted to demonstrate
how methodological innovations are taking place in the field of
migration and in particular with migrant and transnational families.
These innovations fit into the current trends already mentioned, but
they also provide a context for the changes which have ensued in
migration studies. In essence, the articles argue for considering the
positionality of the researcher, developing a strong commitment
to migrant advocacy, questioning the interplay of migrants’ social
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lives with their own integration and social mobility, and capturing
the inner thinking of families in “how they are making it” in their
diverse settings.
Among the methodological attributes worth highlighting from
this special issue are the scholars’ ability to use more than one
language when researching; to carry out comparative research; to
present their research as junior and seasoned scholars; to make clear
the positionality of their own perspectives, their self-criticism and
retrospection; to identify clearly their roles within relationships
of power; and to advance the discussion of the types of ethics that
need to be present in research with families and children in their
everyday contexts.
The ability of some of these researchers to cross over linguistic
boundaries (e.g. French-Romanian, Spanish-French, and English)
attests to the strength of cross-linguistic research. When researchers
are expected to use the language of the country to which families
have migrated, but can also rely on using their first language (or
interpreters) to address specific needs of participant families, shows
not only the researchers’ adaptability, but also their sensitivity to
understanding these families’ needs and culture. Some of the articles
make this apparent in the way the authors conducted their studies
at the local level in neighbourhoods, in particular communities (or
sports groups) or across cities.
Such cross-linguistic practice also extends to the examples of
comparative research present in the special issue; as scholars situate
families in one context and compare and contrast their perspectives
with similar families in another context, using deportability or
adaptability as their units of analysis. The comparisons presented
yield not only local or national analysis but allow for different
methodological formats to be used which are innovative, inventive
and experimental.
Described in these articles are also the multiple approaches that
researchers used to access families and youth and which included
visual, didactic, digital and social media tools and means. Single
approaches or the use of mixed methods are apparent by the
descriptions scholars make of their multi-layered and multi-faceted
innovations. In some cases, the more traditional ethnographic
approach of taking photographs became adapted to the demands of
the field and in other cases the data demanded use of less traditional
forms as, for instance, in developing an advocacy narrative.
MIGRACIONES 42 (2017). ISSN: 2341-0833
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Furthermore, the inclusion in the special issue of junior
researchers’ perspectives alongside seasoned scholars showcases
different disciplinary trajectories, training, and theoretical perspectives, ranging from political analysis to ethnographic research in
situ. In sharing reflective and retrospective lenses, these scholars
compel the reader to consider the role and position of researchers
as instruments of research. Not only were the researchers in these
studies concerned with providing a safe, neutral space where their
participants could voluntarily engage, but also a space that was not
infringed upon. They vocalize the need to see themselves as conduits
for participants, who having their own voice, need to make their
recorded thoughts and processes evident. Through the researcher’s
pen and display of sensitive analysis, the lives of their participants
are communicated.
Notable in a few of the articles is the need for auto-criticism
and reflection, which emerges prior to, while in the field and after
fieldwork has been completed. The questioning of what went well,
what went wrong, and whether the everyday experiences were
understood are some of the issues addressed. Stemming back to
Burawoy’s (2003) reflexive ethnography, several of the authors attend
to the meaning of looking back and what this entails, identifying their
roles within relationships of power and advancing the discussion of
the types of ethics that need to be present “in the field” with families
and children in their everyday contexts.
Needless to say, the understanding of power relationships between
researchers and their participants become palpable in many of the
articles. The role of researchers, given their academic standing, may
be intimidating to families; how the relationships of power are played
out in the research process is what affords an ‘equal playing field’ of
research and provides social and cultural safety for participants. At
times, as is shown in the articles, the researcher needs to leave their
role aside and act on behalf of the families’ needs.
Several of the authors indicate the importance of this
responsibility when working with children or when designing
research which demands children do tasks they are not familiar with
or simply are not interested in doing. How to collaborate, and on
what basis, are critical issues raised by some of the scholars of this
issue, who strongly advocate for the co-construction of knowledge.
Having taken the knowledge from the field and reflected on their
participants’ contributions, some of the articles show the process of
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constructing new categories and themes in collaboration with the
participants. Thus, the production of knowledge becomes a shared
endeavour. Finally, these scholars also identify the agency found
in the on-going activities of families and their decision-making
processes, as well as in the negotiation strategies of youth and their
experiences in the communities where they live.
The research and innovative methodologies these scholars
advance are signposts to the types of challenges and issues that will
need to be overcome in migration research. In representing migrant
families and children in their everyday lives, they offer invaluable
insights that capture such a reality and afford the field innovative
methodologies.

4.
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