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Factors Shaping the Network Dynamics of International Students in UK
Higher Education

There has been an increase in the number of international students in UK Higher Education and as a result
a growing number of studies have explored intercultural interaction and international students’
adjustment. Most studies have focused on the issue of integration of home with international students, in
contexts where the former are a majority. These studies show a persistent lack of interaction among home
and international students, which indicates a need to undertake more studies to investigate the issue of
multicultural interaction. This study contributes to the debate by attempting to provide a clearer picture
of how international students build their social networks; particularly, what factors shape the formation
of international students’ networks (work and friendship). The main question this research investigates
is: what are the factors shaping the network dynamics of international students in a UK HE context. In
order to answer this question, the types, characteristics and evolution patterns of these networks need
also to be explored.

Methodologically, this research developed a set of methods for collecting social network data appropriate
to the research context, one characterised by rapid change. Social Network Analysis (SNA) was combined
with qualitative methods; namely interviews, observation and photographs. The research participants
were international, postgraduate taught students on a module entitled “Information Systems and the
Information Society” in the Information School, University of Sheffield. Being a diverse group they were an
appropriate choice to explore social network formation. Data was collected in two stages, where the first
stage of study aimed to build a model of the factors that shape the formation of international students’
networks. Based on the first stage findings, the second study aimed to test the model at work in another
cycle, and to study the impact of some intervention in students’ networks, and also to test the package of
methods developed in the first stage of research. The research applied community of practice and
network analysis theories as frameworks for the study.

The findings of the study were that in a UK higher education context, the main networks international
students’ have were work, friendship, advice and support (instrumental and personal) networks. Both
work and friendship networks were established based on classroom relations, whereas advice and
support networks showed continuity with previous networks. Findings also showed that the network
visible in the classroom was not the same as that reported by students. International students’ networks
were found to be shaped by a number of factors. The first stage findings showed that language, same
programme and time were the main factors shaping the formation of international students’ networks.
The second stage of the study tested and confirmed the factors at work, however, these factors were found
to operate in a different way over time. Understanding the forces shaping international students’
networks, is beneficial for informing actions for improving network cohesiveness and improving
classroom dynamics. The findings of this research could be beneficial for people involved in
internationalisation to help them better understand students network, hence encourage the multicultural
interaction. Triangulation of methods in studying social networks proved to be effective in overcoming the
limitations of each individual method and enabled the understanding of the different aspects of students’
social network evolution. It is suggested as a model for other social network research in education or
similarly dynamic fields.
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