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Abstract
Research emphasises the benefits and limitations of in-group bonding ties for 
migrants, yet it typically overlooks the hierarchical variations within such ties. 
Drawing on social network data gathered by Shin (2022) from North Korean refu-
gees in London and the foundational conceptualisation of horizontal and vertical ties 
developed by Ryan (2016), this study responds to calls for closer attention to differ-
ences of status, hierarchy, and resource distribution within migrant and refugee net-
works. Using quantitative and qualitative network analysis, we examine how North 
Korean refugees differentiate in-group members based on perceived status, identify-
ing the individual and relational factors associated with higher-status recognition. 
The observed hierarchical structure reveals significant internal diversity within an 
ostensibly homogeneous ethnic group and shows that vertical and horizontal ties 
offer a powerful lens for analysing the structure and meaning of relationships within 
migrant networks. Rather than assuming resources flow freely within co-ethnic 
networks, this paper advances understanding of what motivates higher-status indi-
viduals to share, or refuse to share, valuable resources with co-ethnics and fellow 
refugees.
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Introduction

Being part of a dense ethnic network generates benefits, mitigating the disad-
vantages migrants face in the destination society (Nannestad et al., 2008; Portes, 
1998). At the same time, research cautions that dependence on co-ethnic net-
works can confine migrants to limited information and opportunities, restricting 
upward mobility once initial post-migration needs are met (Kracke & Klug, 2021; 
Lancee, 2012). This tension has been interpreted as the need for migrants to move 
away from bonding ties with similar others and toward bridging ties that connect 
migrants to inter-group contacts in different social or ethnic positions (Granovet-
ter, 1973).

Yet this emphasis on inter-group bridging rests on a prevailing tendency to 
overlook the subtleties within intra-group relationships and to treat co-ethnic 
ties as largely homogenous in character and function (Anthias, 2007; Patulny 
& Svendsen, 2007; Shin, 2022). Migrant networks, particularly those of mar-
ginalised communities, are routinely depicted as non-hierarchical and detached 
from prevailing notions of stratification (Robertson, 2019; Vacca et  al., 2022). 
Ethnic homogeneity, however, does not imply socioeconomic homogeneity, and 
meaningful differences in power and resources exist within co-ethnic populations 
(Ryan, 2011). Even modest status differences can prove consequential, shaping 
who benefits from collective solidarity and who remains peripheral to the net-
work’s resource flow.

This study advances understanding of migrant networks by examining hier-
archical relationships based on individuals’ perceptions of in-group members 
as possessing merit, influence, or resources (Ryan, 2016). Drawing on Ryan’s 
(2011, 2023) conceptual distinction between horizontal and vertical bonding 
ties and a rich empirical dataset developed by Shin (2022, 2025), we disentangle 
how migrants differentiate between horizontal and vertical in-group ties within 
their ethnic group and the factors motivating these perceptions. Rather than sug-
gesting upward bridging must occur across ethnic boundaries, the findings show 
that status-spanning ties may also unfold within co-ethnic networks. Attention to 
internal variations underscores a potential that co-ethnic bonding (horizontal ties) 
and bridging (vertical ties) can remain a vital source of social capital beyond the 
earliest phases of settlement, particularly for vulnerable and stigmatised migrant 
and refugee groups.

Network data from North Korean refugees in London provides the empirical 
foundation for the analysis. Reportedly, the UK has, since 2004, hosted the larg-
est number of North Koreans outside the Korean peninsula, forming a small but 
dense community of first-generation refugees (Song & Bell, 2019). Their clus-
tering within a single neighbourhood facilitates intra-group contact, while their 
long residence, averaging ten years at the time of data collection in 2019, allows 
examination of relationships beyond the earliest phases of settlement. Their 
shared migration history further reduces unobserved variation and provides a 
rare opportunity to examine differences in relative status. Despite their apparent 
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homogeneity, peer, or horizontal, and hierarchical, or vertical, connections reveal 
meaningful in-group differentiation and varying access to resources. Thus, our 
study provides the fine-grained distinctions that structure ties within migrant 
groups and contributes to growing calls for closer attention to differences of sta-
tus, hierarchies, and resource distribution (see Bygnes, 2021).

Using both quantitative and qualitative social network methods, the study 
advances migration studies through three contributions. First, it draws on network 
methods to chart the internal status hierarchy of a refugee group with unusual preci-
sion, mapping how deference is distributed and concentrated within a hard-to-reach 
population. Second, it demonstrates empirically that bonding ties within a co-eth-
nic group are not uniformly horizontal but span meaningful status gradients with 
specific individual and relational factors shaping who gets recognised as a vertical 
contact. Third, the analysis identifies two high-status practices with divergent conse-
quences: open brokerage, where higher-status individuals actively channel resources 
toward less-advantaged co-ethnics, and selective gatekeeping, where status is pre-
served through social closure. Together, these findings sharpen understanding of the 
stratification underlying migrant networks and illuminate when implicit status differ-
ences drive or limit the utility of in-group bonding ties.

Literature Review

The Formation of Ethnic Ties

A recurring theme in migration literature is that homophily drives tie forma-
tion among migrants, with ethnicity consistently emerging as the strongest basis 
for building trust and forming social ties (Bilecen & Cardona, 2018; Chuatico & 
Haan, 2022; Leszczensky & Pink, 2019; Wimmer & Lewis, 2010; Windzio & Bicer, 
2013). Bounded by a shared sense of destiny and identity, support networks centred 
on kinship and co-ethnic ties facilitate migration, early settlement following arrival, 
and ongoing resource exchanges (Boyd, 1989). Particularly among marginalised 
migrants, the willingness to offer help is portrayed as being amplified in the desti-
nation (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993; Tilly, 2005). Empirical evidence links such 
solidarity to improved employment outcomes, higher earnings, and ethnic entrepre-
neurship that propagates economic integration (Aguilera & Massey, 2003; Alba & 
Nee, 2003; Anthias & Cederberg, 2009; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Waldinger, 1996). 
These networks also yield important psychological benefits, enhancing migrants’ 
sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction (Correa-Velez et  al., 2020; 
Kornienko et al., 2018; Shin, 2022).

At the same time, research argues that an exclusive dependence on co-ethnic 
ties constrains socioeconomic mobility. Dense intra-group networks tend to rein-
force marginalisation and confine migrants to limited segments of the labour mar-
ket (Kracke & Klug, 2021; Lancee, 2012; Putnam, 2000; Sanders et  al., 2002; 
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Verhaeghe et  al., 2015). Under conditions of insecurity, such relationships may 
also expose migrants to economic exploitation (Del Real, 2019). In response to 
these constraints, research highlights the value of weak, bridging ties that connect 
migrants to individuals outside their ethnic group, expanding access to diverse infor-
mation, opportunities, and support (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000).

Nevertheless, the benefits of bridging should not obscure the continued value of 
bonding ties. The effectiveness of co-ethnic networks varies with the degree of inter-
nal diversity and resource distribution (Eve, 2014; Ryan, 2016; Ryan et al., 2008; 
Shin & Yoon, 2023; Vacca et  al., 2022). Studies show that low-status immigrants 
and refugees with limited access to meaningful bridging relationships benefit from 
bonding co-ethnic ties (Kalter & Kogan, 2014; Shin, 2025; Wegener, 1991). Ulti-
mately, the value of a network depends less on to whom a migrant is connected and 
more on the resources that flow through those relationships (Lin, 1999, 2001). When 
trust and emotional closeness underpin relationships, resources circulate more easily 
and with mutual commitment (Patulny & Svendsen, 2007). Under such conditions, 
strong bonding ties that come with higher motivation to assist and greater “band-
width”—or larger capacity to transfer resources—may generate more dependable 
forms of support than weak bridging ties (Aral & Van Alstyne, 2011; Kim & Fer-
nandez, 2017; Shin, 2022).

Ryan’s work with different migrant groups over several decades (Ryan et  al., 
2008; Ryan, 2023) challenges simple binaries of bonding (co-ethnic ties) versus 
bridging (non-co-ethnic ties). Instead, she argues for the importance of analysing 
the relationships, flow of resources, and the relative social location of actors within 
migrant networks. Ryan (2011) suggests that whether co-ethnic bonding ties rein-
force isolation and stagnation or provide vital support partly depends on implicit 
status differentiation within these networks. In this view, co-ethnic ties differ by 
the social distance they span, with horizontal ties linking peers of similar socioeco-
nomic standing and vertical ties connecting individuals who occupy different posi-
tions within the hierarchy. Building on this framework and on the unique dataset 
developed by Shin (2022), this study explores the conditions associated with advan-
tages or disadvantages of in-group bonding among North Korean refugees in Lon-
don. Instead of assuming altruistic motivations and guaranteed social support within 
these ties, the study generates new insights into how status perceptions and resource 
availability may influence the benefits of in-group bonding relationships for vulner-
able migrant populations.

Status Within the Ethnic Community

Status is, broadly, a person’s position in a social hierarchy, determined by the accumu-
lated expressions of deference (Goode, 1978). Within any given group, status hierarchy 
emerges through a web of deference relations (Gould, 2002; Sauder et  al., 2012). A 
crucial feature of status is that it cannot be self-declared or seized but must be awarded 
by others through their expressions of deference and recognition (Sauder et al., 2012).
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Status, deference, and social networks are thus closely intertwined (Blau, 1964; 
Parsons, 1963). Deference flows through social ties, making status grounded in a 
shared perception of an individual’s merit and esteem (Thomas & Mark, 2013; Sni-
jders et  al., 2013). Although the criteria for recognition vary across contexts, they 
generally rest on possessing valued attributes or providing services and resources 
that others regard as desirable (Gould, 2002). Status advantage, then, results not only 
from individual merit but also from the social recognition of those qualities. Through 
both direct and indirect relational ties, where observers note the provision of valued 
services and resources, status becomes a collective judgement embedded in social 
networks (Fu et al., 2018).

Social resource theory further corroborates the benefits of higher-status contacts, 
suggesting that resources obtained through social ties are vital for status attainment, 
with hierarchical relationships yielding greater returns than peer relationships (Lin, 
2001). According to Granovetter (1985), weak ties are valuable to the extent that 
they bridge actors positioned in different social locations and bring in new opportu-
nities. Similarly, Bourdieu (1986) acknowledges that social ties are most beneficial 
when they facilitate access to individuals who possess greater resources and knowl-
edge. Research consistently confirms that upward ties in the social hierarchy bring 
valuable, otherwise unknown information and opportunities, facilitating socioeco-
nomic advancement and instrumental gains (Barbulescu, 2015; Fu et al., 2018; Lin, 
1999).

However, there is a tendency to oversimplify migrant relationships by over-
looking instances where co-ethnic connections may function like bridging ties—
namely, when a meaningful status gap is present and lower-status individuals gain 
access to co-ethnics whose attributes or resources confer tangible advantages. In 
much of the literature, inter-group contacts are labelled as “weak upward” ties that 
bridge social distances, while intra-group ties are treated as uniformly horizontal 
and deemed as effectively truncating migrant groups from upward mobility. This 
binary approach to migrant networks has set up a biased dichotomy between the 
types of social ties (Patulny & Svendsen, 2007), calling for the creation of upward 
social connections with natives or inter-group individuals for achieving instru-
mental outcomes.

In practice, bonding ties need not be purely horizontal or status-levelling, with 
actors’ relative social positions determining the value of social ties (Ryan, 2011, 
2016). Building on these insights, this paper presents a new understanding of the 
diversity of bonding ties by probing how migrants construct and maintain intra-
group contacts in varied social locations. To achieve this, it considers status as rela-
tional, derived, and defined through social interactions (Blau, 1977). Rather than 
viewing an individual’s position as determined solely by personal attributes, this 
paper acknowledges that status emerges through ongoing social exchanges, shaped 
by how others perceive and validate a person’s prestige, authority, or influence. 
Through multifaceted network analysis of vertical in-group ties, we identify the cir-
cumstances under which navigating within-group social hierarchies may prove ben-
eficial for migrants and refugees in vulnerable conditions.
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Data and Methods

Data

The study employs a mixed methods design, drawing on data collected from North 
Korean refugees living in Greater London. The data collection consisted of two 
phases: first, a structured survey administered face-to-face; second, in-depth interviews 
with a select subset of participants. All data collection was conducted in Korean by 
the first author (Shin, 2022, 2025). At the time of data collection, approximately 700 
North Korean refugees and asylum seekers lived in the UK, of which fewer than 300 
were adults over the age of 18. Because these refugees, like most, are a hard-to-reach 
population, strategies from respondent-driven sampling (RDS) were implemented to 
recruit study participants (see Heckathorn, 1997, 2002, 2007; Tyldum & Johnston, 
2014 for review). RDS is well-suited to hidden, stigmatised populations with unknown 
sampling frames and dense social ties. Its chain referral design protects anonymity, 
encourages participation, and yields a larger, more diverse sample with reduced infer-
ence bias.

In the first stage of data collection, conducted between January and March 2019, 
a total of 139 North Korean refugees completed a survey lasting approximately 1.5 
to 2  h. The instrument comprised standardised items on sociodemographic char-
acteristics and settlement experiences along with an egocentric network section. 
Beyond basic demographics, the first section focused on integration in the destina-
tion context through measures of health, language proficiency, and global assess-
ments of social relationships. A constrained egocentric network approach was then 
used to generate a detailed map of personal networks by systematically identifying 
local social ties (Fischer, 2009; Mouw et al., 2014).

To ensure the name elicitation task remained manageable, the nomination of up 
to 31 contacts was organised into specific relational categories. These included five 
household kin, five non-household kin, 14 intra-group friends or acquaintances, and 
seven inter-group contacts. A structured name elicitation format was adopted after 
pilot testing revealed that open freelisting caused significant discomfort, evoking dis-
tressing associations with North Korean surveillance practices. Predefined relational 
categories were then introduced to minimise psychological burden while accommodat-
ing varied network compositions. In practice, most respondents did not approach the 
maximum limits. Participants nominated an average of 15.20 total contacts (SD = 6.17; 
range 4–27), comprising 2.43 family ties (SD = 1.95), 8.24 non-kin in-group contacts 
(SD = 4.19), and 4.53 non-kin out-group contacts (SD = 2.24). These distributions con-
firm that the predefined slots functioned as ceilings, not targets, successfully capturing 
meaningful network variation without imposing undue respondent burden.

Once names were generated, respondents reported demographic characteristics 
and tie attributes for each contact. All data regarding trust and support availability 
were based on participants’ subjective perceptions. For the primary variable of inter-
est, perceived status, respondents indicated whether each contact occupied a lower, 
equal, or higher social standing relative to themselves and their families. Finally, the 
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last five digits of phone numbers were recorded to identify overlaps in nominations 
across the sample.

Following a nested mixed method research design (Small, 2011), the second 
phase consisted of in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted with a subset of 33 
participants (15 men, 18 women) between March and May 2019. From the pool of 
survey respondents who consented to voluntary follow-up participation, interview-
ees were purposively selected to include diverse in-group network profiles, ranging 
from highly engaged to ambivalent and peripheral patterns of in-group interactions, 
while maintaining variation in key demographics such as age, gender, and socioeco-
nomic status. Interviews were conducted until data saturation was achieved. Each 
interview lasted between 1.5 and 6 h, averaging approximately 2 h.

Distinct from the standardised survey, the interviews were designed to provide 
interpretive depth to the observed personal network patterns. While the survey 
mapped the presence of relational ties, the interviews produced narrative accounts 
to clarify how respondents understood, evaluated, and navigated these relation-
ships. Specifically, the qualitative protocols covered everyday adaptation in the 
UK, the formation and maintenance of in-group ties, concrete episodes of giving 
and receiving support, and the practical negotiation of reciprocity and boundary-
setting. Study procedures followed approval from the relevant Institutional Review 
Board (KUIRB-2019-0012-01). All participants provided voluntary informed con-
sent before data collection. To further protect this highly vulnerable population, all 
names are pseudonyms and identifying details were minimised to ensure anonymity.

Analysis

The analysis combines three complementary approaches drawing on nested datasets 
at both the individual (ego) and tie (alter) levels. The baseline sample comprised 139 
surveyed respondents and was restricted to 136 egos for the quantitative analyses by 
excluding three 1.5-generation respondents, who arrived as children and reported lim-
ited recollection of life in North Korea or migration experiences. First, to assess how 
individual and tie attributes predict the likelihood of perceiving an in-group member 
as higher in status, we estimate multilevel models using 1313 intra-group nominations 
or alter ties provided by the 136 respondents. Second, to examine how individual per-
ceptions aggregate into collective patterns of recognition, overlapping nominations 
were matched using partial phone numbers. This enabled the reconstruction of a soci-
ometric network comprising 262 unique North Korean adults for group-level network 
representation. Finally, qualitative case illustrations drawn from in-depth interviews 
contextualise these network patterns, highlighting the implications of being recognised 
as a higher-status figure among the refugees. Table 1, presented in the subsequent sec-
tion, details the descriptive statistics for the 136 egos and 1313 in-group ties.

Multilevel Egocentric Network Analysis

Multilevel modelling is used to account for the nested structure of the egocen-
tric network data, where multiple tie-level observations are clustered within each 
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respondent. Separating the influence of individual (ego) characteristics from tie-spe-
cific (alter) attributes, multilevel modelling reduces bias arising from non-independ-
ent observations (McCarty et al., 2019). The dependent variable is the presence of 
a vertical bonding tie, and estimation proceeds through multilevel logistic models 
based on 1313 in-group nominations.1 Because the criteria for status remained open 

1  A total of 1424 in-group nominations were recorded. Of these, 111 nominations that designated indi-
viduals as having lower status were excluded from the analysis, as higher, equal, and lower status ties 
represent conceptually distinct forms of hierarchy. The analysis therefore focuses on upward ties, where 
alters are perceived to hold greater influence, resources, or prestige. As a robustness check, the models 
were re-estimated on the full set of 1424 in-group nominations including lower status ties, with results 
remaining substantively unchanged (see Appendix Table A1).

Table 1   Sample descriptive statistics

For binary variables, values are expressed as proportions. For continuous variables, values are means 
with standard deviations in parentheses

Description Mean/Prop Min Max

Ego characteristics (n = 136)
Male Ego gender (1 = men) 0.41 0 1
Age Ego age in years 44.71 (13.13) 21 77
Year Number of years in the UK 10.11 (3.22) 0 15
Marital status Marital status (1 = married) 0.68 0 1
Child Number of children 0.81 0 1
Kin-host Number of extended kin in the UK 2.32 (3.62) 0 18
English proficiency Self-rated English 2.19 (0.57) 1 4
Employment Employment status (1 = part- or full-time 

employed)
0.58 0 1

Self-employment Self-employment status (1 = self-employed) 0.15
Citizenship UK citizenship (1 = naturalised) 0.38 0 1

Alters and ties (n = 1313)
Male Alter gender (1 = men) 0.46 0 1
Age Alter age in years 44.98 (12.70) 18 94
Education Educational level 5.76 (1.52) 1 9
Full-time employment Full-time employed 0.28 0 1
Self-employed Self-employed 0.14 0 1
Family Family tie 0.16 0 1
Friend Friendship tie 0.39 0 1
Frequent contact Frequent contact 0.65 0 1
Trust High trust in alter 0.59 0 1
Financial support Provides financial support 0.40 0 1
Social companionship Provides companionship 0.70 0 1
Job information Provides job information 0.22 0 1
General information Provides general information 0.40 0 1
Language support Provides language assistance 0.28 0 1
Emotional support Provides emotional support 0.34 0 1
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to interpretation by the respondents, the variable represents a subjective indicator of 
relational deference and symbolic prestige rather than a fixed or objective rank.

Descriptive statistics for all independent variables are presented in Table 1. At the 
ego level, binary gender (1 = men), age in years, years of residence in the UK, and 
marital status (1 = married) are included as core sociodemographic variables. Fam-
ily-related variables indicate whether respondents have a child in the UK and the 
number of kin living in the host country. Employment status distinguishes employed 
respondents (1 = part- or full-time) from those who are unemployed. A separate 
binary indicator identifies self-employment. Additional measures of accultura-
tion include citizenship (1 = naturalised UK citizen), self-rated English proficiency 
(4 = native-like), and a count of non-co-ethnic contacts.

At the alter level, each nominated alter’s gender (1 = men), age in years, educa-
tion level2 (9 = graduate degree), and employment status (coded separately for full-
time and self-employment) is considered. Relationship type distinguishes family 
and friendship ties, which are each coded as a separate binary variable. Relation-
ship quality is measured by frequency of contact and trust, both rated on 5-point 
scales and recoded as 1 when respondents reported moderately high or high levels. 
Binary indicators measure six types of potential support: financial help, compan-
ionship, information, English assistance, and emotional support. Because transla-
tion assistance is common among refugees, linguistic help is treated as practical 
support, while informational support distinguishes between general and job-specific 
guidance.

Network Representation of In‑group Ties

The second stage of the quantitative analysis shifts from individual perceptions to a 
group-level view of how status ties are structured within the refugee group. While 
the multilevel models examine status recognition within respondents’ personal 
networks, this step maps the collective organisation of deference across the entire 
group. Overlaps in nominations, identified through partial phone number match-
ing, enabled the reconstruction of a larger network encompassing 262 unique North 
Korean adults, including both interviewed and non-interviewed individuals.

From these data, we constructed two group-level networks3 derived from respond-
ents’ tie-level status nominations. First, the hierarchical network aggregates vertical 

2  Education was measured on a 10-point scale from no education to doctorate. This variable captures 
the highest degree completed, thereby accounting for formal education respondents may have completed 
before seeking asylum in the UK (Song & Bell, 2019).
3  While these data reveal group-level patterns of status recognition, several design limitations should be 
noted. The survey’s primary aim was to map active ethnic ties, so nominations reflect ongoing relation-
ships rather than unrestricted choices of higher status co-ethnics. Consequently, the structure of status 
nomination networks might differ from what would emerge if participants had been asked to freely nomi-
nate higher status co-ethnics. Moreover, not all named alters participated, meaning the reconstructed net-
works represent partial approximations of the group’s structure. In light of these limitations, additional 
checks were performed to ensure consistent findings, including analyses treating network nominations as 
both asymmetrical and reciprocal.
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nominations where respondents identified an alter as higher in status, representing 
perceived authority or resource advantage. Second, the peer network aggregates 
horizontal nominations, reflecting more lateral ties anchored in shared social stand-
ing. To assess how recognition and influence are distributed within these networks, 
Bonacich power centrality4,5 (β > 0) was calculated for both hierarchical and peer 
networks. The measure was preferred over alternatives such as indegree centrality, 
which is determined through a raw count of nominations and treats all nominators 
as carrying equal weight. Bonacich centrality instead accounts for the recursive and 
relational properties of status, where an individual’s standing depends on both their 
direct nominations and the prominence of those who recognise them, such that def-
erence from a widely respected figure carries greater weight than deference from 
a peripheral actor (Bonacich, 1987). In the hierarchical network, higher Bonacich 
centrality captures more widespread acknowledgement of higher status and closer 
connections to other influential figures, while in the peer network, it signifies cohe-
sion and mutual embeddedness among status equals.

The distinction between horizontal and vertical bonding ties (Ryan, 2011, 2023) 
suggests that meaningful status differentiation may arise within refugee groups. 
At the tie level, vertical nominations are expected to be directed toward in-group 
contacts associated with valued post-migration resources. At the group level, these 
nominations may also converge around highly recognised individuals, producing a 
hierarchical structure. Considered together, these two levels of analysis examine the 
expression of status in interpersonal judgements and its aggregation into a group-
level hierarchy.

Qualitative Integration and Case Selection

All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analysed using 
NVivo (Lumivero). Following an inductive analytic approach (Charmaz, 2006), 
transcripts underwent iterative coding to ensure that analytic categories were devel-
oped directly from participants’ accounts. Initial open coding of in-group ties, set-
tlement experiences, and other social interactions was refined through axial coding 
into broader categories, including motivations for resource sharing and withdrawal. 
These were then consolidated into overarching themes concerning the boundaries 
and obligations shaping in-group interactions (Shin & Son, 2025; Son & Shin, 
2025). The resulting thematic analysis provided interpretive context for the quantita-
tive findings.

4  Bonacich’s power centrality is an extension of eigenvector centrality, and it is more appropriate for 
directed networks (Borgatti et al., 2024).
5  A limitation of the measure is that there is no consensus as to the value of β that is theoretically rel-
evant. The β parameter used in the analysis is 0.41, which is the maximum value close to 1/λ (the recip-
rocal of the largest eigenvalue), and hence, in the study context, even indirect or longer paths are impor-
tant. As a robustness check, different values of β ranging from 0 to 1/λ were tested. The significance and 
direction of the results remained unchanged across all specifications, confirming that the findings are not 
sensitive to the choice of β.
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To bridge the network findings with lived experience, two cases were selected to 
represent distinct forms of prominence within the hierarchical network. As the inter-
view guide was not originally designed to probe status directly, these cases were 
selected retrospectively by linking interview narratives to respondents’ network 
positions. One case concerns an individual who received a high number of direct 
vertical nominations, while the other centres on a respondent with high Bonacich 
centrality. Their narratives are used to interpret the quantitative indicators of vertical 
nominations and show how within-group stratification shapes the mobilisation of 
support through vertical in-group ties.

Results

Factors Underlying In‑group Status Nominations

Table  2 presents the distribution of alter ties nominated by respondents, distin-
guishing between vertical and horizontal categories. After excluding lower-status 
ties, the analysis focuses on 1313 nominations, of which approximately 30% (389 
nominations) were classified as vertical and 70% (924 nominations) as horizontal. 
These figures indicate that most in-group contacts remain at a horizontal level, and a 
smaller subset is perceived to hold higher status.

A closer look at how ties are distributed by perceived status reveals several pat-
terns. First, men represent a larger share of vertical ties (52%) than horizontal ties 
(43%). Second, higher-status alters tend to have more education on average and are 
nearly twice as likely to be self-employed than horizontal ties (20% vs 11%). Rela-
tionship type also plays a role. Vertical nominations are more likely to involve kin, 
highlighting the symbolic weight of family ties in conferring respect. Yet friend-
ships still constitute a substantial portion of vertical ties, showing that status recog-
nition also circulates through non-kin networks. Finally, higher trust and a signifi-
cant availability of informational, instrumental, and emotional support mark vertical 
ties, suggesting that the perceived hierarchy within the group is closely tied to the 
embeddedness of resources.

The descriptive findings show that perceptions of higher status correspond 
meaningfully with alter demographics, relationship types, and support exchanges. 
Table  3 presents multilevel models in log-odds and odds ratios, examining the 
factors that shape vertical nominations within in-group ties. The interpretation 
proceeds on two levels: first, respondent (ego) characteristics that affect the likeli-
hood of nominating a contact as higher status; second, alter characteristics that 
increase the likelihood of being recognised as higher status within the in-group 
network.

At the ego level, having paid employment shows an odds ratio of 0.185, indi-
cating an 82% reduction in the odds that a respondent will nominate a contact 
as holding higher status. Each additional unit of self-rated English proficiency 
corresponds to an odds ratio of 0.350 or a 65% decrease. A plausible explanation 
is that respondents with greater economic stability and language skills perceive 
themselves as occupying relatively higher positions within the group’s internal 
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hierarchy. Consequently, they may perceive fewer in-group contacts as possessing 
the significant status advantage required for a vertical nomination.

Certain sociodemographic characteristics of the nominated alters simultane-
ously influence the expression of deference. At the alter level, alters who com-
pleted higher education are about 35% more likely to be perceived as high status, 
those holding a full-time job are roughly three times as likely, and those who 
are self-employed are more than six times as likely. These patterns support the 
descriptive results showing that alters with more extensive human capital or 
entrepreneurial involvement command higher standing in the community’s status 
hierarchy.

Tie-specific attributes further clarify the dynamics of vertical relationships. 
Ties defined as friendships have about 45% lower odds of being recognised as 
higher status. Conversely, ties characterised by high trust are about twice as likely 
to be perceived as vertical. Access to key resources further differentiates these 
ties. Receiving language assistance makes a tie more than three times more likely 
to be recognised as vertical, while emotional support nearly doubles the odds. Job 
information emerges as significant in the multilevel model, with ties offering such 
information showing more than twice the odds (2.283) of being recognised as 

Table 2   Distribution of alter ties by horizontal and vertical status (N = 1313)

For binary variables, values show the proportion of ties with the attribute. For continuous variables, 
values are the mean (SD) of alter characteristics. The final column indicates significance of differences 
between horizontal and vertical categories

Horizontal (n = 924) Vertical (n = 389) Sig

Alter characteristics
Male 0.43 0.52 p < 0.01
Age 43.86 (12.89) 43.75 (12.80) p < 0.05
Education 5.19 (1.19) 5.47 (1.35) p < 0.01
Full-time employment 0.27 0.31 -
Self-employed 0.11 0.20 p < 0.01

Relationship type
Family 0.21 0.28 p < 0.01
Friend 0.43 0.38 p < 0.05

Relationship characteristics
Frequent contact 0.64 0.68 -
Trust 0.60 0.72 -

Support exchange
Financial support 0.45 0.48 -
Social companionship 0.73 0.70 -
Job information 0.20 0.23 -
General information 0.41 0.46 p < 0.05
Language support 0.18 0.42 p < 0.01
Emotional support 0.34 0.51 p < 0.01
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higher status. The descriptive statistics in Table 2 indicate a higher proportion of 
kin among vertical ties, but the multilevel models indicate neither family tie nor 
alter age is a statistically significant predictor. That is, post-migration markers of 
institutional navigational capacity appear to supersede ascribed markers such as 
kinship and age in structuring deference.

Taken together, the descriptive findings and multilevel results demonstrate 
that refugees subtly distinguish between horizontal and vertical ties. Although 
the majority of in-group connections are horizontal, certain alter characteristics, 
such as self-employment, are pivotal in setting vertical contacts apart. Vertical 
ties also stand out for their stronger trust and role as conduits for critical infor-
mational, instrumental, and emotional support. These observations challenge the 

Table 3   Multilevel models of 
vertical in-group nomination

Standard errors in parentheses
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Logit coefficient Odds ratio

Ego-level
Male −0.191 (0.450) 0.826 (0.371)
Age 0.010 (0.019) 1.010 (0.020)
Year −0.063 (0.077) 0.939 (0.072)
Marital status −0.234 (0.491) 0.791 (0.389)
Child −0.349 (0.586) 0.706 (0.414)
Kin-host −0.063 (0.059) 0.939 (0.055)
English proficiency −1.051* (0.409) 0.350* (0.143)
Employment −1.690** (0.505) 0.185** (0.093)
Self-employment −1.302 (0.725) 0.272 (0.197)
Citizenship −0.631 (0.536) 0.532 (0.285)
Bridging contacts −0.024 (0.097) 0.977 (0.095)

Alter-level
Male 0.166 (0.214) 1.181 (0.252)
Age −0.002 (0.008) 0.998 (0.008)
Education 0.294** (0.079) 1.342** (0.106)
Full-time employment 0.930** (0.233) 2.534** (0.590)
Self-employed 1.733** (0.322) 5.659** (1.820)
Family −0.059 (0.293) 0.943 (0.276)
Friend −0.508* (0.241) 0.602* (0.145)
Frequent contact −0.297 (0.233) 0.743 (0.173)
Trust 0.702** (0.261) 2.017** (0.527)
Financial support 0.124 (0.250) 1.132 (0.283)
Social companionship −0.334 (0.247) 0.716 (0.177)
Job information 0.910** (0.291) 2.485** (0.723)
General information −0.016 (0.229) 0.985 (0.226)
Language support 1.135** (0.240) 3.110** (0.746)
Emotional support 0.555* (0.246) 1.742* (0.429)
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common assumption that dense in-group ties invariably provide robust emotional 
and material support. Instead, vertical ties characterised by higher trust, greater 
resource availability, and a willingness to help may serve as effective conduits for 
meeting critical needs and facilitating adaptation (Ryan, 2011).

Peer and Hierarchical Networks at the Group Level

The multilevel models identify the factors underlying status differentiation among 
refugees. These models, however, do not provide an overview of the refugee group’s 
network structure or identify overlaps in nominations. To address this, the analy-
sis turns to the global structure of the peer and hierarchical networks. Examining 
the peer and hierarchical networks at a group level helps illustrate how individual 
perceptions aggregate into a collective structure of respect and how recognition 
becomes concentrated.

Figure 1 displays the peer network, where nodes represent individuals and node 
size reflects the number of horizontal nominations received. Of the 262 unique indi-
viduals identified in the refugee community, 253 appear in the peer network, indi-
cating that at least one respondent named them as a peer with whom they main-
tain active contact. The average indegree for all nodes is 3.57 (SD = 2.88) with a 
range from 0 to 19. The distribution is slightly right skewed, with over 25% of nodes 
receiving one nomination, 3.6% receiving no nominations, and about 50% receiving 
between 2 and 5 nominations.

Figure  2 presents the hierarchical network and shows an even more significant 
overlap in vertical nominations. It includes 188 individuals with an average inde-
gree of 1.43 (SD = 1.52), ranging from 0 to 10. The right-skewed distribution under-
scores a clear hierarchy. While many individuals received few or no higher-status 
nominations (25% have none; 40% have one), a small subset has accumulated multi-
ple nominations and stands out as widely respected or influential figures within the 
refugee community.

The two networks reveal a structural contrast. The peer network is expansive, 
encompassing nearly all identified refugees, whereas the hierarchical network is 
sparser and markedly concentrated. Where horizontal ties connect the community 
broadly, vertical ties cluster around a few prominent figures, indicating that status 
depends on the selective expression of deference and recognition. Examining hierar-
chical and peer networks as divergent structures makes the underlying stratification 
visible, revealing that meaningful differences exist within the group.

To further explore the characteristics associated with a central position in the 
hierarchical network, a regression analysis was performed on Bonacich beta central-
ity scores. Figure 3 presents the estimated coefficients with 95% confidence inter-
vals. The wide confidence intervals observed for most variables likely reflect the 
group’s small size and partial network reconstruction, despite the sample covering 
nearly half of eligible adults. Consequently, non-significant coefficients may indi-
cate limited power to detect smaller effects as opposed to the absence of meaningful 
associations. The convergence of these results with the tie-level multilevel models 
nonetheless reinforces confidence in the identified predictors.
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Consistent with the multilevel models of egocentric networks, self-employed 
individuals occupy more central positions in the hierarchical network. Additionally, 
a higher number of kin and out-group contacts is also linked to greater centrality in 
the hierarchical network. In contrast, only years of residence in the UK is predictive 
of centrality in the peer network. These findings suggest that individuals who are 
perceived as better adjusted and well-connected are more likely to be recognised as 
holding higher status. In particular, those with a greater number of out-group con-
tacts tend to occupy more central positions in the hierarchical network, implying 
that out-group connections could enhance intra-group standing or the same attrib-
utes that confer status may also enable out-group contact formation. Regardless of 

Fig. 1   Peer network (aggregated horizontal nominations). Note. Network visualisation is generated using 
Gephi. Solid lines indicate incoming nominations received by a node as a status-equal contact. Edge 
length and node placement are artefacts of the layout algorithm and are not analytically meaningful indi-
cators of relationship distance
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the causal direction, the correlation between out-group ties and hierarchical central-
ity suggests that vertical ties to co-ethnics who maintain strong out-group connec-
tions may serve as an important pathway for resource acquisition. In this way, the 
advantages gained from external contacts have the potential to circulate within the 
in-group network, illustrating how social hierarchies within migrant communities 
may channel and redistribute opportunities across the ethnic community.

Illustrative Cases

The network analysis reveals that the possession of resources and the collective 
recognition of merit define hierarchical differentiation among participants. While 

Fig. 2   Hierarchical network (aggregated vertical nominations). Note. Network visualisation generated 
using Gephi. Solid lines indicate incoming nominations received by a node as a higher-status contact. 
Edge length and node placement are artefacts of the layout algorithm and are not analytically meaningful 
indicators of relationship distance
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maintaining ties with higher-status contacts can provide security in a context marked 
by uncertainty, the narratives of those with high status show that status is enacted 
in different ways. Some individuals use their relative advantage and visibility to 
channel resources downward, reinforcing their standing through service to the com-
munity, whereas others maintain influence through socioeconomic stability while 
keeping resource flows more restricted (Ryan, 2011, 2016). The following two cases 
illustrate these contrasting expressions of status within the network and highlight 
the ways vertical-bonding ties may either facilitate or constrain integration among 
marginalised refugees.

Lim,6 a man in his 50 s, represents an open broker whose status is grounded in 
his willingness to mobilise resources and assist others. In the network map of verti-
cal nominations (see Fig. 2), he stands out as a central figure, having received one 
of the highest numbers of direct vertical nominations (i.e. eight). Only one other 
person, a woman7 known for her generosity, sits above him. He is simultaneously a 
central node in the contact network, maintaining extensive connections with fellow 

Male

Age

Year

Marital Status

Child

Kin-Host

English Proficiency

Employment

Self-Employment

Citizenship

Bridging Contact

-1 -.5 0 .5 1

Peer Network
Hierarchical Network

Fig. 3   Predictors of centrality in peer and hierarchical networks

6  All names are pseudonyms. The inclusion of personal details is minimised to protect the identities of 
the interviewees.
7  She participated in the network survey but declined to be interviewed in the qualitative phase.
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refugees. Many research participants spoke of Lim with deference, saying that he 
readily supports anyone in need, and several named him as one of their important 
local contacts. Employed full-time, he is known for helping others find work and is 
often approached for practical and emotional advice. Even an interviewee who was 
generally critical of the North Korean community and remained distant from others 
remarked: “I’m not friends with [Lim], but he finds me work. There aren’t many 
people worth respecting [in the refugee community], but he’s okay. He is definitely 
doing better than others.”

Lim firmly emphasised his commitment to supporting other North Koreans in his 
interview but said that this commitment only emerged after his first eight years in 
the UK. At first, he devoted all his energy to making ends meet and advancing in his 
workplace. His perspective shifted when he realised the importance of a strong sup-
port network, especially in times of crisis:

People can make mistakes in life. For North Koreans, however, many of us live 
with uncertain legal status. If we are forced to leave, we have nowhere else to 
turn. When unfortunate incidents arise, petitions can help plead our cases, and 
that’s exactly when we need the community to step up. Recently, an elderly 
member passed away, and we raised 750 pounds to help the bereaved family. 
I’ve come to believe that a well-organised, well-functioning support network is 
vital. North Korean refugees are unique in that we share so many similarities. 
South Korean immigrants, for example, left their country at different times 
and for different reasons, so they are more diverse. But most North Koreans 
defected under similar circumstances, leaving behind our homes and families. 
We have no one to rely on but each other, so we need to watch each other’s 
backs. That’s why I help everyone even if I am not personally close with them. 
I have the strength to do so.

Lim was a willing and open vertical weak tie who acts as a bridge by connect-
ing less-advantaged North Koreans to resources (such as jobs). He expressed a sig-
nificant level of ethnic solidarity (Portes, 1998) through his willingness to help oth-
ers. In line with his expansive approach to helping others, even those who are not 
close to him held him in high esteem and recognised his vertical status in the wider 
network.

While Lim’s recognition rested on direct expressions of respect from many within 
the community, Park more fully embodied the essence of status in the network. His 
network position carried the highest Bonacich centrality score, indicating the author-
ity that comes from proximity to other respected actors. Despite having a moderately 
sized contact network and relatively few direct nominations, Park attained an influ-
ential position by virtue of his ties to other prominent nodes; in effect, much of his 
status derives from those to whom he is connected.

In his 50  s and self-employed, Park maintained close bonds with other self-
employed men, and his demographic characteristics closely mirrored the individual-
level traits identified in the quantitative analysis as predictive of high status. Unlike 
Lim, who actively maintained strong connections with a wide range of people, Park, 
a selective gatekeeper, deliberately remained on the periphery of the overall con-
tact network, preferring a niche of “like minds”. He received direct nominations of 
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respect from his immediate circle, and his proximity to more influential network 
actors further elevated his standing. He explained:

When I defected from North Korea, I left everything behind, including my way 
of life. I wanted to start fresh in a new country. That’s my ethos. I don’t want 
to meddle in anyone’s life. I just want to make money for my family, and my 
friends share a similar outlook. I do sometimes go to [North Korean] gather-
ings, but honestly, it appals me that they still act like they’re living in North 
Korea. I don’t find relationships with many North Koreans particularly neces-
sary or helpful. The important thing is that like attracts like. People with simi-
lar aptitudes naturally flock together. In the end, we all stay in our own little 
circles.

Park held high status due to his relative socioeconomic position, yet he was not 
open to sharing his resources. He was wary of the demands other, less fortunate 
North Koreans might place on him. His network consisted of personal ties and 
appeared to be rather closed and exclusive, offering few opportunities for reciprocal 
relationships with his in-group contacts. Hence, he could have served as a valuable 
vertical weak tie—a bridge to resources—for many others, but, unlike Lim, Park 
firmly rejected this role in the network.

At the centre of both cases is a shared status advantage, though its implications for 
support differ markedly. For Lim, repeated acts of assistance actively generated and 
reinforced the deference he received. Park’s standing, by contrast, persisted despite 
his reluctance to help, showing that high status can be sustained through socioeco-
nomic success even when support remains withheld. The contrast highlights the gap 
between the existence of ties and the mobilisation of the resources embedded within 
them. The presence of a tie to a higher-status contact does not itself guarantee access 
to assistance (Lin, 2001). Vertical bonding ties hold considerable promise as chan-
nels of support, but whether that potential is realised depends on the motivations and 
dispositions of those occupying higher-status positions (Smith, 2005).

Discussion

Building upon foundational conceptualisation of horizontal and vertical ties (Ryan, 
2011, 2023), this study refines and advances theories of migrant networks by bring-
ing to the fore the role of intra-group status. While existing scholarships have 
emphasised weak ties beyond ethnic boundaries for socioeconomic mobility, we 
redirect analytical attention to diversity and social distance within refugee networks. 
This inward orientation reveals how vertical-bonding connections, through bridging 
status gaps among co-ethnics, expand understanding of which social ties matter for 
adaptation when inter-group bridging remains limited.

Our theoretical contribution materialises through the empirical case of North 
Korean refugees in London (Shin, 2022, 2025), an unusually hidden and margin-
alised population in the Global North. The data capturing individual-level network 
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interactions reveals that internal status differentiation significantly influences refu-
gees’ resource access and support acquisition. Moreover, patterns of vertical nomi-
nations show that specific individuals command consistent recognition through per-
ceived merit and trustworthiness. Beneath a façade of uniformity, certain members 
occupy relatively advantageous positions for providing guidance and resources, with 
the potential to yield greater returns than peer connections.

Notably, self-employment emerges as a consistent predictor of higher status 
across both tie-level and network-level analyses. Its significance likely reflects both 
its visibility as a marker of economic independence and its perceived connection 
to employment opportunities (Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993; Waldinger, 1996). 
Yet the deference attached to self-employment appears more symbolic than trans-
actional. Although the survey permitted multiple selections to characterise each 
relationship, only a negligible share of ties to self-employed individuals involved 
an employer–employee dimension. Recognition therefore seems to stem less from 
direct material dependence than from admiration for economic autonomy, an espe-
cially salient achievement in a context where refugees and other first-generation 
migrants face restricted access to primary labour markets. Relatedly, the data illu-
minates possible gendered effects in the network hierarchy. Gender is not an inde-
pendent predictor of status in the quantitative models, but men are disproportion-
ately represented among the self-employed and full-time workers who command 
deference, suggesting that gendered access to labour market opportunities indirectly 
shapes the network hierarchy. How origin-country gender expectations interact with 
destination-country structural barriers to produce this pattern warrants dedicated 
investigation.

The observed diversity among North Koreans, an ostensibly homogeneous group, 
suggests that vertical and horizontal ties together offer a powerful framework for 
analysing the structure and meaning of relationships within migrant networks. How-
ever, the potential of vertical bonding ties to function like bridging ties, allowing 
valuable resources to circulate within ethnic networks, depends critically on the will-
ingness of higher-status individuals to share their advantages. Neither ethnic homo-
phily nor the mere presence of relationships ensures assistance. Resource exchanges 
instead rest on motivation, consistent with the distinction between accessed and 
mobilised social capital (Lin, 2001).

The case of Park illustrates that a tie can exist but remain inactive unless the 
higher-status contact chooses to provide instrumental help, as Lim does. When a 
prosocial intent is present, vertical bonding can substitute for limited inter-group 
bridging by providing job referrals and institutional guidance. When intent is absent, 
esteem remains but exchanges stall, such that vertical ties do not mitigate the disad-
vantages of marginalised co-ethnics. Even when support is mobilised, however, its 
longer-run implications are more ambiguous. Open brokerage may address imme-
diate needs but not necessarily produce mobility. At the same time, proximity to 
a selective gatekeeper may confer indirect returns through reputational signals and 
exposure to exclusive social circles independently of any resources transferred, 
potentially reinforcing cumulative advantage for those closest to high-status actors.

Understanding when vertical ties generate durable returns therefore requires 
attention to two related questions. The first is whether mere proximity to a 
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high-status co-ethnic yields passive benefits even in the absence of direct assis-
tance. Exposure to higher-status circles may shape refugees’ reputations and prac-
tical repertoires for navigating institutions, generating incremental advantages 
even when explicit support is withheld. Still, direct resource transfer may matter 
more than symbolic proximity for improving material outcomes. This raises the 
second question of why some higher-status individuals share resources while oth-
ers practise social closure. One promising direction is to examine the perceived 
costs of helping and the moral meanings attached to mobility. For some upwardly 
mobile individuals, assistance may be treated as an obligation rooted in linked fate 
and a shared narrative of collective advancement, consistent with a minority cul-
ture of mobility (Vallejo, 2012). For others, support may be constrained by con-
cerns that repeated requests threaten hard-won stability, making boundary-setting 
a rational strategy (Smith, 2005). Disentangling whether such patterns stem from 
internalised norms of co-ethnic obligation, the socioeconomic security that lowers 
the perceived cost of sponsorship, or an interaction in which strong obligations are 
suppressed when helping is perceived as a reputational liability remains a key task 
for future research.

Furthermore, extending this line of inquiry beyond the North Korean case would 
help determine how internal hierarchies operate across different contexts. Similar 
patterns are most likely in small, dense, and socially marginalised groups where 
destination-relevant resources are scarce and inter-group bridging is constrained. 
Differences may emerge where groups exhibit greater internal heterogeneity. For 
instance, legal status did not independently predict recognition in our sample, most 
likely because North Korean refugees in the UK share a nearly identical asylum tra-
jectory. In groups where legal status is tied to more divergent migration pathways or 
where it determines access to employment and resources, its role in shaping intra-
group hierarchies may be more pronounced.

Several methodological limitations warrant acknowledgement. First, because the 
study focused on active in-group ties, the elicitation questions traced connections 
that respondents currently maintain, excluding other individuals they recognise as 
prominent or influential. Second, status was operationalised through a tie-specific 
comparative judgement asking respondents to classify each contact as higher, equal, 
or lower than themselves. This is consistent with the relational and interactional 
nature of status recognition but inevitably reduces a fluid process to a fixed categori-
cal assessment. Visual and interactive elicitation methods offer a promising avenue 
for yielding more granular accounts of the hierarchical distinctions within personal 
networks in future work (Targarona Rifa et al., 2025). Finally, explicit comparisons 
of relative standing may be culturally uncomfortable, potentially encouraging con-
servative responses or a default to equal-status designations. Given these limitations, 
the hierarchical network presented in the study should be interpreted as represent-
ing the vertical contacts that respondents actively maintain and could potentially 
mobilise, as opposed to a complete inventory of prominent actors within the group. 
Future research could address this by adopting name generators that elicit whom 
respondents respect, seek advice from, or view as influential, assessing symbolic 
prestige and reputational standing that circulate independently of active contact.
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Conclusion

The study responds to calls for closer attention to status differences, hierarchy, and 
resource distribution within migrant networks (Bygnes, 2021; Ryan, 2016), demon-
strating that seemingly homogeneous groups harbour significant internal stratifica-
tion. While resources gained through in-group relationships may not fully secure 
socioeconomic stability in the destination country, they can nonetheless play a piv-
otal role, particularly for stigmatised populations with limited institutional support 
and restricted opportunities for inter-group bridging. Within these networks, vertical 
bonding ties can become an important channel for accessing new information and 
practical support. Importantly, the study brings into view the under-researched role 
of vertical ties within co-ethnic networks. By disaggregating co-ethnic bonding ties 
into horizontal and vertical dimensions, it demonstrates that intra-ethnic relation-
ships can bridge meaningful status differences, generating resources and opportuni-
ties assumed to require crossing ethnic boundaries.
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