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A musical actor is looking for a new engagement, the manager of a community centre is looking for news to improve 
the image of her district, and a scientist is striving to turn a novel biotechnological method into a product ready for the 
market. At first sight, these scenarios do not seem to have much in common. Once we adopt a particular perspective, 
however, certain parallels come into view. In order to pursue their goals, all these actors make use of networks – be it in 
an intuitive or in a strategic manner. These activities also have a spatial dimension; hence our interest at the IRS, partic-
ularly as network analyses and the development of original approaches have always been a major aspect of the IRS’s 
agenda of social science-based spatial research.

Today, most societal actors find it 
hard to imagine their general con-
texts of action without recourse to 
social networks thus underlining 
their relevance for the study of social 
action. For both individual and col-
lective actors who wish to make a dif-
ference within society, it has become 
an absolute must to locate themselves 
in networks. “This is demonstrated 
by the fact that the concept of net-
working has recently developed into 
a buzzword. Even seminars for suc-
cessful networking are on offer to-
day”, says Dr. Gabriela Christmann, 
head of the IRS research depart-
ment “Dynamics of Communica-
tion, Knowledge and Spatial Devel-
opment”. In those seminars, people 
are taught how to establish contact 
with key people so as to better pursue 
their goals.

“Social science research has always 
taken account of the phenomenon 
that actors are involved in social net-
works – even at times when networks 
were much less in fashion than to-
day”, says Christmann. As part of 
its spatial research agenda, the IRS 
also conducts network analyses, in 
the course of which it has also devel-
oped a distinct perspective and in-
struments of its own. “We are search-
ing for the spatial components of so-
cial relationships and we attempt to 
combine quantitative-structural with 
qualitative analyses”, adds Prof. Dr. 
Oliver Ibert, head of the IRS research 
department “Dynamics of Econom-
ic Spaces”. This implies that research-
ers should always examine a relation-
ship’s inherent qualities and configu-
ration and not just detail the network 
structure. The same applies to the 
spatial and temporal dynamics of 

networks. “Elaborate graphs suggest 
that networks have a rather static na-
ture”, says Ibert. “By contrast, we of-
ten focus on the process and thus 
take a particularly close look at how 
networks tend to develop.” How does 
the fixation on a certain space – e.g. 
a musical actor’s hometown or a bi-
otechnological innovation’s region 
of origin – change over the course 
of such a process? To what extent 
should we regard proximity and dis-
tance as beneficial? How complex 
does a certain attribute turn out to 
be on closer inspection? All these are 
questions addressed by IRS research.

Generally, networks are assumed to 
be useful and advantageous. How-
ever, the costs and efforts required 
to establish and maintain them can 
sometimes disappear from view. “In 
reality, the boundaries between in-
formal mutual help on the one hand 
and corruption on the other hand are 
often blurred”, says Ibert. “Networks 
may influence – and thus also restrict 
– their members’ world view.” More-
over, the question of how much use-
fulness is ascribed to networks great-
ly depends on one’s own particular 
perspective. The mutual benefit for 
insiders is often organised to the dis-
advantage of those on the outside. 
IRS network research attaches great 
importance to these ambivalences.

Network Research at the IRS
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The present issue comprehensively documents the network analyses conducted by the IRS in various thematic contexts. 
Be it innovation research or neighbourhood development, investigating the structure, quality, and dynamics of net-
works has proven to be illuminating time and again. But what exactly are the starting points for network analyses and 
upon what kind of concepts are they based? Why do we analyse networks in connection with socio-spatial processes 
in the first place – and in what ways should they be explored? The following piece provides an overview of existing 
network concepts and discusses their importance for spatial sciences.

In the early 20th century, sociologist 
Georg Simmel’s work provided con-
cepts which became important for the 
study of networks. Outlining a theory 
of modern society, he suggested con-
sidering the embeddedness of indi-
vidual persons within different “social 
circles” and the resulting interde-
pendencies between these people and 
their social circles. In the 1930s, Jacob 
L. Morenos was the first to make an 
attempt to determine people’s social 
status, integration, and influence 
in their respective network of rela-
tionships within small groups. This 
approach is considered the empiri-
cal precursor of network analysis. It 
was, however, not until the 1950s that 
social anthropologist and sociologist 

John A. Barnes discussed the network 
concept in a wider context in relation 
to the example of a Norwegian sea-
port. Barnes was the first to conceive 
networks as a major empirical ana-
lytical category. He was convinced 
that we can understand city life only 
by means of a systematic analysis of 
key actor constellations and the con-
comitant social relations and forms of 
action. 30 years later, and inspired by 
his ethnographic studies in Algeria, 
Pierre Bourdieu described social net-
works as one form of social capital, 
which must be regarded not only as a 
potential development factor for actors 
themselves, but also for the social unit 
within which they take effect. Authors 
like Jan van Dijk and Manuel Castells 

went one step further by describing 
the functions of networks as constitu-
tive of societal development. “Even if 
both authors were more interested in 
electronically based information net-
works than in social networks, they 
make the rather general point that 
modern societies are largely organ-
ised through social networks – and 
thus must be characterised as ‘network 
societies’, explains Dr. Gabriela Christ-
mann, head of the research depart-
ment “Dynamics of Communication, 
Knowledge and Spatial Development”.

A sensation was caused by Bruno 
Latour’s “Actor-network Theory”, 
according to which agency is not solely 
a possession of social actors. Instead, 

The Analysis of Social Networks in Social 
Science-Based Spatial Research
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it was argued that human action is 
dependent or even enabled by objects 
and therefore they need to be analyt-
ically considered.  “As different as the 
concepts of social networks may be in 
detail, they are still united by the view 
that social processes gain momentum 
through collective action within inter-
related and coordinated social net-
works rather than through individu-
als”, Christmann summarises. 

Christmann sees the crucial contri-
bution of social science-based spatial 
research as being the analysis of the 
connections between network rela-
tions and space. “We assume spatial 

and social development to be closely 
intertwined. Accordingly, we are con-
vinced that social action in networks 
also has a spatial component and as 
such will have spatial consequences.”

The study of innovation networks in 
economic regions serves as a good 
example here: it focuses on how new 
ideas are generated and implemented 
within networks and, within this con-
text, examines the relevance of physi-
cal proximity or distance among these 
actors. Other key interests include 
the exploration of social structures 
and their relation to actors as well as 
the potential for actors to participate 
in networks related to urban devel-
opment. One crucial issue here is the 
analysis of individual figures with 

regard to their structural positions 
and their channels of influence within 
the network.

As these examples demonstrate, we 
need to make a distinction between 
a group-based actor network on the 
one hand and an ego-centred network 
on the other hand, where one actor 

instigates individual contacts as he 
or she pleases. Ego-centred networks 
may consist of individuals, groups, or 
organisations, but in each case, there 
is one actor who cooperates with them 
on a project basis. Usually, network 
contacts occur bilaterally, in a spatially 
and temporally distributed manner, 
and via different forms of communica-
tion (e.g. face-to-face, by telephone, by 
e-mail). In contrast, group-based actor 
networks are characterised by mem-
bers’ meetings and other direct ways 
of communicating. These forms of 
exchange, which are repeated more or 
less regularly, also encourage coordi-
nation among the network’s members.

Spatial social science research has 
benefited from the methodologi-

cal approaches originally designed 
for empirical network analyses. One 
widely used method is a structuralist 

description of networks using graphs 
and measures. This allows for an illus-
tration of a network’s density along 
with the respective established con-
tacts, but also the centrality of certain 
individuals to the networks. 

Further, there are attempts to specify 
the functions commonly performed 
by key network figures. “For exam-
ple, in connection with his research on 
innovation, Ronald Burt discovered 
that there are so-called ‘information 
brokers’ who obtain their key position 
by filling in ‘structural holes’, Christ-
mann points out. “They forge links 
between hitherto unconnected net-
work components or entire networks 
through conveying important infor-
mation or problem solutions.” Stan-
ley Milgram’s “small world” hypothe-
sis is another approach that has proven 
fruitful for further methodologi-
cal developments. In the course of an 
experiment, Milgram demonstrated 
that the linkage of different personal 
networks allows us to spread a mes-
sage in relatively few steps – even up to 
the levels of high-ranking personali-
ties in political offices.

This inspired mathematically ori-
ented scientists to make use of mod-
els to illustrate the interrelationship 
of locally concentrated networks on 
the one hand, and global connectiv-
ity on the other hand. At the same 
time, this also allowed them to cal-
culate “shortcuts” (rapid connections 
between one network and another) 
as well as “hubs” (nodal points with 
an exceptionally high number of con-
tacts). These approaches have also 

“As different as the concepts of social networks may 
be in detail, they are still united by the view that 
social processes gain momentum through collective 
action within interrelated and coordinated social 
networks rather than through individuals.”
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addressed network-related questions.

attracted some criticism. “Boris 
Holzer was right to indicate that 
some researchers have complained 
about the content-free character of 
the thus far explored network con-

tacts”, Christmann points out. “They 
state that in many cases, contacts are 
regarded as mere exchange channels. 
While this includes an investigation 
of these social contacts’ formal struc-
tures and corresponding frequency 
distributions, the content and quali-
ties of these relationships are largely 
neglected.” Hence, some relevant 
questions remain unanswered: What 
is being exchanged? How does this 
exchange occur – and why?

In Christmann’s department, re-
searchers dealing with spatial pioneers 
have therefore decided to enrich their 
structural network analyses with so-
cial actors’ communicative qualities, 

structures of meaning, and relation-
al (hi)stories . This opens up the pos-
sibility to attach more importance to 
the quality of relations. “In this case – 
as for instance with its contributions 
to operationalising proximity and dis-
tance in different dimensions – the 
IRS plays a role in the methodologi-
cal advancement of network research”, 
Christmann concludes.

“’Information brokers’ forge links between hitherto 
unconnected network components or entire networks by 
means of conveying important information or problem 
solutions.”
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The solitary inventor is passé. Today, it is networks that generate innovations and bring them to market maturity. But 
how exactly do networks have to be designed to stimulate innovation – and how can regional policy making bene-
fit from it? In order to gain a better understanding of the developments and changes in innovation networks and their 
spatial dimensions, Prof. Oliver Ibert and Felix Müller conducted an idea-centred network analysis. In doing so, they 
developed a phase model which reflects the dynamic character of networks in space and time. 

Several academic disciplines have 
carried out a considerable amount of 
research on the connection between 
networks and the ability to innovate. 
Economic geographers, for instance, 
put particular emphasis on spatiality 
and the processes of knowl-
edge genesis. Concepts such 
as knowledge clusters and cre-
ative milieux have resulted 
from such research. “Thus far, 
research has focused on the 
structural features of territo-
ries and networks in knowl-
edge production”, says Müller, 
who works at the IRS research 
department “Dynamics of 
Economic Spaces”.  “Such an 
approach allows us to give a good 
description of many framework con-
ditions that taken together provide a 
general basis for innovation – such as 
the necessary balance between open-
ness and seclusion, proximity and 
distance.”

There are, however, also downsides 
to the fixation on territorial config-

urations in economic geography. As 
Müller points out, such a perspec-
tive is one-sidedly oriented towards 
structures, remains focused on spa-
tial proximity, and tends to promote 
a perspective which is largely inflex-

ible in terms of time. As a conse-
quence, it is near impossible to trace 
the development of an innovation all 
the way from idea to product. “Our 
experience indicates that we need to 
attach much more importance to the 
actual quality of network connections 
and the smooth transition from one 
phase to the next if we are to gain a 
better understanding of spatiotempo-

ral dynamics”, says Müller. For this 
reason, the department’s researchers 
decided to adopt a process-oriented 
approach and, on this basis, to con-
duct seven case studies in the form of 
“innovation biographies”. By focusing 

on the actors involved and the 
shifting qualities and struc-
tures of their network rela-
tionships, the IRS researchers 
have reconstructed innova-
tion pathways in a detailed 
manner.

There are also practical rea-
sons for the IRS researchers 
to have an interest in closing 
these gaps in spatial network 

research Thus far, politics and pub-
lic administration have both implic-
itly and explicitly regarded innova-
tion funding and regional policy as 
largely corresponding and mutu-
ally supportive. “Early on we already 
suspected it to be short-sighted to 
assume that such a spatially stable 
notion of innovations would be use-
ful. To develop our phase model, we 

Innovation Networks:  
Dynamics in Space and Time

“Our experience indicates  
that we need to attach much more 
importance to the actual quality of  

network connections and the smooth 
transition from one phase to the next if  
we are to gain a better understanding  

of spatiotemporal dynamics.”



7IRS AKTUELL No 5 | May 2014

therefore decided to concentrate on 
the changes in spatial parameters”, 
explains head of the department 
Ibert. “In this manner, we began to 
understand that in some phases of 
innovation development, the main-
tenance of network relationships 
across spatial distances might be just 
as important as spatial proximity”. 
Moreover, it was shown that a spa-
tial separation from the place of ori-
gin at a later stage might even 
be regarded as beneficial. 

The innovation biographies 
thus examined were drawn 
from the fields of legal coun-
selling and biotechnological 
research and development. As 
both cases relate to business 
services, comparability of the 
case studies was generally ensured. 
For each innovation biography, 
the researchers conducted several 
detailed interviews and, in doing so, 
identified and traced the origin of its 
core ideas. As a matter of fact, recon-
structing the idea’s spatiotemporal 
dynamic turned out to be the deci-
sive step here. “We explicitly chose 
not to depart from a clear and linear 
sequence of events” explains Müller. 
Instead, the overall development was 
characterised by dead ends, loops, 
and discontinuities. This allowed the 
researchers to draw inferences about 
which network constellations were 
(or were not) useful for the actors at a 
particular phase. 

An innovation is “born” at the very 
moment when a person (or a group 
of people) manages to define and 
formulate a deficit in a certain con-
text for the first time. In many cases, 
this recognition of a problem presup-
poses the existence of a distinct type 
of relation in this person’s knowl-
edge network. For instance, Müller 
and Ibert noticed that ideas are often 
born when a person belonged to sev-
eral knowledge networks and there-
fore was able to reflect upon his or 
her relation to one group of individ-
uals in the light of his or her experi-
ences in other contexts. In one case 
study, a graduate physicist employed 

in a pharmaceutical company’s devel-
opment division was better placed to 
question established routines than his 
pharmacist colleagues. Moreover, the 
researchers identified “complicity” as 
a second important form of relation-
ship, i.e. a close circle of personal con-
tacts where ideas are reflected upon 
first. These contacts are hardly ever 
of a professional, but rather of a pri-
vate nature (friends, acquaintances, 

or family members). Both forms of 
relation almost exclusively occur in 
everyday situations (i.e. family, work 
environment, or circles of acquaint-
ances). As a consequence, social prox-
imity plays a decisive role here.

Throughout the validation phase, 
relations and their spatial manifes-
tations start to change. The inven-
tor examines whether his or her 
idea to solve a problem proves relia-
ble and practicable. A concrete place 

is needed to test the idea. This may 
either be a research lab or – almost 
as a real experiment – a company’s 
newly established organisational unit. 
In this context, mentoring and rivalry 
emerge as two new relationship cate-
gories. Subject to a professional and 
personal relationship of trust, a men-
tor can provide resources and help 
build up an idea’s reputation. Rivalry 
in turn is a complementary form of 
relationship, which is either rooted 

in personal or economic competition 
or in an affinity to differing currents 
within certain disciplines. Contrary 
to instinct, it showed that rivalry was 
also partly conducive to the innova-
tion process. Whereas content-related 
proximity certainly does constitute 
a necessary prerequisite in this con-
text, spatial proximity (which is at 
least temporarily necessary to build 
up personal relationships of trust) is 

not required here. “Here 
we can already notice 
the declining relevance 
of physical proximity, 
especially since mentor-
ing relations and rivalry 
partly occur within the 
context of professional 
communities”, Müller 
explains. “Symbolic and 

virtual spaces are increasingly uti-
lised with the aid of journals, confer-
ences, or the internet.”

This trend continued in the phases 
of mobilisation and concretisation. 
After the test conducted within the 
professional community, the inven-
tors sought to establish contact with 
pioneer users, i.e. potential cus-
tomers for their innovation. How-
ever, suitable pioneer users are hard 
to find. One the one hand, their user 
behaviour is required to be as realis-
tic as possible. At the same time, how-
ever, users should be interested in the 
advancement of the idea and there-
fore also must be willing to take risks. 
As a consequence, the recruitment 
of pioneer users reaches far beyond 
regional boundaries – and thus, the 
innovation is finally going on a jour-
ney for good. As the users operate 
from the standpoint of another, prac-
tical horizon of experience, a certain 
distance tends to emerge also in pro-
fessional terms. The same applies to 
the “developmental partnerships” 
(Aufbaupartnerschaften) through 
which the developers work. Suita-
ble partners offer partial solutions for 
particular niches whenever develop-
ers are unable to master certain chal-
lenges on their own account. In these 
cases, spatial proximity is merely of 
secondary importance here, as its 

“An innovation is ’born’ at the  
very moment when a person  

(or a group of people)  
manages to define and formulate  

a deficit in a certain context  
for the first time.”
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absence is compensated by increased 
mobility. “It was also interesting to 
note that ideally, the mentor of the 
previous phase now distances him- 
or herself from the innovation”, says 
Ibert. “This will lead to a disman-
tling of the organisational and spatial 
proximity to the innovation’s place of 
origin. For the innovation, this offers 
the opportunity to break away from 
the mentor’s resources.”

In the final phase, network relations 
with the users become crucial, while 
at the same time shareholders and 
competitors appear on the scene. “All 
three relationships do not need to 
be permanently located at the same 
place”, says Müller. “However, this by 
no means implies that they would be 
‘spaceless’. In fact, the systematic use 
of spatially distant relations requires a 
highly strategic organisation of loca-
tions and mobility.” Müller stressed 
that the success strategy for innova-
tion consists in the ability to eman-
cipate oneself from a local context’s 
previous framework conditions. This, 
in turn, will be easier to achieve if the 
users are distributed across space. 
“We can therefore detect a gradual 
redefinition of local embeddedness as 
well as of various dimensions of prox-

imity within the context of innova-
tion processes”, Ibert concludes.

In each phase, network constella-
tions differ considerably – not only 
in terms of the amount and structure 
of relationships, but also and in par-
ticular with regard to their quality 
and relevance. Such a qualitative per-
spective on networks and the actors 
involved demonstrates the impact 
of social network theories upon the 

research department and its analy-
ses. “For innovation research, this is 
something new and helps to sharpen 
our awareness of the configura-
tions and organisation of transitional 
phases, says Ibert. “For an innovation 
to succeed, a well-managed advance-
ment of the innovation network 
appears essential to maintaining the 
right balance between proximity and 
distance – not only in a spatial and 
physical sense”.

In view of the fact that innova-
tion was shown to be a spatially dis-
tributed and mobile process, the 
researchers have suggested adopt-
ing a more differentiated perspective 
whenever we make use of innovation 
funding for the purpose of regional 
development. “We should understand 
the logics of innovation and territo-
rial development as fundamentally 
divergent”, says Ibert. “While cer-
tain areas offer opportunities for cre-
ating mutual benefit, their relation-
ship must be regarded as potentially 
conflict-ridden. Given the fact that 
dynamics of innovation processes do 
not comply with territorial bound-
aries, knowledge clusters should 
always aim to participate in global 
knowledge networks.”

According to the researchers, oppor-
tunities tend to emerge whenever 
regional policies manage to provide 
a fruitful environment for parts of 
the innovation process and, moreo-
ver, succeed in becoming a constitu-
ent part of the space-encompassing 
networks, particularly during the late 
and especially productive innovation 
phases.
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“For an innovation to succeed, a well-managed 
advancement of the innovation network appears 
essential to maintaining the right balance between 
proximity and distance – not only in a spatial and 
physical sense”.
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Spatial pioneers play a key role in the transformation of socially disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods. The make use 
of vacant spaces, intervene directly in the development of urban neighbourhoods and come up with new ideas for their 
living environment. Moreover, they influence discussions on spatial issues and therefore have the potential to change a 
neighbourhood’s identity. Anika Noack and Tobias Schmidt, two researchers in the IRS research department “Dynamics 
of Communication, Knowledge and Spatial Development”, have studied urban pioneers and their ability to influence spa-
tial concepts and perspectives and spatial development in general. They discovered that taking a closer look at the net-
works of spatial pioneers may offer a key to understanding these issues. 

The neighbourhood meeting place 
located at Berlin-Moabit’s Bahnhofs-
straße serves as a communication 
hub – not only for spatial pioneers, 
but also for a broader range of peo-
ple. Numerous inhabitants come here 
to exchange news, meet friends, and 
discuss current developments in their 
neighbourhood. “From a social and 
spatial science point of view, people 
go there to synchronise their ‘spa-
tial images’”, Anika Noack explains. 
For example, many discussions re-
volve around the different percep-
tions of certain processes. How are 
we, for instance, to assess gentrifi-
cation processes? Would the neigh-
bourhood benefit from it, or does it-
pose a threat to social cohesion? At 

the meeting place, but also on oth-
er occasions, questions like these are 
often subject to controversial debate 
and thus help to set things in motion. 

The construction of such spatial im-
ages through communication pro-
cesses is one of the key processes of 
neighbourhood development”, says 
Noack. Ultimately, political decisions 
(e.g. about the distribution of sub-
sidies) also depend on how particu-
lar actors perceive spaces and plac-
es. “As a consequence, we decided to 
ask ourselves: What kind of roles do 
individuals play in these processes – 
and why is it that spatial pioneers can 
generate more resonance with their 
views and ideas than other actors?

To address this issue, Anika Noack 
and Tobias Schmidt conducted stud-
ies in Berlin-Moabit and Hamburg-
Wilhelmsburg to reconstruct the 
networks of people who play an ac-
tive and successful role in shaping 
their neighbourhoods. In doing so, 
it was important not only to describe 
the scope and reach of the contacts 
on which the interviewees were able 
to depend. Instead, they were also ea-
ger to find out more about the quality 
of these particular connections. For 
this reason, Noack and Schmidt de-
cided to embed their network analy-
ses in a broad, ethnographic frame-
work. 

Pioneers’ Networks
Spatial Pioneers in Disadvantaged Urban Neighbourhoods
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“An ethnographic study of neigh-
bourhoods implies a comprehen-
sive and sometimes fairly long-
term observation and description of 
those processes, persons, and pro-
jects that are known to have contrib-
uted to changes in both the percep-
tion of and discussion about spac-
es”, Schmidt points out. “To this end, 

we deploy a range of scientific meth-
ods, such as the narration-based net-
work survey.” This entails in-depth 
interviews in the course of which we 
aim to reconstruct and graphically il-
lustrate networks (in this case: those 
of spatial pioneers) step by step and 
jointly with the respondents. To be 
able to depict all relevant persons, 
groups, institutions, and places that 
appeared important according to the 
interviewees’ descriptions, Noack 
and Schmidt made use of the “Venn-
Maker”, a special computer pro-
gramme which allows for a visualisa-
tion of networks. “In this manner, we 
get to know the stories, conflicts, and 
successes behind these contacts and 
places instead of solely recognising 
the network structure. At the same 
time, we learn about the functioning 
of these networks, their development, 
and the way they have been built up”, 
says Schmidt. Does a certain relation 
prove to be stable or frail? Does it ex-
ist permanently or is it only used oc-
casionally and due to strategic rea-
sons? Is it mainly based on trust or 
conflict? All these aspects are rele-
vant for the question of whether and 
how a person may act as a spatial pi-
oneer, and as such is able to establish 
spatial images and to initiate spatial 
processes of change. 

Based on their findings, Noack and 
Schmidt concluded that one factor for 

the success of spatial pioneers consists 
in the balance among several relation-
ship types within a personal network. 
“It is, for example, not enough just to 
have a large number of contacts. In-
stead, it has proved advantageous if 
one is able to combine long-term, re-
liable support networks with sporadic 
partnerships – which may be revived 

at any time due to tactical reasons – in 
a flexible manner”, Schmidt explains. 
“This illustrates the great significance 
of qualitative and subjective factors 
for neighbourhood networks.”

At the same time, spatial pioneers 
can benefit if they regard the mainte-
nance of their network links as their 
capital and, moreover, if they pur-
posefully aim to balance their vari-
ous relationships.  “Time after time, 
the moderator of the panel discus-
sions at the Moabit neighbourhood 
meeting place succeeds in bringing 
together people with different per-
spectives”, Noack explains. “By this 
means, she not only initiates a com-
municative negotiation of spatial im-
ages, but also strengthens her own 
position within this network of en-
gaged citizens, developing her role 
as a powerful spatial pioneer in Ber-
lin-Moabit. Instead of merely stimu-
lating this exchange, she also chan-
nels it and – thanks to her good con-
tacts – knows how to pass it on to the 
press and politicians.” In disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods, spatial pio-
neers like this moderator often take 
the lead in revealing and represent-
ing the hidden potential and inter-
esting sides of their neighbourhoods 
to the outside world. Owing to their 
special networks, they also often act 
as catalysts for processes of change in 
such neighbourhoods.

CONTACT

Anika Noack,  
tel. +49 3362 793-235,  
noack@irs-net.de

Anika Noack is a researcher in the IRS 
research department “Dynamics of Com-
munication, Knowledge and Spatial 
Development”. In her dissertation and fur-
ther research projects, she deals with the 
work of spatial pioneers in the Berlin dis-
trict of Moabit. She also conducts research 
within the bridging project “Key Figures as 
Driving Forces of Spatial Development”, 
which also includes network-related ques-
tions.

Tobias Schmidt,  
tel. +49 3362 793-236,  
t.schmidt@irs-net.de

Tobias Schmidt is a researcher in the IRS 
research department “Dynamics of Com-
munication, Knowledge and Spatial 
Development”. He has contributed to both 
the department’s current and previous lead 
project with his analyses of neighbourhood 
development through spatial pioneers. In 
his dissertation, he explores processes of 
spatial interpretation and participation in 
Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg.

In disadvantaged neighbourhoods, spatial pioneers  
like this moderator often take the lead in revealing and 
representing the hidden potential and interesting sides  
of their neighbourhoods to the outside world. Owing to 
their special networks, they also often act as catalysts  
for processes of change in such neighbourhoods.
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Today, international cooperation plays a major role not only in the private, but also in the public sector, including sci-
ence. For example, while EU projects allow for a Europe-wide exchange of experiences and knowledge, the structure 
and quality of these networks have been shown to be very heterogeneous. The visualisation of networks can help us 
to find out how to act and behave within these networks as a project partner – and to become aware of areas where 
improvement may still be required.

From 2010 until 2012, Dr. Suntje 
Schmidt and Christina Minniberger 
from the IRS research department 
“Dynamics of Economic Spaces” 
conducted the INTERREG IVC-
project “Know-Man – Knowledge 
Network Management in Technol-
ogy Parks”. This project’s aim was to 
improve instruments for a regional 
management of knowledge networks 
and to exchange experiences among 
all actors involved (regional devel-
opers, technology parks, and univer-
sities from seven European regions) 
in order to initiate learning pro-
cesses. Minniberger has remained 
engaged in this subject even beyond 

the end of the project. Since 2010, 
she has been doing her disserta-
tion - with the working title “Differ-
entiated Integration through Inter-
regional Projects in the European 
Union”. By means of a qualitative 
analysis of the Know-Man project, 
she examines the cooperation struc-
tures and effects of interregional 
project networks within the EU. “I 
learnt that project partners are not 
always aware of their actually exist-
ing networks”, says Minniberger. “In 
the first place, being a partner in the 
same EU project usually means noth-
ing more than seeing the other part-
ners at project meetings about twice a 

year. Beyond this, it is, however, up to 
the project partners to organise and 
shape their cooperation in a concrete 
manner.” In this context, visualisa-
tions can help the actors to become 
aware of their own behaviour as well 
as of the specific patterns of their col-
laborations – and, moreover, may be 
helpful for reflecting upon  their ini-
tial expectations and interests. 

According to Minniberger’s expe-
rience, EU projects are particularly 
suitable for analyses of this kind. “EU 
projects bring together a broad range 
of partners from all across Europe 
and provide a platform for exchang-

Who Networks with Whom? The Visualisa-
tion of Europe-wide Project Networks

Intensity of relations from a network partner’s perspective (at the centre of the illustration)
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ing experiences. In this context, the 
formation of European networks is 
regarded as a valuable ‘by-product’”, 
she points out. “Nonetheless, Euro-
pean networks do present a chal-
lenge, as they have to surmount spa-

tial and institutional obstacles. For 
researchers and project partners it 
can therefore be worthwhile scru-
tinising the ways partners behave 
within these networks.” 

In doing so, it is helpful to switch 
between different visualisation per-
spectives. The holistic network per-
spective displays all network part-
ners and their relations in the form 
of a spider web. Such a perspective is 
helpful for identifying cooperation 
structures – as for instance inten-
sive collaboration between geograph-
ically close partners, or ‘cooperation 
gaps’ within a network.

One alternative is the so-called ego-
perspective – a form of visualisa-
tion where individual partners take 
centre stage. “To my knowledge, the 
‘dartboard’ – which is characteristic 
of this form of visualisation – often 
leads to a light bulb moment; for 
instance, when it is made clear to an 
actor that s/he has thus far primarily 
made use of a Europe-wide consor-
tium to cooperate with a long-estab-
lished core network”, Minniberger 
concludes.

The diagram on page 11 depicts the 
network of one partner involved in 
the Know-Man project. The inter-
viewee is located in the centre of the 
dartboard. Depending on the ques-
tions, it is possible to emphasise cer-
tain factors. In this case, partners 
from the same region are displayed 
in red. Moreover, the ‘dartboard’ is 
subdivided into the three partici-

pating groups of actors. “It becomes 
apparent that partner X has the most 
intensive relation to partners from 
his own region, which are marked in 
red here”, Minniberger analyses.

Moreover, the interview partner (a 
research institution) cultivates close 
links to other scientific institutions 
that are also involved in the pro-
ject. By contrast, relations to part-
ners with other institutional back-
grounds are much less pronounced. 
When this illustration was dis-
cussed with the interview partner, 
it became apparent that the closest 
links were actually maintained with 
already long known project partners. 
“The interview partner was, how-
ever, unaware of this circumstance – 
and this in turn provided a stimulus 
for self-reflection on strategic goals 
and on how to practically implement 
the cooperation”, Minniberger con-
cludes. Firmly established structures 
and collaboration deficits become 
visible and hence can be addressed 
when required.

In the context of the daily project 
routine, a visualisation of networks 
can help to challenge claims and 
realities of cooperation and, where 
necessary, improve the network by 
means of realigning certain project 
practices. To this end, it is one possi-
ble option to integrate network work-
shops into project meetings. From a 
scientific perspective, network visu-
alisations appear interesting as a way 
of complementing or even deepen-
ing both qualitative and quantitative 
network analyses. As a survey instru-
ment, they may also serve as a ‘nar-
ration incentive’ during an inter-
view situation. During the evaluation 
stages, diagrams help to underline 
key arguments.

CONTACT

Christina Minniberger, 
tel. +49 3362 793-131,  
minniberger@irs-net.de

Christina Minniberger is a researcher in 
the IRS research department “Dynamics of 
Economic Spaces”. In several projects, she 
has analysed the collaborative structures 
within knowledge-based networks. In her 
dissertation, she deploys a qualitative net-
work analysis of the INTERREG IVC project 
“KnowMan” to explore the cooperation 
structures and effects of inter-regional pro-
ject networks within the EU.

“EU projects bring together a broad range of partners from 
all across Europe and provide a platform for exchanging 
experiences. In this context, the formation of European 
networks is regarded as a valuable ‘by-product’.”



13IRS AKTUELL No 5 | May 2014

Regardless of whether people want to advance their careers, encourage development in a certain neighbourhood, or 
wish to transform a good idea into a marketable product, networks are considered an indispensible factor of success. 
Connections to colleagues, spatial pioneers, investors, or customers provide additional knowledge as well as access to 
key figures and resources. But at what price? To address this question, Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert and Dr. Suntje Schmidt con-
ducted a study on the working environment of musical actors that illustrates the ambivalent character of networks in a 
particularly succinct manner. Notwithstanding that the utility of networks is often overrated, while the associated costs 
are often underrated, Ibert and Schmidt demonstrate that there is virtually no way to avoid networks these days.

“When a new role is 
advertised, many ac-
tors get wind of it at 
an early stage thanks 
to informal channels. 
If you are not part 
of these networks 
yourself, you proba-
bly won’t get far.” This is the general 
view of most young musical perform-
ers when describing the recruitment 
process in their professional field. 
Given that musical actors are usu-
ally employed on a temporary basis, 
the continuous search for new con-
tracts is an integral part of their job. 
As a consequence, they have an in-
terest in expanding their profes-
sional networks so as to make them-
selves known to, and appreciated by, 
as many potential key figures as pos-
sible (e.g. producers, directors, or 

casting agents). “This 
is why especially ca-
reer entrants spend a 
great deal of time and 
energy on network-
ing”, Schmidt points 
out. “From their point 
of view, networks are 

seen as an unavoidable tool which 
provides access to roles. They see net-
works as being highly effective, even 
if they often feel excluded from them 
– especially at the beginning of their 
career.”

According to Schmidt, 
the costs associat-
ed with the establish-
ment and maintenance 
of networks main-
ly become manifest in a blurring of 
boundaries between the private and 

the public – especially since people 
tend to underestimate the time re-
quired for these activities. “Network-
ing requires several unpaid hours 
a week”, adds Ibert, who has dealt 
with the impact of networks for some 
time. Once they are actively involved 
in several engagements, actors may 
also come to experience conflicts of 
loyalty towards their network part-
ners. Moreover, many actors feel 
very uneasy about an active cultiva-
tion of contacts. At premieres or oth-

er events, for instance, 
they often feel obliged 
to make contact with 
certain people iden-
tified as key persons 
and, at the same time, 
struggle to avoid giv-

ing the impression that they are only 
making contact for strategic reasons. 

“If you’re not part 
of these networks 

yourself, you 
probably won’t  

get far.”

“Networking  
requires several 

unpaid hours  
a week.”

Networks are Useful – But who Benefits?
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“Likewise, many actors find it hard to 
maintain a constantly growing net-
work of relationships”, says Schmidt. 
“Apart from being a matter of time, 
this also contains a very emotion-
al component – one 
could even speak 
of emotional work 
here.”

While close ties of-
ten exist during a 
work engagement, they suddenly dis-
integrate into nothing more than 
loose contacts once the contract has 
expired. It is safe to assume that so-
cial media have considerably facil-
itated this aspect. “As online-net-
works like Facebook allow for the 
easy maintenance of contacts, and 
have thus become industry stand-
ards, showing presence and being ac-
tive appears unavoidable today.” This 
has also significantly altered the spa-

tiality of networking activities. Given 
that the cultivation of contacts partly 
occurs via the Internet, the relevance 
of spatial proximity also varies on a 
case by case basis. On certain occa-
sions like auditions, or in the context 
of events typical of this sector (e.g. 
launch parties), physical presence is 
certainly most advantageous. Here, 
too, the actors face the challenge of 
cultivating their contacts by finding 
the right mix between proximity and 
distance as well as between personal 
and virtual networking.

“Once I have found my way in, 
many things will fall into place nat-
urally”. During her interviews, 
Schmidt heard this sentence in nu-
merous variations. At an early stage 
in their careers, actors tend to justi-
fy the challenging process of estab-
lishing contacts with future bene-
fit they hope to draw from valuable 
networks. “This positive assessment 
is, however, put into perspective 

over the course of their career”, says 
Schmidt. “The actors realise that 
while good networking may to some 
extent be useful to gain access to in-
formation like new roles, and may 

help them improve 
their own image, 
it does not reduce 
the competition for 
roles.

In view of the fact 
that many of the contacts are main-
tained with colleagues in similar sit-
uations, the size of a network is of 
secondary importance. This in turn 
ensures a high share of redundant 
contacts, with only a small number of 
strategic contacts. “Moreover, there 
are limits to establishing a good rep-
utation. In the long run, a number of 
actors will be able to earn a good rep-
utation within their sector and en-
joy relative success e.g. invitations to 
castings. However, it remains almost 
impossible to acquire such a high sta-
tus that job offers arrive without any 
real investment of time and effort.”

How useful are networks for those 
employed in the musical business, 
then? “I found that my case stud-
ies provide different answers to this 
question”, Schmidt summarises. 
From the young actors’ perspective 
from the outside, well-maintained 
networks appear extremely useful – 
but mainly for others. The high ef-
fort actors tend to expend on gain-
ing access to supposed “elite circles” 
results from the exclusive character 
which is commonly ascribed to net-
works. From an inter-
nal perspective, howev-
er, research shows that 
these assumptions about 
the importance of net-
works are only part-
ly true. Many contacts 
are ‘nice to have’ rather 
than essential. As Oliver Ibert puts it: 
“While young actors consider it abso-
lutely essential to network, more ex-
perienced actors only network when 
deemed necessary.”

CONTACT

Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert,  
tel. +49 3362 793-152,  
ibert@irs-net.de

Oliver Ibert is head of the research depart-
ment “Dynamics of Economic Spaces”. As 
part of both the current and the previous 
lead project, he and other researchers 
employed at the department have con-
ducted network analyses on the spatial 
and temporal dynamics of innovation pro-
cesses. Moreover, he participates in the 
IRS bridging project “Key Figures as Driv-
ing Forces of Spatial Development”, where 
he has, for example, addressed network-
related questions.

Dr. Suntje Schmidt,  
tel. +49 3362 793-172,  
schmidts@irs-net.de

Suntje Schmidt is deputy head of the IRS 
research department “Dynamics of Eco-
nomic Spaces” and has conducted re-
search within the frame of the department’s 
lead projects on spatial and temporal  
dynamics of innovation processes. She  
has also dealt with questions related to  
resilience in the context of volatile labour 
markets.

“Networks are seen as an 
unavoidable tool which 
provides access to roles.”

“While young actors consider it 
absolutely essential to network, 
more experienced actors only 
network when deemed necessary.”

“Once I have found 
my way in, many 
things will fall into 
place naturally.”
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On 16-17 January 2014, things were 
very busy at the IRS conference room. 
For the 13th time, the “Workshop Dis-
cussions” on the GDR’s building and 
planning history took place, an event 
which is organised biannually by 
the IRS Department for Historical 
Research. This time, head of depart-
ment Dr. Christoph Bernhardt had the 
opportunity to welcome more than 
100 participants – mostly well-estab-
lished and younger researchers from 
different professional backgrounds, 
but also several people directly invol-
ved in historical events, who also had 
the opportunity to participate actively. 

In seven sections with altogether 19 
presentations, researchers (from the 
IRS, Elke Beyer and Dr. Sylvia Necker 
contributed to the event) and the au-
dience addressed a broad range of as-
pects related to the East German buil-
ding and planning processes from the 
1930s until the 1980s. The debates often 
deliberately exceeded this geographi-
cal and temporal frame – also towards 
West Germany and Western Europe. 
“This more pronounced inclusion of 
international topics and speakers has 
proved particularly conducive to over-
coming an ‘insular perspective’ on the 
GDR”, says Dr. Kai Drewes, head of 
the IRS Scientific Collections. “In the 
context of the IRS’s internationalisati-
on strategy, we aim to further expand 
this approach in the years to come.” 

The presentations and discussion dealt 
with architects’ biographies as well as 
with research on pedestrian zones, pl-
anning concepts for industrial towns 
and holiday architecture. Other impor-
tant issues included industrial housing 
construction, planning for city centres, 
and thoughts on architectural theory. 
On the evening of the first day, a well-
attended reception took place at the pa-
vilion which hosts the IRS Department 
for Historical Research. This event also 
included the opening of the exhibition 
“man and architecture”, which presen-
ted pictures by the architect and pain-
ter Gerd Wessel.

The vibrant discussions and force-
ful debates during the breaks were 
proof that the GDR’s building and pl-
anning history remain a relevant and 
lively research field – all the more so 
when it includes border-crossing com-
parative and relational elements. “In 
view of the fact that the GDR’s histo-
ry was often characterised by complex 
and entangled conditions beyond of-
ficial responsibilities, language regu-
lations, and historical traditions, the 
memories of those involved – subjecti-
ve as they may be – definitely provide 
a valuable complement here”, Drewes 
points out. As the workshop discus-
sions provide an excellent framework 
for exchange and networking at a high 
level, they shall continue to take place 
every two years in the future.

Internationalisation and  
Lively Debates: 

The 13th Workshop Discussions

Contact: 
Dr. Kai Drewes,  

tel. +49 3362 793-143, 
 drewes@irs-net.de
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On 1 February 2014, the research 
department “Regeneration of Cities 
and Towns” launched a new research 
project: a comparative study of rege-
neration policies and gentrification 
processes in Berlin, London, and St. 
Petersburg. The project’s duration is 
2014-2016 and will be conducted by 
Dr. Matthias Bernt. In his analyses, he 
will examine how various institutional 
contexts, planning policies, and pro-
perty relations affect the pathways and 
dynamics of gentrification processes. 
The project will be funded by the Ale-
xander von Humboldt Foundation’s 
“Feodor Lynen Research Fellowship 
for Experienced Researchers”. 

This fellowship allows German 
researchers with above average qua-
lifications to conduct a long-term 
research project in cooperation with 
an academic host at a research insti-

tution abroad. For his project, Bernt 
was able to win renowned partners at 
University College of London / Bart-
lett School of Planning, London as well 
as at the Center for Independent Social 
Research in St. Petersburg. From the 
beginning of the project, Bernt will 
first conduct his research in Lon-
don for six months. Subsequently, he 
is planning a three-month research 
sojourn in St. Petersburg. 

This successful acquisition of an 
individual fellowship underlines the 
IRS’s expertise in basic research in 
the field of spatial sciences. As such, 
it provides an excellent opportunity 
to connect independent international 
and comparative research with work 
conducted at internationally leading 
research institutions, while extending 
strategic cooperation.

Research Fellowship  
for Matthias Bernt

Contact: 
Dr. Matthias Bernt,  

tel. +49 3362 793-275,  
berntm@irs-net.de

In the context of the IRS’s internati-
onalisation strategy, deputy head of 
the IRS Department for Historical 
Research Dr. Harald Engler visited the 
Centre for Urban History at the Uni-

versity of Leicester, UK in November 
2013. The guest stay explored options 
for cooperating with one of the most 
renowned institutes of urban and urba-
nisation research in Europe. Engler 
gave a presentation in which he presen-
ted the profile of the IRS Department 
for Historical Research, introduced its 
current research project and named 
potential fields of cooperation.

In conversations with the centre’s 
director Dr. Prashant Kidambi (a spe-
cialist for colonial history and the his-
tory of Southeast Asia), Prof. Simon 

Gunn (history of urbanisation),  
Dr. Rebecca Madgin (history of plan-
ning), and Colin Hyde (head of the 
East Midlands Oral History Archive), 
he identified possible forms of future 
cooperation between the IRS and the 
Centre for Urban History. “For the IRS 
Department for Historical Research, 
these conversations opened up several 
obvious fields of cooperation between 
Leicester and Erkner”, Engler conclu-
des. More specifically, the discussions 
concentrated on organising exchanges 
of both senior and junior researchers 
and, further, explored the opportuni-
ties for joint research proposals and 
projects as well as joint English-lan-
guage publications. 

Before the end of 2014, the IRS and 
the Centre in Leicester will jointly con-
duct a workshop and in autumn, Prof. 
Gunn will come to Erkner for a guest 
stay of several weeks. Apart from initia-
ting these various forms of cooperation 
– which are highly important and bene-
ficial to the IRS Department for His-
torical Research – the guest stay also 
provided the opportunity to meet and 
get to know English and international 
researchers in the field of urban history.

Guest Stay at the Centre for 
Urban History, University of 

Leicester

Contact: 
Dr. Harald Engler,  

tel. +49 3362 793-224,  
engler@irs-net.de
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