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Social Network Analysis
 “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.”

Definition

Social network analysis is a relatively new method of research, having been developed as a unique field only during the 1970s.  Social network analysis focuses on the patterns of behaviors and interactions of actors (individuals, families, organizations, businesses, etc.) within a social group, and operates under the premise that how the actors behave and interact with others is directly influenced by the larger social network in which they reside.  By mapping and measuring empirical data, researchers hope to gain insight into complex social web of interactions, relationships and movements that connect actors.


Social networks are primarily measured by three major elements: 

· Degrees: the number of connections an actor has to others in the network.  Actors with the highest number of direct connections are said to be a network “hub.”  However, a hub may be fairly inactive if it is only connected to periphery actors; who the connections are linked to is just as important as how many connections an actor has.

· Betweenness:  where actors reside within the network. If an actor has a high level of access to key players within the network, they are said to have high betweenness.  Betweenness can be hard to recognize; although a certain individual may appear to be a periphery figure in one network, she may be the only link between networks, making her a key player.

· Closeness: the length, number, and directness of paths from any one actor to others in the group.  Those with a high degree of closeness have the most direct contacts to the other actors in the network, and subsequently have the best insight into group dynamics and actions.

Applications

Social network analysis has been used to study a wide range of social phenomena, including religious movements, dieting and extreme weight-loss behaviors in teenage girls, crime, and the spread of the AIDS virus. It is well adapted to the business setting, and is often the preferred method used to increase workplace efficiency by identifying key players and weak spots within an office or organization. 

Strengths and Weaknesses

Social network analysis can be particularly effective in identifying cause and effect in a particular setting that other research methods cannot capture.  In business settings, for example, an analysis of personal relationships between employees can provide insight into information exchanges that aren’t visible through ordinary flow-chart information. However, social networks are often invisible, making accurate data collection and analysis difficult in the absence of cooperation from the actors involved.  
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