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The	  Strength	  of	  Weak	  
Ties	  



Summary	  



Tie	  Strength	  and	  the	  Triad	  









Ties	  can	  be	  strong	  or	  weak.	  However,	  are	  ties	  
contextual,	  e.g.,	  demographic,	  topical,	  or	  
situational?	  



Are	  the	  gradations	  “strong”,	  “weak”	  and	  
“absent”	  sufficient	  for	  characterizing	  ties?	  



Granovetter	  talks	  about	  the	  potential	  of	  weak	  
ties	  to	  act	  as	  bridges.	  What	  would	  a	  bridge	  
mean	  in	  the	  context	  of	  Twitter’s	  social	  
network?	  What	  about	  Facebook?	  



If	  you	  were	  to	  measure	  tie	  strength	  on	  today’s	  
social	  media,	  what	  attributes	  would	  matter/
would	  you	  use?	  



Let’s	  say	  you	  have	  figured	  out	  quantifying	  and	  
measuring	  tie	  strength	  in	  social	  media.	  What	  
studies	  can	  it	  enable,	  that	  were	  not	  possible	  
otherwise?	  



Today	  we	  use	  more	  and	  more	  types	  of	  
networks,	  and	  our	  contacts	  are	  spread	  across	  
them.	  What	  does	  therefore	  a	  strong	  (or	  weak)	  
tie	  on	  one	  platform	  mean	  for	  the	  other?	  

 

Partially collocated group members are the most positive. 
Not surprisingly, employees with major concerns about 
social networking are less optimistic about internal use. 

New social networking sites 
The rise of new social sites shows that existing sites do not 
meet all needs. However, the challenge facing a new site 
was summed up by a designer who said, “(Facebook)  seems  
like  a  monopoly.  I  can’t  post  to  five  different  things.”  Some 
people liked the design of a new site but said it never 
attracted enough of their friends to be useful. Internal sites 
suffered from a perception of low signal-to-noise ratio or 
insufficient ease of access: People want to browse all their 
sites quickly; for example, when they have a few free 
minutes and a smartphone in hand. 

Foursquare’s  game  element  may  contribute  to  its substantial 
adoption—and its high churn. After working hard to 
become  ‘mayor’  of  a sushi restaurant, one informant could 
either work to defend his title, watch himself lose it, or drop 
Foursquare, which is what he did. Pinterest had less 
adoption but very low churn: People whose use had 
declined spoke of it fondly and some expected to resume. 

The use of multiple sites 
Figure 5 shows increasing use of multiple sites. Facebook 
for personal networking and LinkedIn for professional 
networking is common, but people described a variety of 
ways to segment audiences. People differ as to which sites 
they are more selective about. Figure 5 misses the use of 
LinkedIn or Facebook groups and pages to segment 
audiences. Interfaces that support quick scanning of sites 
are popular; sites that are not covered can be overlooked. 

These approaches to boundary regulation, to restoring 
Goffman’s   sequential   ‘performances,’   came   as experience 
with social networking increased. In 2008, 1-2 years was 
the median and mode; only 9% reported 5+ years. In 2012, 

44% reported 5+ years of use and only 9% fewer than three 
years. People found conventions and solutions that worked 
for them—usually using multiple sites, sometimes using 
grouping features that sites provide. A technology that is 
deeply integrated into the lives of many people is reaching 
maturity on some dimensions even as it evolves and 
provokes new responses. Implications of this, and new 
challenges, are considered in the Discussion. 

Concerns 
The survey asked whether people had major concerns 
about social networking sites, minor concerns, or no 
concerns. Most reported minor concerns, but as seen in 
Figure 6, reports of major concerns rose until 2010, then 
leveled off. Reported use of access controls also jumped in 
2010, continued to rise in 2011, and declined in 2012. 
Gender differences were initially minor, but by 2010 more 
women used access controls heavily and fewer expressed 
major concerns. 

For those expressing concerns, the nature of the concerns 
shifted sharply. The open-ended survey comments revealed 
transitions in 2010 and 2012. Boundary maintenance 

Figure 5. Occasional or more frequent use over time. Figure 6. Major concerns (top). Heavy access control (bottom). 
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Situate	  strong	  and	  weak	  ties	  in	  the	  context	  of	  
unidirectional	  ties	  like	  on	  Twitter.	  



The	  paper	  uses	  the	  theory	  of	  cognitive	  and	  
structural	  balance	  to	  reason	  about	  the	  
existence	  of	  ties	  between	  people.	  Online	  
networks	  surpass	  temporal	  and	  spatial	  
boundaries.	  So	  does	  structural	  balance	  still	  
explain	  how	  we	  form	  weak	  ties	  e.g.,	  on	  
Facebook?	  



Social	  networks	  can	  be	  hierarchical,	  e.g.,	  at	  an	  
organization.	  How	  would	  definition	  of	  social	  
ties	  and	  their	  strength	  be	  affected	  by	  
organizational	  dynamics?	  Ref.	  the	  papers	  we	  
read	  in	  last	  class.	  



After	  all,	  in	  online	  context,	  interface	  design/
algorithmic	  manipulation	  may	  hugely	  impact	  
whether	  a	  social	  tie	  eventually	  grows	  to	  be	  a	  
strong	  or	  a	  weak	  tie.	  What	  do	  you	  think	  is	  the	  
impact?	  



Are	  there	  situations	  where	  both	  strong	  and	  
weak	  ties	  may	  be	  useful?	  



What	  does	  it	  mean	  to	  have	  “social	  
interaction”	  in	  a	  tie-‐less	  system	  like	  Yik	  Yak?	  
Does	  Granovetter’s	  theory	  fall	  apart	  in	  such	  a	  
situation?	  



Granovetter	  mentions	  that	  in	  ego-‐centric	  
networks,	  strong	  ties	  form	  an	  inner	  circle,	  and	  
weak	  ties	  form	  an	  extended	  circle	  
	  

more convivial and inviting by providing an easy way for participants to
signal agreement, encouragement, and empathy.

A novel aspect of Babble is the social proxy, a minimalist graphical
representation of users that depicts their presence and their activities
(Figure 2). The social proxy portrays the conversation as a large circle, and
the participants as colored dots (shown as small numbered circles in the
schematic in Figure 2), referred to, hereafter, as marbles. Marbles within
the circle are involved in the current conversation; marbles outside the
circle represent those who are logged on but are in other conversations. The
marbles of those who are active in the current conversation, either talking
(i.e., typing) or “listening” (i.e., interacting via mouse clicks and move-
ments) are shown near the circle’s center; with inactivity, marbles drift out
to the periphery. When people leave the current conversation their marbles
move outside the circle; when they enter the conversation, their marbles
move into the circle. When people log onto the system it creates virtual
wedges for their marbles, adjusting the position of all the marbles in the
social proxy; when they depart, the wedges are destroyed, and the remain-
ing marbles adjust to uniformly occupy the space. All marble movements
are animated, thus making arrivals, movements, and departures visually
salient.

Although simple, this social proxy gives a sense of the size of the
audience, the amount of conversational activity, as well as indicating
whether people are gathering or dispersing, and who it is that is coming
and going. Also, because the portrayal is graphical, it has a perceptual
directness (like the glass window) that a list of written names lacks.
Experientially, the social proxy is interesting because it focuses attention
on the group as a whole, and the coherence (or lack thereof) of its activity.

4.2.2 Social Activity in Babble. As of this writing, Babble has been in
daily use by its implementers for two years, and has been deployed to about
eight other groups who have used it for periods of two to six months. Most

Fig. 2. Social proxy schematic. Part (a) shows the layout of the social proxy: dots 1, 2, and 3,
inside the circle, are part of the “current” conversation; dot 4 is in another conversation. Part
(b) shows the dot animation: they move abruptly to the center when they are active, and
slowly drift to the periphery with inactivity. Thus, a tight cluster of dots represents an active
conversation.
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The	  tool	  Babble:	  “Social	  Translucence:	  An	  Approach	  to	  Designing	  Systems	  
that	  Support	  Social	  Processes”	  	  
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