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Social structures, creativity, and 
innovation



Structural	Holes	and	
Good	Ideas





Summary



Social Capital



Pierre Bourdieu



James Coleman



Origins of concept



How does social capital differ from 
economic capital?



Summary (Burt 2004)



Structural Holes 
(Figure 1 from Burt 2004)



Network Constraint



Four levels of brokerage



The results show a 
strong effect of 
network constraint on 
salary, evaluation and 
promotion, 
independent of the 
job/age characteristics 
related to human 
capital explanations.



Summary (Burt 2004)





Class Exercise I 



To what extent are the findings on the 
importance of brokerage and structural holes 
affected by the case studies considered?



To what extent are the findings on the 
importance of brokerage and structural holes 
affected by the case studies considered?

Traditional organizations, 
Self-reported network structure, 
Hierarchical role of managers and their teams, 
“Good ideas” solicited from high ranked managers,
The study is from more than 10 years ago,
Unclear if the good ideas were implemented 



What are some of the variables that 
should have been considered/controlled 
for in the study?



What are some of the variables that 
should have been considered/controlled 
for in the study?

Composition of the groups,
Group size, 
Type of organization, 
Company culture



Can a structure (and related structural holes) 
be too large or small to realize the benefit of 
brokerage?



Recruiters with larger personal rolodexes 
generate no more or less output

• Less information sharing
• Less DB proficiency
• Lower % of e-mail read
• Less learning from others
• Less perceived credit for ideas given to colleagues
• More dissembling on the phone

Instead, a larger private rolodex is associated with:
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01, Standard err in paren.

Source: M. van Alstyne, S. Aral. Networks, Information & Social Capital (formerly titled 'Network Structure 
& Information Advantage’), http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=958158



Networks of higher degrees drive 
performance by providing access to 
novel information

Source: M. van Alstyne, S. Aral. Networks, Information & Social Capital, 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=958158



Networks and innovation
• fully connected network

linear network

source: Lazer, David and Friedman, Allan,The Parable of the Hare and the Tortoise: Small Worlds, Diversity, and 
System Performance: http://ssrn.com/abstract=832627



Email structure matters

Coefficientsa

(Base Model)

Best structural pred.
Ave. E-Mail Size
Colleagues’ Ave.
Response Time

B Std. Error

Unstandardized Coefficients

Adj. R2 Sig. F D

Dependent Variable: Bookings02a. 

Coefficientsa

B Std. Error

Unstandardized Coefficients

Adj. R2 Sig. F D

Dependent Variable: Billings02a. 

New Contract Revenue Contract Execution Revenue

0.40

12604.0*** 4454.0 0.52 .006
-10.7** 4.9 0.56 .042

-198947.0 168968.0 0.56 .248

0.19

1544.0** 639.0 0.30 .021
-9.3* 4.7 0.34 .095

-368924.0** 157789.0 0.42 .026

Base Model: YRS_EXP, PARTDUM, %_CEO_SRCH, SECTOR(dummies), %_SOLO.b. N=39. *** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1b. 

Sending shorter e-mail helps get contracts and finish them.

Faster response from colleagues helps finish them.

Source: M. van Alstyne, S. Aral. Networks, Information & Social Capital (formerly titled 'Network Structure 
& Information Advantage’), http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=958158



Class Exercise II



Cite a case example where the structural hole 
phenomenon can explain a specific 
characteristic of online social networks.


