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Last class: human social networks have unique 
characteristic structures 



Formalist Approach



Structuralist Approach



Structuralist Approach

A collection of human beings does not 
become a society because each of them has 
an objectively determined or subjectively 
impelling life-content. It becomes a society 
only when the vitality of these contents 
attains the form of reciprocal influence; only 
when one individual has an effect, immediate 
or mediate, upon another, is mere spatial 
aggregation or temporal succession 
transformed into society. (Simmel, 1908 
[1971], pp. 24-25)



Structuralist Approach



Structuralist Approach



This class: not just your distance from Paul 
Erdos or Kevin Bacon, but your network 
position also matters!



Social structures, creativity, and 
innovation



Structural Holes and 
Good Ideas



Summary



Summary



Structural Holes 
(Figure 1 from Burt 2004)



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.



Four levels of brokerage



Network Constraint



Summary 



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



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



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





“Almost always the men who achieve these fundamental 
inventions of a new paradigm have been either very young or 
very new to the field whose paradigm they change. And perhaps 
that point need not have been made explicit, for obviously these 
are the men who, being little committed by prior practice to the 
traditional rules of normal science, are particularly likely to see 
that those rules no longer define a playable game and to 
conceive another set that can replace them.” 
― Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions



“Why should a change of paradigm be called a revolution? In the face of the 
vast and essential differences between political and scientific development, 
what parallelism can justify the metaphor that finds revolutions in both?

One aspect of the parallelism must already be apparent. Political revolutions 
are inaugurated by a growing sense, often restricted to a segment of the 
political community, that existing institutions have ceased adequately to 
meet the problems posed by an environment that they have in part created. 
In much the same way, scientific revolutions are inaugurated by a growing 
sense, again often restricted to a narrow subdivision of the scientific 
community, that an existing paradigm has ceased to function adequately in 
the exploration of an aspect of nature to which that paradigm itself had 
previously led the way. In both political and scientific development the 
sense of malfunction that can lead to crisis is prerequisite to revolution.” 
― Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions





Class Exercise I 
Burt says: ““Good” will take on specific meaning with 
empirical data, but for the moment, a good idea 
broadly will be understood to be one that people 
praise and value.” 

What would be some examples of good ideas beyond 
ones discussed in the paper, where you expect 
structural holes and network positions to play a role? 
How do you define/operationalize “good”?



Structural Holes help? Well it depends

Coefficientsa

(Base Model)

Size Struct. Holes
Betweenness

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

13770*** 4647 0.52 .006
1297* 773 0.47 .040

0.19

7890* 4656 0.24 .100
1696** 697 0.30 .021

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

Bridging diverse communities is more significant for 
landing new contracts.

Being in the thick of information flows is more significant 
for contract execution.

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



Structural Holes help? Well it depends

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 is positively related to both new contracts and 
contract execution.

Faster response from colleagues is positively related to contract 
execution revenues.

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



Structural Holes help? Well it depends

• 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

Recruiters with larger personal rolodexes generate no more or less output



Structural Holes help? Well it depends

•Larger structural holes helps generate business 
but can hurt job execution. 
•Sending more email helps job execution but has 
no measurable effect on generating business. IT

Coefficientsa

-227802 185001 -1.23 .223
12795** 5705 2.243 .032

148887* 74581 1.996 .054

-3316 9132 -.363 .719

565088 735771 .768 .448

(Constant)
Size of Structural Holes

Partner Dummy

Num External E-Mail
Sent (per day)

Concentration Internal Sent

B Std. Error

Unstandardized Coefficients

t Sig.

Dependent Variable: BOOKINGSa. 

Coefficientsa

523237*** 121745 4.30 .000
-6988* 3988 -1.75 .089

-87118* 51235 -1.70 .098

17137*** 5856 2.93 .006

-455568 475974 -.95 .345

B Std. Error

Unstandardized Coefficients

t Sig.

Dependent Variable: BILLINGSa. 

Bookings Billings

Adjusted R2 = .45 with controls for SECTOR, %_CEO, YRS_EXP.
b. Adjusted R2 = .51 with controls for SECTOR,CEO, and EXP.b. 

$

Social Networks have different effects depending on job role
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



Class Exercise II

Brokerage led to promotions, salary hikes, and 
positive performance evaluations of 
managers. If brokerage improves 
“performance” in an online setting, what form 
of “performance” can it be? On a related note, 
what would it mean to replicate Burt’s findings 
in online social networks?



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



Extras






