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The Strength of Weak 
Ties



Strength of weak ties: Mark Granovetter:

” It is the distant acquaintances who are actually to thank for crucial

informat ion leading to your new job, rather than your close friends!”

Mark Granovetter (born October 20, 1943): an

American sociologist and professor at Stanford

University.

1969: submitted his paper to the American Sociological

Review—rejected!

1972, submitted a shortened version to the American

Journal of Sociology—published in 1973 (Granovetter,

1973).

According to Current Contents, by 1986, the Weak Ties

paper had become a citation classic, being one of the

most cited papers in sociology.

Du (UNB) Social network 4 / 31



Summary

Strong, weak and absent ties

Triangle closure (theory of structural balance), unless forbidden 
triad

Finding: even weak ties can be valuable

Strong ties are high maintenance; weak ties prevent small highly 
connected cliques from fragmenting



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







Content or context of ties not 
considered; theory not validated with 
diverse data!



Predicting Tie Strength With 
Social Media



Summary

First study to quantitatively measure social tie strength.

Based on Facebook data of 35 participants, they define 74 
predictor variables of tie strength

Seven different categories of the predictor variables 

85% predictive accuracy based on an OLS regression model; 
findings supplemented with interviews



Definition and Impact

The strength of a tie is  a (probably linear) combination of the 
amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual 
confiding), and the reciprocal services  which characterize the 
tie. [17] 

While Granovetter left the precise definition of tie strength 
to future work, he did characterize two types of ties,  strong 
and weak. Strong ties are the people you really trust, people 
whose social circles tightly overlap with your own. Often, 
they are also the people most like you. The young,  the 
highly educated and the metropolitan tend to have diverse 
networks of strong ties [31].  Weak ties, conversely, are 
merely acquaintances. Weak ties often provide access to 
novel information, information not circulating in the closely 
knit network of strong ties.

Many researchers have adopted tie strength as an analytic 
framework for studying individuals and organizations [16]. 
(Google Scholar,  for instance, claims that over 7,000 papers 
cite “The Strength of Weak Ties” [15].) The social support 
offered by strong ties can actually improve mental health 
[36]. Banks that find the right mix of weak and strong ties 
to other firms tend to get better financial deals [39]. It has 
also been shown that weak ties, as opposed to strong ones, 
benefit job-seekers [18]. However, socioeconomic class 
reverses this effect: job-seekers from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds often rely heavily on strong ties [16]. 

Strong ties between employees from different organiza-
tional subunits can help an organization withstand a time of 
crisis [24]. Yet,  strongly tied coworkers are also the ones 
likely to create crises by pushing for institutional change 
[23]. Employees who weakly tie themselves beyond organ-
izational boundaries tend to receive better performance re-
views and generate more creative ideas [4]. Weak ties also 
act as a conduit for useful information in computer-
mediated communication [8]. However, weak ties often rely 
on a few commonly available media [22], whereas strong 
ties diversify, communicating through many channels [21]. 

The Dimensions of Tie Strength

At what point is a tie to be considered weak?  This is not sim-
ply a question for the methodologically curious … the theory 
makes a curvilinear prediction. How do we know where we 
are on this theoretical curve?  Do all  four indicators  count 
equally toward tie strength? [23]

Granovetter proposed four tie strength dimensions: amount 
of time, intimacy, intensity and reciprocal services. Subse-
quent research has expanded the list. Ronald Burt proposed 
that structural factors shape tie strength, factors like net-
work topology and informal social circles [5]. Wellman and 
Wortley argue that providing emotional support, such as 
offering advice on family problems, indicates a stronger tie 
[40]. Nan Lin, et al., show that social distance, embodied by 
factors such as socioeconomic status,  education level, po-
litical affiliation, race and gender, influences tie strength 
[29].

In theory, tie strength has at least seven dimensions and 
many manifestations. In practice, relatively simple proxies 
have substituted for it: communication reciprocity [11], 
possessing at least one mutual friend [37],  recency of com-
munication [28] and interaction frequency [13, 17]. In a 
1984 study,  Peter Marsden used survey data from three met-
ropolitan areas to precisely unpack the predictors of tie 
strength [33]. While quite useful, Marsden pointed out a 
key limitation of his work: the survey asked participants to 
recall only their three closest friends along with less than 
ten characteristics of the friendship.

The present research can be seen as updating Marsden’s 
work for the era of social media. Our work differs primarily 
in setting and scale.  By leveraging social media, partici-
pants no longer have to recall; we can take advantage of 
long friend lists and rich interaction histories. In this way, 
our work also overcomes the problem of retrospective in-
formant accuracy [3, 30, 32].  In addition, a tie strength 
model built from social media has the potential to feed back 
into social media, in ways that benefit its users.

Figure 1. The questions used to assess tie strength, embedded into a friend’s profile as participants  experienced them. An auto-
mated script guided participants through a  random subset of their Facebook friends. As participants answered each question by 

dragging a slider, the script collected data describing the friendship. The questions reflect a diversity of views on tie strength.



Why should we care about measuring tie 
strength on social media? How does it 
impact our studies of social computing 
systems? How does it impact design?

Class Discussion  



Implications of strong ties online – 
should we always prefer weaker ties?





“Felt a little better with supporting comments about losing my job. 
My friends gave me a better outlook on the situation.”

“Been able to share my worries, get help on CVs, job hunting and 
general chit chat about whats happening to others.”

“Much better it is way easier to stay connected when looking for 
employment t see what others found. If someone finds a lead they 
cannot use they pass it on in case anyone else can use it. We are 
finding jobs”

“Yes, [I] am able to commiserate with other colleagues on losing 
our jobs (due to Bank failure) and getting prospects for new 
opportunities.”





Implications of strong ties online – 
can strong ties be damaging?





Implications of strong ties online – 
beyond strong and weak ties





Signed Ties and Structural Balance



What does it mean to have “social 
interaction” in a tie-less system like 
Reddit/YouTube? 

New types of ”tie”-less systems



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

Multiple platform use



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?

Algorithmic Influence



Class Exercise 
Scenario 1: You want to create an online community in 
campus for discussing how we can employ technology for 
social good, for instance, improving the experiences of 
individuals on campus. You want the community to 
involve various kinds of partners and stakeholders, 
ranging from undergraduates to graduate students to 
faculty, and with different kinds of expertise.

Strong ties are important:  Yes No
Weak ties are important:  Yes No
Both ties are important:   Yes No

Because…



Class Exercise 
Scenario 2: You want to create an online community that 
involves students and others in campus towards a social 
cause. The community members will come from different 
backgrounds, having leadership and collegial attributes, 
and will work with diverse populations across Atlanta to 
pursue the goals of the social cause. The community will 
engage in a variety of outreach work.

Strong ties are important:  Yes No
Weak ties are important:  Yes No
Both ties are important:   Yes No

Because…



Class Exercise 
Scenario 3: You want to create an in-campus support 
community online (for instance, a closed/private 
Facebook group, or a private subreddit) where students 
can come and self-disclosure themselves, discuss about 
their academic, personal and social challenges, and obtain 
social and emotional support from others. The community 
will be a positive behavior reinforcement platform where 
people can confide in each other, build trust and feel safe.

Strong ties are important:  Yes No
Weak ties are important:  Yes No
Both ties are important:   Yes No

Because…



The case of social mobility, weak ties, 
and social media

“Wilson’s (1978, 1987) theory of the underclass suggests 
that as poor African Americans have come increasingly 
to live in high-poverty neighborhoods, they have lost 
connections to people who provide ties to the labor 
market. Their social isolation contributes to difficulties in 
finding work, and it hinders social mobility”

Internet and social media should have made it better?


	Slide 1: CS 6474/CS 4803  Social Computing: Sociological Foundations III
	Slide 2: The Strength of Weak Ties
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Summary
	Slide 5: Are the gradations “strong”, “weak” and “absent” sufficient for characterizing ties?
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Content or context of ties not considered; theory not validated with diverse data! 
	Slide 9: Predicting Tie Strength With Social Media
	Slide 10: Summary
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Why should we care about measuring tie strength on social media? How does it impact our studies of social computing systems? How does it impact design?
	Slide 13: Implications of strong ties online – should we always prefer weaker ties?
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17: Implications of strong ties online – can strong ties be damaging?
	Slide 18
	Slide 19: Implications of strong ties online – beyond strong and weak ties
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: Signed Ties and Structural Balance
	Slide 22: What does it mean to have “social interaction” in a tie-less system like Reddit/YouTube? 
	Slide 23: Today we use more and more types of networks, and our contacts are spread across them. Social ties depend on the content of our interactions on these platforms. What does therefore a strong (or weak) tie on one platform mean for the other?
	Slide 24: 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?
	Slide 25: Class Exercise 
	Slide 26: Class Exercise 
	Slide 27: Class Exercise 
	Slide 28: The case of social mobility, weak ties, and social media

