Chapter 3

The Strength of Weak Ties

How do people find out about jobs? Are relatives, close
friends, acquai ntances, enploynment agencies, or newspaper
advertisenents the nost useful sources about jobs? Mark
Granovetter, a sociology graduate student, tried to answer this
question in his Ph.D research. He interviewed about 100 and sent
questionnaires to about 200 people in the Boston area who had
changed jobs or recently been enployed. Al of these were what
he call ed "professional, technical, or managerial" workers; they
were not blue collar workers.

Granovetter was interested in how his respondents found out
about their current jobs. Economsts |ike to assune that buyers
and sellers in the marketplace, including the marketplace for
| abor, have "perfect information."™ This neans that all workers
know about all the job possibilities for which they are
qualified. Such a nodel m ght be not too unreasonable if npst
wor kers found their jobs through advertisenents or through
enpl oynent agencies. However, G anovetter found that nore than
hal f found out about the job opening that lead to their current
enpl oynent through personal contacts; they knew soneone who knew
about the job opening. Specifically, 56% found their current job
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t hrough personnel contacts, only 19%t hrough adverti senents or
enpl oynment agencies, and 19%t hrough direct application to the
firmthat hired them (the remaining 7% used ot her nethods or did
not answer the question).

Thus, not surprisingly, the nodel used by econonmi sts is
m sl eading. The information peopl e possess about job
possibilities is affected by their placenent w thin networks.

Let nme give you a few exanples from Granovetter's book:

Edward A., during high school, went to a party given by a
girl he knew. There, he net her older sister's boy friend,
who was ten years older than hinself. Three years |ater
when he had just gotten out of the service, he ran into him
at a local hangout. |In conversation, the boy friend
mentioned to M. A that his conpany had an opening for a

draftsman; M. A applied for the job and was hired.

Norman G s daughter was in nursery school, where she net the
daughter of a | awer who consequently becane friendly with
him Wien M. G quit his job, the lawer told himof an
opening in the accounting area of a firmwhich was one of

his clients. He applied, and was hired.

We coul d di agram t hese cases.
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Figure 1

Note how indirect this know edge is. Ganovetter found that
many of the paths between the job and the new enpl oyee were
surprisingly indirect. And not only were the paths surprisingly
long. In addition, the person who told them about the job was
often soneone they did not know very well. Edward found out
about the job fromhis sister's old boy friend, Norman from
anot her parent in his child s nursery school. G anovetter tried
to assess the strength of the relationshi ps between the job
seeker and the person who informed himof the job using sinple
"obj ective" questions that he could use in interviews and
guestionnaires. The questions he asked were sinply how often his
| ob-seekers saw the person who told them about their new jobs and
whet her the person was a friend, a relative, or a business
contact. Using these questions, G anovetter distinguished
bet ween "strong" and "weak" ties. Strong ties exist when people
see each other frequently over long periods of time. The
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relationship is close and intimate. Wak ties are the opposite;
weakly tied individuals see one another infrequently and their
rel ati onshi ps are casual rather than intimate.

Granovetter had good reasons for expecting that strong ties
woul d be nore useful than weak ties. Those with whom one has
strong ties have one's interests at heart. They wll give the
] ob seeker whatever valuable information they have. They m ght
al so be expected to exert whatever influence they have on behal f
of the job seeker. Moreover, the greater frequency of contact
means that they have nore opportunities to advise the job seeker
and have better information about his interests and skills.

Despite all these good reasons why job seekers m ght be
expected to get nore and better information fromthose with whom
they had strong ties, the opposite was actually the case. Job
seekers al nost always found out about the new jobs from people
t hey saw occasionally (less than once a week but at |east once a
year) or rarely (less than once a year). They also did not find
out about their new jobs fromfriends or relatives (only 31%
did). In addition, the jobs that were found through weak ties
were on the average better than the jobs found through strong
ties; they were better paying and the workers were nore
satisfied).

Granovetter did not have adequate information to definitely
pi npoi nt why weak ties were nore valuable. He did, however,
of fer an insightful conjecture, one that has proven to be
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val uabl e for others studying the diffusion of information in
networks. A person's close friends and relatives are likely to
nmove in his own social circles are likely to know one anot her.
Therefore, the information they provide is likely to be
redundant; what he hears fromone friend he is likely to have
heard fromothers as well because they talk to one another and
they are thensel ves exposed to the sane sources of information.

On the other hand, one's acquai ntances are likely to cone
fromdifferent social circles. They are likely to be different
fromthe job seeker hinmself and different from each other.
Therefore, they are exposed to different sources of information.
Each of themw Il tell the job seeker things he has not heard
from ot her acquai ntances or friends.

One's good friends, relatives, and others one sees
frequently are likely to have relations with each other, but this
is not true of ones acquai ntances. W could diagramthis as

foll ows:
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The people in ego's strong-ties network tend to be tied to
one another. The people in Ego's weak-ties network nmay not even
know one another. Another way of expressing this is that strong
ties tend to be transitive, or are at least nore transitive than
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weak ties, but that the intransitivity of the "weak" ties is the

very source of their strength in ternms of finding a job. One's

weak ties all live in different worlds, and therefore each
supplie
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this idea further, exam ne the follow ng networks.



These three graphs have a lot in comon. Each consists of
seven vertices (people). In each A, F, and G have two ties while
B, C D and E have three. However, they differ in their degree
of transitivity. Remenber that transitivity is defined as

foll ows:

Definition: Arelation Ris transitive if whenever aRb and bRc,
than it is also true that aRc.
Graph Crepresents a conpletely transitive relation, as one

can see by checking out all the possibilities.

aRb bRc aRc?
A-F F-G yes
A- G G F yes




B-C CD yes
B-C CE yes
B-D D-C yes
B-D D-C yes
B- E E-D yes
B- E E-C yes
CB B-D yes
CB B-E yes
CD D-B yes
CD D-E yes
CE E-B yes
CE E-D yes
D-B B-C yes
DB B-E yes
D-C CB yes
D-C CE yes
D-E E-B yes
D-E E-C yes
E-B B-C yes
E- B B-D yes
E-C CB yes
E-C CD yes
E-D DB yes
E-D D-C yes

Al of the pairs of relations in the first two colums
exist. The first two relations in each row together plus

transitivity inply that a third relation should exist, and it
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al ways does. Therefore, the relationship is transitive.
On the other hand, a simlar tabulation for G aph B shows

that the assunption of transitivity is violated in every

I nst ance.
aRb bRc aRc?
A-B B-F no
A-B B-D no
A-C CD no
A-C CG no
B-A A-C no
B-D D-C no
B-D D-E no
B-F F-E no
CA A-B no
C D D-B no
C D D-E no
D-B B-A no
D-B B-F no
D-C CA no
D-C CG no
D-E E-F no
D-E E-G no
E-D D-B no
E-D D-C no
E-F F-B no
E-G GB no
F- B B- A no
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F-B B-D no
F-E E-D no
F-E E-G no
GC CA no
GC CD no
GE E-D no
GE E-F no

Graph B is never transitive, when the conditions are net.

On the other hand, G aph Ais between the other two. Although

the graph is not transitive (because the definition is not net),

there are instances of transitivity as well as intransitivity.

Now, the inportant point is that information about a job (or
about anything else will diffuse nore widely and nore quickly in
a less transitive graph. First, let nme define the distance
between two vertices in a graph.

Definition: The di stance d(x,y) between two vertices in a
graph is defined as the length of the shortest
path between them |If there is no path between
two points x and y, then d(x,y) = « (infinity).

We saw that these points are unreachable from each
ot her .

The di stance between two vertices in a graph should be
related to how quickly information flows through a network. The
cl oser two vertices, the fewer the nunber of internediary people
who nust be inforned before information flows fromone to the
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other. In the conpletely intransitive graph B, the greatest

di stance between any pair of points is three. That neans that at
nost two nedi ati ng peopl e separate any two people in the graph.
In the nore transitive graph, the greatest distance is 4; sone
pairs are separated by three people. Finally, in the conpletely
transitive graph, sone pairs are unconnected; information from
sone people wll never reach others. For exanple, any job

i nformati on possessed by B will never reach A in graph C
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For G aph A, forma table assessing transitivity simlar to

the tables shown in the text for graphs B and C.

a. VWhat proportion of the rows of your table show
transitivity?

C. The del etion of one edge and the addition of another
edge in Graph A would produce transitivity. Wat edges
are they?

Di scuss whether or not the followng is true. [If a relation

is transitive and if there is a path of any length

connecting person Awth person B, then there nust also be a

direct path fromA to B. Does this help explain why

information received fromstrong ties is likely to be

r edundant ?
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