“Resources and Relationships: Social Networks and Mobility in the Workplace” 
by Podolny and Baron (Lecture 4)

The authors investigate the importance of structure and content of individuals’ networks in intra-organizational mobility (i.e. promotion). Consistent with previous research (Burt 1980) they find that having a large sparse network of informal ties for acquiring information and resources enhances individuals’ mobility. However, in contrast to this research, they emphasize the importance of consistent role expectations for performance and mobility (i.e. this arises from having small dense networks of individuals). Hence, this last point stresses the importance of contents of ties. They then develop a typology of the interaction between contents and network structure.  

An explanation of the theory behind the research

Burt extrapolates the configuration of network ties that create opportunities for brokering and entrepreneurialism in relations among firms, through a network full of structural holes (i.e. being connected to many actors who are they themselves unconnected), to the firm-level by saying that it enhances opportunities for intra-firm promotions. It will be easier to play off people against one another and hence get promoted yourself. 

The authors then complement Burt’s argument by also supporting Coleman’s theory of social capital, which holds that small networks that display high closure and coherence (i.e. not large networks with structural holes) are conducive to creating a social identity that can help in getting an understanding of the expectations behind one’s role and hence promoting mobility within one’s social network. From this they derive that it is important not to merely look at structure but to also take into account the content of the ties involved.

Interaction between Network Structure and Content

Burt argues that it is useful to focus on the pattern of relationships among people to whom ego is tied. The authors use the terms direct (i.e. the person’s connection to those within one’s network) and indirect ties (i.e. those among the people in the person’s network). They argue that a larger number of direct ties is conducive to career mobility and the number of indirect ties has a negative effect. The authors stress the importance of the contents, especially crucial sources of organizational identity and social support, that flows through informal ties and that previous research has ignored this by instead concentrating on informal ties as a means to transmit information and resources (i.e. more on control and structure rather than on also contents). 

Important distinction between resource-based and identity-based ties. In terms of the former Burt’s theory is applicable in the sense that large sparse networks of informal ties are more conducive to mobility but identity-based ties benefit more from smaller and more cohesive social networks.  Coleman states that social capital allows one to better optimize one’s resources because there is a clear normative order in contrast to a sparse network where there are diverse and disconnected allegiances and preferences. The authors conclude by saying that a dense network creates: 1. A clear and consistent set of expectations for one’s role and (i.e. role conflict is resolved) 2. develops trust and support from others necessary to access certain crucial resources to implement strategic initiatives. 

The value of ties changes over time. Here the distinction between “position-centered” and “person-centered” is important. Especially because “position-centered” ties’ value falls and often disappears as one shifts position within a firm (e.g. you don’t report to your old supervisor one’s you change position, i.e. they have little portability). 
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The above figure summarizes the arguments. The horizontal axis distinguishes ties that convey resources from ties that convey identity or normative expectations (i.e. social identity). Structural holes are beneficial for ties that convey resources but not for those that convey normative expectations. Each quadrant contains examples of the content that may flow through these ties. The quadrants differ in terms of their significance for job performance and mobility. Resource flows are primarily linked to job performance. This typology allows the authors to analyze the effects of structural holes on mobility and how they vary across types of network ties. 

They focus on 5 types of informal ties: task advice, strategic information, “buy-in” or “fate control”, social support, and mentorship (see below). 

Research design 

Questionnaire conducted among 658 managers at a high-technology engineering firm with 25,000 employees worldwide. 

Dependent variable: Grade advancement (i.e. this allows one to only concentrate on vertical upward shifts )

Independent variables: 

1. Task-advice network (i.e. resource flow between formal positions). This variable consists of network size, density (i.e. number of ties among people), and duration of ties. Less dense networks facilitate advancement. 

2. Strategic information network- people who have given you special insights into the firm’s strategy.

3. Buy-in (fate-control network)- convey identity and normative expectations. Hence we predict that a small, dense network is more conducive to mobility

4. Mentor relations- mentors inside and outside one’s buy-in network. If the mentor conveys resources then a sparse and large network be more useful to performance but if a mentor is within one’s buy-in network then it’s beneficial to have them inside one’s network rather than outside since it would hamper mobility

5. Friendship or social support relations- they did not predict any net effect of social support on mobility. 

They controlled for age, race, gender, prior mobility, grade, division and occupation of the interviewee. 

Results and Conclusion

The authors found that Burt’s hypothesis of large information networks that are full of structural holes promote upward mobility (pattern and structure of social relations is important). However, the authors go a step further and investigate the contents of the ties and show that Burt’s predictions only apply to a restricted class of network contents. Among position-centered resource flows it is necessary to take into account tie duration (because the value of some structural holes changes as people change positions). More importantly, within buy-in networks, structural holes actually have a negative influence on mobility. Some structural holes are ‘white’ (i.e. they promote mobility) and others are ‘black’ (i.e. they hamper mobility). 

So, they find that structural holes are beneficial to mobility for ties that convey resources and information and negative for ties that transmit identity and expectations.

The article hence provides disconfirming evidence for some of Burt’s study.  Further research could look at how the benefits of structural holes vary across cultures (i.e. individualistic vs. collectivistic cultures). 

Individuals are constrained in creating optimal networks for mobility by the opportunity to create new ties (a mentor within one’s buy-in network may simply not be available). In the same vein of argument he or she may rely on the same ties for multiple contents (e.g. task advice, strategic information). Hence if the networks overlap substantially people will have to live with suboptimal networks, because the one content variable offsets the usefulness of the other in light of mobility. Finally, dropping person-to-person ties may have an effect on a person’s ability to form new ties, because he’ll get the reputation of not being trustworthy or part of one’s buy-in network. Further research needs to done in this area to assess how individuals cope with these constraints. Do people make strategic choices in shaping social ties? 

