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Introduction 
P innac le ,  a  management  consu lt ing f i rm ,  hopes  to w in a luc rat ive cont ract  
w i th  a large in te rnat i ona l  f inanc ia l  ins t i tut ion .   Af ter  weeks  of  in t ense 
preparat ion , the team sends  of f  a  proposa l .   Short l y  thereaf te r ,  they l earn 
that  cont ract  was  g iven to a compet i to r  w i th whom the c l ient  had worked 
prev ious l y .   A lmost  s ix  months  la t er ,  one of  the team members  f inds  out  
that  another g roup at  t he  management  consu l t ing  f i rm had worked on a 
pro ject  wi th  the prospect i ve c l i ent  and had an in -depth knowledge of  the 
c l i ent ’ s  cu lt ure .   Why , asked the f rus t rated team member , wasn ’t  th is  
know ledge shared w ith the team?   
This scenar io is  becoming increas ing ly fami l iar  in  today ’s  bus iness 
environment .  In  the networked organ izat ion , indiv idua l success and the  
success of  a  team depends less on report ing  structure and more on who you 
know. The quest ions ra ised by the scenar io would normal ly be invest iga ted 
us ing  a  standard set  o f  surveys and in-depth interv iews with  employees .   
However ,  a  new approach ca l l ed “Soc ia l  Network Ana lys is”  or SNA, has been 
ga in ing  currency amongst  bus iness consu ltants as a method for revea l ing  the 
h idden connect ions between people that  dr ive how work gets done . Th is  
art ic le  introduces the major SNA concepts and their app l icat ion to bus iness 
prob lems. 

Beyond the organizational chart 
I f  we want to understand how a group funct ions  we might go to an 
organ izat ion chart  to f ind the sen ior people or to see how the work i s  d iv ided 
between funct ions .  But in  the evolv ing networked organ izat ion , thi s chart  is  
no longer an adequate gu ide to how the group rea l l y works .   Cons ider the 
fo l lowing d iagrams,1  which represent the product ion di v is ion of  a  large 
petro leum corporat ion .   
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The d iagram on the le ft  shows the organ izat iona l  chart  for th is  group;  the one 
on the r ight ,  the resu lt  of  an SNA. Upper management undertook an SNA to 
f ind out how th is  group was prepar ing  to share important dr i l l ing  knowledge . 
They learned that  mid- leve l  managers ,  part i cu la r ly Cole ,  were p lay ing  a  pivota l  
ro le  in  the group’s  communicat ion network .  Not only was Cole l inked to 
many people ,  making h im very centra l  to the group,  but he was a lso the only 
l ink between the c luster  of  people at  the top who represented product ion and 
the rest  of  the group who were involved in  other d ist inct  but cr it ica l  
act iv it ies .  The SNA and addi t iona l interv iews a lso revea led that  the leader of  
the group,  Jones ,  was not centra l  in the in formal network and that  he had 
become removed f rom many of  the day- to-day work ings of  the group.  As a  
resu l t  of  the SNA, upper management made s ign i f icant  changes to the group 
inc luding forma l iz ing Cole’ s ro le .     

What is a Social Network Analysis?  
Socia l  Network Ana lys is  (SNA) is  a  set  o f  survey methods and stat ist ics  that  
revea ls  the h idden connect ions between people .  The outcome of an SNA 
shows where col laborat ion i s  break ing down , where ta lent  and expert ise  
cou ld be better leveraged , where decis ions are gett ing bogged down or where 
opportun it i es for innovat ion are be ing lost .  The data  g ive leaders the p icture 
they need to create a  se t  o f  remedia l  act ions inc luding  changes to role and 
responsib i l i t ies to foster cross-group communicat ion , methods for improving 
trust ,  better use of  technology to reach others ,  re-a l ignment of  rewards  and 
incent i ve programs.   

Ties 

An SNA measures the connect ions or t ies  between people .  These t ies can be 
direct  or ind irect ,  strong or weak,  one-way or two-way. 

•  Are ties direct or indirect?  A direct  connect ion i s  the connect ion 
between two peop le .   As we saw in  the prev ious example , Cole had many 
direct  connect ions in  the network of  peop le in  exp lorat ion and product ion 
of  the petro leum company.  He was cent ra l  in  this  network .  Centra l  
people have more in f luence in  the ir  network,  tend to rece ive better 
performance rev iews , and tend to be more sat i s f ied with  their  jobs than 
people who are less centra l .    

•  Are ties strong or weak?   Strong t ies are character ized by f requent 
interact ion , fee l ings of  c loseness ,  and mult ip le  types of  re lat ionsh ips .   For 
example , a strong t ie  may provide you with  emotiona l support ,  job -re lated 
informat ion ,  and a  person to go see your favor i te  sc i- f i  mov ies with.   On 
the other hand , i t  a l so requires a  good dea l of  energy to ma inta in .   A weak 
t ie may not provide as much soc ia l  support ,  but  it  i s  eas ier to main ta in  
and can prov ide you with  new in format ion .  Weak t ies can be cr i t ica l  for 
innovat ion .  For example,  a  researcher is  much more l ikel y to learn about 
a  l ine of  re levant research in  an otherwise unre lated f ie ld from a casua l 
acqua intance than from a good fr i end .  Thi s  is  because good f r iends tend 
to have access to the same informat ion whereas casua l acqua intances tend 
to of fer new informat ion .  In  bus iness se tt ings ,  i t  i s  important to have a  
good balance between s trong and weak t ie s .      
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•  Are ties one-way or two-way (reciprocal)?  When a  t ie  goes in  both 
direct ions we th ink of  i t  as  being  rec iproca l .   Th is  matters because in 
genera l ,  reciprocated t ies are stronger than t ies that  only go in one 
direct ion .  For instance ,  a  group wi l l  genera l l y funct ion better when a  key 
decis ion-maker is  not on ly sought  a fter for informat ion and adv ice but  he 
or she a lso seeks in format ion f rom the group .   

Conducting an SNA 

Group .  An SNA is conducted with  a  group of  people (typ ica l ly between  25 
and 150 at  a  t ime) .  The group cou ld be an intact  workgroup, a di str ibuted 
software deve lopment group,  a  sa les team,  a  commun ity of  interest ,  a  
consu lt ing  pract i ce ,  the business uni t s  in  a  s ing le  organ izat ion , or companies 
in a  part icu lar industry.    

Relationships .  T ies can represent a range of  re lat ionsh ip types .   For 
example , a t ie  can ind icate i f  one person l ikes ,  t rus t s ,  respects ,  report s  to ,  
commun icates  w i th ,  or gets  in format ion f rom  another .      

Attributes .  We a lso want to know i f  there are  systemat ic barr iers in  our 
co l laborat ion.   For instance ,  are the people who deve lop new products ta lk ing  
with the people who market and se l l  those same products?  Are the peop le 
who work for the manag ing  consu l t ing  company in France shar ing the ir  c l ient  
exper iences with the people in  the U.S?  And i f  not ,  i s  i t  just  a  few people or 
the group as a  whole who are not working together?   Are people who have 
been with the company for many years shar ing the ir  knowledge with  new 
h ires?  These genera l ized e f fects resu lt  from aggregat ing  t ies w ith in  and 
between attr ibutes such as bus iness un i t ,  geography,  and t ime in the company.   

An Example: Applying SNA to Pinnacle   
Let ’s  return to Pinnacle ,  the management consu l t ing  company prof i led at  the 
beginn ing  of  th is  art ic le .   They needed he lp  to improve the ir  consu l tants ’  
awareness of  re lated projects .   Before embark ing  on potent ia l ly  cost l y 
organ izat iona l  changes and other in it ia t ives ,  the  execut ive leadership  
commiss ioned an SNA to f ind where in format ion was not gett ing  passed on.  
The SNA was conducted with a group of  consu ltants from di f ferent 
geographies ,  pract ices ,  leve ls  of  sen ior ity ,  and tenure in  the company.   

Quest ions inc luded : “How aware are you of  the projects done by th is  person 
in the past  12 months?”  and “How often does th is  person provide you with 
informat ion you need to deve lop c l ient  proposa ls?”  By look ing at  who was 
centra l  in  the awareness  and informat ion-shar ing  networks ,  the company 
cou ld see which people the team tended to go to for informat ion .   By looking 
at  how of ten people from each group interacted with  each other ,  the SNA 
revea led that  consul tants who had been with the company the longest  tended 
to get  in format ion from each other ;  newer emp loyees only turned to each for 
more in format ion i f  they were located in  c lose phys ica l  prox imity .   Fo l low-up 
interv iews revea led that  t ime pressures le f t  members of  the team with few 
opportun it i es to deve lop relat ionsh ips with  newer or more d istant  employees .   
As a resu lt  o f  the SNA, upper management  in it ia ted a mentor system to help 
new employees ,  sponsored events several  t imes a  year that  brought  people 
together from di f ferent parts of  the company, and deve loped an award 
program for any new engagements that  were won as a  resul t  of  ex ist ing  
re lat ionsh ips from outs ide the immediate team.  
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Business applications of SNA 
SNA has been app l ied to a  broad range of  bus iness prob lems a few of  which 
are summarized here . 
•  Knowledge Management and Col laboration .   To he lp  locate expert ise ,  

seed new communit ies o f  pract i ce,  improve cross- funct iona l knowledge-
shar ing and strateg ic deci s ion-making across leadersh ip  teams .  

•  Team-building .   To fac i l i ta te post -merger integrat ion or he lp  leaders  
ident i fy how to structure teams for innovat ion or structure and manage 
distr ibuted teams.  

•  Human Resources .   To ident i f y and monitor the ef fects o f  workforce 
divers i ty ,  h ir ing  pract ices and leadersh ip  deve lopment to improve on-
board ing ,  retent ion , employee sat is fact ion and product iv i ty .  

•  Sales and Marketing .   To speed or expand the adopt ion of  new 
products ,  technolog ies or ideas as part  of  an overa l l  commun icat ion 
strategy.  

•  Strategy .   To support p lann ing and strategy for engag ing  in  partnersh ips 
and al l iances .  

SNA: A final word… 
SNA is  a  new approach to so lv ing  tradi t iona l problems in bus iness and 
management .   I t  assumes that  people are interconnected,  that  connect ions 
have rea l  consequences for performance and sat i s fact ion , and that  
connect ions can be structured to opt imize indiv idua l ,  group,  and 
organ izat iona l  outcomes .  SNA responds to the growing awareness that  
something intang ible is  in  danger of  be ing  lost  as the marketp lace (and the 
workp lace) becomes increas ing ly d ispersed.    
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