IS208B Lecture 1  

My research is on information industries, especially electronic publishing, but more broadly trends in the production of information in different formats, just turning to study how information is consumed.  

More generally, I study innovation – how inventions come to be widely accepted.  I was a participant observer in a startup for two years to do research on the innovation process, I’m just finishing a project at HP to study the commercialization of innovation in a big corporation – which inventions from HP Labs are turned into successful products by HP’s business divisions – and how and why were some chosen and others (that might have been successful) turned down?

Why are so few HP Labs inventions turned into innovative products by HP business units?  Are there hidden criteria or decision processes, or different cultures of engineering or business?  In interviews, both labs and business units seemed to share the same values and commitment to innovation.  But even when the executive decision makers decided to back a new invention (‘cool town’) often the decision wasn’t implemented.  Why?

Turns out, social networks connecting labs to business units broken by layoffs ​ each unit laid off those at the boundary of the organization (the interface with other units), keeping those who worked on core projects.  These social networks continuously exchanged information on how to optimize the technology, how to understand current problems and issues in manufacturing that might hold up an idea, how to word things =  information resources crossing every organizational boundary.  The question now is how to rebuild them.

Course objectives

1.
To explore how IT – especially networks – are changing the shape and dynamics of organizations, by focusing in on the concept of social networks.  Social networks are a new paradigm for understanding social behavior, built upon information theory, optimized for understanding online behavior.  

2.
To apply social network theory to social software by social science methods, including reading major studies of social networks using interviewing methodology (Fischer, Granovetter, Watts, Wellman), and forming teams to use participant observation methodology to study social software that is designed to build social networks.

1. Why social networks are important.

The most recent in a series of intellectual paradigms & methods to understand when and how new technologies are adopted by organizations.

a. Productivity paradox = the finding that information technology has not increased the productivity of knowledge workers over the past 24 years (although it has increased the productivity of manual workers).  Unless, it seems, the culture of work is reorganized in fundamental ways around social capital = a resource for the voluntary, spontaneous coordination of

work.

b. Similarly, ‘diffusion of innovation theories” were developed to analyze

why it is that some technologies are accepted by organizations, others

resisted.  Historically formal organizations (hierarchy) was distinguished from informal organizations (the way things actually worked), and it was known that a formal implementation decision could be defeated by informal resistance.  Diffusion of innovation theory tried to build informal social networks with the competency and will to successfully implement new technologies, i.e., by carefully build the social capital of key workers (training, contacts, input) and build social networks (decision makers, high status people, etc).

c. Resnick defines social networks as social capital “if they help a group of people to accomplish more together, improving the routing of information, the exchange of resources, the provision of emotional support, or the ability to coordinate and to mobilize for collective action.”  

From the point of view of organizational theory = the ability of groups of people to organize themselves in flexible ways, by exchanging information (and other things) to solve problems – even when separated by geographic distance.  We’ll return to this in the discussion of “the networked organization”.
d. Example from HP research project:  why are so few HP Labs inventions

turned into products by HP business units?  Are there hidden criteria or

decision processes, or different cultures of engineering or business?  In

interviews, both labs and business units shared the same values and

commitment to innovation.  Turns out, social networks connecting labs to

business units broken by layoffs ​ each unit laid off those at the

boundary of the organization (the interface with other units), keeping

those who worked on core projects.  Solutions involve building social nets

through, e.g., travel, work assignments in other units, joint meetings,

etc.

2.  How do social networks work? (first 3 classes)

a. Over 20 years there has been an evolution of terminology with a great deal of overlap of meaning, and little precision.  We will begin with Claude Fischer’s research on “personal networks” and over 3 classes attempt to

follow the evolution of the term social networks focused on the issue of information theory and organizational behavior.

b. An example of the paradigm shift represented by social networks:  Analysis of this class as a social system.

i.   What standard questions to describe this class as a social system?  Sociology used to conceive of social groups in terms of demographics

 (age, race, sex, education, social class & status), thinking of society

 as the sum of its parts. 

ii. What questions would elicit the social capital in the class = the capacity to voluntarily organize yourself to solve problems by exchanging things? Social networks are a revolutionary paradigm because it defines a social group in terms of the totality of social relationships (exchanges) among people. Today, social networks are focused upon the exchange of information

 resources, measuring “tie strength” by:

1. 
number and type of resources exchanged (verbal information, documents, goods) among people 

2.
who gets what from whom? Who is in which nets?

2. 
with what frequency

3. 
but perceived to be a personal resource, governed by personal choice.

 

3. Claude Fischer,  How to define social networks in operational terms =

 how can you measure them?  

NOTE:  We’re going to look at how social networks work in face to face relations first, then how they work online.

a. Fischer distinguishes formal relations (roles with reciprocal rights

and duties, like mother/child, employer/employee, etc), sentimental

relations (caring about others), and active interactions and exchanges

(e.g., voluntary personal relations involving trust and reciprocity).

b. Focus on personal networks that provide social support.

 i. Counseling

1. seek advice

2. discuss personal matters

 ii. Companionship

1. Shared social activities

2. Discuss hobbies

 iii. Practical support

1. Care for your home

2. Discuss work

3. Help around the house

4. lend you money

iv. networks must be understood within a social context ​ the social setting such as family, work, neighborhood, club, friendship.   

A  primary social context was defined in 7 categories: close kin (spouses, parents, children and sibs), extended kin, co-workers, neighbors, fellow members of organizations, and ‘just friends.’  What other social context might be important?

c. Findings

i. A ‘typical’ or ‘normal’ person needs a personal network of at least 10 people.

1. Counseling you need at least 2 (norm is 65%)

2. Companionship you need at least 4  (norm is 86%)

3. Practical support you need at least 4 (norm is 75%)

ii. The average respondent had 18.5 names from these questions, including close kin and extended kin, coworkers, neighbors, voluntary organizations. 

iii. But, there were large standard deviations:

1. Education

a. 14.3 people for <high school, 21.8 for > college

b. Of these, > college much more likely to find social networks among friends (~3x) or coworkers (4x), less likely to find them among kin.

2. Age.  (stage of life cycle)

a. Older people less socially active, less social support

b. Unless married, then focus on home and neighborhood.

3. Marriage.  Men focus on wife for social support, women have outside social support.

4. Urban centers.  The larger the town the more homogeneous the network.

5. The obvious question = what about the demographics of online social software sites?  To what extent does demographics predict social network behavior?

d. Methodological questions.

i. Is personality type a major variable (extrovert/introvert), the sort of thing measured by Meyers-Briggs personality inventory (which also measures information gathering styles). 

ii. Note that 1/3 of the networks didn’t fit these questions (5.7/18.5), what’s missing from the typology?

 iii. Or, does this typology work to describe your social networks?

1. The categories (counseling, companionship, practical)?

2. The questions (borrow money)?

3. suggest you take the test to answer this question.

 iv. Other questions:

1. How differentiated are social networks?

a. Should borrowing money be clustered with talk about work?  Are these different kinds of social nets?

b. What is the origin of social networks?

 



i. Why is education so important as a variable?

ii. Why is kin and neighborhood so important to the less educated?

c. Professional networks = think about SIMS and how you are forming your professional nets, who gets selected and how?

