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Theoretical Reflections About the Concept of Social
Networks

Humberto EliasGarciaL opes

Resumo

A literaturaem teoriaorganizacional tem dedicado significativaatencdo asredes derel acionamento.
Contudo, apesar desse foco, é possivel notar que ainda persistem muitos problemas tedricos sobre
o assunto. Naverdade, pode-se afirmar que lidar com redes de rel acionamento implicaum dos mais
complexos desafios que se colocam diante do pesquisador. Este trabalho tem por objetivo abordar
alguns desses problemastedricos, com o intuito detorné-los menos sujeitos asambiglidades atuais.
Por meio darevisdo de parte daliteraturaorganizaciona esteartigo procuraoferecer novoscaminhos
analiticos paraacompreensdo da compl exidade das redes de rel acionamento.

Palavr as-chaves: redes derel acionamento; ator; estruturasocial atomizag&o; perspectivanormativa;
modelo estrutural.

ABSTRACT

The recent literature on organizational theory has been dedicating a considerable attention to the
relationship networks. In spite of this, however, it is possible to notice that there are many
theoretical problems concerning this subject matter. In fact, dealing with rel ationship networks can
be considered as one of the most complex challenges to be faced by researchersin organizational
theory. This paper intends to contribute to clarify some of those theoretical problems. Through a
review of part of the literature on organizational theory this paper tries to propose new analytical
paths to understanding the complexity of the relationship networks.

Key words: relationship networks; actor; socia structure; atomization; normative perspective;
structural model.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, relationship networks is a subject that has been attracting the
attention of Administration. (Burke, Bristor and Rothstein, 1995; Hazleton and
Kennan, 2000; Beeby and Booth, 2000). Defined according to Marshall (1988)
as they are in principle as a structure formed by actors, either individually or
collectively, associated by meansof their social connections, rel ationship networks
arebeing studied inthelight of two mainlines of thought. Thefirst one primarily
concernsmanagerial practice, in which emphasisisplaced on the benefits networks
can bring to the efficiency and effectiveness of organizational processes. The
other line concerns the academic aspect, whose focusis on the studies that seek
to explain the origin, the development and the effects of the networksin thelight
of ascientific method.

Apart from the prompt surge of interest awakened by curiosity for the theme,
there is a second reason for the attention given to networks. sometimes the
approaches used by the academy may pose conceptua problems that deserve a
more thorough investigation. Maybe the most significant of them al is the very
definition of networks, which hasbecome broad enough to envel op distinct phenomena
such as economic cooperation agreements between countries, strategic aliances
among organizations, interaction between groups, the contactsan individua develops
along hislife and competitive advantages when securing ajob.

The problemwith thisconceptual flexibility iswhether itis, infact, contributing
to abetter understanding of networks. According to what was exposed by Sartori
(1994), the main objective of aconcept isto offer reasonably ordered guidelines
for the classification and description of the object in question. So, the author
statesthat if thisobjectivefailsto be attained the concept will loseits explanatory
power, and consequently its meaning.

Since the interest in the theme presupposes significant and relevant effects on
Administration, therewill beaneed for in-depth studies of acrucia theme, which
isthevery definition of network. Thisisone of the most compl exes aspects under
discussion in theliterature at the moment, especially because of the existence of
various conceptual perspectives. According to Nohria (1992); Nohriaand Eccles
(1992); Oliver and Ebers (1998), the main consequence from this was the
trivialization of the concepts of network, whereby a profusion of jumbled and
contradictory definitions were proposed, creating a further barrier for the
researcher to overcome.

180 RAC, v. 8, n. 1, Jan/Mar. 2004



Theoretical Reflections About the Concept of Social Networks

This situation can be explained by the very fragmentation of socia sciences,
pointed out in Burrel (1998); Morgan (1979). For these authors, different paradigms
and concepts, many times mutually extrusive, are used together, thus bringing
about theories of poor analytical consistency. Specially inthe case of Administration,
the situation is by no means different, as shown in the works developed in the
areainthelast few years. (Alvesson and Deetz, 1998; Bertero, Caldas and Wood,
Jr., 1999; Burrel, 1998; Cabral, 1998; Lopes and Bernardes, 2000). What they
have in common is their focus on the fragmentation of Administration, an area
wheredifferent approachesare used asif they formed ahomogeneoustheoretical
body, even when exactly the opposite is demonstrated. As a result, the
epistemologically poor scientific production that emerges will hamper the
development of a more consistent theoretical basis (Bertero, Caldas and Wood,
Jr., 1999).

However, the presence of the subject of networksin academic literature is not
followed just by discussionsaround their concept or application. Thereareaso a
considerable number of theories seeking to approach the theme from different
angles.

The first consequence of all thisis that the chances are that a new theory will
be developed based on the contributions made by different areas. As a result,
specia efforts should be made to integrate distinct constructs, which would
probably foster the devel opment of atheory capabl e of explaining abigger number
of phenomena

A second consequence isthat the theories on network work as afurther barrier
to the appearance of dogmas. Frequent discussions on the existing theoretical
prospects and the construction of new analytical proposals are part of a process
that will bring about the permanent threat that some discovery might be contested
or evenrefuted. With this, knowledgeisgenerated, or even altered, on an ongoing
basis, according to the fundamental principlesof the critical method, asexplained
by Popper (1975)®.

If, ontheonehand, thisdiversity of theorieshasapositive effect on theacquisition
of knowledge on the subject, on the other, it has a negative aspect. In an area
where there are problems of conceptual application, there is the danger that the
presence of amultitude of approaches might be disseminating mistaken conceptions,
thus contributing to aggravate the indefinite and contradictory state of affairs.

Another problem lies in the excessive attention given to the sub-theme. The
theorieson networksvary alot, allowing theresearcher toinvestigate very specific
aspects. In part, this can contribute to a better understanding of a theory, since
thevariables overlooked in previous studies can now beincorporated totheanaysis.
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However, if the researcher focuses his attention exclusively on avery particular
aspect of the theory, the location of this study may get lost within the broader
picture. Thefact isthat the researcher would be concentrated on one of the parts
to such an extent that he would lose the notion of its connection with the whole.
Because of this, the research would lose its strength and end up having very few
connections with other findings in the area, no matter how relevant the empiric
theresultsit would come to.

In thislight, theaim of thisarticle isto make analytical considerations around
the relevant aspects of a specific sort of network, the interpersonal network.
However, thiswill be done without the author losing sight of the connections it
has with networks as awhole. Therefore the main aim isto develop an anaysis
that will makeit possibleto definethe best concept for networks, which will offer
the opportunity for the theme to receive more consistent treatment.

IDENTIFYING THEORIES

| dentifying theories may prove avery complex task, especially when it occurs
in an area where there are problems with conceptua application, asis the case
with theories on networks. Yet, there are papers that seek to fill this gap, by
offering analysesthat have contributed to the enhanced knowledge of the theme.

With thisaimin mind, Nedeva (2000) sought to revise the theories on networks,
by grouping them in four distinct categories. The first one being that of social
networks, defined as the broadest of all conceptual definitions of network. It is
applicableto different level s of analyses, so asto enable the understanding of the
patterns of behavior within asocial context. According to Nedeva (2000), apart
form that, the social network refers both to the structure conceived in terms of
socia relationship, and the approach on which numerousand significant fieldsare
based, such as stratification, careers, intra- and interorganizational relationships,
urban sociology, diffusion of theinnovation and health sociol ogy.

Asitispossibleto seeinthisdefinition, the author admitsthat social networks
have awide scope of application, which allowstheir use beyond the limits of the
organization. Within this category, they are taken as part of the social structure,
formed by the relationships between individual and collective actors.

In turn, the author considersthat such rel ationships can be used for interpreting
thesocid behavior of actors. Theideaunderlying thisstatement isthat relationships
help shape the perception individuals have of the reality around them. At the
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same time, this perception equips the actors with patterns of action that they
adopt intheir interactions. Consequently, at the end of the process, their attitudes
will beguided, abeit indirectly, by therel ationshipsbuilt over theyears. In summary,
Nedeva (2000) affirmsthat the relationships and behavior of the actors are taken
as a function of the social networks, which means that this category should be
looked at as action viewed from the point of view of the structure.

The second category is the one that sees the networks as a process, within
which they are constantly replicated and altered by the actions of the actors
taking partinit. Nedeva (2000) statesthat oneway of thinking intermsof networks
is through focusing on their very social construction, which is constantly being
replicated and altered, as a result of the action of their actors. This suggests
seeing the actors as active agents endowed with purposes, and networks as
processes and not merely as structures.

For the author, the central theme, in this group, is the clash between the
emergence of networks and the intention of the actors. According to Nedeva
(2000), the present debate is divided in two concepts on the theme: firstly, the
actorsare endowed with intention, which makesthem rational. Inturn, rationality
derives from the economic action, that is, it exists because the actors are offered
meager resources and options that have to be combined so as to enhance their
utility. One of the waysto do thisis by creating networks.

Secondly, the rel ationships between the actors are devel oped from moreinformal
interactions. Thismeansthat it isnot alwaysthat an actor goesinto arelationship
to improve the utility of resources, especially as he may not have a very clear
idea of his aims or of the materials made available to him®@. Therefore, his
intentions cannot be confined to rational calculation; other factorsmay beincluded
such asaffection, sympathy, influence of third parties, and so forth. Finally, along
the years, the actor expands his rel ationships, by incorporating other actors and,
consequently, forming anetwork.

Thethird conception derives from the two previous ones, as the formation of a
network is seen as the result of the endogenous and exogenous stimuli on the
actor. Theformer refersto therationality that isinherent to the economic action,
that is, the actor tries, in arational way, to maximize the utility of the resources
availableto satisfy hisneeds. The exogenous stimuli, however, are more connected
to the second conception, where the actors act according to more flexible rules,
without necessarily being engaged in a rational calculation deriving from the
unambiguous delimitation of objectivesand intentions. The networks are formed
by the action of more complex actors, whose patterns of behavior are guided by
multiple and involving rules. Sometimes, these ruleslead them to build anetwork
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from a perfectly rationa action and, some other times, they will do soin aless
intentional or premeditated form. (Reis, 1984).

The third category identified by Nedeva (2000) treats networks as being a
prospect, which means considering that any organization can be understood and
analyzed in terms of multiple relationships, that is, concerning the perspective of
networks, the structure of any organization can be understood and analyzed in
terms of multiple relationships, which can be prescribed or emergent.

According to this author, analyzing networks as being perspective means that
thefocus of organizational studiesshould not lieon factors such asformal structure
or written rules, but rather on the relationship between the actors. They are
important because the network built from them isastructure that will supply the
parameters for the behavior and actions of its participants. Another advantage
mentioned by her, regarding thisgroup, isthat its presuppositions can be applied
to analyses at any level, micro or macro.

Thelast category concerns the governance of networks. According to Nedeva
(2000), in the first instance, the purpose of these studies is to understand the
mechanisms that regulate the integration of the different organizational units.
But, in the second instance, the attention is shifted to the way by which this
integration affects the behavior of the organization in the market, forcing it to
seek to minimize its costs and maximize the return from the transactions it is
involvedin.

Thedelimitation of the theories proposed by Nedeva (2000) hasapositive aspect,
whichistheeffort to condense the different network perspectivesinto analytically
distinct categories. However, some distinctions made by the author resulted in
fuzzy limit lines between one category and the other.

This can be better understood through a more detailed analysis of the author’s
position on the subject. Thefirst problem wasidentified in the characterization of
social networks. From the very definition proposed by Nedeva (2000), it isclear
that she denominates as social any relationship network between actors, either
individually or collectively. Uptothispoint thereisreally aconceptua delimitation,
onceit hasbeen established that theterm will be applied only to social relationships.

However, if social network isaconcept applicableto the rel ationship between
actors, either individually or collectively, then therewill be no apparent analytical
impediment to denominate as socia networks the categories known as pr ocess,
per spective and gover nance. So, the application of the term social network
would be better placed if it were looked at a priori as adefined restriction, from
which all the other categories will be devel oped.
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Yet, there is a second problem with the analysis conducted by the author. The
definition of network as aprocess hasits shortcomings due to the fact that social
relationships are dynamic, which s, they are continuously replicated and altered
by the actors engaged in them. It is exactly because of thisthat it is questionable
to create an analytical category based on afact that isinherent to any relationship
between actors. Asaresult, once more there appears the problem of delimitating
the categories by departing from those characteristics that are common to all
others. However, it isnecessary to say that Nedeva (2000) associatesthe dynamics
of social relationshipswith theissue of whether the actorsalwaysact intentionally
or not. According to her, thiswould make adifferencein the purposesthe network
isused for. By acting intentionally, the actors would only be seeking to optimize
their preferences, which indicates a merely instrumental pattern of behavior.
Otherwise, there would be room for purposesthat are not always known, or that,
if they are, they will not necessarily be directly associated with optimizing
objectives. Przeworski (1988) and Reis (1984) offer a more through discussion
on this subject matter.

Thethird problem found in Nedeva (2000) liesin the category known as network
as perspective. The author states that this classification is based on the idea that
the focus of organizational studies should be the multiple relationships that take
place among the actors, with emphasis on theinteractionsthat they develop inside
and outside the boundaries of the organization. They are developed inside and
outside the boundaries of the organization. The problem, oncemore, isthat thisis
apresupposition of any theory of networks, causing the classification based on it
to betoo broad to form an analytically distinct category. So, it ispossibleto notice
that Nedeva (2000) repeated the problems previously detected. Similar to what
occursinthesocia networks, perhapsit would be more significant for the theory
to say that the relationship between the actorsis one of the basic presuppositions
of any analysisof networks. It isfrom thisdelimitation that the anal ytic categories
were devel oped.

Despite these limitations regarding governance in her work, Nedeva (2000)
has, infact, dealt with something analytically distinct. By departing from themain
presuppositions of thetheory, the author established with morerigor the similarities
and differences of governance as related to the other approaches.

Another attempt at delimitating the theories of networks, distinctly fromthe one
proposed by Nedeva (2000), was made by Grandori and Soda (1995). In their
work, the authors used variables that allowed for amore precise identification of
network-related theories. With thisaim in mind, they created atypology of eleven
theoretical lines.
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The first one of them is the industrial economy, whose main concern are the
industrial organizations. According to the authors, it is based on the traditional
research on vertical and horizontal integration, although, morerecently, itsfocus
has shifted to theissueswithin the process of internationalization of the economy.
Following thisline of thought, the variables normally used in the studies measure
the efficiency of the network of organizations by means of indicators such as
classes of production costsoriginated from the technol ogies applied, scale economy
and the scopeand level of specialization of the activities performed by organization.

The second lineisformed by the historical and evolutionist approaches, which
emphasize the role played by technology and list the problems associated with
costsand learningin theformation of interorganizational networks. Morespecificaly,
according to this perspective, the organizations are going through an ongoing
processof evolution, whose characteristics stem from the experiences accumul ated
along their lifetimes. The problem is that this demands the adoption of new
technologies, which will bring about further costs and the need for a continuous
learning process. From this point on, the networks will appear as structures that
the organizations use to bring down such costs and enhance learning through the
incorporation of the knowledge brought by the partnersinvolved.

The third line identified is that of organizational economy whose analysisis
focused on transaction costs and network governance. The main objective isto
discover which factors interfere with the differentiation and coordination of the
different areas of the organization and how this helps the organization reduceits
transaction costs. Nowadays, this is one of the research lines more frequently
found in studies on networks, as shown in Grandori (1997); Jones, Hesterly and
Borgatti (1997); Miles and Snow (1992); Provan and Skinner (1989); Pugh and
Hickson (1995); Rowley (1997); Turnbull (1997) and Williamson (1975, 1996).

Thefourth approach isthe negotiation analysis, whose study unitisthe bartering
of resources and behavior among the organizations. The former are of amaterial
character, involving the exchange of products, services, assets, technologies and
so forth. The others involve non-material resources, originated from hands-on
experiences, culture of the society, managerial styles personality, among others.
Therules applied to the exchange of these two items between organizations are
established and controlled by the networksin which they areinserted. For example,
if one network isformed to promote, primarily, the deployment of mobile assets,
then the negotiation between the organizations will be mainly centered on this
aspect. Because of this, the regulation and control mechanismsthe network adopts
will be adequate to thistype of negotiation. The samewould occur if emphasisis
placed on the exchange of experiences or cultures.
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Thefifth lineis denominated resources dependency. Here, the basic argument
isthat the analysis of the rel ationships between organi zationsisimportant for the
understanding of the power and dependency relationshi ps between one organization
and its partners. With this, the managers will bein a better position to anticipate
possible sources of influence of the environment and to adopt strategiesthat will
enable the organization to take advantage of them, thus creating a counter-
dependency relationship.

The sixth line is the new institutionalism, which has significantly influenced
contemporary Sociology, the proof id theimpact caused by theworksby DiMaggio;
Powell (1983); Meyer and Rowan (1991); Powell (1991) and Powell and DiMaggio
(1991). This perspective treats the resources dependency as a central theme, but
is does not refer only to material assets or transactions, it also includes the
legitimization of the organization. The networks, then, appear ascentral structures,
because, when it belongs to one of them, the organization becomes legitimate
before the environment it is inserted in. At the same time, when it gets into a
relationship with its counterparts, the organizationisavoiding itsownisolation and
monitoring the other organizations, afact whichiscrucial if the signs sent by the
external environment are to be detected and strategiesthat will alow it to survive
established.

The seventh lineisthat of institutional embeddedness, where the formation of
networksis contingent to bigger social institutionsin which therelationshipsare
embedded. Theeighthlineiswhat Grandori and Soda (1995) denominate Marxist
and extreme studies. Their emphasisis placed on considering the networks, not
as mechanisms to promote efficiency and effectiveness in the organization, but
as purely power structures, created to reproduce the control of the elites and the
dominating classes at an organizational level. Thiswill enable them to control the
means of production, aswell asthe social, political and economic environments.
It is also important to point out that this idea of power is not confined to the
relationship between networks. Within these structures there may be hierarchies
established from the flow of power between the individuals participating in the
network (Pfeffer, 1978; Bertero, 1996; Fischer, 1996).

The ninth approach is that of population ecology, where the main argument is
that the economic efficiency and effectiveness help select the organizations that
will remaininthemarket. Thisisdelimitated by the nicheinwhich an organization
operates and competeswith othersfor the limited resources available. Therefore,
those which are more efficient and effective at appropriating these resources will
stand more of achance of surviving. According to Grandori and Soda (1995), for
the popul ation ecol ogy, the networks are arrangementsthat regul ate the economic
activities in the market. So, if an organization manages to join some network in
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such away asto useit asatool to enhanceits efficiency and effectivenessin the
competition for theresourcesinitsniche, it will substantially increaseits chances
of surviving market selection, thus proceeding with its activities. On the other
hand, failing tojoin the networkswill meanincreasing the danger of being eliminated
from the competition.

The tenth approach includes the studies on network strategy and management,
which, according to Grandori and Soda (1995), make use of many of the theories
previously mentioned, without any strict theoretical fidelity to any of them. These
studies havefocused their attention on the policy of business networks, understood
as a strategic alliance between two or more partners, aiming at identifying the
competences of the organizations taking part in it. In theoretical terms, in the
opinion of the authors, these studies seek to use al possibleanalytical tools, having
astheir presupposition the organization asastructure that usesitstime striving to
improveitssituation in thealliance, and, consequently, in the market.

Although Grandori and Soda’s (1995) position to this line deserves attention,
somerestrictionswill haveto be made. Thefirst one of themisthat thereis some
difficulty in attributing the status of perspective to studies that make use of a
considerablevariety of theories, asthe authors themselves point out. Thisoccurs
because the characteristics they pointed out for these studies can be found in
researches conducted for other lines.

One such exampleisthe study by Westpha (1999), inwhich resources dependency
isadopted in the classification used until now. He conducted asurvey inthe United
States, involving the boards of directors of the 600 biggest companiesin the country.
Theobject wasto verify theinfluence they have on the performance of the companies,
sincetheretendsto bealot of friction about the rel ationship between board members
and managers, which putsthe organization injeopardy. However, resultshave shown
that the boards can give great contribution to the definition of the policies and the
elaboration of strategiesthat will benefit the company.

According to the study, this occurs for two reasons: the first reason is the fact
that the members of the boards in the sample surveyed had not developed close
relationships of friendship and affectivity with the managers. Therefore, they
were capable of establishing more professional and independent parameterswhen
evaluating the administration. The second reason is the function of the boards,
which operate as some form of resonance box for the senior management, in
charge of defining and implanting policiesand strategies. Asaresult, these policies
and strategies have reflected the position of the boards, reducing conflicts and
encouraging their members to act as consultants for the managers, by advising
them and proposing courses of action.
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Asitispossibleto note, this study sought to analyze the network formed by the
relationships between the boards and the management, without, however, having
overlooked the importance of administering the policies of the organizations.
Summing up, thetenth line, infact, consists of adifferent view on some aspect of
the existing theories. Therefore, it cannot be taken as an approach in itself.

The last line identified was that of the theory of social network stems from
social psychology. It is focused on the study of the emergence and changes in
informal structures, of the limits of the networks, of corporate co-optation and
closures and of the patterns of behavior occurring between small companies. As
for the methodol ogy used, the researches have been carried out with small groups,
with emphasis on the relationship between them.

The problem found isthat Grandori and Soda (1995) put thistheory down to a
very restrictive characteristic, especially asit limitsitself to the investigation of
small organizations. By the way, this course of action isincoherent with thevery
concept of social network, which is extremely broad, as already shown in this
paper. Most probably, the most adequate course of action in this case would beto
maintai n the study themesthey describe, without confining these themesto small
organizations.

Ancther problem found intheir work isthat they havefailed to specify thelevel
at which the analyses were conducted for some lines, which might generate a
certain degree of analytical ambiguity. For example, when they describethe studies
carried out on the strategies and management of the networks, they fail to mention
that such a line comprises research at both medium and micro levels, as
demonstrated in the study by Westphal (1999). Evenin other lines, itispossibleto
se that the characteristics pointed out in the delimitation can be applied to both
levels. So, itisimportant to include the separation of theseanalytical levelsinthe
analysis by the authors.

Despite these problems, Grandori and Soda (1995) have contributed to amore
accurate identification of the approaches to the study of networks. The authors
have used items that distinguish the different approachesin amore explicit way
than that previously found in Nedeva (2000). However, itispossibleto giveastep
ahead in the delimitation of the theories of networks, thus complementing the
analyses conducted by Nedeva (2000) and Grandori and Soda (1995). So, it is
important to specify with more clarity some presuppositions and parameters for
thetheoretical distinction, without underestimating the efforts made by the authors.
Much to the contrary, theideaisto improve the way the theories of networksare
defined, which will be donein thefollowing paragraphs.
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MAKING THE DiISTINCTION BETwWEEN THEORIES MORE ACCURATE

The considerations made on the studies by Nedeva (2000) and Grandori and
Soda (1995) alow for the identification of some presuppositions and parameters
that may help distinguish one theory from the other more accurately. In fact, the
idea is to establish more specific evaluation criteria exactly where there are
ambiguous pointsintheworks of the authors mentioned. It is, therefore an attempt
at upgrading the previous study. Thismeasureisjustified because, specialy inthe
case of Grandori and Soda (1995), the effort expended in the classification of the
theories led to something of analytical importance, despite some restrictions.
Similarly, in Nedeva (2000), relevant aspects that deserve further investigation
have been found.

Inthefirst place, it isnecessary to concedethat delimitating theories of networks
can be avery complex task, not only due to the imprecise points mentioned, but
also for the very difficulty of establishing with clarity the epistemological limits
between thetheoriesin the socia sciencesarea. (Burrel, 1998; Burrel and Morgan,
1979). In the second place, in spite of al that, it is possible to establish some
parameters that will enable the researcher to come to a more precise distinction
between one theory and another. However, before anything else, the
presuppositions that guide the criteria proposed here must be identified.

Thefirst one of themisthe nature of thetheory. Inthe case here, it isunderstood
that the interest is placed in the relationship networks between actors, whether
individually or collectively. Inthisway, it isestablished that attentionisconfined to
socia networks, which takes us to the concept by Nedeva (2000).

The second presupposition is that every socia relationship is dynamic and is
subject to changes effected by the actorsinvolvedinit. Evenif such relationships
are reproduced, this fact does not occur in avery strict form, because thereis a
possihility that changeswill occur.

Thethird presuppositionisthat individual actors, at themicrolevel, arerational.
Giventherelation of reciprocity they get into with organizations and with broader
social structures, thisrationality isalso reflected in the micro and medium levels.
Itiscrucial to consider that there is no consensusin the social theory concerning
thelimit line separating the macro, micro and mediumlevels. Themain difficulty
isto establish, objectively, where onelevel endsand the other starts. (Haferkampf,
1987; Alexander and Giesen, 1987; Blau, 1987; Cahoun, 1991; Cook, 1991; Coallins,
1987; Gerstein, 1987; March and Olsen, 1989; Schegl off, 1987).

190 RAC, v. 8, n. 1, Jan/Mar. 2004



Theoretical Reflections About the Concept of Social Networks

The fourth presupposition concerns the fact that the relationships under study
inanetwork will haveto comply with the persistence criteria, explained by Weber
(1968). This means that they will have to be replicated over atime period, not
being ephemeral, so that they are relevant for the analysis. Therefore, these
relationships will also occur over aperiod of time and in a determined place.

Based on these presuppositions, it is possibleto define parametersthat will lead
to the establishment of theory categories. The first one is at the analysis level,
which is divided in three subcategories: macro: referring to the social structure;
medium, concerning micro organizations; and micro regarding individual actors.
Thisclassification relieson the devel opment of the socia theory of thelast decades,
when it played a crucia role in the debate on the connections of the levels of
analyses.

It isworth pointing out that the discussions around this theme are significantly
present in social sciences as aresult of the reaction to structural-functionalism,
especially initsParsonianline. According to Marshall (1998), this occurs because
Parson’s functionalism was often seen as a product of the modern and affluent
American society, wherethe socia -structural conflictshave beenlargely eliminated
or seemed to be of a transitory nature, and where there seemed to be some
general socia cohesion and shared adherence around the values of democracy.

Thisreaction, inturn, was brought about by an analytical bifurcation: ontheone
hand, there was the microtheoretical tradition, which, essentially, sought to
emphasize the contingent nature of social order and to need to see theindividua
asthe privileged locus of the analysis. As opposed to it, there was an increasein
the number of macrotechnical approaches, for which the structures play a
fundamental coercive role in determining both the individual and the collective
behavior. However, such questionings have proved stronger in their micro version.
Besides showing the contrast of the new theories associated with the Parsonian
perspective, the approach centered on the individuals gained more importance
among the social scientists.

However, it isworth pointing out that this bifurcation, according to which the
micro and macro perspectives were regarded as opposed, was steadily phased
out. According to Alexander (1987), this situation started when it was proved
that it was impossible to sustain unilateral theories, once both the macro and the
micro approaches proved to be unsatisfactory in explaining social reality. Inturn,
it was the awareness that it was impossible to put forward a theory based on the
extreme separation of the two analysis level that encouraged the researchers to
combinetheir effortsto link the micro, medium and macro levels, although it may
still be possible to identify which of the levels atheory refersto.
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The second parameter, stemming from the previous one, is based on the study
carried out by Burt (1980, 1982), who was mainly concerned with the devel opment
of an integrated approach, in which the actors and the structure act together.
According to the author, theoretical delimitation will haveto takeinto account the
conception of actor used, which can be atomized, normative or structural. In
fact, Burt (1982) states that the first one presupposes that alternative actions are
evaluated independently by distinct actors, so that evaluations are carried out
without referring to other actors.

Thisview getscloser to that advocated by classical and neoclassical economies,
in which individual s are seen asrational, self-centered and acting in compliance
with their own interests, without taking the others into account. What matters
hereisthe maximizing reasoning, aiming at clearly defined satisfaction and desires.
Nevertheless, Ritzer (1999) poses that this conception was not accepted without
somereluctance. According to him, atomized sociological orientationsare focused
on actors who take their own decisions. As awhole, their attention is drawn to
the actors’ personal attributes. The atomized approaches are rejected because
they are too microscopic and ignore the rel ationships between the actors.

It is worth pointing out that the atomized approach is opposed to structural-
functionalism, which was centered on a macro analysis, in which the remaining
levels were ignored or void of in theoretical relevance. So, the larger structures
are seen as pre-existent, defining rules, patterns of actionsand behavior in society.
Yet, in the atomized approaches, the macro level is defined asamere aggregation:
it istheresult of the sum of the actions of theindividuals, which are modified by
them without exerting any influence on them.

Asopposed to atomization thereis another approach, advocated by Burt (1980),
in which the normative perspective is defined by distinct actors within a system
and having interdependent interests like the social norms generated by the actors
as they socialize with other actors.

Thecentral point of thedefinitionisthat it showsthat the normative perspective,
as opposed to the one mentioned before, suggests that the actors preserve the
persistent relationships among themselves, created in the interdependency
relationship betweenits participants, who seein theserel ationshi pstheir opportunity
to attain their aims. At the same time, the replication of these relationships, and
their persistence along the years, encourage the appearance of norms that are
internalized and that guide the actors in their interactions. In other words, what
the normative perspective advocates is that the micro level builds the macro
level, but, on the other hand, is affected by it, thus creating a retrofed process.

Such observations made have enabled the identification of another feature of
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normative perspective, which is the concern for aspects such as culture and
socialization, through which the actorsinternalize normsand values. In this case,
the problem posed is that every analysis is based on the presupposition that the
actors preserve some relationship on account of ideas that are shared and
materialized by means of internalized norms. Therefore, the point of reference
for their behavior are the beliefs common to their groups. So, the ideathat actors
act to their own benefit rather than to the benefit of the collectivity isunacceptable.
Inthisway, if the atomized approach is mistaken when stating that the actors act
inisolation all thetime, so isthe normative asit considers that they take astheir
reference internalized norms, born from their interaction with the others.

A third approach identified by Burt (1982), which has had a major impact on
the literature on networks, is the structural one, whose difference form the
othersisinthecriterionfor themarginal evaluation postulate. Thecriterion adopted
by the structura perspective proposed is that the combination status/role of an
actor stemsfromthedivision of labor. An actor evaluatesthe utility of alternative
actions, partially, based on his personal situation and that of the others.

What the actor seeksinthisdefinitionisto highlight social structureasbeingthe
scene where the action occurs. When he refers to the division of labor, Burt
(1982) means that it composes the context of the actor and that, because of this,
it will be decisiveintheway heinterpretsthe world around him and the sequence
of hisactions. By doing this, this actor will make use of two parallel criteria: the
first one being the evaluation of hisroleand status and the second, the application
of this reasoning to the other actors.

A very important characteristic of the structural model isthat it seeksto combine
the atomized with the normative approach so asto overcometheir shortcomings.
As posed by Ritzer (1999), Burt (1982) sees his approach asalogical extension
to the atomized perspective and an empirically preciserestriction of the normative
theory.

This extension occurs in the structural model because Burt (1982) admits the
rationality of the actor and the direction on which his personal interestswill steer
hisactions. Nevertheless, he attributesavery significant roleto the social context
in the actor’s actions, unlike what is advocated in the atomized perspective. On
the other hand, as he states that the other actors a so pursue their persona goals,
the author is setting limits to normative theory, because however important the
social context may be, there are other factorssimilarly relevant in determining an
action. In turn, the individuals have the power to act on the socia structure, by
altering it and establishing new standards for future actions, thus producing a
dynamic and retrofed system. Then, according to Burt (1982), the actors find
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themselves within a social structure. This structure will define their social
similarities, which, in turn, will standardize their perception of the advantagesto
takefrom the one out of so many alternative actions. At the sametime, thissocial
structure hampersthe actors’ ability to act. The actionseventually taken, therefore,
result from aconjunction of actors pursuing their intereststo the very limit of their
ability, where both interests and actions are standardized by the social structure.
Finally, the actions taken under structural social constraints may alter social
structure itself, while these alterations will have the potential of creating new
constrictions to be faced by the actors within the structure.

It can be seen that the definition the author offers for the structural model
reflects his efforts to adopt an integrative approach. Init, it can be noted that the
actor and the structure establish adynamic and reciprocal relationship, in which
both sides are ableto promote changes, even though these may not occur instantly.

CoONCLUSION

The presuppositions and parameters described in this article make an important
contribution to the analysis of interpersonal networksfor three reasons. Thefirst
oneisthat the definition of the presuppositionswill help establish the scope of the
concept. In the case described here, this will occur when it is defined that only
the social networks arouse the interest of the researcher on Administration. The
same effect is obtained when it is stated that relationships are dynamic and
persistent, and are enacted by rational players.

But besides these presuppositions, a better delimitation for the concept of
networks must count on well defined parameters. In this article, two of them
were explained: thefirst oneisthe anaysislevel. Asit wasshowninthisarticle,
it is possible to analyze the phenomenon of the networks from a macro, medium
and amicro perspective. In the case of interpersona networks, it will be necessary
to access the micro level, which does not mean a return to the radical
microsociological approaches, used for marking the reaction against Parson’s
structural-functionalism. In fact, it isimportant to bear in mind that the analysis
levels are intercalated so that one does not affect the others.

The second parameter dealt with in this article was the conception of the actor.
Asthe networks are the product of the action of individuals, ignoring what sort of
actor develops this action will lead to a series of analytical simplifications. So,
after revising the atomized and normative conceptions, this paper opted for the
structural approach established by Burt (1982). Init, thefocusis on the postul ate
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of marginal evaluation, according to which the actor evaluates the utility of his
action partially in connection with his personal situation and the situation of the
others.

However, in spite of the effortsmadeinthisarticle, itiscrucial to recognizethat
thereare still some aspectsin thetheory of networksthat deserve specia attention.
If this fails to be done, many of the doubts and ambiguities related to this
phenomenon will persist. Therefore, one of the challenges posed to researchers
inthe areais exactly how to delimitate the concept of something as complex and
fraught with nuances as relationship networks.

NoTEs

Two presuppositions have beenidentified by the author: 1) al theknowledge acquired, all that was
learned consist of the alteration (possibly rejection) of someform of knowledge, or disposition, the
existed previously and, as alast resource, in innate dispositions; 2) all acquisition of knowledge
consists of the improvement of existing knowledge, which changes with the prospects of getting
closer to the truth. For further details, see Popper (1975).

2]t isimportant to point out that this statement complies with the idea of utility defined by Weber
(1997), in which he emphasizes the important role played by subjectivity in the perception of that.
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