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Social network analysis (SNA) is a powerful tool for examining relationships between social entities or agents – individuals or groups of individuals (e.g. businesses, 3rd sector organisations, countries).  It is currently underused in social policy research, but can make a unique and valuable contribution in terms of, for example, assessing service use by vulnerable individuals, community networks, or multi-agency working.  In doing so, it provides graphic representations and detailed analysis of these networks together with unique, visual presentation of findings.  This presentation is an introduction to SNA and demonstrates examples of its use in social policy research.  
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What is SNA?

Social Network Analysis, or SNA is an analysis of relationships.  The relationships can be between any social entity capable of forming the relationship of interest, from individuals to countries.  For example, studies have been carried out using SNA to investigate capacity building in a regional community cancer network (Luque, J. et al., 2010), the spread of knowledge and collaborative working between academics (Rogério Hermida Quintella et al., 2009) or the spread of diseases in a group of individuals (Christley, R.M. et al, 2005).  SNA has also been used to research various aspects of criminal and undesirable behaviour such as joining street gangs (McGloin, J. M., 2005). 

This paper aims to give an insight into one use of SNA in applied research and is intended as a brief, non-technical introduction to SNA.
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An SNA example

This paper will focus on some aspects of SNA research into Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) which was carried out by the Centre in Social Policy.

Local Safeguarding Children Boards are a committee of people who are responsible for safeguarding children.  All Local Authorities must have a Local Safeguarding Children Board, although it can be combined – e.g. Leicestershire, Leicester City and Rutland share one Local Safeguarding Children Board.
They were established as a result an inquiry into the death of a child called Victoria Climbié, which was led by Lord Laming and published in 2003.  The Laming report identified weaknesses in the Child Protection processes existent at the time of her death and Local Safeguarding Children Boards were established as a result of the investigation.  

Local Safeguarding Children Boards had clear aims which they were to pursue.  The relevant aims for this paper are that they were to:

· establish clear priorities for safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children across all relevant agencies in the area they represent

· Develop arrangements for information sharing among relevant agencies

· Improve interagency working agencies

Slide 4
An SNA diagram

This is a small SNA diagram: SNA can be carried out on networks containing thousands of social entities and millions of relationships.  

The information used to produce this diagram was collected from group membership lists, which had been supplied to us by the Local Safeguarding Children Board administration.  In this diagram, the black circles are groups which have been formed to manage various aspects of safeguarding children in a particular area.  The Local Safeguarding Children Board is the only one which is legally required.  This board has chosen to create the other groups and others will have made different choices.
The lines show which groups are linked together by having at least one member in common.

The groups/circles are positioned to show the links as clearly as possible.  Sometimes the positions have other meaning, e.g. if we were looking at geographical info, we may want to indicate physical distance between our social entities (cities, for example), but mostly the aim is to create as clear a diagram as possible. 

This diagram shows a central collection of very well connected groups.  In this collection of groups, nearly every group is connected to every other group.

Surrounding them is a set of groups which are much less well connected.  All bar one of these is intended to be less well connected.  The ‘DF’ groups are set up to be places where frontline practitioners can meet and discuss experiences.  They are intended to be somewhat separate from the main groups so that the practitioners are confident that if they need to be critical of more senior colleagues (who may be members of the main set of groups), then the criticisms will not be traced back to them.  This group is meant to report back to the Local Safeguarding Children Board via the PPP group.  It is unfortunate then, that three of them have no members who are also members of the PPP group!  We queried this and discovered that the ‘DF’ groups had only been established a short time before the SNA analysis was carried out.  It appeared that some of the ‘DF’ groups had not decided who was to represent them on the PPP group when the group membership lists were sent to us.

However, there are some concerns about DF5.  Is this too well linked into the main set of groups given that these groups are intended to be somewhat separated from them? Other SNA diagrams showed that the links to the main collection of groups were through one person, who was very well connected in this network of groups.  Has that person’s membership of DF5 really been thought through?  

The only group in the collection of less well connected groups which is not a ‘DF’ group is the VCS group, a group consisting of representatives from voluntary and community groups.  Through qualitative research we established that this was partly a temporary situation, because the leader of that group, who is automatically a member of the Local Safeguarding Children Board, had left.  Until a new permanent leader was appointed, members of the VCS group were chairing their meetings on a rota basis, and the person who chaired the last meeting attended the Local Safeguarding Children Board.  Therefore they were not quite as isolated as the diagram would suggest, and when a permanent leader for the VCS group was chosen, the formal link would be restored.  However, there is a question about how well their voice is heard throughout the main set of groups as a whole, given the lack cross-representation between this group and the other groups in the network. 
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Membership of LSBC and subgroups

This second SNA diagram shows the pattern of individuals’ membership of groups.  The black circles represent the groups, and the pink circles each represent a different individual.  Anyone who belongs to at least one of the groups is represented in this diagram.  At the time this diagram was developed, the details of the individual ‘DF’ groups were not available and so they were represented as one group.  Although a later version of this diagram was developed which differentiates between the different ‘DF’ groups, this version of the diagram was used for this paper as it is slightly clearer.

A visual inspection of this diagram has implications for the aims of the Local Safeguarding Children Boards which were listed earlier.  The aims were to establish clear priorities for safeguarding and promoting welfare of children, to develop arrangements for information sharing between agencies and to improve how agencies worked together.  

The immediate impression from the diagram is the amount of pink circles, or individuals who are involved in this process.  In addition, many people belong to just one group.  This caused concern about how clear priorities for information sharing were being established.  Do all of these individuals, many only involved in one part of the overall process share common priorities regarding safeguarding children?  This could have been addressed outside of the group structure of course, but there did not seem to be any formal means of ensuring overall priorities were understood.  The Local Safeguarding Children Board seemed to rely on the leadership structure for this.  The assumption was that as the leaders of the groups were represented on the board they would ensure that the priorities decided by the board were communicated to their groups.  This is of concern, given that six groups (the ‘DF’ groups) had recently been established without representation on the Local Safeguarding Children Board.  The lack of a permanent leader for the VCS group could also be an issue if that group remained leaderless for a significant time.  

Although many people just belong to one group, there are a small group of people who belong to a significant number of groups.  In particular, three people belonged to seven groups and one belonged to nine groups.  These people are potentially very influential in the network of groups because they will have an in depth knowledge of the working of a wide number of groups.  Their influence may be reduced to some extent because all of the groups publish minutes, but minutes do not record all of the details of discussions and have to be read for the information to be available.  The amount of reading material produced by these groups was mentioned as a problem by some of the members interviewed for the qualitative part for the research.  As a result, these members, who have detailed information from several groups, could exert influence through that knowledge.  This could be a positive feature of this diagram, but it does have inherent dangers.  For example, what happens if one of the highly connected people leaves or has long term sickness absence?  Will the sudden lack of their knowledge impact in the efficiency of this network?  

Other concerns related to the size of some groups.  If they are intended to aid information sharing, can everyone really voice an opinion in such large groups?  How much opportunity will people from different agencies have to build up rapport in order to promote interagency working?  

This diagram raises many questions about how this network of groups functions.   The research project used qualitative research methods to investigate these issues further.  
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SNA – More than pretty pictures?

As this paper shows, SNA can be used as a powerful visual method to examine complex relationships.  However, visual methods quickly become unusable with highly complex networks or large networks and more formal mathematical methods are used to discern patterns within networks.  Many of the mathematical methods are straightforward, with intuitive meanings and do not require a mathematical background to understand and use.  Techniques are also being developed which enable hypothesis testing of network features and longitudinal analysis of network development (although these are more demanding mathematically).  SNA can give insights into how decisions are made, organisations function and how social entities influence (or are influenced) and other aspects of group interactions which are not available through other analysis techniques.  It is a lot more than just pretty pictures.
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The link on this slide takes you to a page which contains an collection of information I have found useful about SNA.

References

Christley, R.M. et al, 2005, Infection in Social Networks: Using Network Analysis to Identify High-Risk Individuals, American Journal of Epidemiology, vol 162, No. 10, 1024-1031.

McGloin, J. M., 2005, Policy and Intervention considerations of a network analysis of street gangs, Criminology and Public Policy, vol 4. No. 3, 607-636.
Luque, J. et al., 2010, Using Social Network Analysis to evaluate community capacity building of a regional community cancer network, Journal  of Community Psychology, Vol. 38, No. 5, 656–668.

Rogério Hermida Quintella et al., 2009, Network dynamics in scientific knowledge

acquisition: an analysis in three public universities in the state of Bahia, Revista de Administracao Publica, vol 43 no. 6, 1279-1314.

1

