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level, you develop close friends in college—bonds 
that may continue for the rest of your life. You intro-
duce your friends from the student government to 
your roommate’s friends from the soccer team, and 
the network expands and your social capital increases. 
These acquaintances may have useful information 
about which professors to take, what campus organi-
zations to join, and how to get a job in your field. You 
most likely carry out all of these interactions both in 
person and online. 

When you graduate from your university, you will 
be part of the university’s alumni association, and 
this may become important to you for social con-
tacts, business connections, or help with settling in  

on out in the web to peers, then to friends of friends. 
Some thread connections are close and direct. Others 
are more distant but connect more and more people 
in an ever-expanding web. 

Have you ever used the Six Degrees of Kevin 
Bacon search tool? Perhaps you have heard that just 
about any actor can be connected to Kevin Bacon in 
six or fewer steps. It is also true that the typical per-
son in the United States is now fewer than six steps 
(or degrees removed) from any other person in the 
country. Stanley Milgram and his associates studied 
social networks by selecting several target people in 
different cities (Korte and Milgram 1970; Milgram 1967; 
Travers and Milgram 1969). Then, they identified “start-
ing persons” in cities more than 1,000 miles away. Each 
starting person was given a folder with instructions 
and the target person’s name, address, and occupa-
tion, as well as a few other facts. The starting person 
was instructed to mail the folder to someone he or she 
knew on a first-name basis who lived closer to or might 
have more direct networks with the target person than 
the starting person had. The number of links in the 
chain to complete delivery ranged from 2 to 10, with 
most having 5 to 7 intermediaries. This is the source 
of the reference to “six degrees of separation” and the 
original inspiration for the Kevin Bacon game.

More recently, research by scientists at Facebook 
and the University of Milan showed that the average 
number of acquaintances separating any two peo-
ple in the world is now 4.74. Within the United States 
the separation was only 4.37 people (Markoff and 
Sengupta 2011). Clearly, networks are powerful link-
ages and create a truly small world.

Our social networks, then, refer to individuals linked 
together by one or more social relationships, connect-
ing us to the larger society. Our social networks pro-
vide us with social capital, access to people who can 
help us get jobs or favors. Networks begin with micro-
level contacts and exchanges between individuals in 
private interactions and expand to small groups and 
then to large (even global) organizations (Granovetter 
2007; Tolbert and Hall 2008). The stronger people’s 
networks, the more influential they can be in a person’s 
life (see Figure 5.1) .

Networks at the Micro, 
Meso, and Macro Levels
As noted above, networks span the micro, meso, and 
macro levels of analysis. For example, at the micro 

The blue circle represents an individual—perhaps you—and 
the yellow dots represent your friends and acquaintances. The 
lines represent personal relationships between individuals. Your 
network, then, looks a bit like a spider’s web.

FIGURE 5.1  Networks: A Web of  
Connections

This woman takes a “selfie” with a mobile phone in front of 
activists during a rally near the Ukrainian Elections Commission. 
Within seconds her friends throughout the world could see her at 
this rally through her Facebook page.
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