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ABSTRACT: Social network theory and analysis (SNA) offers a
useful conceptual framework and a robust set of methods for
understanding, analysing, and representing the pattern of so-
cial interactions that surround individuals forming an overall
network of ties. SNA provides both insights and applications re-
garding relational structures that may be consequential for indi-
vidual and collective agency. Despite the fact that both SNA and
social work focus on relationships and behaviour, and that each
discipline could substantively inform the other, there remains
a significant lack of intersection between the two disciplines.
In response to this gap, SNA applied to social work can provi-
de additional ways to both diagnose and intervene behaviou-
rally through the following approaches: a) by identifying key
players in promoting the dissemination of behavioral changes
in networks; b) by segmenting and identifying groups, cliques
and communities; c) by supporting behavioural change through
social ties surrounding the individual; and d) by aligning and
applying specific interventions that draw on mutually interac-
tive processes in terms of individual influences on networks,
as well as network influences on individuals. SNA provides so-
cial work with an additional lens and set of tools based on the
constellation of interactions surrounding individuals, families,
groups or communities that supports understanding, diagnosis,
and intervention.

KEYWORDS: Social Work; Social Network Analysis; SNA;
positional inequality; situational inequality; peer leaders.
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RESUMEN: La Teoria y Analisis de Redes Sociales (SNA) ofrece un
conjunto de métodos de analisis de las interacciones sociales de
los seres humanos, que permiten de forma especifica investigar
las estructuras relacionales y la representacidon de éstas como
redes. SNA proporciona tanto acceso a nuevo conocimiento
como la representaciéon de las estructuras relacionales y
como éstas pueden ser consecuencia de la acciéon individual y
colectiva. A pesar de que tanto el SNA como el Trabajo Social
tienen su foco en las relaciones y el comportamiento, de lo
que ambas pueden beneficiarse, es significativa la falta de
interseccidn entre ambas disciplinas. En respuesta a este déficit,
el SNA puede ser aplicado al Trabajo Social desde los siguientes
enfoques: a) la identificacion de individuos claves a la hora
de promover la difusion de cambios de comportamiento en
redes; b) la segmentacién e identificaciéon de grupos, cliques y
comunidades; c) el cambio de comportamientos a través de los
miembros de la red y no del trabajador social como agente de
cambio central; y d) que la intervencidn orientada al cambio de
comportamientos puede ser bidireccional: individuos-red y red-
individuos. El SNA aporta al Trabajo Social la base estructural-
relacional para trabajar con individuos, grupos, familias o
comunidades basados en patrones de interaccién social,
traduciendo los conceptos de las Ciencias Sociales y del Trabajo
Social al servicio del diagndstico y la intervencion en red.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Trabajo Social; Analisis de Redes Sociales;
SNA; desigualdad posicional; desigualdad situacional; lideres
de opinidn; intervencién en red.
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1. INTRODUCTION

For the International Federation of Social Workers
(ifsw.org), social work, in its various forms, addresses
the multiple and complex relationships between peo-
ple and their environment. Its mission is “to enable all
people to develop their full potential, enrich their lives,
and prevent dysfunction” (IFSW, 2013), for which theo-
ries on human behavior and social systems are used as
conceptual tools in diagnosis and social intervention.
Social work can be described as a professional activity
that aims to help individuals, groups or communities to
enhance or restore their social skills by understanding
relationships with others and with their context. Thus,
social workers “are change agents in society and in the
lives of the individuals, families and communities they
serve. Social work is an interrelated system of values,
theory and practice” (IFSW, 2013).

The transition from an industrial society to an infor-
mation society has had a significant impact upon social
work. The benefits gained from such a transition have
included simplified recording and assessment, elec-
tronic advocacy, interactive education opportunities
and online group work and supervision (Csiernik et al.,
2006). The social changes resulting from technologi-
cal innovation have modified the structure of inter-
personal relationships. Technology has also changed
social work practice by offering new ways to perform
services and obtain information. As the National As-
sociation of Social Workers and the Association of
Social Work Boards confirm: “the challenges that it
brings require a special set of skills and knowledge to
provide the best practice available [...] these current
and near-future technologies are changing the nature
of professional social work practice in countless ways”
(NASW and ASWB, 2005, p. 4).

The expanded social context of the Internet and
social media has given rise to social networks on any
number of topics and social behaviors. Unlike the
mass media, which is a professional communicator,
social media is a collective and interpersonal com-
municator. This has enabled the creation of a social
interaction continuum, where offline and online social
interactions are individually and collectively experi-
enced (del Fresno, 2011a). Each wave of technology
not only modifies the interpersonal relationships of
large social groups, but also deepens or creates new
and potential processes of social exclusion that can be
studied with methodological approaches from other
experimental science fields, such as social network
analysis (SNA) to maintain and improve the quality of
services provided by social workers.
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As societies evolve and technology comes to form
a growing part of processes of change related to ever
more aspects of human activity, social work has incor-
porated new analytical approaches and new method-
ologies that enhance its capacity for comprehension
and intervention, as we have done in recent years in
the Konionia research group of the UNED (del Fresno
and Lopez, 2012; del Fresno, 2011b). In this paper, we
present the first findings of the intersection between
online SNA and social work as a continuation of re-
search in the field of healthcare social work on the use
of and access to generic drugs in Spain and their rela-
tionship to universal access to healthcare (del Fresno
and Lopez, 2014). In subsequent publications we will
present ongoing research on SNA applied to social
work and prostitution.

2. SOCIAL WORK AND SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS

Social network analysis (SNA) was originally de-
veloped by Alfred R. Radcliffe-Brown to address
the need to identify social structures as an evolu-
tion from Emile Durkheim’s functionalist theory
towards structural functionalism. For four decades
(1930-1970), Radcliffe-Brown’s metaphors of fabric
and web were prominent in the sociological under-
standing of social life as social network structures,
and researchers began to investigate the density and
texture of the social networks they studied. Howev-
er, the most explicit and earliest structural approach
to society dates back to Georg Simmel in the late
nineteenth century, for whom “society exists where
a number of individuals enter into interaction” (Sim-
mel, 1972: 24) and the object of study of sociology
“was no more and no less than the study of the pat-
terning of interaction” (Freeman, 2004: 16). Simmel
elaborated on this idea when he posited that “a col-
lection of human beings does not become a society
because each of them has an objectively determined
or subjectively impelling life-content. It becomes a
society only when the vitality of these contents at-
tains the form of reciprocal influence; only when
one individual has an effect, immediate or mediate,
upon another, is mere spatial aggregation or tempo-
ral succession transformed into society. If, therefore,
there is to be a science whose subject matter is soci-
ety and nothing else, it must exclusively investigate
these interactions, these kinds and forms of socia-
tion” (Simmel, 1971, p. 25).

From 1930 to 1970 “an increasing number of social
anthropologists and sociologists began to build on
Radcliffe-Brown’s concept of ‘social structure’ and,
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in doing so, began to take seriously the metaphors
of the ‘fabric’ and ‘web’ of social life” (Scott, 2011,
p. 4). From the 1970s onwards, there was “an ava-
lanche of technical work and specialist applications
appeared” (Scott, 2011 p. 5) from which the key the-
oretical concepts of SNA emerged. The sociogram —a
graph drawing where individuals are represented as
nodes and the relations between them as lines in a
two-dimensional space (Figs. 1, 2, 3 and 4) was intro-
duced as a tool of analysis by Jacob L. Moreno, who
is considered the founder of modern SNA. The objec-
tive of the sociogram is “a way of representing the
formal properties of social configurations” (Moreno,
1934/1953) which allows identifying both leaders
and isolated individuals, as well as discovering asym-
metric and reciprocal relations and creating maps
of linked connections. One of the key concerns of
Moreno was “the relationship between small-scale
interpersonal configurations and large-scale social
aggregates” (Scott, 2011, p. 9), thus summarizing
some of the key ideas of Weber, Tonnies and Sim-
mel, and anticipating the main sociometric issues of
formal sociology.

SNA is based on the premise of the anti-categorical
imperative (Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1994, p. 1414),
which privileges relations over the categorical attri-
butes of subjects to understand and explain individual
or collective social processes. According to Linton C.
Freeman (2000 and 2004), SNA involves four defining
properties: a) it is motivated by a structural intuition
of social relations; b) it is grounded in the systematic
collection of empirical data; c) it relies on mathemati-
cal and computational tools to analyze and visualize
such data; and d) it draws on graphic imagery to re-
veal the relationships and patterns of interactions,
thus providing significant structural insights and ex-
planations (Del Fresno, 2014).

Social work methodology relies on a system of
knowledge based on evidence gained from research
and assessment, including “local and indigenous
knowledge specific to its context. It recognises the
complexity of interactions between human beings
and their environment, and the capacity of people
both to be affected by and to alter the multiple in-
fluences” (IFWS, 2013). Social work with cases, fam-
ilies, groups or communities can benefit from SNA
and the knowledge accumulated on ego-networks,
small networks or large-scale networks and their
applications to spheres as diverse as public health
(Valente et al., 2003; Valente and Pumpuang, 2007;
Valente, 2010), the acculturation processes of im-
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migrants (Maya-Jariego, 2006; Maya-Jariego and Ar-
mitage, 2007; Dominguez and Maya-Jariego, 2008)
or in the community context (Zimmerman, 2000;
Luke, 2005; Villasante, 2006; del Fresno, 2012; del
Fresno, Daly and Supovitz, 2015). Despite the po-
tential of SNA for social work as a significant body of
knowledge, there is a significant lack of intersection
between the two disciplines. Hence, linking SNA to
the process of diagnosis, design and social interven-
tion is both viable and pertinent. Five arguments
justify the potential relationship between social
work and SNA:

1. For both disciplines, social networks begin with
people. The units of analysis are individuals or
social entities (families, groups, communities,
institutions, etc.) whose behavior must be de-
scribed and explained through their relation-
ships and edges.

2. Individuals and organizations that appear to act
independently are, in fact, embedded in dense
networks of relationships and wider social in-
teractions. People weave dynamic networks of
more or less dense relations that connect us
more or less effectively with other individuals
who, in turn, connect us with new individuals,
groups and communities.

3. For SNA, social life is rooted in the structure
of the positions and social relations and must
be explained through the analysis of these pat-
terns or distributions of positions, networks,
and types of relationships. The most general
feature of these relationships is that they are
rooted in cultural and symbolic values that
can be represented and analyzed due to their
network structure. Thus, network models are
constructed to reveal how these relationships
influence attitudes and beliefs, and can explain
human behavior.

4. The key is that from the structural standpoint,
the patterns of ties in networks are both the
cause and the effect of human behavior and as
such there is constant feedback between struc-
ture and individual and collective behavior.

5. The need for professionals to cope with both
traditional and new social problems of increas-
ing levels of complexity and the rapid social
changes occurring today, assuming that the
emerging structures should resemble organic
structures and therefore provide relevant in-
formation for decision making.
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3. TYPES OF NETWORKS FOR SOCIAL WORK

The first step in using SNA methodology in social
work is to define the network under study. Because
the term ‘network’ is a very graphic metaphor which
conjures up images of nodes (individuals) connected
by lines (relations), SNA studies social phenomena
and their representation in the form of relational
networks. This might appear to be no different from
other forms of empirical research except that SNA
studies “social phenomena by means of network rep-
resentations [...] What is distinct in network analysis,
however, are the kinds of data and methods, and the
reasoning that motivates network representations
and justifies the interpretation of results” (Henning et
al., 2013, p. 15).

A social network consists of a finite number of a
group or groups of actors (individuals, families, groups,
organizations, communities, etc.) considered as in-
terdependent units that have a relation or relations
that define them and can be represented by a graph.
The basic unit of analysis in SNA are dyads. A dyad is
formed by a pair of actors (nodes) and a variable used
to explain the tie (relation). The set of dyads between
a certain number of individuals with the same type of
property in the relation create a network. The dyads
are extended to create triads, thus introducing the
transitive analysis of relations. Subjects are deployed
socially through multiple dyadic relationships among
multiple actors that result in growing networks of re-
lationships with identifiable patterns of interaction.
Therefore no individual or collective actor can be con-
sidered conceptually as “social islands” (Flap, 2002).

Relational data contain contacts, links, connections,
kinship relations, transactions, and services that are
either rendered or received, which can be modeled
to represent relationships between actors. The rela-
tions (affection, solidarity, disease, sex, money, fear,
conflict, ideology, etc.) depend on the object of the
network to be studied and “may be permanent or
temporary, superficial or deep, regulated or informal,
in course or consummated” (Lozares, 1996, p. 109) al-
though it is necessary that the analysis focus on only
one or some of these relationships. Unlike statistical
approaches, the focus is not placed on the character-
istics of the actors but the relations, structures and
functions of the interpersonal and group networks
which are described and analyzed.

The position that an individual occupies as a mem-
ber of different social networks influences many
aspects that demonstrate the possibilities and con-
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straints of a social structure on individual action and
differential opportunities for access to knowledge,
health, social capital and others. The intersection
between social work and SNA allows explaining the
behavior of the subjects according to their positions
in the individual, family, group or community network
structure. The relationships that can be studied de-
pend on the research question, however, there are
two key analytical alternatives on how a network is
understood as a variable:

1. The network as a dependent variable: How and
why do individuals interact with each other in
a certain observed way? That is, to show and
explain why people are related in a certain way.
The explanation of social ties is often the aim of
such research.

2. The network as an independent variable:
What are the consequences of the relational
structure that is identified? For example, the
spreading of rumors or dysfunctional behaviors
related to health. In short, how the network
structure influences the action or behavior of
its elements.

3.1. Complete networks or open system networks

Complete networks are used to investigate a par-
ticular type of relationship between all members of
a unit of analysis. The complete network is defined
by the relationships that all members of the network
have with each other. However, if the network to be
investigated lacks clear boundaries — which are the
most interesting networks in some cases — sampling
may be necessary. Moreover, the dynamic nature
of networks often makes it necessary to delimit the
study in time. In social work, the feasibility of examin-
ing the complete network or not will depend on how
the unit of diagnosis and intervention is defined.

3.2. Ego-centered networks

To understand individual behavior it is necessary to
understand local social structures, which is the goal
of the analysis of ego-centered networks. An ego is
an individual focal node whose direct network of di-
rect relations with other individuals and the direct
relations between these sets forms an ego-centered
network. A network has as many egos as it has nodes.
An ego can be persons, groups, organizations, a com-
munity, or whole societies. In terms of social work,
ego-centered networks are a useful tool for cases,
families and groups.
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3.3. Socio-centric networks

Socio-centric networks are networks in a box. These
are the networks with which J. Moreno began his
studies, where the network is understood as a closed
and limited system. The research question will deter-
mine the definition of the network at a scale acces-
sible to the researcher. In the field of social work, a
socio-centric approach can be used for cases, families
or communities; hence a socio-centric network or a
network in a box could be sexual practices associated
with risk behaviors among a certain group of teenag-
ers or practices to incite or initiate teenagers in a high
school class in the use of drugs.

3.4. Scale-free networks

Albert-Laszlo Barabasi and Réka Albert (1999)
showed how large-scale social networks —which most
resemble real social networks — do not follow random
patterns but a preferential attachment distribution.
Thus, large networks of scale-free power law show
that 1) networks expand continuously by the addi-
tion of new nodes; and 2) that new nodes bind pref-
erentially to nodes that are already connected. This
demonstrated that large-scale networks tend to show
a very significant phenomenon of self-organization
beyond individual systems. The structure of large-
scale networks is therefore expected to present a high
concentration of relations (edges) in a few individuals
(nodes); a phenomenon that is applicable to a net-
work of sexual contacts, organized crime, the nervous
system, community leaders, etc.

4. IDENTIFYING OPINION LEADERS TO PROMOTE
CHANGE

A basic starting point of any intervention project in
the field of social work is to analyze the behavioral
patterns of users, their survival strategies and their
socio-cultural environment. As a helping profession,
the goal of social work is to provide expertise knowl-
edge in order to improve the skills of people, groups
and communities so that they can pursue opportuni-
ties and cope with problems more successfully (del
Fresno and Lépez, 2014; del Fresno, Daly and Supo-
vitz, 2015). To achieve these objectives, it is necessary
to identify opinion leaders, the balance and distribu-
tion of power, and formal and informal leadership
within groups, communities, etc. to promote changes
in socially dysfunctional behavior. The advantage to
this is that certain opinion leaders can act as agents to
accelerate intervention processes without depending
exclusively on social workers.
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Opinion leaders tend to be identified as nodes for
the diffusion of new ideas or behaviors (Rogers, 2003)
based on the premise that once they have been prop-
erly identified, they may act as change agents by re-
moving barriers and increasing the rate of acceptabil-
ity of new ideas or behaviors (see, for example, Kelly
et al., 1991; Lomas et al., 1991; Perry et al., 1986; Va-
lente and Davis, 1999; Valente et al. 2003; del Fresno,
Daly and Supovitz, 2015; del Fresno and Daly, 2015).
It is also possible to identify key nodes (people) in a
network to prevent the diffusion of erroneous or dys-
functional ideas, beliefs or behaviors (Stauffer and
Aharony, 1991; Borgatti, 2006). Network models are
used to solve various problems such as understand-
ing resistance networks, forest fires, epidemics, bio-
logical evolution and social influence (Solomon et al.,
2000) or public health (Valente et al. 2003; Valente
and Pumpuang 2007; Valente, 2010). SNA has been
used for the structural measurement of social capital
in networks (see, for example, Coleman, 1990; Burt,
1992; Borgatti, Jones and Everett, 1998) where re-
search pursues the opposite objective that is which
network properties contribute to the existence of
opinion leaders.

SNA is an analytical tool of great potential for so-
cial work as social workers tend to use the non-so-
ciometric methods of the positional approach. Thus,
social work could incorporate the sociometric meth-
ods of SNA to identify opinion leaders (Valente and
Pumpuang, 2007). What diagnostic and intervention
teams generally do is to identify opinion leaders based
on the organizational position they occupy within the
group or community. Examples of this type of leaders
include elected officials, religious leaders, community
organizers, prestigious people, etc. It is a relatively
simple process of identifying formal opinion leaders
as those who have more power in relation to legal,
political or ideational aspects based on their organi-
zational hierarchy. However, this method has three
disadvantages:

a) social workers who are responsible for diagnosis
and intervention may identify these opinion lead-
ers in an erroneous manner;

b) formal leaders may not be perceived as peer lead-
ers by the group or community and lack any real
influence in practice; and

c) these leaders may be ambivalent or hostile to
an innovation or behavior change (Locock et al.,
2001) promoted by social workers.
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It is therefore necessary to supplement this meth-
od with others that can aid in identifying informal
opinion leaders or peer leaders within the group or
community. For this purpose, SNA is presented as
a conceptual sociometric tool. Valente and Pum-
puang (2007, p. 886) described three methods that
use SNA:

1. Snowball Method. A randomly selected sam-
ple of members of a group or community are
asked to nominate opinion leaders of their
group or community, thus identifying the ini-
tial leaders. In a second round, interviews are
held again and the process is repeated until
an identification threshold is established and
a sufficient number of peer opinion leaders
have been identified. The advantages to this
method are that the data are representative
and generalizable and the collection of data
can be adjusted and modified during the
process until a sufficient number of opinion
leaders have been identified. The disadvan-
tages lie in both the representativeness of
the sample and the fact that if the group or
community is large, the field work required to
locate and interview the individuals may be
time-consuming.

2. Sample Sociometric. A representative sample
of members of a group or community are
asked to nominate opinion leaders of their
group or community. A threshold is estab-
lished to identify the peer opinion leaders.
Unlike the above method, in this method it
is assumed that the group or community to
be diagnosed or intervened is clearly delim-
ited. Specifically, the selected sample should
comprise 50%-80% of all the members of the
group or community to ensure a sufficient
confidence level (Costenbader and Valente,
2003) to identify the peer opinion leaders.
The disadvantages again lie in the represen-
tativeness of the sample and the need for a
clearly delimited study group (i.e., a school, a
neighborhood, an organization, etc.).

3. Sociometric Method. This method may have
the highest validity and reliability for identi-
fying peer opinion leaders. All or most mem-
bers of the group or community are inter-
viewed and a matrix is constructed with the
data of all the nominations. The advantage to
this method is that the entire network can be
mapped in a graph and other classic metrics
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of centrality related to the position that the
individuals occupy can be used to identify
network leaders (Freeman, 1979). Thus, this
type of opinion leaders are identified accord-
ing to their centrality in the network of their
social group, and are nominated by their col-
leagues or peers with whom they have reg-
ular contact and close relations, as well as
being respected for their opinions (Buller et
al., 2000, p. 233). A disadvantage is that the
method may be time-consuming and expen-
sive if it is large and unfeasible for networks
of 1000 members or more. This limitation can
be overcome by using online questionnaires
(Daly, 2010; Daly et al., 2014) or by tracking
and extracting the relations in an online rela-
tional context (del Fresno, 2011a, 2011b) of a
group or community.

4.1. Centrality measures: Degree and Betweenness

The concept of centrality in SNA addresses the
qguestion of which are the most important or cen-
tral nodes in a network (Newman, 2010, p. 168),
that is, it identifies individuals that are structurally
important and, more generally, the relative impor-
tance of all the individuals in the network. From
this point of view, centrality measures assign values
from highest to lowest, are an index at the individ-
ual level, and provides numerous metrics that allow
identifying key individuals according to the objec-
tives of the analysis.

Degree and betweenness are the key measures
of centrality. Degree is a very simple but highly
enlightening metric that measures the number of
edges connected to a node. In SNA, a high degree
indicates a large number of connections; hence,
people who have connections with many others
have more influence, more access to information,
or more prestige than those with fewer connections
(Newman, 2010: 169). In this regard, the degree of
centrality can be regarded as an indicator closely
associated with accelerated diffusion (Valente,
2010, p. 97). The degree of a node is calculated as
the sum of the incoming degree or in-degree and
the outgoing degree or out-degree. The in-degree
is the number of edges coming into the node, while
the out-degree is the number of edges originating
from the node and going outward to other nodes
(Golbeck, 2013, p. 40).

Identifying people, media, groups, etc. — which, as
nodes, function as a bridge or connection between

doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/arbor.2015.771n1011


http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/arbor.2015.771n1011

different networks on the major paths of a network
where news, information, perceptions, rumors or
falsehoods circulate — is a critical factor in any group
or community. The idea of mediation is captured with
the betweenness centrality measure, since it indicates
how often a given node is on the shortest path be-
tween two other nodes, which can be considered as
a gate-keeping value. Nodes with high betweenness
may have considerable influence within a network as
they control the information passing between some
nodes and others (Newman, 2013, p. 186). On the
other hand, when nodes with high betweenness are
eliminated, they disrupt the relationship between
other nodes as they are in the center of a large num-
ber of possible paths along which the properties of
the relationships circulate (Newman, 2013, p. 18;
Everton, 2011).

We present a theoretical model developed prior
to the fieldwork to identify and analyze the relation-
ships and network structure of a group of prostitutes
(women prostitutes, transsexual prostitutes, etc.) and
the individuals or entities associated with the refer-
ence group (NGOs, social organizations, religious or-
ganizations, social workers, social service assistants,
health professionals, family members, clients, etc.)
and involved in providing different forms of support
(physical, emotional, economic, health related, etc.)

Figure 1. Degree of the individuals in a network

Source: the author.
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demanded by the reference group. They represent
all the nominations as peer opinion leaders (n=294
nodes and 314 relations) in response to the question
“Who do you go to when you need X support?” which
can be answered in an open and unrestricted manner.
The network representation permits identifying the
importance of each node according to the relation-
ship it has with other members of the network and
their position in it. Using degree and betweenness
metrics, two different networks based on the nomi-
nations of peer opinion leaders are presented for all
the forms of support. The networks will also disaggre-
gated by type of support.

The network analyzed according to the degree of
each node (Fig. 1) reveals that nodes 1, 3, 13, 6, 24,
27, 8 and 266 are the most popular peer opinion
leaders or individuals. In the network that analyzes
and represents the network in terms of betweenness
(Fig. 2), nodes 3, 1, 6, 24, 27, 26, 4, 8 and 13 are the
peer opinion leaders or individuals who make bridges
between different networks within the group or com-
munity. Depending on the goals pursued by the in-
tervention in the group or community, certain peer
opinion leaders are selected. This network structure
permits establishing priorities and identifying critical
issues in the diagnostic stage prior to intervention by
social workers.

Figure 2. Betweenness of the individuals in a network
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The network also reveals the existence of isolated
individuals (nodes without links with other nodes on
the left side of the graphs or isolated dyadic relations);
individuals with very few edges on the periphery of
the network whose link with the network is very
weak as the nodes will be isolated if they lose one or
two edges; multiple ego-networks that indicate the
strength or weakness of an individual’s connections
to the network and their degree of centrality or risk of
becoming disconnected; small communities or clique
that are densely related but isolated from the main
network (middle left of the graph ), etc. SNA is there-
fore not only a theoretical method but a powerful tool
for analysis and representation that can be used by
social workers in the field before and after diagnosis
and intervention in a group or community to deter-
mine formal relations in networks, the importance
of certain nodes, and the possibilities SNA offers as a
predictor of the risk of exclusion.

4.2. SNA and the hospital pharmaceutical co-payment
scheme in Spain

Given the global financial crisis that began in early
2008 “that [is] driving Europe into a spiral of ever-
deepening recession [...] it is not surprising that the
responses have been badly flawed, and in some cases
have exacerbated the problems” (Stiglitz, 2012). In
Spain, the government of the People’s Party, which
has held absolute majority since November 2011,
requested financial intervention from the EU in June
2012 to tackle the debt crisis and prevent the collapse
of the Spanish banking system. At the same time, the
government has implemented austerity and liberal-
ization measures that are having an enormous impact
on all spheres of society, especially in health, educa-
tion and social services. These decisions have led to
the “weakening of social policies and rights that had
put all citizens on an equal standing and played a key
role in the redistribution of wealth (health, aid and so-
cial benefits)” (Caritas Espafiola, 2013, p. 3).

The public health system is undergoing a process
of privatization and liberalization which threatens
to turn what has always been a right in Spain into
a market product: healthcare. This wave of auster-
ity measures has lead to significant changes in the
healthcare system and coverage and has had a direct
impact on citizens in a number of ways, namely: a)
increased out-of-pocket expenditure on prescription
drugs, b) poorer access to medical care, c) abandon-
ment of care, and d) fear and stress among illegal im-
migrants (Caritas Espafiola, 2013, p. 4). On October 1,
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2013 a prescription drug co-payment scheme came
into force in Spain, which requires that patients pay
10% of the price of medicines that are dispensed by
hospital pharmacies. This measure includes drugs
prescribed for chronic or serious conditions such as
several types of cancer, HIV or hepatitis C, which re-
quire medical supervision and which, until now, were
exempt from payment.

The academic world has long recognized the poten-
tial of SNA for conducting research on the Internet
(Rogers, 1987; Watts, 2007). Social media are online
technology platforms targeted at synchronous and
asynchronous human interaction with a global and
local reach unprecedented in human history. The In-
ternet and Internet architecture have enabled the
development and use of these platforms to support
personal interactions, thus giving rise to a complex
interaction between social practices and technology
infrastructure. Indeed, we live in a complex labyrinth
of networks with edges that link people who share in-
formation, ideas, perceptions, beliefs, myths, rumors,
etc. in a real-time, immense, networked communica-
tion system (del Fresno and Daly, 2015). The result is
that, today, everything is connected: people, informa-
tion, events and places; all of which build relation-
ships with each other to form a vast aggregate social
network. Twitter is an online social platform that is
evolving to become a media of intersection of every
media and medium. The most significant aspect of
Twitter for SNA is that it allows the exchange of mass
and interpersonal communication features to under-
stand the structure of information diffusion networks
on a scale that was unimaginable just a decade ago.

Over a period of 24 hours (from 9: 00 am on 4 Octo-
ber 2013 t0 9: 00 am on 5 October 2013), we retrieved
all the publications on Twitter containing the keyword
copago (co-payment). Following the approval of the
Royal Decree to implement the co-payment scheme in
hospitals, the online climate of opinion focused on the
effects and consequences of the scheme on chronic
patients. The retrieved data was then organized to
obtain a network representation for the purpose of
identifying opinion leaders (individuals, NGOs, jour-
nalists, digital media and online media communica-
tion professionals) using the in-degree algorithm.
The network comprised 1,949 nodes (individuals)
and 2,293 relationships (Fig. 3). In a second phase of
analysis, the giant component, or the network with
the highest number of interconnected nodes (Fig. 4)
was extracted. The analysis of the network permitted
us to identify opinion leaders (the largest nodes) and
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revealed the predominance two online media, several
patient organizations, one very prominent journalist,
and social movements participating in the climate of
opinion regarding the hospital copayment scheme.
This same method can be used for longer periods of
study and applied to groups and communities of dif-
ferent scopes, or topics that are the object of investi-
gation and intervention in the field of social work.

This analysis is an scientific, economic, and results-
oriented analytical approach to identify opinion lead-
ers without the need for excessive computational
capacity or large investments. The methodology is
based on pattern recognition and the straightforward
identification of hidden signals within social networks

Figure 3. Co-payment: In-degree and full network

based on the exchange of information regarding so-
cial work subjects. In order to maximize its efficiency,
reassessments and the reidentification of opinion
leaders is critical.

The key for social work practitioners lies not only
in the identification of opinion leaders, but also in
defining the ideal information mix to input into so-
cial networks with the aim of reaching a “tipping
point” (Schelling, 1978; Gladwell, 2000) that allows
optimal diffusion at the desired level. This suggests
the importance of gaining a deeper understand-
ing and identifying network opinion leaders in the
movement of resources related directly to social
work interventions.
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Figure 4. Co-payment: In-degree and giant component

5. SNA AND NEW FORMS OF INEQUALITY

Online SNA also provides a new approach for ana-
lyzing social stratification and hierarchy as it reveals
how individuals are positioned with respect to their
edges (Fig. 3). Thus, SNA permits addressing the con-
cept of social inequality from an additional perspec-
tive. Social work and other social sciences have typi-
cally addressed the issue of inequality as a situational
category, that is, inequality caused by differences in
income, social class, ethnicity or caste, gender, geo-
graphic origin, educational level, access to health,
age, political participation, etc. and their correlations
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(Bourdieu, 1986; Pakulski, and Waters, 1996; Coburn,
2004; Abel, 2008; Lazarato, 2009; Ortiz and Cum-
mings, 2011; Mandel, 2012; Stiglitz, 2012; Weeden
and Grusky, 2012). In contrast to this situational ap-
proach, SNA permits addressing another type of in-
equality: positional inequality resulting from the posi-
tion that individuals occupy in their social networks.

It is evident in our everyday social reality that some
people have more connections and others less, that
some people are in positions of centrality while oth-
ers remain on the periphery of groups and communi-
ties, and that some have easier access to resources,
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emotional support and jobs than others depending
on their position in the different networks to which
they belong. In a world with growing levels of inter-
connectivity, “in fact, the tendency of people with
many connections to be connected to other people
with many connections distinguishes social networks
from neural, metabolic, mechanical, or other nonhu-
man networks. And the reverse holds true as well:
those who are poorly connected usually have friends
and family who are themselves disconnected from the
larger network” (Christakis and Fowler, 2009, p. 301).
As a result, those who occupy prominent positions in
social networks tend to benefit more from network
interactions as Barabasi and Réka Albert (1999) show
in the study on free-scale networks, the most com-
mon in the social reality. Hence, in an increasingly in-
terconnected world, positional inequality feedbacks
into situational inequality.

The idea of positional inequality can be linked to the
social capital theory of Coleman, since for Coleman
the value of social capital resides and is embedded in
the relationships between individuals and defined by
their function (Coleman, 1988, 1990). Thus, the “func-
tion identified by the concept of social capital is the
value of these aspects of social structure to actors as
resources that they can use to achieve their interests”
(Coleman, 1988, p. 101). Social capital is therefore un-
derstood as a property of the groups or institutions to
which people have access, as all investment in social
ties produces a stock of resources that people can use
later to achieve their goals. For Bourdieu, social capital
emerges as “the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources which are linked to possession of a durable
network of more or less institutionalized relationships
of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (Bourdieu,
1986, p. 248) or as “‘the sum of the resources, actual or
virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue
of possessing a durable network of more or less insti-
tutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and
recognition’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 119).
These positions are consistent with SNA insofar as the
greater number of social interactions and relationships
one has, the more capital one has and the more likely
one is to have higher chances of success in the social
deployment of individuals, groups and communities.

From another point of view, Robert Putnam (1995),
who tied in with the tradition of Tocqueville, under-
stands social capital as being proper of broader groups
such as a country, where membership in associations
and social relations increase the civic values and the
collective social good. For Putnam, social capital is an

ARBOR Vol. 191-771, enero-febrero 2015, a209. ISSN-L: 0210-1963

attribute that permeates the culture of political sys-
tems and even entire nations. Most importantly, so-
cial capital resides in societies, and is similarly acces-
sible to all citizens and not only the most capable of
establishing social connection networks (Furstenberg
and Kaplan, 2004, p. 220). Undoubtedly, this is appli-
cable to SNA, although it is beyond the natural scope
of social work as it can expand or abstract the subject
of intervention to too great of an extent.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Following the advent of the Internet in the 1990s,
the social changes associated with information tech-
nologies have occurred at a rapid pace and had an
enormous impact on the social sciences and social
work practice. As a result, “the roles for social work-
ers are changing and they may need to adjust to the
new demands for practice in the information age.
Social workers should acquire adequate skills that
use technology appropriately, and adapt traditional
practice protocols to ensure competent and ethical
practice” (NASW and ASWB, 2005, p. 6). Netnography
(del Fresno, 2011b, 2012; del Fresno and Lépez 2012,
2014) and social network analysis have now become
new fields of enquiry for social work as a helping pro-
fession that aims to provide expert knowledge in or-
der to improve people’s skills so that they can pursue
opportunities, cope with problems more successfully
and assess users’ environments with a view to design-
ing social intervention programs.

We live in a complex labyrinth of networks with
connections that link people who share information,
ideas, perceptions, beliefs, myths, rumors, etc. in a re-
al-time, immense, networked communication system.
Thanks to SNA, social workers now have conceptual
tools from the experimental sciences for perform-
ing diagnoses and more competent and effective in-
terventions. SNA is an analytical tool with a twofold
potential: a) to identify opinion leaders directly in the
field during the diagnostic phase, and b) as an inno-
vation in the context of the online social networks of
these opinion leaders and the diffusion of functional
or dysfunctional practices and beliefs among society.
Regardless of the object of study, SNA permits social
workers to materialize the invisible: the relationships
and ties in groups and communities of medium or
high complexity. Moreover, it allows identifying those
individuals or groups who, due to their position in net-
works, play formal or informal roles as opinion leaders
that influence the perceptions and opinions of other
members of the network.
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In a society where interconnection is growing and
multiple, the result is that today everything is con-
nected: people, information, events, and places; all
of which build relationships with each other to form
a vast aggregate social network. The SNA provides a
form of analytical understanding of the phenomenon
of inequality. The connections that people have and
those they have with other people (positional in-
equality) may be as important as the other indicators
of inequality arising from socio-economic status, edu-
cation or health, race, sex, etc . (situational inequal-
ity). Positional inequality occurs not as a result of who
we are, but who we are connected to (Christakis and
Fowler, 2009, p. 300), and is a new indicator and pre-
dictor of social exclusion. The new risks of social ex-
clusion arising from positional inequality pose a new
challenge for social workers: to connect or reconnect
the disconnected to their natural networks of belong-
ing, whether they be individuals, groups, families or
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