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An egocentric network tale:
comment on Bien et al. (1991) *

Barry Wellman

Centre for Urban and Community Studies, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

The record s set straight as to who did what in the earlier days of egocentric network analysis -
Toronto style, :

Prologue

“My, my, a priority controversy”, wrote Charles Tilly (1991) when I
asked him to reminisce. “It was fun to see you straightening out the
record on survey sampling of egocentric networks,”

It has been fun writing this. What began as a simple correction of
an error has evolved into a memoir — the kind of thing folks talk about
late at night at Sunbelt Social Network conference parties,

Just what was said

My thoughts were stimulated by the comments of Bien et al. in Social
Nerworks. (1991: 77); “Egocentered networks were first introduced by
Shulman (1972)”. Bien et al. £0 On 10 explain their reasoning for thejr

: Correspondence to: B. Wellman, Centre for Urban and Community Studies, University of
i Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, MSS 2G8.

i Canada and the University of Toronto. My thanks to Milena Gulia for prepanng the references,
: I dedicate this paper to Donaid Coates and Charles Tilly,
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statement in a curicus footnote: “Kadushin (1989} mentioned Shul-
man in a citation of Wellman er al. (1988)".

Later in the same paragraph, Bien et al. appear to contradict their
awarding of priority to Shulman by noting: **On the other hand, in the
Detroit Area Study 1965-1966 an instrument similar to egocentered
network study was used (Lauvmann 1973); here 1013 persons were
asked for their three closest friends”. It's time to sort things out!

The paper Bien er al. cite as the basis for their attribution tale was
Kadushin’s (1989) keynote address at the 1988 Sunbelt Social Network
conference. It was an after-dinner speech where we expect people to
be wise but not tatally accurate. Here’s Kadushin’s flattering, but
misleading, remark as published in Connections (1989: 18): !

Then there was the great invention by a Toronto team (Wellman
himself assigns credit to Shulman, 1972} of the sample survey
research ego-centered network system. I rank the jnvention of this
method as close to the invention of sociometry as generative of both
empirical studies and theoretical probtems.

Note that despite Bien et ai.’s assertion, Kadushin actually cites me
personally and not Wellman et af. (1988). In fact, Wellman er al.
(1988} never cites Shulman although other papers of mine do.

Kadushin recently recalled (1991) getting information from me
about the origins of ego-centered network analysis in response to
“some early (late 1970s) inquiries and your old paper on networks and
cities circa 1978 [probably Craven and Wellman 1973) in which you
referred to Shulman for your proposed ego network method, but not
to others™.

My defense to Kadushin’s recollections of my response to his
1980-ish inquiries is similar to that commonly used in slander suits: I
didn’t say it. If I did say it, it was misunderstood. If I did say it and 1
wasn’t misunderstooad, I didn’t mean it. In any event, [ was not sober
at the time.

What of the published statement in Craven and Wellman (1973)?
Sure enough, Norman Shulman’s 1972 doctoral thesis at the Univer-
sity of Toronto is cited (p. 62) as a then-recent use of the ‘personal-
network approach’ along with Jack Wayne’s Toronto thesis {1971),
Fdward Laumann's book (1973), Charles Tilly’s program piece (1973},

' 1 had stopped editing Conrections by this kme,

H. Wellman / An egocentric network rale 425

and some works of my own (1971, 1972a, 1972b). However, Craven
and Wellman did not trace the origin of ego-centered networks
because we didn’t think at the time that anyone would care.

There is enough published confusion floating around that I should
sober up and correct the record. 1 suspect that now my origin tale will
be of more than egocentric interest, as egocentered network analysis
has become widely used in studying community, kinship, social sup-
port and personal relationships. 2

Harvard days

My Toronto work grew nicely out of my graduate student experience
at Harvard. Network thinking was flourishing there under Harrison
White and Charles Tilly, and categorical thinking was ossifying into
little boxes labelled A, G, [ and L. All graduate students and teaching
fellows working with Harrison White had to read and meditate on
Elizabeth Bott’s pioneering work (1957) - it was a key part of White’s
introductory sociology course. Bott had collected egocentered kinship
network data on British families and calcolated the first network
density measures. She also had the good sense — which we did not in
the East York study — to look at the networks of husbands and wives
in the same household. > However, Bott had looked only at kinship
networks, and she did not provide information about tie or network
variables other than density. ’

There were others looking in some way at community networks,
such as Linton Freeman studying power in Syracuse (1968) and Clyde
Mitchell studying migration in southern Africa (1969). 1 especially
remember Charles Kadushin’s 1966 paper on the ‘friends and sup-
porters of psychotherapy’, an application of Simmelian ideas (e.g.,

 For literalure reviews of eommurity and social networks, see Weliman (1982, 1988); for
kinship, sec Wellman (1990); for reviews of socia! support, see Wellman (1992bY: for links ta
studies of personal relationships, see Wellman (1992a).

3 Beverly Wellman and 1 (Weliman and Wellman 1992) have finally goiten around to relating
marital retations and nelwork relations among the East Yorkers. Our Toronto data shows much
different dynamics than Bott's data from 1950s England. In Taronta, couples act mare-or-less
jointly from their household base to relale to kith and kin, white Bolt shows that separate kin
groups tend to dominale and segregate husbands and wives. We think that part of the reason is
the increasing shift of friendship and kinship ties into the hausehold and away from public
spaces {see also Wellman 19929),
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1922) to networks of common interest. * For my doctoral thesis, |
created a survey schedule that asked Pittsburgh ninth-grade adoles-
cents about their networks (Wellman 1969). *

The East York / Toronto studies

What came to be known as the (first) East York study was conceived
by Donald Coates (1966), a psychiatrist at the Clarke Institute of
Psychiatry, Toronto. Coates believed that psychiatric symptoms were
affected by interpersonal relations as well as by the social characteris-
tics (SES, gender, ¢tc.) identified in the famous Midtown Manhattan
study (Srole et al. 1961). Through conversations with Charles Tilly,
newly arrived at the Department of Sociology, University of Toronto
in the summer of 1966, Coates developed the idea of asking about
interpersonal relations.

Charles Tilly, who came up with several of the East York ideas,
started writing in 1966 about personal community networks: tightness
of boundary, intersection, differentiation, density and knit (Tilly 1991).
His working paper went through several revisions and expansions at
the University of Toronto, the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences (Palo Alto), and the University of Michigan
(1970). Parts of it appeared in the introductory secticns of the urban
reader Tilly edited in 1974,

I followed Tilly up from Harvard to Toronto in the summer of 1967
to work with Donald Coates on the East York study and to be an
Assistant Professor of Sociology. ® I was principally responsible for

* All the players, of course, have their own origin lales. Kadushin (1992} has wirilizn (o correct

my endemic Harvard bias by pointing out the importani proto-network tradition at Columbia’s’

Sociology Depariment, starting in the 1950s, including Merton's ongoing Simmel semiflars. the
personal influence studies of consumet purchases and voting behavior, his own social circle and
elite studies (see Barton, ¢r al. 197%; Kadushin 1963, 1974):

First Yugostavia, then the world! The same personal influence plus social circle model was
followed - excepd here, among elites, the circles tumed back upon one another anfi the
people mentioned could be found and interviewed. That was, for me, the whoke point of
studying efites. They were enough of a commumity sa that one could study the networks
between them without using pseudo network data.

5 These network daja were never analyzed as | had encugh material for my thesis withow them.
% That's how recruiting was done in those days in old-boy Toronto.
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designing the sociological aspects of the questionnaire. I worked
closely with Coates and our research assistants, 7 and we consulted
often with Tilly and Norman Bell. # I took special responsibility for
the conceptual and methodological development of the sociological
sections, including those asking in detail about relations with kin,
friends, neighbors and coworkers (Wellman 1968). Tilly recalls (1991)
that in the academic year 1967-1968 he, Coates and I were the
principal developers of this first systematic survey of ego-centered
networks. “I think the original idea that Kadushin likes so much came
out of those meetings, and that you were chiefly responsibie for it”
(Tilly 1991).

Our Toronto research group conceived the idea of asking the
respondents for information about each network member separately
and of not restricting our analysis to only those network members with
specific types of role relationships (e.g. kin or neighbors) or specific
social characteristics (e.g. men). To measure density, we asked the
respondents if each network member was socially-close with each of
the others. We capped our information at six socially close ‘intimates’
(as we later came to call them) for two reasons: A pilot study showed
that few peoplec had more than six intimates, and budgetary con-
straints meant that we could not afford to ask about more relation-
ships. We also accepted the respondents’ reports about their network
members because we could not afford to interview the 3930 network
members named.

We prepared and tested the East York survey, 1967-1968, and we
did the full study in 1968 with 845 respondents. Most of the survey
was closed-ended, face-to-face interviewing, but there were a few
open-ended questions, and an on-the-spot, self-administered question-
naire for delicate personal matters, Our group wrote a few early
working papers, * and we soon published a paper describing the study
(Coates er al. 1969). Indeed, this large data-set is still being analyzed
and written-up (e.g., Wellman et al. 1991).

¥ Marian Gitlies, Margaret Hewson, Frank Maidman, Sharon Moyer and James Turk,

® Helf also was at the Clarke and Sociology, specializing in psychiatric and family malters. At
that time, he was mounting a study of domestic dymamics in East York that was intended 1o
parallel ours.

¥ Wellman (1968, 1974); Wellman ef af. (1969); Community Studies Section (1970): Wellman et
al. (1971, 1974},
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It is sad that the psychialric data never were connected with the
social network data. Donald Coates moved to Vancouver scon after
the data were collected and developed other interests. '™ 1 found a
supportive home at the Centre for Urban and Communiry Studies,
University of Toronto. One of the nice spin-offs from preparing this
memoir is that Coates and I have reconnected, and we arc planning to
‘finally’ link the psychiatric and network data.

At the Centre for Urban and Community Studics, my students and
I wrote more papers, developing the concepts of the communiry
question, personal community nelworks, the network city, and commu-
nity liberated. "' We did tie-wise analyses — in which all 3930 relation-
ships of focal persons are treated as a large sample (Wellman 1979) ~
and net-wise analyses - in which each of the 845 networks is a unit of
analysis (Wellman et af. 1974, 1991; Wellman 1985). We developed
ways of analyzing network composition, heterogeneity and structure. [
believe that we were the first {o ask in a survey if network members
help each other in everyday matters or in emergencies. This has
developed into the study of social suppozt.

Of course, we made mistakes in the pioneering East York study. As
we assumed that most relationships were globally supportive, we did
not inquire into the specific kinds of support that different network
members might exchange. We didn’t think much about the streagth of
weak ties (Granovetter 1973). We still thought of community as
essentially local - this was the era of Herbert Gans' Urban Villagers
(1962} and lane Jacobs' 1961 hymn to New York neighborhoods. We
only had one coding category for ‘outside of metro Toronto’. We were
flabbergasted when about one-quarter of the netwotrk members fell
into it, and we suffered because we couldn’t tell if these network
members lived 5 or 5000 miles away. Indeed, much of the motivation
for my second East York study was an attempt to correct these
mistakes (e.g. Wellman 1982, 1992b; Wellman and Tindall 1992,
Wellman and Wortley 1990; Wellman ef al. 1988).

e did produce a basic preliminary account {Ceoates er al. {1976) and a very long summary of a
propased book that is itself filled with findings {Caates, n.d.}

W Wellman (1971, 1979, 1952); Wellman of al. (1973); Crven and Wellman (F973), Gates ot ol
(1973); Wellman and Leighton (1979,
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Geiting saved and then liberated

The East York study fit nicely with my own lifelong celebration of
urban life. Growing up well-connected on the streets of the Bronx,
New York City, 1 took for granted the vibrant nature of urban
communilics. Studying graduvate sociclogy at Harvard in the late
196Us, Charles ‘Tilly and his students were dismaycd at the prevalent
‘community lost’ ideology of urban scholars,

The East York study provided a chance to document the continning
connectivity of urbanites. It was a reaction against the Community
Lost / Red Mcnace / mass society fears of the 1950s that urbanites
were disconnected, lost souls. It resonated nicely with the intrinsic
optimism of the 1960s" African- American, student and urban move-
ments that rejected bureaucracies and celebrated the innate goodness
and mutual supportiveness of people. We all celebrated Community
Saved in the city, in part to reject suburban sterility and in part to
promote race relations and rock and roll. Everyone came to San
Francisco - and sociology — with flowers in their hair. As we wan-
dered around cities and continents, with Kerovac {1958) and Europe
on 35 a Day in our hip pockets, we came to realize that Community
had been more than Saved: Community had become Liberated from
the traditional boundaries of neighborhood and kinship group.

As [ pondcred the meaning of what we were finding in East York, I
moved away from merely using networks to assert the continging
existence of communitics. I realized that if we saw communities as
networks, we no tonger had to think of them as necessarily bounded
by place (neighborhood} or solidary groups (kinfolk). My insight came
when | attended a *save the neighborhood’ meeting of the University
League for Social Reform. Jane Jacobs (1961) had recently moved to
Toronto, and like North Americans everywhere we were working o
stop expressways from destroying downtown neighborhoods. The ac-
tivists at thc mceting were a strong, supportive friendship network
that was doing a lot of good. People drove in from all over Toronto to
meet their friends, drink fine wine, and talk about saving neighbor-
hoods. Their metropolis-wide friendship network was a true commu-
nity of interest, yet they persisted in seeing the neighborhood as the
only possible form of community. When 1 was asked to write a piece

T The other stuclents included Joe Feagin, Nancy Howell {Lee| and Bdward Shorler.
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celebrating community for the book that came out of this meeting, 1
wrote the ironically hyperbolic “Who Needs Neighborhoods?” (1971,
1972b) in an attempt to pierce the smug ballnon of neighborhood
chauvinism. 3

Norman Shulman

What of Norman Shulman? At the time of the first East York study,
he and Jack Wayne (1971) were graduate students at the University of
Toronto. Shulman had begun thinking about networks before coming
to Toronto. For his MLA. thesis at Carleton University, he had worked
with Peter Pineo and Frank Vallee (an old friend of Bott} studying the
impact of urban renewal on community:

Community was supposed to be a localized, neighbouring issue.
But, ...when I asked about the ‘people you're closest to', I got lots
of kin and a bit of neighbouring. It was clear to me from that study
that ‘traditional’ conceptual approaches like groups, neighbour-
hoods, kinship, and the like couldn’t cut it when it came to
understanding medern ‘community’ ... So, 1 arrived back in
Toronto {1968) and to the Network study with this in my head.
[Shulman 1991]

Shulman made three key contributions to ego-centered network
analysis (1972, 1975, 1976a, 1976b). '* First, he was the first to study
change in ego-centered networks by comparing the findings from our
first East York study with those he obtained a vear later from
interviews with a sub-sample of our respondents. Second, he went
beyond interviewing only focal persons to also interview some of those
whom the focal persons had named as network members. This allowed
him to study the extent to which two persons regarded each other as
members of their networks. 1t has also enabled scholars to understand

3 At about the same time, Melvin Webber's (e.g. 1964) pacans to California freeways and
phones also were celebrating the existence of communities withoui place — albeit without data or
nelwark reasoning. Twenty years lates, 1 am sudying electronic mail and videnconferencing as
environmentally benign ways of sustaining liberated communities (see Wellman 1987; Mantei et
al. 1991),

" Charles Tilly and William Michelsan were his thesis advisors, As a junior faculty member, 1
gol 1o sit on his thesis examination commitiee.

[T T T R T v T L R T

the extent of relational symmetry and to assess the validity and
reliability of network data that has only been reported by focal
persons. Third, Shulman was a pioneer in studying variation in net-
works over the life-course {1975) and in analyzing specific types of
social support (1976).

Shulman became a faculty member at McMaster University after
graduation, studying intra-Canadian migration. He later became a
senior civil servant for the Canadian and Ontario governments, and he
now works with the Industrial Accident Prevention Association.

The Detroit study '*

As Bien et al. point out, Laumann (then an Assistant Professor of
Sociology at the University of Michigan) had asked male respondents
in the 1965-1966 Detroit Area Study about their three closest net-
work members. His work drew in part on an approach originally
developed in his Harvard thesis (1966). '* Although Morris Axelrod !’
had used an earlier Detreit Area Study to obtain summary informa-
tion about community ties (1956), Laumann’s study and our East York
study were the first to ask for systematic information about the
composition, structure and contents of specific ties. I remember
reading Laumann’s mimeographed working papers (1969a, 1969b}
when they arrived in the late 1960s after our East York study was in
the field. '
Laumann’s work culminated in Bonds of Pluralism (1973), still
innovative in its use of egocentered network data to study large-scale
social structure. Where the East York study was chiefly concerned
with the impact of the nature of ego-centered network characteristics
on the focal persons at the heart of them, Laumann's genius was to
use ego-centered network data to delineate the social integration of a

15 This account of the Detroit stody focuses on its relationship 1o the Toronto study. Edward
Laumann will have t supply the fuller version. Laumann is currently occupied as Provast of the
University of Chicago, that university’s highest academic position,

6 The book version was published in 1966. Titly (991} recalls that he and Laumann often
chatted about their research white they were both at the Joint Center for Urban Swudies,
Harvard.

17 Now Professor Emeritus at Arizona State University and the compiler of a comprehensive
data hase on reslauranis in the Phoenix area.

R

!
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city, It is not trivial that f.aumann’s book is dedicated to Talcott
Parsons and George Homans. Our East York study also differed from
Laumann’s in that we had information aboul fwice as many intimates
6:3, and ocur research has shown that the second three are quite
different in their characteristics than the three strongest ties (Well-
man et al. 1973, Wellman 1979). Claude Fischer and associates later
reanalyzed the Laumann DAS data (1977) to address questions about
the persistence and transformation of urban communitics.

Epilogue

As best as | can see, ego-centered network snalysis began with Bott.
But this is mostly a Toronto-centric tale with Cantabrigian precursors,
Without going back to the ghosts of Simmel and Durkheim, it fea-
turcs:

— George Homans and Talcott Parsons, both eager to link interper-
sonal relations with social structure, and big questions with good
data.

- Harrison White and Charles Tilly, rising, young-ish Harvard stars in
the mid-196U0s: White consciously developing a network analytic
paradigm, and Tilly showing how networks structure commuanities.

— Chronologicaily, Edward Laumann, Barry Wellman, Mark Gra-
novetter and, later, Clavde Fischer as eager graduate students of
the generation that was first able to link the Harvard tradition of
asking big questions to the Data Text/SPSS5/SAS tradition of
complex number crunching.

— Norman Shulman, as a Toronto graduate student of three [Harvard
emigres, doing the first longitudinal and two-sided study of ego-
centered networks.

- Donald Coates being on the first on the block to link psychiatric
concerns with social network data.

It is unfortunate that Bien er al. were not able to read Shulman or
Wellman before setting forth their version of the origin tale, and 1 will
try to be sober when I talk with Kadushin again. However, I am
delighted that they have created this opportunity for nostalgia. Bev
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Wellman and [ have just been to the marriage of Charles and Louise

Tilly’s youngest daughter. 1 first met the Tillys and network analysis
when she was born.

It is nice to see how well the ego-centered network idea has
developed world-wide. 1 am now writing and editing books on this
subject for Westview Press. My main sadness is that many social
support researchers in the fields of the sociology of heaith and social
psychology persist in using social networks as a metaphor only.
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