Reprinted from

SOCIAL
NETWORKS

Social Networks 18 (1996} 347-354

Are personal communities local? A Dumptarian
reconsideration '
Barry Wellman

Centre for Urban and Community Studies. 435 Spadina Avenue. Unisersity of Toronto, Toronio,
Ont. M35 2G8. Canada

H

ELSEVIER



SOCIAL NETWORKS

Editor
Linton C. FREEMAN, School of Social Sciences, University of California, Irvine, CA 92717, USA

Assoclate Editors

Lartssa LOMNITZ, Instituto de Investigaciones, en Matematicas y en Sisternas, Universidad National Autonoma de Mexico,
Apartado Postal 20-726, Mexico 20 D.F., Mexico

J. Clyde MITCHELL, 25 Staunton Road, Oxford OX3 7TJ, UK

Barry WELLMAN, INSNA, Centre for Urban and Community Studies, 455 Spadina Avenue, Toronto M5S 1A 1, Ganada

Harrison WHITE, Department of Sociology, William James Hall, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA

Rolf ZIEGLER, Institut tiir Sozickogie, University of Munich, Kenradstrasse 6, W8000 Munich 40, Germany

Editors, Computer Program Abstracis

Ronald L. BREIGER, Department of Socialogy, Comell University, ithaca, NY 14853, USA

Philip J. STONE, Gepartmant of Psychology and Social Relations, William James Hall, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA
02138, USA

Scope

Sacial Networks is an interdisciplinary and international quartery. It provides a common ferum for representatives of
anthropology, sociology, history, social psychology, political science, human geography, biciogy, economics, communica-
tions science and other disciplines who shara an interest in the study of the structura of human relations and associations
that may be expressed in network form. It publishes both theoretical and substantive papers. Critical reviews of major theo-
retical or methodological approaches using the notion of networks in the analysis of human behavior are also welcome, as
are reviews of recent books dealing with social networks and social structure.

There are no restrictions on the kinds of papers dealing with social networks that will be considered for publication.
Acceptable papers may range from abstract formal mathematical derivations 1o concrete descriplive case studies of particu-
iar social networks. In every case, the editorial criteria for acceptance will be based on the degree ta which a paper makes a
broad theoretical or methodologicat contribution te the study of social networks, The editors are therefore particularty inter-
ested in papers that attempt to uncover the processes by which social networks emerge, evolve and have consequences for
other aspects of human behavior.

Subscription Informatlon

SOCIAL NETWORKS (ISSN 0378-8733). For 1936 volume 18 is scheduled for publication.

Subscription prices are available upon request from the publisher. Subscriptions are accepted on a prepaid basis only
and are entered on a calendar year basis. [ssues are sent by surface mail except to the lollowing countries where air deliv-
ery via SAL mail is ensured: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Hong Kong, india, israel, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New
Zealand, Pakistan, PR China, Singapore, South Aifrica, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, USA. For all other countries airmail
rates are available upon request. Ctaims for missing issues must be made within six months of our publication {mailing) date.

Please address all your requesis regarding orders and subscriplion queries to; Elsevier Science B.V., Journal
Department, P.O. Box 211, 1000 AE Amsterdam, The Netherlands. Tei.: 31-20-4853642, 1ax: 31-20-4853508.

Social Networks is associated with the International Network for Social Network Analysis (INSNA). Individuals who are
members of INSNA may order a Combined Subscription to Social Networks and Connections (the Bulletin of INSNA) at
a reduced rate.

Fer member-subscriptions as well as membership information, please confact:

INSNA, Center for Applied Anthropology, University ol South Florida, Tampa, FL 33620, USA.

US mailing notice — Social Networks (ISSN 0378-8733) is published quarterly by Elsevier Science B.V. (Molenwer 1,
Postbus 211, 1000 AE Amstergam). Annual subscription price in the USA is US $259 (LSS price valid in North, Central and
South Ametrica only), including air speed delivery. Second class postage rate is paid at Jamaica, NY 11431.

USA POSTMASTERS: Send address changes to Social Nefworks Publications Expediting, Inc., 200 Meacham Avenue,
Elmont, NY 11003. Airfreight and mailing in the USA by Publication Expediting.

Copyright ® 1996 Elsevier Science B.V. All rights reserved, 0378-8733/96/%15.00

This journal and the individual contrbutions contained in it are protected by the copyright of Elsevier Science B.V., and the
following terms and conditions apply to their use:

Photocopying

Single photocopies of single articles may be made for personal use as allowed by national copyright laws. Permission of the
publisher and payment of a fee is required for all other photocopying, including multiple or systematic copying, capying for
advertising or promotional purposes, resale, and all torms of document delivery. Special rates are available for educationat
institutions that wish to make photocopies for nen-profit educaticnal classroom use.

In the USA, users may clear permissions and make payment through the Gopyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood
Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, USA. in the UK, users may clear parmissions and make payment through the Copyright
Licensing Agency Rapid Clearance Service (CLARGS), 30 Tattenham Court Road, London W1P OLP, UK, In other couniries
where a local copyright clearance centre exists, please contact it for information on required permissions and payments.

Derivative Works

Subscribers may reproduce tables of contents or prepare lists of articles including abstracts for internal cireulation within
their institutions. Permission of the publisher is required for resale or distribution outside the institution.

Permission of the publisher is required for alt other derivative works, including compilations and translations.

Electronic Storage

Permission of the publisher is required to store electronically any material contained in this journal, including any article or
part of an article. Contact the publisher at the address indicated.

Except as outlined above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrigval system or transmitied in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior written permission of the
publisher,

Disclaimers

No responsibility is assurmed by the publfisher for any injury and/or damage to persons or property as a matter of products
lability, negligence or otherwise, or from any use or operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas confained in
the material herein.

Although alf achvertising material is expected to conlform ta ethical {medical) stendards, inclusion in this publication does not
constitute a guarantes or endorsement of the quality or value of such product or of the claims made of it by its manufacturer.

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO 239.48-1992 (Parmanence of Papet).
Printed in The Netherfands



¢ SOCIAL
NETWORKS

ELSEVIER Social Networks 18 (1996) 347-354

Are personal communities local? A Dumptarian
reconsideration '

Barry Wellman

Centre jor Urban and Community Studies, 435 Spadina Avenue, University of Toronto, Toronto,
Ont. M58 2G8. Cunada

Abstract

Are local ties imporlant in personal commuanily networks? Since local tics only make up a minority of
people’s active ties. network analysts have argued for decades thal the neighborhood is not very imporant.
Re-analysis of the Taronto data shows that when contacts become the unit of analysis instead of ties, the
percentage of local relationships in active networks nearly doubles. Moreover. when we also take into account
active contacls with coworkers, who like neighbors are physically proximate, we find that two-thirds of all
contacts are "local’. As Humply-Dumpty has cogently reminded us, a network can be anvthing we want i1 w
be. [t depends on how we define it. When we change the definition, the conclusions change too.

1. How liberated are ‘liberated communities’?

“When T use a word, it means just what I choose it (0 mean — neither more nor
less,”” the noted postmodernist, Humpty-Dumpty, asserted a century ago (Carroll, 1872,
Chapter 6). The same is true for social networks. There is not any such thing as “the
network’, although many of us persist in writing as if this were so. How we dcfine the
members and ties of a network strongly affects what we will find out about it.

Roberto Fernandez (1993) stimulated my meditations on this when he wrote in his
review of Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton’s American Apartheid (1993):

... Barry Wellman. Barrett Lee, and others have shown [that] with improvements in
communication and transportation, social relations may have been ‘liberated” from
geography. (1993, pp. 365-366).

! My thanks to Milena Gulia whe prepared the tables for this note, to Nancy Nazer, Thy Phu and Bev

Wellman for their editorial comments, to Charles Wetherell who in the course of our collaboration started me
rethinking the locat nature of personal community networks (see Wetherell et al., 1994), o Bamry Leighton
who collaborated in developing the original ‘community liberated” argument (Wellman and Leighton, 1979),
and to Lewis Carroll, the nincteenth century’s preeminent postmodernist. Research for this paper has been
supported by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada and by Health and Wcelfare
Canada’s Welfare Grants program,
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When T took another look at the persondl communities of Torontenians, T found that
from one perspective it is wrong to say that active community ties are ***liberated” from
geography”’. 1t depends on what one means by ‘social relations’.

For two decades, our research group has argued that planes, phones and cars have
enabled communities to transcend the confines of neighborhood and kinship solidarities
(Craven and Wellman, 1973; Wellman, 1979; Wellman and Lzighton, 1979), This
‘community [iberated” argument contends that non-local, personal network communities
flourish. It is an alternative to the ‘community lost” argument that community has
largely disappeared {a key feature of the current American crime scare) and the
‘community saved’ argument that local communities continue to thrive (a key feature of
the 1960s).

Since my formulation of the community question, many studies have shown that the
typical personal community network is both ‘saved’ and ‘liberated’. It has a densely knit
core of confidants, many of whom are immediate kin. This core is surrounded by more
sparsely knit ties with other kin, friends, neighbors and coworkers,

Fernandez is right in implying that personal community networks rarely are neighbor-
hood solidarities (Fischer, 1982; Wellman, 1988, Wellman, 1990, Wellman, 1993} — as
tong as the unit of analysis is the te itself. Such ties are defined in personal community
studies as relations berween Egos and a half-dozen or so socially close network
members (called ‘intimates’ in my own research) or “active’ ties. The latier is a broader
definition that may include ten to 20 network members whom Egos deem to be
important. Thus persenal community studies focus on a small subset of strong ties
(Granovetter, 1973) among a person’s total set of 1000) or more informal relationships
(see the review in Wellman, 1992b).

Most intimate and other active ties are not with neighbors. People get out of their
neighborhoods quite easily. For example, our interviews with 29 Torontonians reveal
that 23% of their 344 active community tics live within 1 mile of the Egos at the centers
of their networks. (Wellman, 1982 and Wellman and Wortley, 1990 provide details of
this sample). The Torontonians’ regard most of the active ties who live within a mile as
‘neighbors” {79%). The other active network members living within | milce of their Egos
are a few *friends’ (8%), immediate kin (9% - parents, siblings, adult children), fellow
members of organizations (4%), and one workmate (1%). (No extended kin live nearby.)
Active ties with neighbors, coworkers and organizational members are usually weaker
and less durable than ties with friends and immediate kin (Wellman et al., 1988,
Wellman et al., 1996) °.

? The minor slatistical discrepancies belween the data reponied here and Wetlman ¢t al. {19%8) are for two
FEASONS.

{1} We cleaned our data after publishing that paper to eliminate ties which are not really "active’. In such
cascs, a few rcspondents padded their lists of active ties with relationships that were clearly not important to
thern. As the eliminated ties are disproportionately with extended kin who do not live locally, the cleancd data
slightly increase the percentage of local ties.

(1) In this paper, a “local tic® is defined as an active network member who lives within 1 mile of Ego while
Wellman et al. (1988} described only those in the ‘ncighbor’ role. In the currently cleaned data, those in the
‘neighbor’ role comprise 20% of all active ties, while *non-ncighbors’ comprise 219 of those living within |
mile.
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2. Finding local community in networks

It is not that local ties are negligible in personal community networks. It is surely a
Zen question whether the percentage of locul ties is only 23% or as much as 23% of all
active ties, given the potential of the metropolitan area (and the world beyond) to supply
relationships. After all, nearly one-quarter of all active ties come from the neighbor-
hood’s small population pool; three-quarters come from the rest of the world.

To say that 23% of active ties are local is to assume that all active ties are equivalent.
Yet, there are many ways to look at ties, In this paper, T focus on their frequency of
contact. In our Toronto studies (and 1 suspect in others), people have different
frequencies of contact with different active members of their networks. Suppose we
want to know what the percentage of local ties is among only those active ties that are In
frequent contact. When we operationally define ‘frequent contact” as face-to-face or
telephone contact at least three times per week, we find that 42% of such active ties live
within | mile (Wellman et al., 1988, p. 149). Thus the percentage of ties that are local
almost donbles when the criterion of *frequent contact’ is introduced into the definition
of these relationships.

3. Counting contacts

The importance of local ties becomes apparent when we redefine the composition of
personal community nctworks in terms of the number of contacts (interactions) that
Egzos have with the active members of the networks instead of the traditional procedure
of counting the number of ties (relationships). I weighted each tie by the number of days
per year in which there had been contact between the network member and Ego. For
example, a network member in daily face-to-face contact would receive a score of *365°.
Separate transformations were done for face-to-face and for telephone contact. ’

Changing the definition of network composition from the number of ties to the
number of contacts reveals the importance of neighborhoods for contact. Fully 42% of
all face-to-face meetings with active network members are with those who live within 1
mile {Table 1). Active network members living within 1 mile meet an average of 143
days year ': those living 1.1-5.0 miles meet an average of 123 days year '; while

those living farther away meet an average of 41 days year™'.

* These findings are based on respondent-reported data in the second Toronto (East York) study about the
number of days in the past year they had face-lo-face and ielephone contact with each network member
(Wellman, 1982; Wellman and Wortley, 1990}, Unfortunately, we did not collect data about the fength of each
interaction or the number of contacts made in a day. Other examples of weighting ties in studying social
networks include Doreian (1969), Peay (19807 and Freeman (1992). See also Wasserman and Faust's (1993)
generat discussion.

The proliferation of desktop vidcoconferencing may make the term “face-to-face’ contact inadequate Lo
describe situations where two (or more) persons are both present physically. One Canadian orzanization calls
their physical mectings ‘belly-to-belly’ contact, while Brenda Danet has suggested *flesh meetings’.
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Table 1
Frequency of contact per year with all active network members
Residennal distance # and % of sample Face-to-face contact  Telephone contact  Total contact
< 1.0 mile Total # of contacts ® 11419 5242 16661
N=230 % of contacts in atl networks * 42 31 38
23% Mean # of contacts per relationship 143 a6 208
% Media sphit ® 69 3l 100
1.1-5.0 miles Total # of contacts * 6380 4525 11405
N =56 % of contacts in all netwarks ? 26 27 20
16% Mean # ol comacts per relationship 123 81 204
9n Media split © 60 40 100
> 5.0 miles  Total # of contacts ? 8597 7061} 15658
N=1208 & of contacts in all networks * 32 42 36
al% Mean # of contacls per relationship 41 34 75
% Media split ° 55 43 100
Total Total # of contacts * 26896 16828 43724
N=1344 % of contacts in all networks ? 100 10 10
100% Mean # of contacts per relationship 78 49 127
% Media split ° 62 I8 100

2 Taral # of contacts and % of contacts in all networks refer o the distributions by residential distance,
Number and percentage suin vertically within columns.

" 4. Media split refers to the use that network members who live at different distances make of face-to-face or
telephone communication. The percentage sums horizontally within rows.

What about contact by telephone? Do those living in the same neighborhood avoid
telephoning in order to have the greater social presence of face-to-face contuct? Do
people use telephones to keep in touch with distant relations? In Toronto, it only takes
dialing four extra digits and a bit more money to call long-distance.

Distance does make a difference. Local network members call each other an average
of 66 times year™', those living 1 to 5 miles away call 81 times year™', while those
living further away call the least, 34 times year™! (Table 1). Moreover, the closer
network members live, the more apt they are to see each other rather than to telephone
each other. The telephone is used for 31% of contacts with network members living
within 1 mile of each other, 40% of contacts with those living | to 5 miles away, and
45% of contacts with those living further away. *

Even though network members living within 1 mile have a lower percentage of their
interactions by telephonc than those living more than 5 miles apart, these local networks
members telephone each other nearly twice as often (66 times year™ ') as those living
more than 5 miles apart (34 times year ' ). This is because local ties have more contact

* For more on how telephone networks sustain social networks, see Wellman and Tindali (1993). When
these data were callected in 1978, face-to-face and telephone contact were just about the only means by which
network members conmunicated. People rarely sent letters by post; [axes and electronic mail were extremely
rare.



B. Welbnan / Social Networks 18 (1996) 347354 351

(by telephone and face-to-fuce) than those who live further away. Consequently, the
23% of the active network members living within 1 mile make 31% of the telephone
contacts in all of these networks (Table 1),

Cornbining tace-to-face and telephone contact shows that the 23% of active members
living within 1 mile are responsible for nearly two-fifths (38%) of all contacts in these
networks. Clearly, local ties have a disproportionately large number of contacts with
active network members. Although most contacts are outside the neighborhood, local
ties are important sources of people’s routine interactions.

4. The workplace as locality

When people are not meeting with their neighbors, they are often with their
workmates: coworkers with whom they alse have active social relationships. If we think
of the workplace as a person’s second home, then workmates are like ‘neighbors’
because they are locally available for interaction. Although workmates make up only 7%
of all active community ties, they make up 26% of those active network members who
are in contact three times week ™' or more.

Indeed, workmates who are active network members see each other an average of
213 days year ' and telephone each other only 28 days year™' (Table 2). It is almost
always the workplace where contact between active workmates takes place, and not the
home or other milieus. This workplace focus is reflected in the predominance of
face-to-face over telephone contact. Unlike British workers, Toronto workmates rarely
gather after work in pubs, and they do not live pear enough to each other to meet
casually in public spaces or local shops (Wellman, 1992a).

We can obtain a broader estimate of the effects of proximity on relationships by
combining the data for those active ties who live within 1 mile of each other and those
who work together. Thirty-one percent of active network members live nearby or work
together, and these ties make up fully 68% of active network members who are in
frequent contact (i.e. at least three times per week or more by telephone or face-to-face).
A similar thing happens when we look at contacts instead of ties. Although workmates
are only 15% of active network ties, they account for 20% of all active face-to-face
contacts. Combining the two ‘local’ ties {workmates and thosc living within 1 mile)
reveals that while workmates and ncighboring network members make up 39% of all
active ties, they account for fully 63% of all face-to-face contacts with active network
members.

To be sure, workmates {unlike neighbors) rarely phone each other, Fully 9% of all
workmate contact is face-to-face. Yet because workmates see each other so much,
overall contact between them (phone + face-to-face) is still a disproportionately high
14% of all contacts with active network members. When we consider both workmates

3 Only one workmate lives within a mile of her Ego so double-counting is not an appreciable prablem.
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Table 2
Frequency of conlact per year with active workmates
Residential distance # and % of sample Face-to-face contact  ‘Telephone contact "T'otal contact
< 1.0 mile Total # of conacts * 260 0 260
N=1 % of contacts in all networks 5 D 4
4% Mean # of contacts per relationship 260 0 260
% Media split ® 100 ] 100
£.1-5.0 miles Total # of contacts ? 1978 383 2361
N=9 % of contacts in all networks * 34 31 6
3G Mean # of contacts per relationship 220 43 263
% Media split ! 84 16 100
>S50 miles  Total # of contacts 3520 362 38382
N=17 % of contacts in all networks * 61 49 60
63% Mean # of contacts per relationship 207 21 228
% Media split ° 55 45 100
Total Total # of contacts 5758 745 6503
N=127 % of contacts in all networks 100 104} 100
190% Mean # of contacts per relationship 213 28 241
% Media split ® 89 Lt 100

* Total # of contacts and % of contacts in all networks refer o the distributions by residential distance.
Number and percentage sum ventically within columns.

" o, Media split refers to the use that network members who live at different distances make of face-10-face or
telcphone communication. The percentage sums horizontally within rows.

and those living within 1 mile, then the 31% of the active network members who live or
work nearby account for more than half (52%) of all face-to-face and phone contacts.

5, The persistence of proximity

This re-analysis of the Toronto data shows that social relations have not been
liberated entirely from ‘geography’ (to use Fernandez’s term). Proximity’s influence is
not dead, although it has been stretched by the tclephone, the autemobile, the airplane,
and now the Internet. The preponderance of local interaction revealed by these data
suggests that the neighborhood and workplace continue to have strong effects on contact
in personal community networks. As neighborhoods and workplaces are usually more
socially homogeneous than the world around them (Feld, 1982), Massey and Denton
{1993) are right to worry that the high level of American segregation at home and work
fosters serious social isolation.

Do these data mean that I, Fernandez and others have been mistaken in thinking that
much of community is non-local? No, no, and yes. No, because neighbors and
workmates are still only a minority of active ties. Moreover, these relationships are
usually weaker than other active ties, Neighbors and workmales rarely are socially close
intimates. The only social support that neighbors give tends to be small services such as
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lending household goods or short-term childcare, while workmates rarely provide any
social support {Wellman and Wortley, 1990).

No, because local ties are almost always a small component of people’s overall
networks of 1000 to 2000 interpersonal ties (Kochen, 1989). Even if we relax the
criterion of active ties to include weaker ties, I estimate that most urban North
Americans tend to have 10 to 20 local ties, principally relationships with those who live
on the same face-block or apartment building, or whose children attend the same schools
(Wellman, 1990, Wellman, 1992b). Even if we consider ties with spatially proximate
workmates to be ‘local’, most people only have between 5 and 50 workmate ties. For
every assembly-line or office-worker surrcunded by coworkers, there are artisans, truck
drivers and shopkeepers who essentially work alone. Therefore, even with generous
estimates, local ties {neighbors + proximate workmates) are only 2% to 5% of a mobile
North American’s overall network. Such local ties are usually fragments of overall
networks rather than self-contained urban villages or coworker solidarities.

Yes, because local tics are a sizeable percentage of the people with whom most North
Americans are in frequent contact. These data make it clear that the network with whom
the Torontonians have frequent contact is quite different from the network with whom
they are intimate or the networks that provide them with either emotional aid, large
services or financial aid. All can validly and reliably be called *sccial networks’, and all
dre important elements of the Torontonians’ personal communities.

In short, we cannot base an analysis of community sclely on the neighborhood
because so many intimate and active ties are not local. Yet the predominance of frequent
contact with neighbors and workmates should lead network analysts to bring proximity
back into their investigations of community, along with the existing critena of intimacy
and supportiveness.

My hope is that this note will stimulate others to think about new ways of defining
networks. Merely shifting the focus from the number of ties to the number of contacts
has changed the apparent importance of neighboring in personal community networks.
Other definitions may yield other revelations.
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