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Social Capital

Rob Cross, The Hidden Power of Social Networks: Understanding How Work Really Gets Done in Organizations



Financial Services Acquisition

Major Breakthrough Innovations



Impact of Social Capital

Percentage of Employees N=23,339  
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Social Capital for Individuals

Burt and Ronchi, “Teaching executives to see social capital: results from a field experiment," Social Science Research (2007).

Executives who 
underwent social 
capital development 
were:

…than peers in a  
control group

• 43% more likely to be 
promoted group

• 42% more likely to stay

• 35% more likely to be 
evaluated as far 
exceeding  expectations



94% of employers surveyed said  
organization productivity was 
actually the same or higher.

~ Mercer survey (2020)

Remote Work Productively



BCG COVID-19 Employee Sentiment Survey (August, 2020)

Connections Impact Productivity
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A Reward Gateway study suggests          
less connected to colleagues (41%)         

and their organization (32%).

~ Reward Gateway survey 2021 



Bonding SC 

increases speed&                      

experimentation 

by up to 10x
And increases 

team performance

by up to 35%

Bridging SC 
increases  
new insights 

by 25% 
& scaling   

by 3x

Social Capital:
productivity, 
innovation,                
& culture



Connecting for Breadth & Depth        
(Productivity, Innovation & Culture)

Discovery:
interactions 
that trigger 
novel ideas, 
new insights, 
and learning

Development: local learnings and interactions within 
teams to experiment and facilitate idea refinement

Diffusion:
interactions to 
share learning 
& influence 
across the 
organization

Bridging Bridging
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6 Degrees of Separation 



Network Patterns of High Performers
http://www.cs.virginia.edu/oracle/
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You can't connect the 
dots looking forward; you

can only connect them 
looking backwards.



Jobs Stephen P



Exercise

• Partner up with two other people into a triad

• Select a facilitator to keep time

• Each person shares one thing they are working on    

(20 seconds each)

Rotate

• Facilitator moves to another triad

• Each person shares one thing they are working on    

(20 seconds each)



Bridge erosion - 9 of 10 newly formed 

bridge connections deteriorate within one 

year of being established

~ Burt (2002)

Discovery Challenge in a Virtual Environment



Bridge erosion leads to network fragmentation



Initially, Bonding connections increased              
15% in our communications with                       

our closest colleagues.

Clive Thompson, NY Times (2020)



Team 1
Team 2
Managers
Team 3
Team 4

Intervention Impact: 

➢ Cohesion increase: 30%

➢ Productivity increase: 25% 

all Center Study: ImprovementsImpact of Cohesion

37% of productivity explained



An MIT study determined that up to 
35% of a given team’s ability to drive 
performance can be explained by the 

number of times team members 
engage face to face with one another.



• Small and Nimble

• Single-purpose

• Highly decoupled

• Connected through APIs

Two Pizza Rule

Development @





More recently, bonding 
connections have drop 10-15% 

with our closest colleagues



Bonding Connections are Critical

“You can measure interest levels, who the alpha is, who’s 
cooperating, who’s mimicking, who’s in synchrony. We 
have these communication channels, and we do it without 
thinking about it. For instance, if I lean a few inches closer to 
you, we might begin mirroring.” ~  Sandy Pentlandproductivity

Energy belonging trust

A challenge for solving wicked problems, creating a sense 
of belonging for new employees, and cultivating culture 



Face-2-face Influencing

Social capital is 
essential to influence

As much as 70-80% of our 
ability to influence is a result 

of face-2-face exchangesPentland, S. (2009), Honest Signals 



You can learn a lot by observing people



The Cognitive Sciences help us to explain this… 



Amount of activity 

and movement to 

determine interest

INTEREST ATTENTION EMPATHY

We are Social Creature @ our Core

EXPERTISE

Control over another 

persons response 

(pauses / turn taking)

Observation of body 

language mimicry & 

repeating words

Amount of variation in 

speech (pitch & volume) 

gestures shifts (extent)

autonomic thalamic attention mirror neurons cerebellar motor

ACTIVITY INFLUENCE MIMICRY CONSISTENCY



6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30

F2F Video Phone Text Bos, N., Gergle, D., Olson, J. S., & Olson, G. M. (2001) 

Building Trust in Virtual Channels
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Sense of Belonging within a Strong Culture

Cohorts by Years 

1 mo 6 mos 1 yr 1.5 yrs 2 yrs 2.5 yrs 3 yrs 3.5 yrs 4 yrs 4.5 yrs

Becoming an Insider





Proximity predicts what behavior    
will be future strengths @ 3X      

better than chance. Certain behaviors 
are even more contagious.

Cultivating Culture



35

3 months or less 4-6 months 7-9 months 10 months
to 1 year

13 to 15 months 16-18 months 19-21 months 22 months
to 2 years

De-Energizing Team 

Highly Energized team Energy is Contagious

3X drop



Exercise

• Pair up; declare “person A” & “person B”

• A; share an idea that you are super excited about

Online only

• How would you share the idea with a de-energizer 

• B; do everything possible to ignore them



Energy enables or dampens the spread

Another study found: 

• 5 most fear-inducing 
leaders create 62% of 
worry around them

• 10 most fearful 
employees account    
for  31% of fear ties
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Accelerating Time to Contribution

Fast Movers

Fast movers have… 

• 5 times as many 

incoming ties from 

colleagues

• 6 times as many 

cross-group ties

• 5 times as many 

energizing ties



Surge Rapidly into 
a Broad Network 1

2

3

4

5

Create Scale 

Where to Add 
Value & Close Gaps 

Shape Network 
for Well-being 

Generate Pull



Bridging connections have “fallen                      
off a cliff,” dropping by 30%. 

Clive Thompson, NY Times (2020)

Diffusion Challenge in a Virtual Context



Launch 

delays in the 

video game 

industry 

increase 4X 



Bridging Connections 
(across teams)

apr may jun jul aug sept oct nov dec jan feb mar apr apr may jun jul aug sept oct nov dec jan feb mar apr

Bonding Connections 
(within teams)



Pre-Pandemic Healthy Network



Neighborhood Effect in Networks



70 80 90 100 110 70 80 90 100 110

Executive

Managers

Employees

Average Decline in Bridging Average Decline in Bonding

Leaders are Losing Bridge Connections 



Healthy Network 



Unhealthy Network 

Minus
53 Leaders



You

Group 1
Group 2
Group 3

Influencer

What do you do?

Scaling your ideas for impact



Exercise

1. Pair up at your table and spend 45 seconds 
each sharing something your working on

2. In three words or less, describe the person 
you just talked and write it down (don’t share)

3. Turn in the opposite direction at you table and 
share it with that person



your Network says a lot about you !

gossip

2008, Burt, R., Gossip & Reputation



You
Influencer

Network Closure

Group 1
Group 2
Group 3

Scaling your ideas for impact





22 Practices for Teaming in a Hybrid Environment



    
 

  
     

  

  
  

 

  

    
  

  
  

   

Overwhelmed
All team members get involved in all 
processes and communications, leading 
to insufficient time to do individual work, 
inefficient decision making, lower 
engagement, and burnout.

Isolated
Ideas are developed in isolation from 
their context, downstream users of the 
output, and experts outside the team; this 
is the typical failure of skunkworks and 
self-managed teams.

Priority Overload
Excessive or misaligned goals are 
set by too many external 
stakeholders with competing needs 
and demands.

6 Collaborative Patterns That Undermine Group Success…
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Hub and Spoke
Excessive focus on leader or expert 
results in slow decision making, 
path dependence in ideas, burnout 
of that individual, and lack of 
engagement from team.



Make external connections 
– VERY significant aspect of 
leaders’ jobs

Bridge silos where collaboration 
matters:

1. Scale/Best practice transfer
2. Innovation/Optimization

Leverage the 
network’s edge:

1. Newcomers
 

Know and utilize the network’s center:
1. Engage key contributors
2. Reduce overload
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Intentional Management for Network Performance

2. Disengaged

Intentional Network Management



As T&D Executives we need to …

1. Teach others to nurture bridging interactions with other critical teams 
and customers to drive innovation

2. Focus on leveraging bonding connections to drive culture change, 
energy and wicked problems

3. Ensure new employees have a sense of belonging & are being pulled in 

4. Ensure leaders connect with each other

5. Teach internal network management and team dysfunctions
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Research & Relationships 
At the center of our unique ability to help you achieve these important goals is more than 20 years of research 

conducted with a network of the world’s thought-leaders that has formed the foundation of our toolset and 

methodology. While we have shared them in the appendix, it is the application of social sciences that spans: 

analysis of collaboration; drivers of well-being; and the sources of and fixes for collaboration overload.  

 


