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Ph.D. Course 41073      unibocconi.it 

 
TOPICS IN SOCIAL NETWORK ANALYSIS 

 
 

Course Overview. 
Organizations and individuals don’t operate in isolation—they are embedded in 

complex webs of relationships that shape such outcomes as power, innovation, 

and performance. From alliances between firms to mentorship in the workplace, 

from informal influence networks to industry ecosystems, who you are 

connected to matters as much as what you do. Social network analysis offers a 

powerful lens for uncovering these hidden structures and understanding how 

relationships drive organizational and individual outcomes. 

This course is designed for PhD students in management who seek to integrate 

network ideas into their research. It offers a dual focus on theory and 

application, providing both a conceptual foundation in relational theories and 

hands-on experience with network data and software. Through a mix of 

theoretical discussions and empirical applications, we will explore how 

network structures determine opportunities and constraints. Readings will 

include classic and contemporary research, covering the key debates in the 

field. Sessions will combine critical discussions of network theories with 

practical exercises, where students will work directly with social network data 

and analytical tools to apply these concepts in real-world contexts. 

Course Structure. 
This course is a hybrid between a seminar and a workshop. We will meet once 

a week and the class will be a discussion format. I may occasionally lecture on 

specific topics, but the focus will be on developing an understanding of the 

materials and techniques through discussion, exercises, and debate. As such, it 

is essential that you come prepared to class. 

My hope is that after you complete this course, you will be a more thoughtful 

consumer of research on social networks, and, more generally, of social science 

research. While some of the research perspectives emphasized in this course 

may not suit your interests, as a participant in the scholarly community you 

should be able to understand the research of others and judge it on its own 

terms.   

 

Period: a.y. 2025/26 
 
Class times: TBD 
6 Sessions, Room TBD 

Instructor: 
 
Prof. Alessandro Iorio 
Dept. of Mgmt. & Tech. - Room 4-B1-03 
alessandro.iorio@unibocconi.it 
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Sequence of Topics. 
The selected topics for the six sessions are listed below. 

1. The Foundations of Social Network Analysis. 

New knowledge is anything that allows you to predict some outcome more 

accurately than before. The enterprise of network analysis is one example 

of a focused search for new knowledge. Network scholars seek to find 

patterns in human relationships that explain important outcomes—health, 

economic, and political—that are ignored, nonobvious, or run counter to 

conventional wisdom. The readings for this class helped set the stage for 

the network revolution in the social sciences. They articulate, very clearly, 

what our prior assumptions were about how the world worked, and 

systematically showed us that we should think differently. 

2. Network Positions and Performance. 

The most frequent use of network analysis has been to examine the 

relationship between network "position" and the performance of people and 

organizations. This line of research has produced exciting and important 

ideas, including those of structural holes, status, and closure. Network 

ideas have also helped scholars reformulate ideas about power, leadership, 

and identity. The readings from this class will introduce you to some of the 

central ideas about network positions and their relationship to performance 

outcomes such as innovation or promotion. 

3. Personality and Social Networks. 

Social networks do not exist in isolation from individual differences—

personality shapes both the networks people form and how they benefit 

from them. Some individuals are more likely to build diverse, expansive 

networks, while others cultivate strong, tightly knit ties. Traits like 

extraversion, openness, and self-monitoring influence the extent to which 

people seek out, maintain, and leverage social connections. This highlights 

the role of agency in social networks—people are not merely embedded in 

networks, but actively shape and reshape them through their interactions 

and strategic decisions. The readings for this class explore how personality 

intersect with network structure, influencing key outcomes such as career 

success, leadership, and innovation. 

4. Network Formation and Evolution. 

Are there general patterns in how networks are shaped and evolve? What 

forces lead these patterns to emerge and what are the implications for social 

processes that we care about (e.g., the generation of innovations)? In this 

class we will cover some core ideas behind the formation of social networks 

including homophily, triadic closure, reciprocity, and at the macro-scale 

small worlds and clusters. 
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5. Cognitive Social Structures: Perceptions are real in their consequences. 

Social networks exist not only as objective structures, but also in the minds 

of individuals as perceived networks. These perceptions shape behavior, 

decision-making, and social dynamics—often with real consequences, even 

if they don’t reflect the actual network. In organizations, for example, 

people form beliefs about who holds power, who collaborates, and who has 

influence, which guide their interactions and opportunities. These mental 

maps have important consequences for a variety of different outcomes. The 

readings for this class explore how cognitive social structures emerge, why 

they differ from observed networks, and how they shape individual 

outcomes. 

6. Two-Mode Networks. 

Traditional social network analysis often focuses on one-mode networks, 

where ties exist between individuals or firms. However, many real-world 

networks are two-mode (or bipartite) networks, in which ties link two 

distinct types of entities, such as people and organizations, researchers and 

publications, or employees and projects. These networks capture important 

structural dynamics that are overlooked in standard network models. Two-

mode networks offer unique insights into resource access, influence, and 

affiliation. For example, individuals gain social capital not just through 

direct ties to others but also through shared memberships in institutions, 

events, or collaborations. The readings for this class will introduce core 

concepts in two-mode network analysis, including projection methods, 

affiliation networks, and centrality measures specific to bipartite structures. 

 

Assessment Methods. 
Effective class participation includes attendance to the sessions and making 

an active and constructive contribution to the discussion, asking questions, 

making constructive comments, and having a positive attitude toward 

learning. Your research proposal is due before the final class session and it 

consists in a research idea of your interest based on the topics discussed in 

class. The final exam will be closed book and consist of one open-ended 

question and five multiple choice questions. 

Students will be evaluated as follows: 

Participation:  20% 

Research Proposal: 30% 

Final Written Exam:   50% 

 

Tips on Reading Academic Journal Articles. 
Reading academic journal articles can seem like a daunting task: They are usually 

full of domain-specific jargon, complicated statistics, and what seems like 
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irrelevant and complex information. Thus, a lot of the information may seem 

irrelevant—but (usually) it is not. The details that are presented will help you to 

determine how much stock to put into the research. The methodological and 

statistical details, in particular, provide vital information for determining an 

article’s strengths and weaknesses, and generally for determining whether it is 

an example of “good scholarship.” Therefore, it is important that you learn how 

to read journal articles so that you gain the relevant information, yet be aware of 

their limitations. 

A primary goal of this course is to get everyone up to speed with the skill of 

reading journal articles. We will discuss this at various points throughout the 

course, and you should feel free to ask any questions that you may have. Though 

you will develop your own strategy over time, it is useful to keep the following 

questions in mind when reading a given paper: 

1. Motivation: Why do the authors think that their topic or question is 

important?  What do the authors (implicitly or explicitly) regard as 

incomplete in existing research such that their research constitutes a 

significant contribution? 

2. Theory: What distinguishes the theoretical viewpoint of the authors under 

consideration?  What causal mechanism or mechanisms do the authors 

focus on and why?  What are the potential advantages of a given focus and 

what are the drawbacks?   

3. Evidence: What types of evidence do the authors bring to bear to support 

their argument?  Which sorts of analyses do you find most compelling and 

why? 

4. Big Picture: To what extent do you regard this article as making a 

significant contribution to the larger questions that animate research in 

“organization theory”?  How could the work have made a bigger 

contribution? 

 

Faculty Bio. 
Alessandro Iorio is Assistant Professor in the Department of Management and 

Technology at Bocconi University (www.alessandroiorio.com). He received his Ph.D. 

in Organizational Behavior and Theory from Carnegie Mellon University’s Tepper 

School of Business, where he was awarded the Herbert A. Simon Doctoral 

Dissertation Award in Behavioral Research in the Administrative Sciences. His 

research uses a multimethod approach to understand mechanisms and returns to 

informal network relationships defined within and across organizations. He is also 

interested in investigating the origins and evolution of social network structures, 

with a special emphasis on the link between formal organizational structures and 

informal social relationships. His research has been published in leading 

international journals, such as Administrative Science Quarterly, Academy of 

Management Journal, Journal of Personality, and Organizational Behavior and 

Human Decision Processes. 
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