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Introduction
Social network theory and analysis can provide helpful insights and strate-
gies to applied researchers struggling for social justice. Analyzing social 
networks allows researchers to understand the social structure underlying 
patterns of social injustice, as well as efforts to resist social injustice. This 
paper begins with a definition of social justice, and provides examples of 
societal injustice in the United States and Canada. Having demonstrated 
that these two societies exhibit injustice, this paper then briefly describes 
social networks and considers the social structures underlying systems of 

This paper outlines how researchers may use social network 
theory and analysis in struggles for social justice. First it defines 
societal social justice and then it examines American and 
Canadian societies, which, according to this definition, are 
demonstrated to be unjust. It then considers both societies in 
light of insight from social network theory and analysis, and 
explores unjust societal networks of power and imbalances in 
social capital. Then follows a brief reflection on the limitations 
and strengths of social network scholarship. With examples, the 
paper then highlights three strategies for applying social network 
theory and analysis to address social injustice: (1) mapping social 
structures; (2) creating, building, and managing social networks; 
and (3) building social capital. The latter two strategies accord 
with empowerment theory, which undergirds my research with 
the peace movement in Minnesota, offered in conclusion as an 
example of applied social justice research.
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societal power and social capital. A brief critical evaluation of social network 
theory and analysis is followed by a discussion of three strategies based on 
social network theory and analysis that social justice researchers can use to 
understand and resist injustice: (1) mapping social structures; (2) creating, 
building, and managing social networks; and (3) building social capital. The 
latter two strategies accord with empowerment theory, which underlies a 
concluding discussion of my own applied social justice research: studying 
and supporting the peace movement in Minnesota. 

Social Injustice in the United States and Canada
Social justice is difficult to define. Social injustice has negative impacts, 
especially on society’s disadvantaged or vulnerable demographic groups 
such as the poor; women; the physically and mentally challenged; gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender populations; the chronically ill; and 
racial, ethnic, and cultural minorities, particularly those without European 
ancestry.1 Individuals can belong to several of these demographic groups, 
thus increasing their vulnerability to injustice. Distributive justice is a key 
component of social justice, ensuring that societal resources are equitably 
and non-exploitatively shared, that all individuals are treated as equals in 
the societal opportunity structure, and that the needs of all individuals are 
considered equally important in society.2 
	 In addition to distributive justice, however, an important component of 
social justice is alleviating societal oppression (and thus violence) perpetrated 
against individuals and groups. When individuals and groups in a society are 
systemically or structurally subject to societal violence, that society cannot 
claim to be just, even though its resources may be equitably shared.3 Note that 
systemic (borrowed from systems theory) violence and structural (borrowed 
from structural-functionalism) violence are differentiated here to provide 
a more comprehensive definition of violence than that proposed by Johan 
Galtung, whose definition of “structural violence” is commonly used.4 Both 
systems theory and structural-functionalism draw from a biological meta-
phor suggesting that interacting, more-or-less complementary components 
of a social system (the organs) make unique contributions to sustain the 
survival of an entire social unit (the body), which strives for homeostasis.5 
However, systems theory and structural-functionalism come from different 
scholarly traditions, and thus “systemic” and “structural” violence and in-
justice designate different social phenomena. Structural-functionalism, with 
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roots in anthropology, demonstrates how societal roles and functions serve 
society as a whole. Society here is considered to be relatively homogeneous 
and static, yielding slow, evolutionary change, and includes cultural phe-
nomena such as norms and values.6 Systems theory, rooted in organizational 
scholarship, tends to consider society as less homogeneous, consisting of 
multiple nested levels that are subject to more rapid change, which may or 
may not affect society as a whole (as systems are more autonomous than 
societal functions or roles), and potentially more intentional.7 “Systemic” 
violence and injustice therefore provide a more atomized, changeable, and 
multilevel vision for the societal processes that contribute to these phenom-
ena, while “structural” violence and injustice include cultural phenomena, 
place more emphasis on the societal level, and suggest that social change is 
slower and less intentional. Both terms, however, highlight the social units 
and processes embedded in society that give rise to violence and injustice.  
	 Social justice connotes that society provides individuals and groups 
with an ongoing positive peace, by ensuring that the societal structure 
does not contain embedded and stable social patterns that harm certain 
categories of people (systemic and structural violence) and prevent them 
from realizing their potentialities.8 Such a society must honour the political, 
civil, social, and economic rights of its citizens and visitors.9 Hence, a work-
ing definition of a just society is one that distributes its resources equitably 
and non-exploitatively; ensures that the needs of all individuals and groups 
are treated as equal; provides meaningful participation in societal affairs and 
governance for all; honours the human rights of all; and eliminates all forms of 
oppression, systemic violence, and structural violence from societal processes and 
the social structure.10 The pursuit of social justice is the struggle to realize 
these societal ideals, particularly with and on behalf of disadvantaged and 
vulnerable individuals and groups.
	 According to this definition, the United States is not a just society and 
the struggle for social justice in that country should continue. The United 
States distributes its resources unevenly among social groups. People of 
colour are overrepresented below the poverty line (they represent 22 percent 
of the non-poor and 52 percent of the poor population in the United States) 
and they are more likely to be more destitute for longer periods of time than 
European Americans. Hispanic, African American, and Native American 
households have average incomes less than three-quarters of the average 
European American household income.11 Asset disparities between people 
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of colour and European Americans are even greater, as African Americans 
earn on average 70 percent of what European Americans do but own only 
15 percent of what European Americans own.12 Likewise, women are 40 
percent more likely to be living below the poverty line than men, women 
comprise two-thirds of all adults living in poverty, single mothers with 
children comprise 35½ percent of all households living below the poverty 
line and are the largest and fastest growing type of family living in poverty, 
and the average woman’s income is just over half that of a man with a 
comparable education.13 As in much of the world, the wealth gap between 
the richest and poorest Americans has also been growing since the 1960s, 
with wealth becoming increasingly concentrated in fewer and fewer hands.14 
Clearly, women and people of colour are disproportionately poor in the 
United States and the wealth gap between the richest and poorest Americans 
is increasing, demonstrating institutional, systemic, and structural forms of 
injustice.
	 Societal violence in the United States also affects the poor, women, and 
people of colour more than the wealthy, men, and European Americans. 
Violent crime and poverty are closely associated, as poor neighbourhoods 
provide a context that promotes violence, with high rates of unemployment 
and underemployment, poor housing, poor education, insufficient social 
services, high rates of mobility, high rates of disconnection between com-
munity members, and, often, low levels of social capital (see below).15 The 
disproportionate victimization by violence of the poor in the United States 
is demonstrated in a Washington, D.C. study that found that the poor-
est neighbourhood had a violent crime rate thirteen times higher than the 
wealthiest neighbourhood.16 In 1991, African American boys between the 
ages of fourteen and seventeen were eight times more likely to be murdered 
(112 out of every 100,000 boys) than European American boys (14 out 
of every 100,000 boys), and murder is the most common cause of death 
among African American teens.17 African Americans as a group experi-
ence more violence in the United States than European Americans due to 
systemic, structural, and institutionalized inequities. Likewise, almost one 
quarter of all women in the United States report having been raped or physi-
cally assaulted, and much of this violence is the result of domestic partner 
abuse.18 This violence is a reflection of societal arrangements that promote 
patriarchal societal control of women and tacitly support this violence; it is 
institutionalized, systemic, and structural.19 
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	 The situation is much the same in Canada, where women, First Na-
tions peoples, and visible minorities face systemic, institutionalized, and 
structural inequalities. According to the 2005 census, Canadian women 
earned sixty-two cents for every dollar earned by Canadian men.20 Gender 
violence also disproportionately affects Canadian women, 11 to 29 percent 
of whom have experienced gender violence.21 The spousal homicide rate 
of women in Canada is three times higher than for men; among former 
spouses, the homicide rate for women is almost eighteen times higher than 
for men.22 Census data from 2005 also reveal that First Nations peoples 
earned on average sixty-five cents for every dollar earned by the non-First 
Nations population, while other visible minorities earned seventy-one 
cents for every dollar earned by those not considered visible minorities.23 
First Nations peoples have committed suicide and been murdered at rates 
many times higher than other Canadians,24 have experienced higher rates 
of domestic and child abuse, are disproportionately poor, and are overrep-
resented in the criminal justice system and in prostitution.25 Wealth is also 
highly concentrated among a few Canadians. In 1985, Canada’s thirty-two 
wealthiest families and five corporations controlled one third of the country’s 
non-financial assets.26 
	 It is evident that both Canadian and American societies manifest 
injustice. This is particularly alarming because of the tendency for most 
individuals to accept inequalities between demographic groups as natural 
and normal. This is largely due to the belief that one’s social position is a 
function of merit rather than of systemic, structural, and institutionalized 
inequities.27

Social Networks, Power, and Social Capital
Social networks are social structures of persisting relations between social ac-
tors (individuals, groups, and organizations).28 Actors relate to one another 
from network positions that both constrain and enable their interactions, 
while the networks provide some stability to the broader social structure.29 
The relationships between actors (often called “ties”) are conduits for the 
exchange of resources (such as money, information, expertise, jobs, con-
nections, market access, authority, legitimacy, clientele, customers, physical 
resources, and staff and volunteer time)30 that help network members to 
meet their needs, and make them interdependent, with their network posi-
tion influencing their relative access to network resources.31 
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	 Two broad types of networks exist in society: expressive networks (also 
called “bonding networks”) and instrumental networks (also called “bridg-
ing networks”).32 Social support networks are a type of expressive network 
emerging from wider community and societal social structures; they are not, 
in this sense, voluntary.33 Personal support networks provide individuals 
with social aid (information, sympathy, and companionship) and material 
aid (financial and otherwise) to enhance their physical and mental well-
being.34 Social support networks are made up of intimate, special relation-
ships (with kin, friends, and neighbours), which provide many different 
kinds of support, especially when the network members tend to know all of 
the other members (dense networks) and the support is reciprocal.35 Social 
mobility networks are a type of instrumental network that also emerge 
from wider social structures, but instead of providing support, they provide 
opportunities and constraints affecting each person’s socioeconomic status 
attainment.36 Having relationships with people in helpful positions in the 
societal hierarchy confers advantages to individuals by giving them greater 
“social resources” such as early access to information about job openings, 
business opportunities, loan references, investment advice, referral contacts 
to get into a school or an exclusive social circle, or other such assistance.37 
Sparser, heterogeneous instrumental networks are advantageous because 
they are more likely to provide useful, novel information through their 
instrumental network ties (acquaintances and associates).38 The information 
brokers in these networks must be trustworthy because they have the power 
to distort and hoard incoming information.39 
	O rganizational networks also tend to be directed towards the attain-
ment of collective goals.40 Goal-directed, manageable interorganizational 
networks include individuals as representatives for the organizational mem-
bers. For the most part, interorganizational networks operate with little to 
no formal authority structure and without formalized subordinate/superior 
relationships among the network actors, although some degree of hierarchy 
can exist in a largely decentralized network structure.41 Social networks are 
considered to be enduring patterns of relationships between interdependent 
social actors who exchange valued resources in relational social structures that 
constrain and enable their exchanges. These patterns can be either emergent, 
simply existing as part of a larger social structure, or purposefully created, goal-
directed, and manageable, as is the case with interorganizational networks.
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	 Power operating within social networks has been conceptualized in two 
different ways: as the degree of symmetry or of centrality held by network 
members. Network exchanges between actors can be symmetrical or asym-
metrical. An asymmetrical exchange is a resource exchange occurring in 
one direction between two actors, while a symmetrical exchange flows in 
both directions.42 Asymmetry can indicate that a power imbalance exists 
between the exchange partners because one partner is more dependent on 
the other, particularly if the resource being exchanged is valuable and can-
not be substituted elsewhere (although actors tend to exchange with other 
actors who have similar levels of power, and power levels tend to equalize 
over time).43 However, power in social networks can also be thought of as a 
function of the relative network positions of network members. In general, 
the more central an actor is in a given network, the higher his or her level 
of power in that network is.44 There are two distinct ways of considering 
and measuring network centrality: as the number of direct and indirect 
connections with other network members (“closeness”) or as the number 
of other network members that an intermediary member connects together 
(“betweenness”).45 In practice, measures of betweenness and closeness tend 
to be correlated.46 Both conceptualizations of centrality recognize the in-
creased ability of specific individuals in the network to access and control 
network resources, influence network members, and gain status due to their 
network position and the density of their relationships.47 Power stemming 
from network centrality represents network power relationships better than 
depictions of power coming from asymmetric relations, which concern 
relationship pairs rather than the network itself.48 
	 Individual, family, and organizational networks interact with wider 
social structures and the society in which they are situated, being influenced 
by and influencing societal power relations and the relative socioeconomic 
position of different groups in society. For instance, John Porter’s classic 
study, The Vertical Mosaic (1965), illustrates how the economic, political, 
bureaucratic, media, and military elites in Canada consolidate their power 
through networks of relationships with one another and through intermar-
riage.49 Marc Pilisuk and Jennifer Rountree (2008) discuss how political, 
ideological, economic, and military elites in the United States are linked 
in network structures, creating social cohesion and network relationships 
within and between each of those domains of power.50 Elite social actors 
in Canada and the United States tend to relate to one another in dense, 
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homophilous (characterized by similar demographic characteristics and 
ideological beliefs), multidimensional relational networks, doing business 
with one another, maintaining friendships with one another, and provid-
ing information to one another, thus consolidating their social power and 
political influence.51 These elite networks also use their political influence to 
determine political agendas and patterns of philanthropy, deciding which 
social causes are supported and which are not.52 
	 The social structure of corporations in the United States and Canada 
provides societal elites with network connections as well. Almost all major 
corporations have board members who also serve as board members for other 
corporations, called “directorship interlocks.”53 The greater the number of 
interlocks that a given board member has, the greater his or her network 
centrality and reputation for power.54 Interlocking directors in the financial 
sector are common, and are particularly important because they exert great 
political influence and can differentially distribute societal and community 
resources.55 Interlocking board members create additional social cohesion 
among the wealthiest individuals and families in communities, societies, 
and the global society, reinforcing an elite class-consciousness and class-
based inequities.56 
	 When societal power is considered to be control over societal discourse 
and the naming of social phenomena, as depicted by Michel Foucault and 
other social constructivists,57 social network analysis also demonstrates 
cohesion among media elites (who largely control societal discourse and the 
naming of social phenomena) and other societal elites. As mentioned above, 
Porter found that social networks bound Canadian media elites together.58 
In the United States, social network analysis has likewise demonstrated me-
dia consolidation and ties of media elites with other societal elites. Edward 
Herman and Noam Chomsky (2002) found that the most of the media 
produced in the United States was controlled by just nine megacorpora-
tions. With interlocking directorships with one another and other types of 
corporations, as well as directors who were ex-government officials, these 
corporations provided a network structure for an elite class-consciousness 
that connected media ownership, political and military leaders, and business 
elites.59 They also uncovered evidence that reporters had ongoing relation-
ships with political, military, and business elites who were the sources for 
their news, ensuring that elite interests were given favourable coverage. They 
suggested that the relational integration among media, political, military, 
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and business elites supports a propaganda media model that influences 
societal values, protects elite interests, and maintains the status quo. 
	 Social network theorists refer to the power conferred by relational ties 
as “social capital.” In considering how social capital operates at the societal 
level, Pierre Bourdieu (1986) suggests that social capital is a disguised form 
of economic capital, representing an accumulation of the labour and social 
energy of all of network members, which is ultimately convertible to eco-
nomic capital when necessary.60 This privileges societal elites who consoli-
date their societal power through dense, insulated networks that reinforce 
structural inequities in society and prevent oppressed groups from having 
equal access to social capital.61 Robert Putnam (2000) illustrates that such 
network inequalities can reinforce social inequities at the community level.62 
Community social capital is dependent on the trust and connection that 
community residents have with one another (internal networks) and with 
individuals outside of their communities (external networks), which provide 
residents with a basis for civic engagement and exchanging information and 
other resources to benefit themselves and their community.63 Communi-
ties that are disproportionately poor, such as inner-city African American 
neighbourhoods, not only have fewer neighbourhood job opportunities, but 
their residents are frequently isolated from instrumental network contacts 
that could help them find employment outside their neighbourhoods.64 
Community segregation has been widely noted to disadvantage poor com-
munities, effectively cutting them off from important resources such as 
jobs and tax revenue.65 Even in immigrant enclaves, where relational ties 
are often very dense, social networks tend to provide community residents 
and businesses with internal community networks rather than the external 
instrumental networks that would allow them to access social capital outside 
their enclaves.66 Poor neighbourhoods can also be at an additional disadvan-
tage in maintaining their communities, addressing community problems, 
or strengthening their schools, when they lack the internal instrumental 
networks that could bring diverse residents together to address these con-
cerns together as a community.67 As instrumental networks also facilitate 
connection to political leaders and political influence, social change efforts 
can be stifled in disadvantaged communities that lack these networks.68 
	 At the individual level, the aggregated network resources that individu-
als can access by virtue of their position in their personal networks repre-
sents their social capital.69 Personal instrumental networks that are larger, 
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more heterogeneous, and have wealthier members are advantageous. As 
mentioned above, instrumental networks can provide their members with 
important new information, references, and referrals, and reinforce an indi-
vidual’s social position and identity, all of which can potentially affect his or 
her social mobility.70 Such information and credentials provide people with 
assistance in finding or getting a job,71 starting or maintaining a business,72 
or getting promotions or higher wages at work.73 Inequalities in instrumental 
networks exist between different class, gender, and racial/ethnic groups, with 
disadvantaged groups having fewer network resources and hence less social 
capital.74 Individuals who start higher in the socioeconomic strata have an 
advantage in creating and maintaining ties with other wealthier individuals 
who provide connections to socio-economic opportunities, perpetuating 
class-based inequalities. These inequalities are particularly poignant because 
poor individuals tend to rely more on social capital than the wealthy, as they 
have less economic capital.75 Women, people of colour, and immigrants in 
the United States and Canada tend to have smaller, more homogeneous, 
kin-centred networks than men of European descent, leaving them with 
fewer social resources and less social capital.76

	 It is important to note that there are some limitations to social network 
theory and analysis. Ties between social actors are indicators of relationships, 
not relationships in and of themselves, which are more complex and dy-
namic than can be discovered through surveys or secondary source research. 
Social network researchers employing surveys may also limit the range of 
responses that network members can give by limiting the number of ties 
under investigation, or arbitrarily bounding networks, or both—potentially 
excluding network members and their resources from analysis.77 In general, 
survey researchers must contend with all of the methodological limitations 
of self-report survey data, while research relying on secondary source data 
(such as documents listing corporate board members for interlock research) 
is constrained by the limitations of the sources. Social movement scholars 
have correctly noted that social network scholarship also underemphasizes 
the perspectives and meanings held by network members, potentially under-
mining efforts to understand their beliefs, norms, and values.78 In addition, 
network research tends to consider only the network under investigation 
rather than its context.
	 Social capital scholarship has been criticized because, by defining “social 
capital” differently to suit their needs and their research context, scholars 
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have invited conceptual ambiguity and confusion.79 Certain scholars have 
argued that social capital research may add little to our understanding of 
injustice, as other theories of inequity already imply that the social structure 
creates and sustains societal inequities, and that it may undermine other 
social justice research by underemphasizing other forms of systemic, societal 
power imbalances and economic inequities.80 As well, social capital should 
not be confused with economic capital, political power, or control over the 
military or the media, which are more direct and explicit forms of power. 
Clearly, being someone like Barack Obama or Bill Gates confers more power 
than merely knowing them, which gives a social actor power only through 
mutual obligation, influence, and social pressure.
	 However, the indirect nature of the power conferred by social capital 
can also be an advantage for applied social justice researchers. Because it is a 
less direct and explicit form of power, rearranging relationships to increase 
the social capital of disadvantaged groups may be less objectionable to elites 
or others invested in the status quo than redistributing economic resources, 
political power, or control over the media or the military. Social network 
scholarship also highlights the importance of social pressure and group 
norms in decision-making and can be used to investigate the relational 
context for societal or community decision-making.81 Ultimately, social 
network research can be very helpful in understanding the social structure 
underlying societal norms and actions, illustrating relational structures that 
give rise to structural inequalities, and providing evidence for the existence 
of an elite class-consciousness. This is critical when analyzing increas-
ingly connected, information-based societies like the United States and 
Canada, where societal and communal decisions are rarely unilateral and 
the resources required to execute decisions frequently involve a multitude 
of social actors. Otherwise, social justice scholars are left to theorize on the 
potential relationships among societal elites (potentially depicting them as 
homogenous, monolithic, and amorphous) and on the presence of an elite 
class-consciousness. Social network theory and analysis can help to focus 
social justice scholarship on the relationships underlying inequalities, offer-
ing scholars a conceptual framework and language for researching and un-
derstanding unjust societal, community, or interpersonal social structures. 
As discussed below, it can also be used to empower those directly engaged in 
social justice struggles. 
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Applying Social Network Theory and Analysis to 
the Struggle for Social Justice 
Social network analysis can illustrate how network theory applies to real 
life circumstances. A researcher can use survey questions to determine who 
is in an individual’s personal networks of relationships, or, using the name-
generator technique, members can survey an entire network to determine 
who in the network has a relationship with whom.82 Alternative approaches 
ask respondents what resources they can access in their social network (the 
resource-generator technique) or what social positions they can access in 
their social network (the position-generator technique) to determine an in-
dividual’s level of social capital or the level of social capital that exists in the 
entire network.83 The resultant data can be used to determine the centrality of 
individuals within the network (their power to access network resources).84 
Using these techniques, a researcher can map out the social structure of a 
group, relationships surrounding an individual, network cliques, resource 
flows between network members, or the social roles of individuals within 
a network (using their centrality, which can be cross-referenced with their 
formal societal positions and functions). Graphing networks can be particu-
larly effective in depicting these roles, resource flows, and relationships.85 
	 There are three ways in which social network theory and analysis can 
assist applied researchers who are struggling for social justice: (1) mapping 
social structures; (2) creating, building, and managing social networks; and 
(3) building social capital among disadvantaged groups. As discussed above, 
mapping social structures is an important strategy to provide evidence of 
an elite class-consciousness by illustrating the social structures that give rise 
to injustice. This assists in critiquing and overcoming social injustice by 
accessing or disrupting those social structures. 
	 The strategies of creating, building, and managing social networks 
and of building social capital among disadvantaged groups are based on 
empowerment theory. Empowerment theory assumes that disadvantaged 
groups have power that can be built upon to address their concerns and 
ameliorate societal and community power imbalances, suggesting that the 
disadvantaged are not powerless in confronting societal forces or the power 
wielded by elite social actors.86 Empowering disadvantaged groups can help 
them gain standing in a policy debate affecting them, disrupt oppressive so-
cietal practices or institutions (through advocacy or protest), or implement 
needed social services and social change (such as helping abused women 
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to create networks of services and support). Empowerment theory can be 
used by applied social justice researchers to assist disadvantaged people to 
meet their own needs; acquire useful skills and knowledge; gain access to 
resources, societal institutions, and service systems; and engage in advocacy 
and political action to challenge unjust societal practices and social policy.87 
The relationship between a researcher and the individuals and groups with 
whom the researcher works should be collaborative and responsive to their 
unique circumstances, values, wisdom, and beliefs, with any resultant social 
change efforts building on their strengths and being led by those individuals 
or groups, rather than the researcher.88 Ultimately, any social change efforts 
should help disadvantaged people see links between their own concerns and 
societal injustice in order to help them overcome these problems and gain 
more control over their lives and concerns.89 

Mapping Social Structures
Social network analysis can be used to illustrate how elite members of society 
relate to one another, to describe resource transaction flows between them, 
and to indicate the social positions of network members. As in the United 
States, Canadian corporations and financial institutions have board mem-
bers who serve on multiple corporate boards, creating interlocking corporate 
leadership.90 This demonstrates an elite class-consciousness and solidarity 
among the corporate elite in Canada and shows the degree to which these 
networks are closed and insulated from the wider society. Canadian corpo-
rate boards are more interlocked than comparable corporations in Australia, 
for instance.91 Such an analysis can also reveal elite individuals or cliques that 
are less embedded in elite networks and less insulated from the wider society, 
thus providing potential relational opportunities for disadvantaged people 
or identifying forums in which to challenge unjust practices or policies. 
Because social actors who are deeply embedded in social networks tend to 
conform to the norms, ideology, and political preferences of those networks, 
elite actors who are peripheral in the societal networks that maintain societal 
injustice (political, economic, military, or ideological) may be more willing 
to consider and adopt competing viewpoints that counteract prevailing 
unjust policies or practices.92 
	 Social network analysis can also be used to describe the social structure 
of vulnerable populations. Evidence for inequity and social injustice can 
emerge (such as demographic inequities in social mobility due to different 
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levels of personal social capital, as discussed above), along with insights 
about how to assist vulnerable groups. For instance, when given access to 
more heterogeneous networks through internship programs, networking 
associations, and forums in the workplace that allow people from different 
backgrounds to interact, women and people of colour have been found to 
be more likely to get a job, keep a job, get promoted, start a business, or get 
support to run their business.93 This is a particularly important strategy for 
women of colour living in poor, isolated, racially segregated communities, 
who become more readily employed when they have access to networks of 
men from other neighbourhoods.94 

Creating, Building, and Managing Social Networks
Social network analysis provides valuable insights for people who create or 
maintain individual or organizational networks. Creating networks for spe-
cific goals requires analysis to discover individuals who can help build and 
maintain those networks. In working with vulnerable individuals who lack 
social support, for example, social workers have used graphs of client rela-
tionship networks as a tool to uncover supportive people in their expressive 
networks and discover opportunities for strengthening or creating relation-
ships.95 Social workers have thus helped vulnerable clients understand and 
build social support networks in such diverse groups as the mentally ill,96 
the inner city poor,97 and families and new parents.98 This technique has 
also been used to assist intravenous drug users99 and alcoholics100 to identify 
individuals within their support networks who promote harmful behaviours 
(in order to avoid them or alter their relationships). 
	 In another example, social movements like the civil rights movement 
and the welfare rights movement have tended to bring individuals into their 
ranks through interpersonal networks and to use those networks to promote 
a group consciousness.101 Indeed, “social networks are the quintessential re-
source for movement organizers.”102 Critical consciousness103 can spread to 
individuals from disadvantaged communities via networks of relationships 
just as an elite class-consciousness can. This can establish class-consciousness 
and solidarity among the disadvantaged, which can provide the foundation 
for a social movement.104 An analysis of the personal networks of social 
movement participants could help mobilize and build the movement by 
identifying where interpersonal networks are dense and sparse (more op-
portunities exist in sparser networks), how homogenous they are (more 
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heterogeneous networks tend to have more influence), or which relationships 
have served to attract new participants or sustain the current participants. 
An analysis of relationships could also reveal relational clusters and cliques 
that potentially impede the movement’s functioning, as would be the case if 
a clique or certain individuals had more power or control than was desirable, 
or if a movement experienced “groupthink,” artificially narrowing its range 
of tactics or strategies.105 
	 At an organizational level, social welfare and health care services have 
been coordinated into referral, service provision, and service planning net-
works, integrating services received by vulnerable clients.106 Compared to 
autonomous organizational service providers, networks of non-profit and 
governmental service providers are better able to increase program innova-
tion, share and expand resources, facilitate interorganizational learning, 
extend organizational capacity to address large social problems, increase ser-
vice effectiveness and efficiency, bring grassroots voices to service planning 
and provision, help diversify and improve funding streams, and increase 
the public awareness of a non-profit or governmental agency.107 However, 
drawbacks to network participation for social service providers include 
increased time and financial requirements, clashing organizational cultures, 
constrained client service choice due to reduced competition, organizational 
drift away from the original missions, outcomes that tend to become more 
conservative, and challenges in managing interactions.108 
	 Settlement houses in Vancouver have balanced their organizational 
autonomy with network integration by providing comprehensive services 
(counselling, English as a second language instruction, and childcare, all in 
one location) to neighbourhood residents in poor immigrant communities, 
while also participating in social service networks.109 These settlement houses 
consciously attempt to build the social capital of neighbourhood residents 
by creating venues for these residents to interact with one another and non-
residents, as well as connecting new immigrants to long-term Canadian 
hosts. Non-profits such as these also rely on informal individual networks of 
staff, volunteers, and board members to help recruit others to the organiza-
tion or to seek funding.110 These Vancouver settlement houses and other 
Canadian non-profits have further helped disadvantaged clients build their 
social capital by providing them with opportunities to participate on their 
boards of directors, thus connecting them to influential individuals inside 
and outside of their communities.111 
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	 Social network evaluation researchers assessing organizational network 
effectiveness commonly consider the effects that network interactions have 
on the tasks and goals of the network members.112 The quantity, quality, 
and nature of interactions among the network members or with individuals 
outside the network can be used as outcome variables, which can then be 
used to assess the social capacity of the network to respond to challenges 
that the members may face.113 For instance, researchers evaluating the per-
formance of social service networks providing disaster relief to communities 
in Louisiana concluded that African Americans, the elderly, and women 
were particularly vulnerable during a natural disaster and were not able to 
access social services readily when a hurricane came, relying instead on their 
expressive networks of friends and family for support.114 They suggested that 
the small social service agencies regularly serving these vulnerable groups 
needed to be more integrated into disaster relief service networks (which 
had previously overlooked small agencies) to ensure that their clients would 
have better access to services in times of emergency and that the social service 
network would have more relevant and timely information to determine 
how to serve them. 

Building Social Capital
Social network researchers can also assist disadvantaged individuals and 
communities to build their social capital and challenge social injustice. En-
couraging community participation by providing geographically and socially 
proximate individuals with relationship and trust-building events, venues, 
and communication channels can improve the functioning of disadvantaged 
communities (as with the settlement houses discussed above).115 In striving 
for social justice with community development projects, understanding 
community relationships and cultivating relationships with key individuals 
is necessary. Social network analysis can be used to identify and establish 
relationships with key individuals by researching various kinds of commu-
nity networks (such as social service networks, networks of local businesses, 
or local political or financial networks).116 This information can be used 
to provide people from disadvantaged communities with better access to 
their community leaders. Researchers may also uncover opportunities for 
community residents to participate in leadership positions and community 
decisions, which can increase community trust, civic engagement, and social 
capital.117
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	 In communities disproportionately affected by poverty, increasing so-
cial capital can help decrease poverty and its effects in those communities.118 
In the rural town of Hayfork, California, after the closure of the mill which 
was the town’s main source of employment, the residents came together 
as a community (creating an internal network) to consider their aggregate 
connections to external resources (their external network) and to develop 
the Watershed Research and Training Center.119 The internal network was 
used to envision and decide upon a course of action (planning and creating 
the centre), identify the community’s available human resources, build the 
internal capacity to run the centre, fund the centre’s start-up, and identify 
markets for its products once it was operational. The centre then provided 
Hayfork’s residents with a headquarters for their community network, 
employment, vocational training, and a small business incubator. In Tupelo, 
Mississippi, local business leaders and farmers created a community network 
to envision, plan, and implement a community dairy industry, which pulled 
the town out of poverty and provided the resources to improve local schools 
and services. They also ensured that community businesses paid residents a 
living wage and that town governance was less hierarchical.120 
	 Cultivating community relationships can also assist disadvantaged 
populations by creating networks of social support that assist them in man-
aging and overcoming their day-to-day concerns and occasional crises. In a 
low-income community in a small Midwestern city, the Network Utilization 
Project created a network of African American families, in which individual 
families learned to see their problems and potential remedies as communal, 
and could share communal resources to advocate for needed social change 
(they were ultimately successful in an advocacy campaign with local social 
service providers).121 For disadvantaged communities that experience natu-
ral disasters, informal interpersonal community social support networks can 
be vital to the survival and well-being of community residents.122 As noted 
above, immigrant groups have also used their neighbourhood social capital 
in ethnic enclaves to support local businesses, although these networks are 
often limited to connections inside the community.123 Japanese Americans 
and Chinese Americans have a long history of organizing community 
associations into networks that provide collective support for individual 
community residents and strengthen the community as a whole.124 Social 
network researchers seeking to support disadvantaged communities should 
study existing social support networks to identify how they could be 
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enhanced, and how they could be connected to formal networks of social 
service providers, social capital outside of the communities, or other forms 
of helpful support.
	 Building social capital can also be an effective violence reduction strat-
egy for vulnerable populations. Women escaping from domestic abuse have 
employed safe home and self-help networks to develop reciprocal, supportive 
relationships among survivors.125 These networks have been particularly ef-
fective with women of colour when the staff and volunteers have come from 
the survivors’ communities.126 Empowered survivors often spread awareness 
of this form of structural violence to the community through their networks 
of relationships.127 Rather than relying on formal sources of support such as 
the police or social services, many abused women employ their interpersonal 
networks as sources of support, thus increasing the importance of their in-
terpersonal support network resources to prevent and mitigate the effects of 
domestic abuse, especially in disadvantaged and immigrant communities.128 
Individuals working with domestic violence victims need to be aware of the 
importance of their support networks and incorporate them into service 
planning and integrate services into the networks as much as possible. This 
social capital can provide a valuable source of power to challenge systemic 
patterns of injustice against women.
	 Building social capital has also been used as a strategy to help First 
Nations ex-offenders discontinue gang participation, make a living that 
is not dependent on criminal activity, and escape the cycles of violence 
perpetrated by and against them. The Ogijiita Pimatiswim Kinamatwin 
program in Winnipeg serves individuals who have depended on their gang 
networks for social support to cope with their life stresses as well as their 
legacies of colonization and cultural subjugation, replacing gang networks 
with relationships that help them escape from gang life.129 In conjunction 
with activities that reinforce First Nations cultural identities and assist the 
participants to overcome past trauma and violence, the participants build 
relationships with other ex-offenders who have escaped gang life and who 
now teach them a trade. In addition, the program attempts to nurture rela-
tionships between participants and community members who are not gang 
affiliated and who can provide them with social resources, although these 
networks are harder to create and sustain. Ogijiita Pimatiswim Kinamatwin 
participants also gain a greater awareness of how social injustice affects their 
lives, which motivates and empowers them to challenge patterns of injustice 
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affecting their lives and communities, in part by helping them to replace 
the social support received in gangs with relationships that support these 
challenges to social injustice. 
	 However, as illustrated by the Ogijiita Pimatiswim Kinamatwin pro-
gram, one cannot always assume that relationships are benevolent, or even 
benign, or that they necessarily produce social capital. Some relationships can 
hinder the development of social capital. For instance, individuals attempt-
ing to lift themselves out of drug or alcohol dependency frequently have 
substance use relationship networks that impede their ability to discontinue 
their substance use.130 In such networks of negative social capital, the norms 
of key individuals or the entire group may have to change before the group 
or individuals within it can provide positive social capital (such as assisting 
someone to overcome an addiction). The same holds true in organizations. 
If individuals within a workplace network perceive that they are in competi-
tion for scarce resources or promotions, they may try to undermine one 
another, hindering the overall performance of the organization.131 In fact, 
negative relationships at work can have a greater impact on an individual 
or an organization than positive relationships have.132 The same premise 
holds true for community or interorganizational networks. For example, 
in the Network Utilization Project described above, community residents 
identified an ineffective social service provider who negatively affected 
their social service network and community services.133 To minimize the 
potential impact of negative social capital, a researcher should understand 
the norms and behaviours of social actors, and use that information to help 
social actors remove harmful actors, change their harmful behaviours, or 
alter harmful network norms. Fewer harmful relationships tend to exist in 
networks that are denser and more interdependent, so encouraging more 
network interdependence and higher network density could also help to 
minimize negative social capital in a network.134 

An Example of Applied Social Justice Research  
with the Peace Movement
The peace movement struggles for social justice. Despite its own limited 
political and economic resources, the peace movement seeks to rearrange 
societal power by challenging the military-industrial complex and its place 
within elite societal agendas. For instance, activists in the United States 
protesting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are seeking to end wars in 



24 PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 41, No. 1 (2009)

which their country (in the global North) perpetuates systemic violence 
against people in the global South. This also affects American and allied 
soldiers involved in those conflicts. Some network researchers have sought 
to support the peace movement by using the first strategy outlined above 
(mapping social structures) to illustrate the connections between military, 
political, and media elites, thus providing evidence for social cohesion and 
class-consciousness among the elites supporting the military-industrial 
complex. Pilisuk and Rountree (2008) examined connections between 
politicians such as Dick Cheney with corporations such as Halliburton and 
its executive officers, while Herman and Chomsky (2002) investigated con-
nections between military elites and the media.135 In my research, however, 
I have sought to empower peace movement activists by using the latter two 
strategies outlined above (creating, building, and managing social networks 
and building social capital) to increase their solidarity and, consequently, 
their power and disruptive potential.
	 In April 2009, I conducted a study using surveys that asked Minnesota 
activists who were protesting the war in Iraq about their communication 
network. I chose an evaluation of their communication network because 
it provides the basis for social capital and all forms of resource exchange.136 
To help the activists enhance their network communications, several ques-
tions asked them to identify ways they could improve various communica-
tion functions, including information dissemination, the organization of 
planning and strategizing meetings, social support, discussion facilitation, 
decision-making, and conflict resolution. The most common suggestions 
were to have more informal interactions (parties and social activities); to get 
broader participation in discussion and decision making; to make special 
efforts to include youth and newer members; to make sure that activists 
who facilitate peace movement discussion, problem solving, and decision-
making are skilled in these processes; to provide activists with opportunities 
to learn conflict resolution and social support skills; to listen respectfully to 
other activists; to be open to discussing problems; to set meeting agendas in 
advance, send them out prior to meetings, and stick to them; to establish 
a centralized peace community calendar of events and announcements; 
to maintain an up-to-date contact list for peace movement activists; to 
organize infrequent opportunities for the entire peace movement to come 
together; to do more shared projects involving different organizations and 
activists; and to offer communication technology training to activists. I then 
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provided this information to the activists in a report so that they could use 
any or all of the suggestions to enhance and manage their communication 
network.
	 To help the peace movement activists build their social capital, my 
report outlined specific insights gleaned from a review of peace movement 
literature. These suggestions included trying to gain more commitment from 
activists and potential activists when the movement has a lot of participation 
and vigorous protest activity, while supporting activists to maintain their 
current level of commitment in cycles of abeyance,137 attempting to recruit 
activists from demographic categories that are historically most likely to 
participate in the peace movement (previous activists, people over forty-
five years of age or older students, non-Republicans, European Americans, 
social welfare professionals, and women),138 continuing to connect with 
and support feeder organizations such as campus organizations and peace 
churches that bring new participants to the peace movement,139 reaching 
out to organizations and movements140 whose visions fit with the goals and 
ideology of the peace movement (such as partnering with a local food bank 
or school for a joint action),141 trying to expand into different geographic 
locations that have potential peace movement supporters,142 creating rela-
tional opportunities that prioritize relationships over political critique (e.g., 
give away peace cookies, have fund-raising events that attract new people, or 
sponsor lectures geared to a broad audience), and identifying potential peace 
movement participants through personal networks.143 For many activists, 
this relational view of the peace movement and movement building was 
an approach that offered an opportunity to better use their social capital to 
build and maintain their movement.
	 There were certainly challenges in conducting this research. It was dif-
ficult to overcome an initial suspicion of my motivations for conducting the 
research and a distrust of academic research generally. The activists needed to 
be assured that I was committed to their cause and actions. Several activists 
wished the research had explored their ideology and meanings more deeply. 
This bore out the critique of social network analysis from social movement 
literature noted above. The process of empowerment research is guided by 
the research participants rather than the researcher. However, the extent to 
which the peace activists will be incorporate the research into their work 
remains to be seen. Most of the feedback I received from the research par-
ticipants was positive: many noted that focusing on their communications 



26 PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 41, No. 1 (2009)

with one another was an important exercise and that the study gave them 
a valuable reminder to prioritize their relationships with one another and 
other potential peace movement members. 

Conclusion
Social network theory and analysis draw attention to the relational di-
mensions of social injustice that is embedded in the social structure and 
networks of relationships. Investigating the social structures that support 
or resist social injustice is an important first step towards altering unjust 
social relationships. An understanding of social network theory and analysis 
provides applied social justice researchers with a range of valuable strategies 
to assist them in resisting social injustice, overcoming social injustice by em-
powering networks of social justice allies, accessing and disrupting networks 
of societal elites, and altering unjust patterns of relationships in the social 
structure. Social injustice is created and sustained among networks of people, 
not just by specific individuals, organizations, or institutions in isolation. 
Mapping social structures; creating, building and managing social networks; 
and building social capital have all been employed by applied researchers 
to challenge social injustice and alter the social structures sustaining it. Of 
course, these strategies should not replace other forms of social justice work, 
but they can enhance other applied social justice research by empowering 
disadvantaged and vulnerable people while understanding and challenging 
unjust institutions and social structures. As more social justice researchers 
engage in social network research and social network theory development, 
our understanding of how this scholarship can benefit disadvantaged and 
vulnerable people will continue to expand and improve. 
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