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Egocentric Networks in the Digital Age: Advances in Data Collection Methods

*
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Abstract

Egocentric network research rests on information about the social relationships that surround a focal
actor, depicting that actor's immediate social context; when the focal actor is an individual person, it is
often termed personal network research. Egocentric networks engage the attention of social scientists
because they are channels through which information, social support, and other resources flow to and
from the focal actor to others; they are implicated in the shaping and reproduction of opinions,
preferences, and worldviews; and affiliations within them —when visible to others—can reflect and serve
as signals of the actor's social standing and status. It begins with background on setting egocentric
network boundaries and principal types of instruments that obtain information about such networks. It
then discusses innovations in data collection and studies of data quality. The bulk of these address
questions about “name generator” instruments that obtain information about the alters and relationships
in a subject's network. Among topics receiving substantial attention in recent research are mitigation of
respondent burden, interviewer effects, survey mode, and the performance of name generators in

longitudinal studies.
Introduction

Understanding the structure and dynamics of social networks is crucial for various fields, including

sociology, psychology, anthropology, and marketing. Egocentric network data, also known as personal
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network data, focuses on the social relationships surrounding an individual, providing valuable insights
into their social interactions, influence, and support systems. Collecting such data has traditionally relied
on self-reporting methods, which can be subject to biases and memory limitations. However, recent
advances and innovations in data collection techniques have revolutionized the way egocentric network
data is gathered, offering more accurate, comprehensive, and timely information. In this article, we
explore some of these advancements and their potential implications for research and practical

applications.

Approaches to assembling information about egocentric networks vary somewhat, depending on the
purposes the data are to serve. Very often these call for measures of network form and composition for
subsequent use as response variables in analyses that aspire to explain variability in network range or
diversity, social capital, social integration, or social support, or as explanatory factors in studies of
achievements, attitudes, behaviors or orientations. Distinct from such individual-level questions are

proposals to employ egocentric data in modeling properties of whole networks.
Survey instruments for network data

Among the appeals of egocentric analysis is its compatibility with representative sample survey designs;
it is one approach to incorporating elements of a respondent's social context within the latter. Such
networks are defined in terms of an ego, alters, and relationships among them, and the “name generator”
instruments discussed below attempt to elicit all of these elements. Not all research objectives require that
individual alters and relationships be enumerated, however. This can be unnecessary when research
questions center on specific network properties and are in any case impractical for large types of
networks. Single survey items about network properties can contain very large amounts of measurement
error, but scholars have developed several comparatively short instruments that obtain substantial data
about certain network properties while making modest demands on survey respondents. While each has
particular features, all of them are grounded on sets of questions about network composition, sometimes
supplemented with additional information. We describe these here, and then summarize recent studies

bearing on their data collection methods and the measures they provide.
Mobile Sensing and Wearable Technology

One significant breakthrough in collecting egocentric network data comes from the integration of mobile
sensing and wearable technology. Smartphones equipped with built-in sensors and wearable devices
with advanced tracking capabilities allow researchers to gather real-time data on individuals' social

interactions, spatial movements, and communication patterns. By leveraging Bluetooth, GPS, Wi-Fi, and
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accelerometer data, these devices can automatically detect nearby individuals, measure proximity, and
record face-to-face interactions. This approach eliminates reliance on self-reporting, providing a more

objective and detailed account of social connections.
Social Media Analysis

The widespread use of social media platforms has opened up new avenues for studying egocentric
networks. Social media analysis enables researchers to explore the digital footprint of individuals,
examining their online social connections, communication patterns, and information sharing behaviors.
By analyzing user profiles, friend lists, and message exchanges, researchers can construct comprehensive
egocentric networks that capture both offline and online relationships. Additionally, sentiment analysis
and topic modeling techniques applied to social media data offer insights into the nature and strength of

these connections.
Sensor-Embedded Personal Objects

Another innovative approach involves using sensor-embedded personal objects, such as smart badges or
RFID tags, to capture egocentric network data. These objects can be worn or carried by individuals, and
they record proximity and interaction data whenever they come into contact with other objects or
individuals. By analyzing the collected data, researchers can reconstruct egocentric networks, map social

interactions, and quantify social support systems in a non-intrusive and continuous manner.
Social Network Surveys

While self-reporting methods have limitations, advances in survey design and administration have
improved the accuracy and reliability of egocentric network data collection. Researchers have developed
innovative survey instruments that utilize visual aids, memory cues, and social network diagrams to help
individuals recall and report their social connections more accurately. These tools facilitate the collection
of comprehensive data on egocentric networks, including information on relationship strength, tie

multiplexity, and support networks.
Natural Language Processing and Text Analysis

Text-based communication, such as emails, text messages, and chat transcripts, contains valuable
information about social relationships and network structures. Natural Language Processing (NLP)
techniques can be applied to analyze these textual data sources, extracting social network information,

identifying relationship types, and mapping communication patterns. NLP algorithms can identify
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sentiment, emotional tone, and social roles within conversations, providing insights into the dynamics

and structure of egocentric networks.
Conclusion

Advances and innovations in data collection methods have transformed the study of egocentric networks,
offering researchers more accurate, comprehensive, and timely data. Mobile sensing, social media
analysis, sensor-embedded personal objects, improved survey designs, and natural language processing
techniques have expanded the possibilities of understanding social interactions and relationships in
unprecedented ways. These advancements have implications for diverse fields, including social sciences,
healthcare, marketing, and urban planning, providing insights into human behavior and social dynamics.
As technology continues to evolve, we can expect further advancements in the collection and analysis of

egocentric network data, leading to deeper insights into the complex nature of human social networks.
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