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Abstract

There are various views on the relationship between the interpersonal communi-
cation networks within organizations and informal social control. The relative
merits of some of these viewpoints can be assessed by examining the distribution of
interpersonal observability in communication networks. In a study of six communi-
cation networks, it is demonstrated that there is a “‘horizon”’ to observability (a
distance in a communication network beyond which persons are unlikely to be
aware of the role performance of other persons). Observability tends to be restricted
to persons who are either in direct contact or who have at least one contact in
common. It is shown, moreover, that the number of contacts shared by two persons
is a powerful predictor of the probability that one person is aware of the role
performance of another, according to a simple stochastic function. Based on this
evidence, some viewpoints on informal control structures are more plausible than
others. A theory is presented that is consistent with both the present evidence and
current thinking on the relationship of communication network structure and
informal control. It is hoped that the theory.will provide a useful starting point for
future studies of this relationship.

Most conceptions of social systems allow for gaps in the network of inter-
personal relations within a system (i.e., places where face-to-face com-
munications are absent), suggesting that these gaps do not necessarily
impede the integration of a system. Social network analysis has developed
various methods and concepts for describing the structure of such net-
works. But these studies have been less effective in ferreting out the impli-
cations of various structures for other substantively important phenomena.
This paper addresses the relationship between communication network
structure and informal social control. Informal control is defined as con-
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sisting of two processes: (1) a process for monitoring and evaluating per-
formance, and (2) a process for influencing the monitored and evaluated
performance. Network structure is often described and its implications for
informal control discussed. Over time, a variety of different structures have
been suggested as possible bases of effective informal control. Which of
these proposals are most plausible? Can a general viewpoint be developed?

Speculations on the relationship of interpersonal communication
network structure and informal control fall into two major groupings, each
of which can be described by a general orienting proposition and certain
subsidiary statements. The two orienting propositions are:

1. Informal control exists only in the presence of high levels of structural
cohesion in interpersonal communication networks; and

2. Informal control may exist in the absence of high levels of structural
cohesion in interpersonal communication networks.

In these propositions, structural cohesion is considered to be a positive
function of the number of communication channels that join the average
dyad in a network, where the contribution of a communication channel to
structural cohesion is inversely related to the length of the channel (i.e., a
short channel contributes more to structural cohesion than a long one). The
second proposition, unlike the first, argues that a high level of structural
cohesion in these terms is not a necessary condition of informal control.
Under the first proposition we have these subsidiary statements:

1A. Informal control exists in small-scale groups with high densities of
direct interpersonal contact.

1B. Informal control is absent between two groups that lack large numbers
of intergroup contacts.

1C. Increased contact between two groups leads to greater intergroup con-
trol.

Under the second proposition we have the following subsidiary
statements:

2A. Informal control may exist in large-scale groups with low densities of
direct interpersonal contact, depending on the communication structure of
the group.

2B. Groups that are reachable in a communication network structure, re-
gardless of network cohesion, are not necessarily “out of control” with
respect to each other.

Arguments that bridges and liaisons between groups are sources of inter-
group coordination are pertinent here. The emphasis is placed on reach-
ability (the presence of some channel of communication) between groups
and on strong components which consist of sets of mutually reachable
persons.
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2C. Informal control in differentiated systems requires insulation from
prevalent intergroup contacts.

Thelen has suggested that the stability of a highly differentiated system
requires that its subunits be insulated from a free flow of information be-
tween subunits. In an information-rich environment, the occurrence of
continual, diverse reactions to subunit behavior reduces the ability to
achieve stability in the system as a whole. Subunits will not have the
chance to settle into a stable accommodating connection with their envi-
ronment. Some restricting and narrowing of the influences affecting sub-
unit behavior is therefore highly desirable in systems composed of a large
number of subunits.

The differences of emphasis in these two sets of propositions re-
flect the persisting difficulty of establishing the linkage between micro and
macro levels of analysis. The first set of propositions grows out of studies
of small groups and the well-documented relationship between the struc-
tural cohesion of such groups and informal social control. The second set
of propositions grows out of the struggle with the general observation that
informal control may integrate large-scale systems as well as small ones
and that most large-scale systems do not possess the overall level of struc-
tural cohesion found in smaller ones.

The aim of my paper is to develop a general viewpoint on the re-
lationship between interpersonal communication network. structure and
informal social control, a viewpoint which is based on an internally con-
sistent set of micro- and macro-level propositions. Towards this end, data
pertinent to the relationship between communication network structure
and informal control are analyzed across six intraorganizational communi-
cation networks. These data deal with the distribution of relations of inter-
personal observability in different communication network structures.

OBSERVABILITY AND INFORMAL CONTROL

What do relations of observability tell us about informal control? Observ-
ability of role performance has been of interest to sociologists since pre-
liminary statements on the subject by Simmel. Simmel used the term,
surveyable, to refer to the extent to which the role performance of persons
in a system may be scrutinized. While Simmel was concerned with the
ability of persons in an aristocracy to observe the behavior of its other
members, Merton has generalized this concern to any social system. The
interest in observability derives from its relationship to control: This rela-
tionship is acknowledged in Ouchi’s definition of control as a “process for
monitoring and evaluating performance” (96) and in Skolnick and Wood-
worth’s observation, much along the same lines, that
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Awareness of infraction is the foundation of any social control system. Whatever
the system of normative standards, whether these are folkways or mores, crimes or
rules, a transgression must somehow be observed and reported before sanctions
can be applied. The potential efficiency of a social control system, therefore, varies
directly with its capacity to observe or receive reports of transgressions (9).

Hence, observability of role performance generally is considered a pre-
requisite condition of control, in that reactions to an individual’s or sub-
unit’s behavior cannot occur unless the behavior is first observed.

Now it has been stated that informal control is based on a monitor-
ing process and an influence process. If two persons are in face-to-face
contact, monitoring and influence can be direct. If two persons are not in
face-to-face contact, control must be indirect and can exist if and only if:

(a) a potential observer is aware of the role performance of the person who
is at some distance from him in the network, and

(b) the reactions of the observer are somehow transmitted through inter-
mediaries to the person whose behavior has been observed.

The likelihood that influence will be transmitted through intermediaries is
thought generally to decline with the distance between two persons and to
increase with the number of channels available for such transmission. Such
indirect influence is thought to be most effective when reactions can be
transmitted through brokers or shared contacts and to be a positive func-
tion of the number of these brokers.

Measurement of the effectiveness of reactions to observed behavior
is extremely difficult. Of course, we can easily measure the extent of per-
sons’ agreement on different questions. But what we are really interested
in is behavioral accord. How does one measure the similarity of behaviors
occurring in different subunits of a system? In some cases, standardized
measures of output can be used. But what if, as is usual, we want to evalu-
ate qualitatively different activities and the extent to which persons en-
gaged in one have influenced the behavior of persons engaged in another?
In such a case, a more sophisticated concept of the behavioral consequences
of control than output equivalency must be somehow operationalized: for
example, the extent to which persons who have internalized the standards
of behavior of one subunit would, if transferred to another subunit, easily
adapt to the new standards, other things being equal.

Another approach to measurement of informal control, the approach
taken here, is to measure the presence of observability which is a precondi-
tion of control rather than its consequence. While this approach avoids the
difficult methodological problems just suggested, it does so at a price. We
are able to make statements about the conditions under which informal
control does not occur, but we are not able, strictly speaking, to make state-
ments about the conditions under which effective control actually does



