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Chapter 1 

The Boundary Specification 

Problem in Network Analysis 

EDWARD 0. LAUMANN, PETER V. MARSDEN, 

and DAVID PRENSKY 

71,r probf,•111 of defi11i11g bo11ndnri,s of soriol sysr,1111 for study In a nrtworlc 0110/ysls /J 

discu.u,d. Wt disting11ish b,iwun nominal/st and realist views of social ph,nom,110 0111/ 

give th,,., definitional Jori for dtlin1/1h1g tht ronrpo11,n1 art ors or nod,s of a 11,11vork: 
nodal attributes. rtfmiom. and participation in spuifltd ev,1111 orortivltin A typology of 
bo1111tlury spcriflra1iu11 srrateglts is //111stra1td by rrfutnct to th, extant 11,twork 
littr(J/1tre. 0,i,J a11r111io11 is glv,n to formulatlun of inclusion rules for relations and 
acti,1ities or rw•nll. 

In this chapter, we arc concerned with an issue of central importance in 
the design of network studies: the problem of specifying system 
boundaries. From a network perspective, individual behavior is viewed 
as at least partially contingent on the nature of an actor's social 
relationships to certain key others. Likewise, the outcomes of events are 
seen to be partially dependent on the presence of a specific networ!c, 
configuration. In making use of this perspective, care must be given to 
specifying rules of inclusion for different network elements. Such rules 
pertain both to the selection of actors or nodes for the network and lo 
the choice of types of social relationships to be studied. The latter issue is 
sometimes overlooked, but it is of enormous importance, especially with 
the development of methods for the analysis of multiple kinds of 
relationships. 

In studies concerned with the explanation of particular events (e.g., 
Granovetter, 1973; Wheeldon, 1969), ii is obviously of great 
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consequence if a key intervening actor or "bridging" tic is omitted due to 
oversight or use of data that are merely convenient. Such an error, 
because it distorts the overall configuration of actors in a system, may 
render an entire analysis meaningless. Carelessness in system 
specification is probably n more serious issue for network analysis than 
for much survey analysis. Survey analyses are concerned with individual 
level processes thought to be uniformly applicable to each unit of 
analysis in some population. Incorrect system specification may result 
in problems such as slightly biased estimates of population means, 
proportions, and the like or iufficiency in statistical estimation. 
Misspecification will not, however, cause a fundamental misrepresenta
tion of the process under study. The latter is precisely the outcome of 
errors in the definition of system boundaries in a network analysis. 

In view of the potential consequences of an incorrect specification of 
system boundaries in network analysis, it is somewhat surprising that 
the published literature reporting studies of social networks shows little 
concern for the problem of specifying the inclusion rules used in defining 
the membership of actors In particular networks and in identifying the 
types of social relationships to be analyzed. Oftentimes the sole 
justification for selecting a particular portion of the "total network" 
(Mitchell, 1969; Dames, 1969) for the empirical focus of an investigation 
has been an apparent appeal to common sense. At other times the 
availability of data in some published form appears to be the only basis 
of an investigator's claim that a set of actors linked in some way 
possesses an apparent "entitativity" as a self-evident natural object 
(Campbell, 1958). Clearly, a given empirical analysis carries conviction 
only to the extent that such a claim can be accepted. 

In this chapter, we discuss criteria that have been explicitly or 
implicitly employed in defining boundaries of social networks. We will 

.attempt to trace the consequences of assuming different rules. For 
instance, the use of particular inclusion rules can render the results of 
certain analytic procedures artifactual (see Barnes, 1979). We do not 
advocate any particular strategy amo ng those we discuss; the 
appropriate choice of rules remains contingent on the object of 
explanation for a given study. We do suggest, however, that, irrespective 

of the solution chosen, the problem of boundary definition should be 
given conscious attention when studies using a network approach are 
designed. 

As noted, network analysts have, to date, been relatively mute on the 
matter of boundary definition. For this reason, we have been forced to 
adopt an inductive approach in this review, deriving metatheoretical 
views on the question of network closure from an inspection of 
published studies of social networks. In the next section, we distinguish 
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