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Self-monitoring and
Social Networks: A Critical Review

Zhu Xiumeti

Introduction

Why do some people get ahead in the race for life’s prizes? Sociologists
ask why some people achieve higher social economic status than others. Or-
ganizational researchers ask why some people outperform other peers in the
same organization. In response to this enduring concern, research focusing
on structural positions has emphasized the importance of social networks,
“being in the right place” (Brass, 1984), or “It is not what you know, but

who you know!”

According to the social network perspective, some individu-
als occupy more advantageous positions in the informal social networks with-
in their organization or possess a social network that is richer in resources or
bridging structural holes (Burt, 1992; Freeman, 1979; Granovetter, 1973;
Lin, 2001). These structural positions provides access to diverse new infor-
mation and critical support, and power and control, resources that allow in-
dividuals to find a job, get things done, generate innovative ideas, and facili-
tate resource flow and information sharing across the organization. Conse-
quently, individuals are rewarded by higher performance rating, faster pro-
motions and overall social economic status.

How do individuals acquire advantageous network positions? Compared
to the numerous studies that examined the consequence of “being in the right
place” or bridging structural holes, theory and empirical research addressing
this question is very limited (Klein, Lim, Saltz, & Mayer, 2004; Oh &
Kilduff, 2008). Given the sociological and anthropological roots of social
network research ( Wasserman, Faust, & Zaheer, 1994), demographic
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attributes such as gender and age, family social economic status, and relational
properties such as geographic proximity and similarity in dembgraphic attrib-
utes have figured prominently in explaining the formation of social network
(Blau, 1977; Lin, 2001; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). The fact
that individuals with the same demographic attributes or geographic location
may differ radically from each other in the extent to which they occupy ad-
vantageous network positions is largely ignored.

Social psychologists and organizational researchers have recently taken
note of this limitation. As Robins(2008) pointed out, “... social network
studies typically pay little attention to the motivated social cognition of indi-
viduals, and thereby risk a seriously under-theorized account of a system of
human social actors.” Mehra and colleagues(2001) pinpointed two theoretical
issues relevant to personality, ... the network position occupied by individ-
uals might be influenced by their psychology ... personality and social net-
work position might combine to influence important outcomes such as work
performance.” Kalish and Robins(2006) stress that at the very basic level of
a social relationship between two individuals, psychological predispositions
are likely to play a substantial role. To bring individual agency back in, a
small but growing body of literature has theorized on and empirically studied
the impact on individual social networks of personality traits that are consid-
ered to influence individual functioning in social interactions.

This paper has two primary objectives. First, I review psychological re-
search on self-monitoring and social interactions, and existing studies on self-
monitoring and social networks. Second, I discuss areas in need of future re-
search. My discussion focus on three of the most studied characteristics of in-
dividual ego network, or network position, namely, network diversity(Lin,
2001), structural hole (Burt, 1992), and network centrality ( Freeman,
1979).

The impact of self-monitoring on social interaction
Self-monitoring has been considered as one of the most important personality
orientation that influences how individual behaves in social interactions. The

L1

construct is basically concerned with individuals’ “active construction of



public selves to achieve social ends” (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000: 546). It
distinguishes between those who are especially attuned to the role expecta-
tions of other people(high self-monitors) and those who insist on being them-
selves despite social expectations(low self-monitors) (Day, Schleicher, Unck-
less, & Hiller, 2002; Gangestad & Snyder, 2000; Snyder, 1974). While low
self-monitors(individuals with low scores on the Self-Monitoring Scale) “are
controlled from within by their affective states and attitudes” (Snyder, 1979,
p-89), chameleon-like high self-monitors(individuals with high scores on the
Self-Monitoring Scale) use cues from others as guidelines for regulating and
controlling their verbal and nonverbal - self-presentation ( Snyder, 1979,
p.89). Consequently, high self-monitors are “highly responsive to social and
interpersonal cues of situationally appropriate -performances,” while the be-
havior of low self-monitors reflects “their own enduring and momentary in-
ner states” (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986:125). In short, while high self-moni-
tors are concerned about presenting socially appropriate self image, low seif- 5
monitors are concerned with presenting who they are.

An important implication of the concern for the appropriateness of so-
cial behavior is that high self-monitors are interpersonally competent( Furn-
ham & Henderson, 1982; Snyder, 1987). Compare to low self-monitors, high
self-monitors are more likely to initiate conversation with peers (Ickes &
Barnes, 1977), and seek out mentoring relationship with higher-level manag-
ers(Turban & Dougherty, 1994). They are also able to use a rich set of inter-
personal strategies that lubricate social interactions(Snyder, 1987). Empiri-
cal evidence has shown that high self-monitors can appropriately pace con-
versations (Dabbs, Evans, Hopper, & Purvis, 1980), employee conversation-
al overtures to bread periods of science(Ickes & Barnes, 1977), and use hu-
mor to lighten up the social conversation{Turner, 1980). They are give the
other person (and other people) more attention rather than talking about
themselves (Ickes, Reidhead, & Patterson, 1985) cited from Mehra et al
2001, and at the same time reciprocating self-disclosures(Shaffer, Smith, &
Tomarelli, 1982). Finally, high self-monitors are more likely to solve
conflict through collaboration and compromise(Baron, 1989).

Additionally, high self-monitors are more adept at gaining approval and
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respect from others. Their sensitivity to social cues may help them discern
the needs of other people. Indeed, it has been reported that high self-moni-
tors are more aware of the thoughts and feelings of others in their social net-
works(Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990). Strongly motivated to
act upon social cues in ways that cultivate a positive public image, high self-
monitors are also more likely to respond to the need of others appropriately
(Day, et al., 2002). Additionally, high-self monitors are particularly at-
tuned to status dynamics in dyadic exchange relations. A recent study(Flynn,
Reagans, Amanatullah, & Ames, 2006) found that high self-monitors are
more inclined to provide help when they are asked for it, but less likely to
seek help from others. By avoiding the negative effect that being indebted to
others can have on their reputation and cultivating the image of a generous
helper, high self-monitors are able to acquire elevated status.

In short, high-self monitors are motivated to tailor their behaviors to
different people and social environments, and are able to employee interper-
sonal strategies and appropriately respond to others’ need. As a result, high-
self monitors are well-positioned to cross social boundaries(e. g. demograph-
ic, organizational, or cultural) and relate to people with different back-
ground from different social circles. Flynn, Chatman and Spataro (2001)

‘found that individuals who are demographically different from their cowork-
ers engendered more negative impressions than did more similar coworkers,
but the relationship between demographic difference and negative impression
disappeared for when the demographically different individual is a high self-
monitor. Research has provided some evidence that high self-monitors tend
to belong to a number of different social groups for their different interests
and strivings, while low self-monitors tend to belong to a single homogeneous
clique regardless of the activity domain(Snyder, 1987; Snyder, Gangestad, &
Simpson, 1983).

Empirical research on self-monitoring and soclal networks
The literature investigating psychological antecedents of social networks

is growing but remains very limited(Brown & Miller, 2000; Burt, Jannotta, &

Mahoney, 1998; Kadushin, 2002; Kalish, 2008; Klein, Lim, Saltz, &



Mayer, 2004; Robins & Kashima, 2008). Only a handful of studies have built
on the rich psychological literature on self-monitoring reviewed above, and
attempted to link this personality orientation to the positions individuals oc-
cupy in networks within organizations or to the structure of individual €go
networks. :

Mehra et al(2001) was the first to link self-monitoring to the position an
individual occupies in the organizational network. They collected data on the
friendship network and workflow network of 116 members of a high-technol-
ogy firm. Their analysis suggests that high self-monitors have more contacts
in the workflow network, and tend to occupy more central positions(meas-
ured as betweenness centrality) in the friendship network, particularly when
they have longer tenure in the organization. Betweenness centrality captures
the frequency with which an individual falls between on the shortest paths
connecting pairs of other individuals in the network, and is considered to in-
dicate the extent to which the occupants act as potential go-betweens for 7
those not connected with each other (Freeman, 1979; Mehra et al, 2001).
Higher betweenness centrality in informal communication networks has been
linked to greater social influence(Brass, 1984).

Oh and Kilduff (2008) collected sociometric data on the acquaintance
network(often considered as weak tie, see Lin, 2001) among 162 Korean ex-

patriate entrepreneurs in a Canadian urban area. They found that high self-
monitors tend to occupy direct brokerage position(i. e. , have network con-
tacts that are disconnected) , as well as indirect brokerage position(measured
by betweeness centrality). They also employed position-generator technique
(Lin, 2001) to gather data on network range outside of the Korean communi-
ty(also called network diversity), i.e. the extent to which an individual is
connected to a diversity of other actors(Burt, 1983, p.176) or to a diversity
of occupants of social positions(Erickson, 1996). They reported a stronger
positive association between self-monitoring and network range for entrepre-
neurs with more recent tenure in the community than that for old timers. In
other words, high self-monitoring allows entrepreneurs who are relatively new
to the community to rapidly establish network ties to non-Koreans occupying
diverse occupations that possess expertise and resources valuable to the Korean
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entrepreneurs. However, this advantage associated with high self-monitoring
disappears among entrepreneurs with a longer tenure in the community.

Kalish and Robins(2006) examined psychological antecedents of network
size, density, constraint and efficiency(Burt, 1992, 2000) using €go-network
data from 127 first-year psychology students of the university of Melbourne.
They did not find any significant association between self-monitoring and any
of the four ego-network structural characteristics. In their study on structural
holes and network learning(Janicik & Larrick, 2005), Janick and Larrick re-
ported correlations between self-monitoring and structural hole(measured as
the number of disconnects in ego networks). Data were connected at four
separate times on MBA students, and a correlation was computed for each
time point. Three out of the four correlations are insignificant, while the last
one is significant but the direction of the correlation is opposite to expecta-
tion.

Critique and directions for future research
Reconciling inconsistent results

Results from Mehra et al(2001), and Oh and Kilduff(2008) are consist-
eent in that high self-monitors were found to occupy more central position(be-
tweenness centrality) in the organizational or community network, thus pro-
viding one piece of suggestive evidence in support of the argument that seif-
monitoring has an impact on social networks. Both studies reported a signifi-
cant interaction between self-monitoring and tenure in the organization or
community, however the directions of the interaction are different across the
two studies. Additionally, while Oh and Kilduff found a positive association
between self-monitoring and structural hole (what they call direct broker-
age), yet both Kalish and Robins(2006), and Janick and Larrick (2005) fail
to document any significant result. In sum, while results from the former two
studies are quite encouraging, results from the latter studies are not at all mo-
tivating.

Differences in research settings and methodology across these studies
suggest possible reasons for the striking inconsistency. Mehra et al (2001),
and Oh and Kilduff(2008) are both field studies focusing on the position an



individual occupies in a network with clearly define boundaries. Kalish and
Robins(2006), Janick and Larrick (2005), however, are both experimental
studies focusing on the ego network of student participants. It is possible that
work or business settings, compared with school settings, provide greater
motivation for networking as working or doing business often requires infor-
mation and resources, and collaboration from others. High self-monitors are
more motivated to respond to the contextual requirement, and their superior
social skill can be put to use to develop diverse contacts. In contrast, within
little motivation for networking in schools, the social network of high self-
monitors might not be very different from that of low self-monitors.

Additionally, the field studies present results on networks that carry a
single relationship content: friendship or workflow network in Mehra et al )
and acquaintance network on Oh and Kilduff, whereas the experimental
studies combined networks with different relationship content. Kalish and
Robins collapsed network contacts important for general university life, Q
scholastic achievement, socializing and political activities. The network im-
portant for university life in general may contain ties used for both instru-
mental and/or expressive purposes. Scholastics achievement network may
be more instrumental than expressive, while socializing and political activi-
ties are more expressive. It is possible that self-monitoring personality ori-
entation is connected to networks with different relational content in differ-
ent ways.

Furthermore, the sociometric method used in the two field studies help
participants to recall both strong tie and weak tie contacts. Oh and Kilduff
(2008) even gxplicitly instructed participants to include weak ties, as they fo-
cused on acquaintance network. The position generator employed by Oh and
Kilduff(2008) is also better at eliciting weak ties(Lin, 2001). In contrast,
the name generator approach adopted by the two experimental studies are
more likely to generate strong ties as closely connected contacts are more sali-
ent in human memory and are easier to recall. Note that weak ties are more
likely to bridge structural holes and connect to individuals from different
social circles. It is therefore possible that the network data collected in the
two experimental studies have limited variation in the dependent variable,

Commaunication in ﬂ—gm@: F don, Coluboration @ %&m&é@ W



