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Social Network Experiments 
 

Human beings choose their friends, and often 

their neighbors and co-workers, and we inherit 

our relatives; and each of the people to whom 

we are connected also does the same, such 

that, in the end, we assemble ourselves into 

large face-to-face social networks, with particu-

lar, discernible mathematical properties.  Here, I 

explore how an understanding of human social 

network structure and function can be used to 

intervene in the world.  I will review recent re-

search describing two classes of interventions – 

involving both offline and online networks: (1) 

interventions that rewire the connections be-

tween people, and (2) interventions that manip-

ulate social contagion. I will present a variety of 

experiments (involving thousands of subjects) 

in settings as diverse as fostering health behav-

ior change in developing world villages, foster-

ing cooperation in networked groups online, 

facilitating the diffusion of innovation or coor-

dination in groups, and other examples.  By 

taking account of people's structural embed-

dedness in social networks, and by understand-

ing social influence, it is possible to intervene in 

social systems to enhance desirable population

-level properties as diverse as health, wealth, 

cooperation, coordination, and learning. 

 

 

 


