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How do Innovators Network?
The Innovation Capacity of Potentially Strong Ties in Individuals’ Social Networks

How do innovators — think Elon Musk — network? What is their social network
structure? How do they form ties, what are they looking for in others, and why?

Surprisingly, a typical innovator actively connects different parts of her/his
network, thus eliminating “holes” in the network. Another key insight is the
potentially strong tie concept. Although innovators’ networks are large and dense,
most of their ties (i.e. connections to others), are infrequent, with little interaction
(i.e. “weak”) and thus require little care. Still, due to the combination of network
density, transparency (provided by social network platforms, such as LinkedIn), and
the innovators’ preference for genuine, authentic relationships, most of their ties are
potentially strong. Such ties can be strengthened quickly and efficiently, which
constitutes a capacity for innovation.

The study’s findings are important for all working professionals. They will
have a better understanding of the dynamic mechanisms at play in their networks,
and the location of innovation capacity. Furthermore, innovation managers will
understand better why the innovators in their teams behave in certain ways, often
altruistic and non-conformist at the same time.

The results have strong implications on social network research. First, the
dynamic model of innovators’ social networking is unprecedented. Second, this
study’s results encourage the scientific field to acknowledge the innovator as
independent actor, with the social network as an outcome. Third, the common focus
on gatekeeping and information flow control is redirected to altruism. Finally, the
novel potentially strong tie concept may initiate a new research stream integrating
theory on social networks, innovators, and knowledge processes.
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