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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to provide an experiential learning exercise that develops student
understanding of social networks within organizations. Understanding these networks can foster complete
access to information and inclusive decision-making that translates into career success.
Design/methodology/approach — This experiential learning classroom exercise supports all student
learning styles using a puzzle to teach students to apply social network theory toward real-world decision-
making. This exercise is best used in small and medium-sized classrooms with ideally 15-40 students. This
simulation could be used during 50 up through 120-min class sessions.

Findings — The game-like environment created by this exercise helps extend real-world understanding that
may traditionally be lost with a lecture. Components within this simulation provide balanced consideration
for many different learning styles. This exercise has been used successfully within a graduate-level leadership
and decision-making course in at least ten sessions over 5 years.

Practical implications — This is a real-time theory to practice application exercise where an experiential
activity is deployed for students to understand the practical implications and application of a theoretical
concept.

Social implications — Organizations have internal social networks connecting employees. These
connections are how information is dispersed and knowledge is shared. When these networks are understood
and effectively used, it can result in more comprehensive problem-solving, valuable collaboration and the
maximization of subject matter expertise within the organization.

Originality/value — This is a “how-to” teaching and pedagogical exercise. It is original with the benefit of
its flexibility and adaptability in the classroom.

Keywords Social network theory, Experiential learning, Simulation, Organizational behavior,
Decision making, Leadership

Paper type General review

Introduction
“A social network is the set of actors and the set of ties/relationships connecting them”
(Venkataramani, Zhou, Wang, Liao & Shi, 2016, p. 38). An organization’s internal social
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network is the informal social connections by which information travels and knowledge is
shared. As work within organizations increasingly relies on the coordination of social
networks, leaders and managers need to play an active role in acknowledging, defining and
leveraging these networks when making decisions (Cross, Parker, Prusak & Borgatti, 2001;
Cross & Parker, 2004; Cross, 2005; Bertolotti, Macri & Tagliaventi, 2005). When the
understanding and utilization of these networks is overlooked it could result in less
productive problem solving, stunted collaboration, underutilization of expertise and hidden
costs (Granovetter, 1973; Granovetter, 1983; Cross et al., 2001; Cross & Parker, 2004; Cross,
2005).

Because of the costs associated with poor information dissemination, hiring managers
demand universities to deliver learning focused on both critical thinking skills and
interpersonal communication within the classroom (Benson & Dresdow, 2015; Marasi, 2019).
Although it is challenging to develop an environment that simulates the organization,
business simulations, and experiential learning exercises have been successfully used in
classrooms to deliver and reinforce learning. Since most traditional business students lack
work experience, faculty commonly use experiential learning scenarios to teach real-world
concepts (Wood, 2007). “Learning is a holistic process and results from synergetic
interactions with the environment” (Bergsteiner, Avery & Neumann, 2010, p. 30). The use of
games in the classroom allows faculty to demonstrate concepts that are typically only
available in a real-world working situation (Surti & Celani, 2019). Beyond usual lecture or
case study methodologies, experiential learning and simulation activities are useful for
active learning and deliver the “A-Ha” moments for students and facilitate the bringing of
theory to a practice experience (Giraud-Carrier & Schmidt, 2015; Moretz & Giapponi, 2019).
Additionally, experiential learning exercises are beneficial for delivering learning outcomes
that revolve around organizational competencies involving employees (Joardar, Jamro &
Ravi, 2019).

Kolb (1984) delivers an experiential learning theory (ELT) that recognizes the cognitive
evolution of knowledge development through experience and engagement. Rather than
simply allocating a specific learning style to individual students, Kolb’s ELT recognizes the
cognitive process associated with the development of knowledge as it progresses and
changes as students engage with the learning environment (Bergsteiner et al., 2010). Kolb
(1984) depicts the learning experience in terms of four distinct but connected phases. The
phases of Kolb’s ELT are Concrete Experience (CE) or “feeling” as a student engages in the
learning, Reflective Observation (RO), or “watching” as the student reflects on what is being
learned. The reflection then supports Abstract Conceptualization (AC) or “thinking”
logically about the concepts learned, and Active Experimentation (AE), which is the “doing”
and application of learning (Watson, Pelkey, Noyes & Rodgers, 2019).

An organization’s greatest asset is its people, and social relationships and swift
coordination among employees are what drive organizational performance and
effectiveness. The quality of the social networks and connections employees nurture in their
work facilitates organizational learning, cooperation, efficiency, and employee loyalty,
among many other positive organizational outcomes (Cross & Parker, 2004; Bertolotti et al.,
2005; Venkataramani ef al., 2016). Preparing students to be well equipped to enter the
workforce with the theoretical and practical understanding of how organizational social
networking is critical for organizational performance is essential. The purpose of this paper
is, therefore, to provide an experiential learning exercise that develops student
understanding of social networks within organizations and provides students with the skills
for more comprehensive problem-solving, valuable collaboration, and the maximization of
subject matter expertise within organizations. Developing student capability in social



networks has been shown to provide students with the skills to distinguish relationships Enhancing
within organizations and use an organization’s network to support promotability, career student
mobility and workplace effectivity (Cross & Parker, 2004). This puzzle exercise is suitable :

‘ . i . <~ understanding
or undergraduate and graduate students studying organizational behavior, decision-

making and leadership. Students with internship and/or work experience would gain the of networks
most benefit from this activity. This exercise would also be very appropriate for corporate
training modules. This classroom simulation of social networks embraces the commonly 175
recognized need for experiential learning in classrooms to engage students in the learning
process (Kolb, 1984; Bergsteiner et al., 2010), connect theory and application (Dirksen, 2015),
while providing students with workplace advantages (Echkardt & Wetherbe, 2014).

Theoretical foundations

Work within organizations does not just take place through formal procedures and
documented hierarchies, but also the spiderweb of informal social connections and
relationships between employees (Granovetter, 1973, 1983; Cross et al, 2001; Cross, 2005).
This spiderweb of informal social connections creates a network by which information
travels within an organization. As highly skilled knowledge workers become a competitive
advantage, it is more important than ever to understand, navigate and maximize networks
within organizations (Cross & Parker, 2004; Cross, 2005). Also, information is not limited to
the knowledge of an individual subject matter expert; however, the community within the
organization contributes to the collective information (Stewart, Williams, Smith-Gratto,
Black & Kane, 2011). The intentional application of network theory can be especially
important for knowledge transfer and knowledge management within an organization’s
decision-making process (Cross et al., 2001).

The networks that exist within organizations are based on the connectedness between
members, or nodes, of the organization (Cummings & Cross, 2003; Cote, 2019). The
pathways and connections between the nodes within an organization represent how
information is dispersed and connectivity within the organization (Kaldis, Koukoravas &
Tjortjis, 2007; Cote, 2019). As defined by Granovetter (1973), the strength of the
interpersonal tie or connection between nodes is based on the amount of time and intensity
of the relationship. A strong tie between two nodes typically exists when the nodes interact
frequently, and information flows well. Weak ties exist when nodes interact less frequently
and would typically be defined as outside one’s “circle of friends” (Granovetter, 1973). Weak
ties are not to be considered less important as they can have a broader reach through
networks and extend access to information (Granovetter, 1973, 1983).

As the tendency is to rely on the knowledge within our condensed social network during
the decision-making process, it could constrain our ability to leverage knowledge, and weak
ties can be a very powerful part of extending one’s access to information (Cross ef al., 2001).
Strong ties tend to create a denser network with less deviation, and there is an increased
likelihood that information is consistent, however, reaching through weak ties can help
increase access to unique or diverse knowledge (Granovetter, 1983). Weak ties can be
“Indispensable to individuals’ opportunities and to their integration into communities”
(Granovetter, 1973, p 1378).

The most significant advantage of understanding the connectedness of social networks
within organizations is not how to build strong ties, but the ability to extend into an
organization’s network to use and manage the flow of information. While it is essential to
acknowledge that instances exist in organizations where work silos thrive, the
preponderance of the extant literature provides evidence supporting integrated and cross-
functional teams to enhance the capability, effectivity, decision-making, and knowledge
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Table 1.
Consideration for all
Learning Styles

transfer (Fiol, 1996; Kraaijenbrink, 2012; Koohang, Koohang, Paliszkiewicz, Paliszkiewicz,
Goluchowski & Goluchowski, 2017; Lara, Sanchez & Villalobos, 2019; Wood, Grudzinskas,
Ross, Bailey, Gordon, Burton & Wishart, 2020). An understanding of networks can provide
employees with leadership and managerial advantages that could enhance their careers and
position them for new job opportunities (Granovetter, 1973; Cross & Parker, 2004).
Businesses have an overwhelming demand for employees who can bring together data and
information in a way that promotes sound decision-making (Anderson & Williams, 2019).
Bertolotti et al. (2005) recognize that employees play a role in their social networks stating
that organizational groups are “less likely to turn into a coercive form of peer control and
will rather be experienced by group members as an enhancement of freedom” when
employees are included in the organizational process.

Students, as socially connected participants in the classroom, play an active role in their
knowledge creation based on engagement and interaction (Nayar & Koul, 2020). With
student learning success in mind, we considered the learning styles defined by Kolb (1984)
when we developed this exercise. Table 1 depicts the alignment between the learning styles
defined by Kolb (1984) and elements within this activity. Just as learning preferences
contribute to learning outcome success, this exercise works to deviate from a lecture-only
style approach and create knowledge from experience (Bergsteiner et al., 2010; Muscat &
Mollicone, 2012; Moretz & Giapponi, 2019). This activity combines the use of readings,
lectures, reflection, discussion, and experience to deliver an all-inclusive and engaging
approach (Kolb, 1984; Watson et al., 2019).

Instructions for running the exercise

“The size of the class may impact the ability for a teacher to practice TC [teacher
confirmation]. In order to make students feel endorsed and recognized as valuable, it would
be difficult, if not impossible, to do so in a lecture hall filled with over 100 students”
(Campbell, Eichhorn, Basch & Wolf, 2009, p. 459). Additionally, it is helpful for the
instructor to know the class and witness in class connections prior to this exercise. With the
intent of keeping this experiential activity effective, this exercise is recommended in small
and medium-sized classrooms with ideally 1540 students. The student class size and
timing are recommendations based on successful instructor experience within a graduate-
level leadership and decision-making course in at least ten sessions over five years. The
optimal timing for this exercise, based on the experience noted above, was for it to be
conducted during a 75-min class session. However, it is easy to accommodate various

Reflective Observation -

Active Experimentation - AE RO

(Doing) (Watching)
Concrete CE-AE: Accommodating CE-RO: Diverging
Experience — CE Building and completing the puzzle Mapping the class network
(Feeling) on the board
Abstract AC-AE: Converging AC-RO: Assimilating
Conceptualization —  Debrief on the activity, a mapped network, and full Readings
AC representation of network by completed puzzle.
(Thinking) Additionally, supported by students drawing their

individual networks

Source: Kolb (1984)




enrollment levels and session durations. Table 2 provides suggestions for student
enrollment and class session durations.

Supplies needed for runming the exercise (tools for pedagogy)
A puzzle: The puzzle must have at least enough pieces so that each student receives at least
one puzzle piece. The puzzle should not have more pieces than twice the student count in the
classroom. For example, in a classroom of 20 students, a 24-piece puzzle would be adequate.
However, a 48-piece puzzle would be too large and a 16-piece puzzle too small. As an
additional example, in a classroom of 35 students, a 48-piece puzzle would be adequate.
However, a 75-piece puzzle would be too large and a 24-piece puzzle too small.

A chalkboard or dry erase board: A chalkboard or dry erase board to map the network
within the class as the exercise unfolds helps to enhance the active learning through
visualization and observation.

Preparation needed prior to class

Prior to class, assign a network theory reading (Granovetter, 1983; Cummings & Cross,
2003; Cross et al., 2005) for students to complete in advance of the class. This reading intends
to give students awareness of the terminology and idea of organizational networks. This
activity also helps those students that prefer preparation before contributing in-class feel
ready to join the activity. An additional option for this activity that needs to be done before
class would be to write an “S” or “W” representing a strong or weak tie on the back of 10%—
20% of the puzzle pieces. Students with an “S” on their puzzle piece must join the network
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Enrollment
(students) Class duration ~ Tools for Pedagogy =~ Recommendations
15-20 50-60 min 24-piece puzzle Complete the lecture and puzzle exercise during one
A dry erase board class session
20-30 48-piece puzzle Complete the lecture during the class session
A dry erase board preceding the puzzle exercise using two class
sessions in total
30-40 48-piece puzzle Complete the lecture during the class session
A dry erase board preceding the puzzle exercise and be prepared to
extend the puzzle exercise to an additional session
using three class sessions in total
15-20 60-75min 24-piece puzzle Complete the lecture and puzzle exercise during one
A dry erase board class session
20-30 48-piece puzzle
A dry erase board
30-40 48-piece puzzle Complete the lecture during the class session
A dry erase board preceding the puzzle exercise using two class
sessions in total
15-20 75-120+ min  24-piece puzzle Complete the lecture and puzzle exercise during one
A dry erase board class session
20-30 48-piece puzzle
A dry erase board
30-40 48-piece puzzle

A dry erase board

Table 2.

Student enrollment
and class session
duration
recommendations
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by means of a strong tie, and students with a “W” on their puzzle piece must join the
network by means of a weak tie.

Exercise during class

Open class with a short lecture-style recap of the main points of networks within
organizations. During this lecture, discuss nodes, strong and weak ties, and the importance
of information flow within networks. Be sure to convey the importance of the connectedness
and reach of the network over the nature of the relationship as a strong or weak tie. This
lecture should take about 15min and give students the notion that a more connected
network has better information flow. At the close of the lecture, pass out all the pieces to the
puzzle, ensuring each student has at least one puzzle piece. Once all the puzzle pieces are
handed out, a student will be chosen to become the first node in the classroom’s social
network. He or she will bring their puzzle piece up to the designated space for building the
puzzle. The student’s name will be added to the center of the board as the first node
documented in this network. Next, ask the student if he or she has any strong ties within the
classroom.

Strong ties are easily identified when you ask the students if they have called or texted
one another recently. As students who have strong ties are identified, they approach the
front of the classroom, bring their puzzle piece up to the designated space for building the
puzzle, and begin to work on building the puzzle. The name of every student who is
identified will be added to the board as a node and the strong or weak ties for each student
documented within the network. All strong and weak ties between the students identified on
the board are mapped before moving on to include the next student. You would then repeat
the above activities until all the student nodes sharing strong ties with one another have
been mapped into the network and the applicable puzzle pieces added to the puzzle. After all
the strong ties are exhausted and illustrated on the board, acknowledge the state of the
puzzle. The puzzle will likely be partially built. The puzzle represents a visual of the
decision-making information collected. As engaging strong ties is more natural, you should
include those nodes in decision-making easily. However, the puzzle visually depicts the
major gaps that could exist if students do not learn to extend themselves by leveraging
weak ties. At this point, ask the students (nodes) already documented in the network to
identify the weak ties they have with the students remaining in the classroom.

Weak ties are easily identified in the class when you ask the students if they could walk
up to another student and ask a question about class. Many times, student weak tie
connections are facilitated by group work in prior courses, social activities or other school
experiences. You may eventually allow students to use this class or yourself as a weak tie
pathway within the network, but keep this for bringing in remaining students as needed to
avoid diluting the learning and becoming repetitive. As weak ties are identified, they
approach the front of the classroom, bring their puzzle piece up to the designated space for
building the puzzle, and join those working on building the puzzle. The name of every
student who is identified will be added to the board as a node and the strong or weak ties for
this student mapped within the network depicted on the board. All strong and weak ties
between the students identified on the board are mapped before moving on to include the
next student. You would then repeat the above activities until all the students within
the class are brought into the network, and the applicable puzzle pieces added to complete
the puzzle. Figure 1 shares examples of the board when drawing the classroom network. As
students are added to the social network drawn on the board, be sure students reflect on the
development of the puzzle and its stage of completeness. This activity should take between



one and one and a half minutes per student in the class. For example, a class of 30 students
could take between 30 and 45 min to complete.

Note on students’ mental health

Despite the high likelihood that all students in the classroom will be documented as a node
in the network, there is always a possibility that one or more students are left without any
identified strong or weak ties to any other class members. These students are now outside
the established network and may experience feelings of rejection or absence of belonging.
This presents some cause for concern about their mental health and self-esteem. However, a
meta-analysis of studies related to interpersonal rejection and ostracism indicated that the
result of a single instance of rejection is typically a neutral emotional state without a
negative impact on self-esteem (Blackhart et al., 2009). This indicates that students outside
the network should not suffer psychologically due to a single exclusion. Furthermore,
instances of acceptance and inclusivity, like those fostered by this role-play, can increase
positive moods and self-esteem (Blackhart ef al, 2009). By adjusting the classroom
discussion and exercise debrief, you can find ways to incorporate the excluded students into
the network to promote feelings of acceptance, which will mitigate the initial feeling of
rejection.

Running this exercise several weeks into the course, rather than immediately at the
beginning, will allow the instructor time to observe where the student network hubs exist, as
well as consider the potential for outliers who may be a challenge to tie into the network
example. If you encounter this scenario, you should first attempt to expand these students’
perceptions of where they may have strong or weak ties with students in the documented
network. This could include potential weak ties they had not previously considered, such as
on- or off-campus jobs, involvement in clubs, student government, Greek Life or even their
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Figure 1.
Examples of the
board when drawing
the classroom
network
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housing assignments. Additionally, many students may take more than one course of study
at a time and could have weak ties because of other course projects, classes, or team
groupings. Assuming no new strong or weak ties have been discovered, you might also
want to talk in more depth about how strong and weak ties are developed in organizations
over time, for example, when new employees are hired. Although the general instructions for
the exercise tell the students not to use your course as a source of strong or weak ties, you
now have the opportunity to show how an excluded student’s enrollment in the course has
helped to develop new ties and add another node to the network. Keeping the tone for the
inclusion of this new evolution in the network as positive and inclusive could provide an
opportunity to increase the student’s self-esteem (Blackhart et al., 2009).

Debriefing the exercise

This exercise is intended for students to recognize the connectivity and stretch of
networks so that they can engage in their organizations more effectively. This network
simulation teaches students about various connections between contributing nodes of
information within an organization and helps them to recognize how to use strong and
weak ties in an organization. During this exercise, students will watch as the classroom’s
social network is laid out on the board so that they can then mirror the process and
illustrate their own networks. Throughout this activity and again during the debrief,
discussions about the types of ties and the reach of the spiderweb of connections that
unfolds encourage students to contemplate social network theory in terms of how
information is used to make decisions within an organization. Finally, the act of building
and completing the puzzle represents the utilization of an organization’s network to
engage all functions and expertise to enhance extending into those weak ties to problem-
solving, collect complete information and deliver a comprehensive product, solution or
other initiatives.

This exercise can be debriefed in terms of leadership, management, organizational
behavior, decision-making or career management. Debriefing this activity helps students
extract the value from the exercise and conceptualize how it translates into the workplace.
Immediately following the completion of the puzzle, ask students to reflect on the
experience. While students share their experiences, connect their observations to
organizational behavior, information management, leadership, and decision-making. Some
questions to start the debrief include:

¢ What surprised you about the connections within our classroom network?
* How does this translate to your working view of an organization?

* How were we able to complete the puzzle? What does the completed puzzle
represent, and why is it important?

+ What is the advantage of having an extensive network leveraging weak ties? How
can you ensure you engage weak ties in the decision-making and problem-solving
process? What role do strong ties play in an organization?

* How can you use this understanding of networks to close knowledge gaps?

The discussion can be followed up with an individual exercise where students map out their
own personal networks, including the strong and weak ties among the individual nodes.
This individual network mapping can be done in class or as homework reflection to cement
the learning outcomes.



Conclusion

Student feedback for this activity has been positive and could suggest that the use of an
experiential exercise makes learning real business concepts more digestible. Some students
shared that “Before the puzzle activity, I did not understand what the reading meant by a strong
or weak tie,” “The exercise helped to visualize the connectedness of hubs and nodes,” and “I could
use network theory to understand how to get work done.” The concepts delivered in this social
network exercise will translate directly into a student’s college to career success.

This exercise has been used successfully within a graduate-level leadership and decision-
making course in at least ten sessions over five years. In using this exercise in a course, students
can be further asked to apply their understanding of social networks as a component within a
final written course assignment. A piece of this final reflection may include individual
consideration for how the student could use his or her personal social network to find a job post-
graduation. In our school, this final reflective assignment is used as an assessment artifact for
assessing assurance of learning as part of the requirements for maintaining accreditation through
the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB).

Implications of the study and recommendations for future research

An organization’s internal social network governs how information and knowledge travels and is
shared throughout the organization. As work continues to rely heavily on the coordination of
individual hubs within the social networks that make up our businesses, a proactive awareness for
and ability to leverage these networks when making decisions will benefit leaders (Cross, Parker,
Prusak & Borgatti, 2001; Cross & Parker, 2004; Cross, 2005). If social networks are dismissed in
organizations, it could result in less productive problem-solving, stunted collaboration,
underutilization of expertise, and unknown costs (Granovetter, 1973, 1983; Cross et al, 2001; Cross
& Parker, 2004; Cross, 2005). An exercise like the one included here, meets hiring managers needs
to boost learning centered on critical thinking skills and communication (Benson & Dresdow,
2015; Marasi, 2019) while enabling a workforce awareness for using social networks to promote
business success. Delivering capable students to the workforce with the theoretical and practical
understanding of organizational social networks can support organizational performance with
employees more prepared to engage in comprehensive problem-solving, effective collaboration
and understanding of subject matter expert knowledge within their organizations.

There are exciting possibilities for future research in relation to this study, including an
understanding of the influence student experience in organizational social networks has within
the context of learning retention and previous student work experience, internship hiring rates, or
type of work preferences. Future research could also include a survey or experimental design that
assesses the benefit social network knowledge has for students once they graduate and begin
employment. Remote working was on the increase before COVID-19, and a post-COVID-19
scenario of fully established telecommuting society necessitates the re-orientation of social
network research and practice (Yawson, 2020). “Organizations will have to determine new ways
of building social capital and social networking and how to maintain cohesion without the benefit
of informal coffee, lunch, or corridor chats” (Yawson, 2020, p. 410). Future applications could
include developing an online simulation exercise for both on-ground and virtual classrooms to
simulate the remote working environment.
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