CHAPTER 8
Estimating Acquaintanceship Volume*

Linton C. Freeman and Claire R. Thompson

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM

In their pioneering article on networks, Pool and Kochen (1978) pointed to a
whole new area for research by students of social structure. They focussed on
networks of acquaintanceship, where a pair of people is considered to be linked if
they have met and would recognize each other if they met again.

Pool and Kochen stressed the fundamental nature of the acquaintanceship
relation. They observed that, whenever people face problems that they cannot
solve alone, they turn to others they already know—to their acquaintances.
Acquaintanceship networks, therefore, provide people with sets of others from
whom they can and do draw help, support, information, advice, and the like in
time of need.

Pool and Kochen called attention both to the universality of such acquaint-
anceship networks among humans and to their importance in providing contacts
who can help when help is needed. In particular, they stressed the importance of
such personal acquaintanceship networks in the process of political influence.
But later workers have shown that such networks are also important in providing
general social support (Wellman, 1981), in the diffusion of innovations (Col-
eman, Katz, & Menzel, 1966), and in the process of search for such diverse
things as a job (Granovetter, 1974), a place to live (Freeman & Sunshine, 1976),
and an abortion (Lee, 1969). Thus, acquaintanceship networks turn out to pro-
vide an essential mechanism by means of which the individual is connected to the
larger world.

Pool and Kochen, however, did more than simply sensitize the social science
community to the importance of studying acquaintanceship networks. They went
on to provide an explicit agenda for research on such networks. Indeed, Pool and
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Kochen (1978, pp. 6—7) set down eight features of acquaintanceship networks
that they saw as fundamental to the specification of their form:

1. For any individual we should like to know how many other people he knows,
i.e. his acquaintance volume.

2. For a population we want to know the distribution of acquaintance volumes,
the mean and the range between extremes.

3.  We want to know what kinds of people they are who have many contacts and
whether these people are also the influentials.

4.  We want to know how the lines of contact are stratified; what is the structure of
the network.

5. How great is the probability that two persons chosen at random from the
population will know each other?

6. How great is the chance that they will have a friend in common?

7. How great is the chance that the shortest chain between them requires two
intermediaries?

8. How far are people aware of the available lines of contact?

Although many of these questions are rather imprecise (4 and 8 in particular),
their authors’ intent is clear: The first seven all point to the issue of specifying
important parameters of the overall form of acquaintanceship networks. And the
eighth proposes that the relation between that form and people’s perceptions be
investigated. Answers to these questions would specify some of the most basic
parameters for any network study. We take the position that estimating them, or
something close to them, is absolutely essential to progress in structural research.

In this study we focus on only one of these questions: the first, and perhaps
the most basic. We will try to estimate people’s acquaintanceship volume. In the
next section we begin by reviewing earlier attempts at estimating this parameter.
Following that, we will describe our own procedures for gathering data. Finally,
we shall report our results.

RESEARCH ON ACQUAINTANCESHIP

[n their original draft, written in the 1950s, Pool and Kochen (1978) reported two
pilot experiments designed to estimate acquaintanceship volume. One was based
on a diary of interpersonal contacts, and the other used phone books as an aid in
-ecalling acquaintances. In both cases, there was only one experimental subject,
Pool himself.

The diary method required that Pool carry a book and that he record each of
1s interpersonal contacts each day. A contact was recorded whenever Pool
>xchanged words with any person he had previously met and whose name he
<new. Exchanges on the phone or by mail were included. Multiple contacts with






