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Abstract

This research captures local networks of German political parties and welfare agencies in re-
gards to poverty. The article explores whether there are differences in regards to homophily
and brokerage between the two studied groups using a dataset of 33 egonetworks in two Ger-
man cities. The computer assisted drawn networks were collected in an interactive participa-
tive way together with the interviewed egonetworks. To achieve the theoretical aim of analys-
ing homophily and brokerage between politicians and welfare workers, two hypotheses are
examined, resting upon social capital theory. The hypotheses were quantified and explicated
with different variables. The first hypothesis states that heterophile networks imply more so-
cial capital, which referred to different measurements (size, density, homophily). This could
be partially validated since the analysed networks of association representatives (n=12) were
denser and slightly more heterophile than those of party representatives (n=21). Second, it
was assumed that politicians, because of their function as elected representatives, would be
more likely to take on an interface function within the communities than representatives of
civil society institutions. Results based on calculated El-indices, subgraphs and brokerage
show that party representatives do indeed have larger networks, but these networks split into
fewer subgraphs than association representatives’ networks.
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1. Introduction

Poverty and social exclusion are pressing
social issues in advanced and industrial-
ized countries, such as Germany. In Ger-
many, these issues are becoming more vis-
ible through a public discussion of the
German social security reform program
‘Hartz IV’ or the poverty of children. For
German local communities, the fields of
poverty prevention and fighting against al-
ready existing poverty structures pose a va-
riety of challenges. Officially, local institu-
tions are responsible for a majority of so-
cial benefits and their distribution. The in-
terplay between different political actors
and actors from civil society requires net-
working, cooperation and coming to
agreements at various levels. It is exactly
this process, and the accompanying rela-
tions and connections, which make munic-
ipal efforts to fight poverty in Germany an
interesting field for political science; a
field which has hardly been explored in
terms of networking structures. This is
surprising, because municipalities are es-
pecially restricted in their actions and ca-
pabilities and depend on the cooperation
and involvement from the civil sector,
which is a challenge specifically visible in
the area of fighting poverty.

The thematic aim of this paper is to
capture the local network of political par-
ties and welfare agencies regarding pov-
erty, and to explore whether there are dif-
ferences concerning homophily and bro-
kerage between politicians and welfare
workers. The research question is: How
exactly are local political actors connected
with organisations from civil society?

The methodological goal is to show
that social network analysis is well suited
to statistically represent the relations be-
tween local politicians and welfare agen-
cies. Additionally, the findings demon-
strate that visual data collection allows for
a simultaneous validation of data through
the participation of the subject group. As a
result, it can be illustrated how a visual in-
quiry through digital networking maps en-
ables a collection of quantitative data that
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can then be evaluated (Gamper et al.,
2012). Lastly, it will be assessed how use-
ful the method of visually surveying quan-
titative data can be for the research field of
local politics. Here, the question is: which
advantages and disadvantages emerged for
participants during the survey because of
structured and standardized digital network
maps?

2. State of Research and Theoretical
Framework

Some studies exist that take a closer look
at the state of the German local level and
its existing structures of decision-making.

However, social network analysis has not
been significantly featured in these works
(Heinze & Voelzkow, 1991; Helbling,
Egli, & Matter, 2005; Fowler, 2006; Ohm,
2009; Werner, 1998). Instead, the intent of
this research is to offer a comparative look
at the structures of fighting poverty at a lo-
cal level by analysing the networks be-
tween local politicians, welfare agencies
and domestic associations. One exception
to achieve this is the work of Soren Peter-
mann (2008). He has studied the political
influence of local politicians in the context
of a social capital model in major cities,
medium-sized cities and counties (Peter-
mann, 2008, p. 156). He wanted to show
how the social capital (Burt, 1995; Cole-
man, 1988) of established politicians in the
municipality (mayor, county commission-
er, parliamentary party leaders) affects
their political influence within the local
power structures. Here, he measured the
centrality of the actors and their broker po-
sition in egonetworks (Petermann, 2008, p.
153, 155). Moreover, he calculated regres-
sion models to estimate the social capital
of politicians within interaction networks
and found out that finding consensus and
bargaining in networks depend on politi-
cians’ prestige in the cities (ibid., p. 171).
In methodological concerns, he showed
that local top politicians are highly con-
nected within their community, but admits
that his studied networks focused on strong
ties and interactions within cities. Howev-
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er, no studies exist that explicitly focus on
the field of poverty at the local level in
Germany. The study introduced here is
meant to, at least partially, fill this academ-
ic void.

This study draws from Bourdieu’s
social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986;
Coleman 1988; Lin, Cook, & Burt, 2001),
because social capital enables inclusion in
social networks, and entering social rela-
tionships based on access to material and
immaterial resources and support from
other people (Crossley et al. 2015, p. 26—
37). At this point, it is assumed that social
capital can be an individual, as well as a
collective good. In institutionalized rela-
tionships, resources can be tapped, which
can prove beneficial for the individual, as
well as for the collective. Here, it is helpful
to understand networks as fields, in which
social capital is distributed and exchanged
(Bourdieu, 1985). Because one group dis-
tinguishes itself from its outside, the pre-
sent article is based on the assumption that,
according to reciprocal recognition and re-
inforcement, similar and homogenous ac-
tors are to be found in local networks
(Bourdieu, 1986). Consequently, the study
is based on the following premises: The in-
terrelationship between local party activ-
ists, city administration and welfare agency
officials serves as the exchange and foster-
ing of one’s social capital. Depending on
how much social capital an ego can accu-
mulate, meaning how many potential
communicative relations it has, it is more
likely to be able to articulate its interests
and act inclusively at the political level.
Another, more special, type of capital is in-
formation, because it is passed on through
weak ties (Granovetter, 1973) within, and
between, networks.

This research is guided by asking
about the cooperation of political parties,
welfare agencies and the administration:
How are these networks structured? What
kind of different or similar actors can be
found in these networks, how many of
them are there and what is their function?
Two hypotheses serve as guidelines:
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First: If actors from different areas
are represented in a network, heterophile
networks would contain more social capi-
tal. This is based on the assumption that
welfare agencies and domestic associations
represent poverty-stricken people, because
of their institutional foundation, and are,
therefore, potential contacts for politicians.
Consequently, their networks should be
bigger and presumably denser and more
heterophilic. Networks can be considered
homophilic if alteri (network contacts and
nodes), which resemble the ego and its fea-
tures, are placed in the areas where the
people questioned are supposed to locate
their contacts (Lin, Cook, & Burt, 2001;
Pfenning & Pfenning, 1987, p. 72). These
three characteristics of networks (size,
density, and homophily) will be calculated
individually in this case.

Second: Due to their function and
position as representatives of the people,
officials of political parties have higher
brokerage values than representatives of
welfare and domestic agencies. A person,
who is located in a defining interface of the
network, is called a broker. Brokerage is
comparatively operationalized via the
number of subgraphs in each egonetwork
(Burt, 1995). The more subgraphs that are
in an egonetwork, the higher the ego bro-
kerage value.

3. Methodology

For this study, egonetworks were collected
and analysed (Fischer et al., 1977; Well-
man & Leighton, 1978; Crossley et al.
2015). Because egonetworks explain rela-
tions between the ego and its alteri, they
reflect the individual “bounded rationality”
of actors. The qualitative approach to net-
works that gained attention recently (Bel-
lotti 2008; Hollstein 2011) proved to be the
best way to access the discussed field of
research. Benefitting from qualitative
SNA, a mixed methods design was real-
ized based on visual network maps with
targets (Crossley et al. 2015, p. 60). In this
case, the program VennMaker was used to
collect data visually through network maps
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(Kahn & Antonucci, 1980). This software
allows an immediate visualization of the
participant’s network during the conversa-
tion. Additionally, network structures can
be immediately validated by repeated and
clarified questions during the interview
process. The emphasis, therefore, lies on
the qualitative aspects of respondents’
networks. Complementary, or, depending
on the question, primarily, quantitative da-
ta can be calculated by standardizing and
structuring the network maps prior to the
interview, so that results can be compared.
Overall, the use of VennMaker is a stand-
ardized collection, in which alteri attrib-
utes, for example importance, type of rela-
tionship, etc., are visualized through the
program and are quantitatively recorded
and standardized. This visual collection
method combines qualitative and quantita-
tive approaches and integrates both
(Hollstein 2014, p. 10-1). The elicitation
for this research was embedded in “tradi-
tional”, in-depth  expert interviews
(Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009).

Regarding the sampling parties,
welfare agencies and domestic associations
at the local level in an East German city
(Jena) and a city in West Germany (Trier)
were chosen. Both cities are home to a
university, are of similar size, are of a
similar socio- economic structure, and
have to tackle similar challenges in areas
of deprivation, which is what makes them
participants of the federal “Social City
Program”. Accordingly, a systematic prob-
ability method was chosen to approach
representative position holders in the field:
the chairmen or executive directors of as-
sociations and charities were interviewed
and their political counterparts, the party
leaders, faction leaders, or the politicians
who had social policies as their main fo-
cus. By then using the snowball-approach
(Babbie, 2013, p. 191), other central actors
were included in the course of the process.
The sample includes 36 egonetworks in to-
tal. For Jena, the sample includes six asso-
ciation representatives, 12 party represent-
atives and one city administrator. For
Trier, five association representatives are
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included, as well as nine party representa-
tives and two city administrators. Alto-
gether, 19 women and 17 men between 31
and 72 years were represented. For four
networks, not all data is available, and for
three networks, interview effects can be
assumed, which were conducted by anoth-
er interviewer. The networks of admin-
istration officials were not included, be-
cause they represent a functional group of
only three egos, and thus too small for an
intended mean value comparison. The
egonetworks were established together
with the respondents using the “free net-
work drawing” function of VennMaker
based on targets. For the networks, alteri
were collected through a name generator,
in order to functionally separate the field
(Burt, 1997; Campbell & Lee, 1991). For
this analysis, the question asked focused
explicitly on relationships of professional
information exchange: “Now I am curious
about the people with whom you work to-
gether in the field of fighting poverty. If
you could give me a specific example, for
instance, who do you contact or ask for
help when you administer benefits?”

The generator was connected to
qualitative guiding questions of the expert
interview with the intention to reveal rele-
vant cooperation: Most of the time, partic-
ipants named organisations important to
them in the course of the qualitative expert
interview. These organisations were noted,
and the participant would be asked, with
which individuals from these organisations
she worked together with in the field of
welfare. The named alteri were then drawn
in VennMaker, together with the interview
partner, in a visually-participatory manner.
Afterwards, the name interpreters were
queried, which generated standardized in-
formation regarding the alteri and their re-
lations to ego. The nature of the relation-
ship between the ego and its alteri is col-
lected through the interpreters, as well as
alter-alter relationships. Interpreters, com-
prised of several common measures, such
as the duration of contact, frequency of
contact and the type of contact, the im-
portance of alteri for the ego (visualized as
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the size of alteri), function, party member-
ship, age and gender, were used. Interpret-
ers were operationalized as follows: con-
tact frequency: 1 = very often (daily, week-
ly), 2 = often (up to three months), 3 = sel-
dom (once or twice a year); duration of
contact: 1 = 1-2 years, 2 = 2-5 years, 3 =
5-10 years, 4 = 10-20 years, 5 = more than
20 years; type of contact (personal, via
phone, via mail, email, cell phone).

The visual collection and participa-
tory positioning together with the partici-
pants proved to be very beneficial for both
sides. At no point in time did the partici-
pants feel as if they were producing the
type of quantitative data, which is usually
the case with questionnaires when collect-
ing network data. Plus, this collection pro-
cedure is not as time consuming as the
classic approach. This method is, therefore,
especially interesting for smaller and more
sensitive research fields, and leads to
equally valid results.

In the course of the processing of
the digital network map, it became appar-
ent that categorical variables, such as fre-
quency of contact, age or duration of con-
tact, can be collected very well through the
additionally configurable ‘actors chart’ in
VennMaker, which is comparable to a
questionnaire, meaning these were not
added visually, but via a catalogue of ques-
tions that can be called upon in the pro-
gram. Instead, the form and formalization
of cooperation was represented through re-
lations, and afterwards the drawings were
complemented with this information to-
gether with participants. Here, varying
forms of relations were offered to depict
multiplexity, from which the participant
could select the most fitting for the present
relationship in their perception (see Figure

).
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Figure 1: Visualization example of the operational-
ization

Network map _— —

_ guterreichbar

Source: Collection, calculation and figure by the
author

To distinguish those multiplex rela-
tionships, several forms for collaboration
were drawn with one alter. More specifi-
cally, these were the exchange of infor-
mation and experiences (turquoise), ex-
change or procurement of means (finan-
cially and otherwise; blue), planning and
implementation of concrete measures (pur-
ple) and timely loose or sporadic (orange),
as well as institutionalized and formalized
cooperation (green). The alteris’ colours
represent party membership in line with
parties’ colours or non-partisanship
(white). Via three concentric circles, the
accessibility of alteri was classified from
“very good” to “less good” (see Figure 2).
The sectors, meaning the circle segments
in different grey shades, illustrate the areas
of the municipality: political parties, city
administration, agencies, charities and as-
sociations, businesses, unions, media. For
the quantitative analysis, the collected re-
sults were controlled and processed in Ex-
cel through the export function of the pro-
gram. Afterwards, the network parameters
and measures for homophily and brokerage
were calculated by using UCINET; here,
the calculation of density was balanced
with the one from VennMaker. As a third
factor, apart from size and density, ho-
mophily was calculated using the El-index.
This index carries out values from —1 to 1;
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1 meaning heterophily and —1 standing for
homophily: the lower the value, the more
homophilic the network. In order to com-
pare the networks amongst each other, in
terms of their homophily, this research
takes the indices of the entire network into
account. Finally, the comparison of mean
values was calculated with a parametric
test in SPSS.

4. Empirical Findings

When looking at the network size, politi-
cians have a slightly bigger network than
the association representatives. The larger
the network, the lower the density (Borgat-
ti & Everett, 1997). For both groups, dif-
ferences could be found in density rather
than in size. A comparison of the networks
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of party representatives regarding the EI-
index reveals that the networks show the
entire spectrum of EI. For the mean value,
all networks are located in the homophile
field of the index, yet the networks of party
representatives are more heterophilic at
—0.122 (SD = 0.588) than those of the as-
sociation representatives at —0.245 (SD =
0.696) (see Table 1). Thus, politicians have
more heterophilic networks in terms of lo-
cating alteri in sectors. The mean values
show that the association networks display
less varied values than the ones of the poli-
ticians. Therefore, politicians act as infor-
mation intermediaries according to the
second hypothesis, which stated politicians
enjoy a kind of monopoly regarding the
passing of information, which is operation-
alized through the number of subgraphs.

Table 1: Comparison of the mean value for size, density, El-index and subgraphs

. . . El-index via sector Number of
Function Size Density affiliation subgraphs
_ mean 24.950 0.12870 —0.122520 21.380
party (n=21) SD 9.897 0.12527 0.588792 13.261
association (n=12) mean 23.670 0.25010 —0.245500 23.000
SD 12.272 0.38182 0.696312 13.423
fotal (n=33) mean 24.480 0.17280 —0.167240 21.970
SD 10.648 0.25187 0.622052 13.133
significance (n=26) t 0.599 0.08000 0.775000 0.489
squared eta (n=26) p2 0.012 0.00400 0.001000 0.210

Collection, calculation and figure by the author."
Significance level at 0.05.

The difference in the amount of subgraphs
from 21.38 (parties) to 23 on average (as-
sociations) indicates that association repre-
sentatives seem to have the higher broker-
age power, and hypothesis two is rejected.
The t-test was only relevant for the density.
Regarding the number of subgraphs and
function, the mean value comparison was
not significant (see Table 1). Since the dif-
ference of the mean values for density is
accidental by up to 20 per cent, a very low
effect between density and function may

15 The purely star-networks (no. 9, 10, 31, 34, 37)
were excluded here.
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exist. As a result, one can state that the
networks of the association representatives
contribute more to the inclusion of affected
interests than those of the party representa-
tives. Contrary to this, the politicians’ net-
works seem more secluded, due to their
slight homogenous constitution.

5. Conclusion

The thematic aim of this contribution was
to illustrate the network structure between
local politicians and welfare associations
in poverty politics. The networks of stud-
ied egos were quantified and explicated
with different variables (size, density, ho-
mophily, and subgraphs). The first hypoth-
esis could be partially validated, because
the networks of association representatives
were denser and slightly more heterophilic
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than those of party representatives. Re-
garding the second hypothesis, results
show that party representatives have larger
networks, yet these networks split into
fewer subgraphs than the networks of as-
sociation representatives.

In terms of methodology, the aim
was to show how digital network maps fa-
cilitate collecting and analysing quantita-
tive data. For this, data collection with
VennMaker has proven to be very effec-
tive. Structures and the manifestations of
relations with the associations, as well as
alteri-characteristics were standardized;
here, the scaling and classification of cate-
gories was very time-consuming. The posi-
tioning of the alteri could be singled out
from VennMaker for the quantitative cal-
culations presented here. Insofar, it was as-
sured that the shown network structure was
also depicted in the quantitative data set.
Sketching the networks together with the
interview partners allowed a direct captur-
ing of the inherent thought processes of the
participants during the conversation. While
this may have led, in some cases, to very
confusing network maps, the fact that par-
ticipants could see their networks structur-
ally visualized proved to be interesting and
surprising to them. This also prevented
boredom or frustration from emerging dur-
ing the collection of alter-alter-relations
(McCarty, Killworth, & Rennell, 2007).
The joint sketching caused participants to
become more interested in the inquiry, and
it was possible to illustrate the structure of
their professional networks for them. Such
a combined approach is currently without
equal because a simultaneous positioning
of the alteri and validation of network
structures on a visual network map is a
clear advantage of the program, whereas
the analysis for statistical calculations had
to be done with other programs. Conse-
quently, VennMaker had an interface func-
tion for the quantitative part of the study.
The collection and processing of data was
enabled and highly facilitated, in particu-
lar, because of the program. Compared to
this, the processing and calculating of pa-
rameters, especially the El-index and the
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ttest, was elaborate and tedious in UCI-
NET. The data collected and exported with
VennMaker was further analysed, or man-
ually edited in other programs. Here, SPSS
was fitting for the hypotheses tests. Initial-
ly, VennMaker caused the most problems
in the beginning of the analysis compared
to the other programs. This was mainly be-
cause the software was first used as a be-
taversion in the research project and later
on in the 1.0-version. These two versions
already differed greatly in their usage, es-
pecially the statistics functions, which
were needed for a smooth export and fur-
ther analysis: they were in need of further
development. For the collection of network
data, VennMaker has proven successful in
an interview setting. As a result, the meth-
od of using digital network cards is well
suited for the visual-participatory collec-
tion of egonetworks together with partici-
pants. The possibility of sketching the
network and the following revision with
the participants should be emphasized as a
positive feature. By proceeding this way,
the interpretations of the interview partner
could be directly included and analysed
quantitatively afterwards. Because of that,
a distortion by the researcher can be mini-
mized, and, almost in passing, quantitative
data can be collected. It could, therefore,
be demonstrated that visual collection in-
struments are well suited to gather and
evaluate quantitative data.
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