
Burt’s ‘Social Origin of Good 
Ideas’ paper

Steve Borgatti



Study Design
• Ask people (673 managers) to generate ideas 

for improving supply chain management for the 
company

• Top management then rated quality of all 455 
ideas that were generated

• Network data also collected
– Who discuss work matters with
– Years of acquaintance, etc

• Each manager’s structural holes calculated
• Structural holes correlated with idea quality



Dependent Variables

• Idea value
– The 48 ideas from top 3 ranks were rated first, 

the remaining 407 were rated second
• Ideas dismissed
• Ideas unexpressed













Network theory

• Human networks are often clumpy
– Ideas, behavior are more homogeneous 

within groups
• Weak ties (at least those that are local 

bridges) connect the clumps
• Cosmopolitans bridge social worlds
• Structural holes increases chances of 

bridging
• Bridging creates value



Mechanisms

• 4 levels
– Explaining constraints and interests of one group to 

another
– Transferring best practices

• Performing cultural translation as needed
– Drawing analogy between groups ostensibly 

irrelevant to each other
• People prefer to regard other groups situations as different 

so they can ignore their approaches
– Synthesis, creation of something new out two older 

ways
• All four levels are useful for problem solving

– All enable broker to be bearer of good ideas
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