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Applying and Evaluating Social Network Analysis in Bilingualism Research
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Social networks – social ties people engage in, such as families, friends, neighbours and colleagues – are an important part of our everyday life. We contract specific social networks for specific social purposes. Consequently, the types of social networks we contract have significant social influence on our social behaviour. Social network analysis (SNA) assesses the extent to which different network structures (e.g. strong/dense vs. weak/loose) and contents (e.g. peer, ethnic, professional) affect the variation and change in individual network members’ social behaviour including linguistic behaviour. This talk reviews various applications of SNA in sociolinguistic and bilingualism research, beginning with the SNA’s views of language, society and the relationship between language and society. 

The concept of social networks has been used both as an approach to data collection and as a methodology for data analysis. It is the latter that this talk will focus on. A distinction is made between the “whole network approach” and the “ego network approach”. The former is often used as a practical way of analysing speech communities, while the latter can be applicable at both the community level and the individual level. Applications of SNA, particularly of the “ego network approach”, will be demonstrated using data from bilingual and multilingual communities in Britain and Singapore. 

A particular attention will be given to the development of social networks in childhood – an important part of children’s socialisation process – and its impact on the language development of bilingual and multilingual children. Through a comparison of individual differences of four developing Chinese-English bilingual children, it is argued that the “ego network approach” offers a practical means of analysing the role of input, both in terms of quality and quantity, in bilingual and multilingual acquisition.
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