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Why do people want 
to analyze social 

networks?•Focuses on the importance of 
relationships among interacting units

•Conceptualize structure as a pattern of 
relationships

•Witness “flow” of information between 
individuals and relational ties

•Understand how an individual is 
influenced by a structural environment



E. Otte and R. Rousseau, 2002.

Social Network Analysis is 
“hot”



Why is it difficult to 
analyze social networks?

•Difficult to comprehend the 
characteristics and structure of networks 
when there are many edges and nodes

•Current tools are often a medley of 
statistical methods and overwhelming 
visual output
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Why is it difficult to 
analyze social networks?

•Difficult to comprehend the 
characteristics and structure of networks 
when there are many edges and nodes

•Current tools are often a medley of 
statistical methods and overwhelming 
visual output



Current tools

net, pajek, visone, krackplot and many more
Interviews suggest these 
tools may leave analysts 

uncertain how to explore in 
an orderly manner



SocialAction



SocialAction

•Balances systematic and flexible 
exploration

•Strategy beyond opportunism

•Financial crisis v. disease epidemic

•Uses the rank-by-feature framework



Rank-by-Feature 
Framework

•Combines principles of Information 
Visualization

•Overviews; coordinated displays; 
dynamic queries

•Main idea: users select a feature.  all 
entities in the network are ranked 
according to that feature.

•Used successfully in helping users 
navigate multidimensional data (HCE)



Motivating Example

•National Consortium for the Study of 
Terrorism And Responses to Terrorism 
(START)

•Compiling dataset of all known terrorist 
attacks (currently 70,000 over 27 
years)

•4-6 analysts over 3-4 months



Ranking Entities



Filtering



Ranking by Two Features



Aggregating Nodes into 
Cohesive Subgroups



Future Evaluation

•In the Fall, SocialAction will be integrated 
into a graduate-level Social Networks 
course

•Conduct a series of Long-term case 
studies with sociologists and analysts



Balancing Systematic and 
Flexible Exploration of 

Social Networks
www.cs.umd.edu/hcil/socialaction/


