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 THE SIGNAL 

A hiring manager at a mid-sized firm recently described a puzzle. Referrals, once the 
fastest and cheapest source of good candidates, had slowed to a trickle, even though 
headcount and turnover were roughly unchanged from prior years. Nobody in the 
organization could point to a policy change that caused it. What had changed, quietly 
and without notice, was how often employees crossed paths with people outside their 
own team. Without that cross pollination of talent, the referral pipeline had simply dried 
up. 

 

20M+ 

LinkedIn users in five years of randomized 
experiments on weak ties 

4,800+ 

weak ties lost within 18 months once co-
location disappeared 

43% 

drop in transitions from part-time to full-
time work early in the pandemic 
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SECTION 01 

History of Weak Ties 
Every conversation about the future of work eventually turns to the same key data points: real estate costs, 
commuting time, productivity software, and employee preference surveys. What the data is overlooking is 
the power of the weak tie. Sociologist Mark Granovetter named this idea the strength of weak ties in 1973, 
and while a compelling theory, its practical application has fallen out of corporate rhetoric. More 
important, its value has completely disappeared from college business schools and emerging leader 
trainings. 

For half a century, sociologists have argued that these loose connections, not our closest relationships, 
are what carry new information, new opportunities, and new jobs across a social network. New research 
findings carry uncomfortable implications for how businesses have organized work since 2020. 

In 2022, a team led by researcher Karthik Rajkumar published a study in the journal Science that tested 
Granovetter's theory directly, using randomized experiments run on LinkedIn's "People You May Know" 
recommendation algorithm. Over five years, the researchers varied the prevalence of weak ties in the 
recommended networks of more than twenty million users. They observed the creation of two billion new 
connections and roughly six hundred thousand new jobs. The causal effect was real. Weak ties increased 
job mobility.   

Interestingly, the relationship followed an inverted U rather than a straight line upward. Moderately weak 
ties, the kind formed through occasional contact rather than a single passing introduction, produced the 
strongest career effects. While the very weakest ties, the ones barely distinguishable from strangers, 
produced diminishing returns. In other words, it is the subsequent coffee or zoom call following the 
networking event that makes the difference. The texture of a professional network, how loosely or tightly it 
is woven, has a measurable and now well documented effect on who finds their next opportunity and who 
does not. 

That texture depends heavily on where people physically spend their time. A separate study published the 
same year in Nature Computational Science examined the email network of more than 2,800 researchers 
at a large North American university before, during, and after pandemic lockdowns. When co-location 
disappeared, the network lost more than 4,800 weak ties within eighteen months, connections between 
distant parts of the organization that would otherwise have carried novel information across departmental 
lines. When the university reintroduced partial co-location through a hybrid schedule, those weak ties 
began to regenerate, though only partially and very slowly. The finding is evidence of a phenomenon many 
executives sense but rarely quantify. Presence is the primary mechanism by which new connections form, 
and once that mechanism is switched off, it does not switch back on by itself. 

The consequences fall hardest on the people with the least existing network to fall back on. Economists 
Mark Borgschulte and Yuci Chen, writing in Labour Economics in 2022, traced how the collapse of full-time 
work during the early pandemic disrupted the labor market transitions of young workers in particular. 
Transitions from part-time work and from school into full-time employment fell by 43 percent and 28 
percent respectively, and disconnection from the labor market remained elevated well into 2021, even as 
the broader unemployment rate reached historic lows. Early-career professionals depend 
disproportionately on the kind of incidental, low-stakes contact that comes from simply being in a building 
with more experienced colleagues.  

Think of all you learned from the hallway questions, the overheard conversations, introductions made 
because someone happened to be standing nearby when a need arose. Remove the building, and you 
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remove these casual and often unnoticed moments for them to build social capital.  This results in a 
compounding drag on the talent pipeline that most workforce planning still fails to recognize. 

SECTION 02 

The Bridge over Troubled Social Waters 
Robert Putnam's foundational distinction between bonding and bridging social capital helps explain why 
organizations have been slow to notice the damage. Bonding capital is the cohesion within a functioning 
team with a good rhythm of standing meetings. Most collaboration software has been engineered, quite 
successfully, to preserve bonding capital in a distributed environment.  

Bridging capital is different. It is the connective tissue between groups that otherwise would never interact.  
These connections are far harder to manufacture through a screen because they depend on the kind of 
low-cost, serendipitous contact that digital tools were never built to produce. An organization can report 
strong engagement scores within teams while quietly losing the cross-functional relationships that once 
let information and institutional memory move sideways through the organization. Innovation, in 
particular, tends to travel along bridging ties rather than bonding ones, since genuinely new ideas usually 
arrive from outside a person's immediate circle rather than from within it. 

“Innovation, in particular, tends to travel along bridging ties 
rather than bonding ones.” 

— Dr. Melanie Sue Hicks 

The same mechanism operates outside the walls of a single organization. Sales leaders have long known, 
if only intuitively, that the most durable pipeline comes from the loose network of former colleagues, 
conference acquaintances, and industry contacts that one accumulates over years of being physically 
present in a given field. Customer acquisition costs rise when that loose network stops replenishing itself, 
and few finance teams have found a clean way to attribute the rise to anything as diffuse as fewer 
conferences attended or fewer client dinners held. The business only notices this reduction of productivity 
months or years later, in a pipeline that has quietly thinned. 

SECTION 03 

Face to Face is Still King 
It would be a mistake to conclude from any of this that the solution is simply more video calls. Research 
published in the European Management Journal in 2024 found that the erosion of trust associated with 
workplace isolation is driven primarily by the quality of communication rather than its frequency. Adding 
another recurring meeting to the calendar cannot restore what co-location once provided. Unscheduled, 
information-rich exchange is difficult to engineer on purpose and remarkably easy to produce by accident, 
which is precisely what shared physical space has always been good at generating. A well-timed hallway 
conversation carries ten times the density of trust and information of a scheduled thirty-minute video call. 

None of this argues for a blanket return-to-office mandate. Research is clear. Mandates can do as much 
damage to trust as it claims to repair. Instead, we need a deliberate treatment of weak-tie formation as a 
design problem. That means structuring in-person days around cross-functional contact rather than 
individualized convenience. It means rebuilding under resourced onboarding programs that deliberately 
introduce new hires to people outside their immediate team and organizational processes.  And it means 
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recognizing that the return on a well-designed all-company gathering is not morale in the abstract but 
measurable network density.  

The businesses that treat presence as infrastructure, worth designing with the same rigor applied to 
compensation or benefits, will be the ones reaping the benefits of truly engaged employees. The real 
secret to human centered leadership.  

For a board or a chief executive weighing another round of workplace policy debate, the research offers a 
more useful question than office versus remote. The better question is where, across the organization, 
weak ties are being formed today, and where they used to form before the pandemic reorganized how 
people encounter one another. These are the places where bridging capital either regenerates or 
continues to erode. Measuring that erosion is possible, using the same organizational network analysis 
techniques the researchers cited here applied to email and collaboration data. Few companies do it, 
which means few companies know how much of their future talent and referral pipeline is quietly draining 
away even while quarterly productivity metrics hold steady. 
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