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‘Getting by or getting ahead?’ Gendered decision-making as an aspect of social networks

The starting point of social network analysis is that it is inter-personal relationships rather than individuals that form the unit of analysis. This paper draws on research funded under the ESRC’s TLRP that is examining the potential of network data to help explain decision-making, with regard to participation in Higher Education.  Interviews are being conducted with members of 16 ‘networks of intimacy’ (Heath and Cleaver, 2003). In each of the networks, our entry point is an individual qualified to level 3 (the level usually required for entry to HE in the UK) but who is not currently participating in HE. The entry points include men and women over the age of 21, and at different life stages. Members of their network include family and friends who represent a diverse set of educational, social, and economic positions. Our study is designed to explore the ways in which decision-making is embedded and created within such networks. Conceptual lenses associated with social network analysis, such as density, strength and diffusion of interpersonal ties as well as types of social capital including ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ (Putnam 2000), and features such as norms and trust, are being used in our analysis of network composition and character.  The purpose of this approach is to investigate the ways in which inter-personal relationships have influenced the ‘decision’ of our entry points not to participate (as yet) in HE.
Further to understanding the importance of the social nature of decision-making are the concepts of gender and class. Such structural categories are particularly relevant given that non-participants are more likely than participants to follow traditional gendered and classed pathways in to ‘early adulthood’ and work. Following a discussion of the conceptual orientations being drawn on in this project, and a summary of our research approach, the paper presents an analysis of one network. The entry point is a 34 year old woman, married with two young children and working part-time as an administrator in the UK’s National Health Service.  The accounts provided by the entry point and members of her network include experiences of compulsory and initial post compulsory transitions as well as those which have and which might occur later in the life-course. The analysis provides insight into the nature of the network data and how this illuminates continuity and change in our entry point’s biography. Gendered norms around female domestic roles and career progression and the effects of this on educational and career decisions are seen as continuing to constrain her ‘horizons for action’ (Hodkinson et al 1996). In contrast, there is evidence that the bridging social capital that is accruing through the diversification of her interpersonal ties and diffusion of her social network(s) via marriage, friends and employment, is creating a context of  expanding ‘choice’ in which her future participation in HE is more likely.
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