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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to develop a more detailed understanding of how embedding in
different social networks relates to different types of action that individuals choose in the context of organizational
closures, downsizing or relocations. To develop such insights, this paper focuses on three particular types of social
networks, namely, intra-organizational; external professional and local community networks. These three types of
networks have been frequently related to different types of action in the context of closures and relocations.
Design/methodology/approach – This is a conceptual paper. The authors develop the argument by
integrating relevant recent literature on the salience related to embedding in different types of social
networks, with a particular focus on responses to organizational closure or relocation.
Findings – The authors argue that at times of industrial decline and closure: embeddedness in intra-
organizational networks can favor collective direct action; embeddedness in professional networks is likely to
favor individual direct action and embeddedness in community networks can lead to individual indirect
action. The authors then add nuance to the argument by considering a range of complicating factors that can
constrain or enable the course(s) of action favored by particular combinations of network influences.
Originality/value – On a theoretical level, this paper adds to understandings of the role of network
embeddedness in influencing individual and collective responses to such disruptive events; and direct or
indirect forms of response. On a practical level, the authors contribute to understandings about how the
employment landscape may evolve in regions affected by organizational demise, and how policymakers may
studywith or through network influences to developmore responsible downsizing approaches.

Keywords Social networks, Employment, Embeddedness, Embedding, Organizational demise,
Community

Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction
Closures, downsizing and relocations are a perennial problem affecting both advanced
economies and newly industrialized nations (Bentley et al., 2010; Datta et al., 2010; Hassink
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and Shin, 2005; Minchin, 2009). Besides, such organizational withdrawals are increasingly
affecting skilled (professional) as much as unskilled workers (Arntz et al., 2016; Hartley,
2017). Understanding how individuals may respond to these difficult situations, individually
or collectively, is important to organizations wishing to undertake “responsible
downsizing.” In addition, policymakers need to understand how local networks support
alternative employment options, as studies have shown that social networks can influence
how individuals choose to act (Delgado-Márquez et al., 2018; Hayton et al., 2012; Ng and
Feldman, 2012; Porac et al., 2011). However, the particular influences of different kinds of
networks on individual action, and how these influences may interact, are not clearly
conceptualized in the literature. Consequently, in this paper, we focus on developing a
conceptual understanding of the relationship between the influence of individual embedding
within multiple kinds of network, and the different actions individuals take in the context of
organizational demise or relocation.

The concept of embeddedness helps to explain how actors, both individuals and
organizations, are socially situated within an array of interpersonal and professional ties
(Delgado-Márquez et al., 2018; Moran, 2005; Provan et al., 2009; Smith and Stevens, 2010),
which, in turn, can provide access to a range of resources of a financial, informational,
emotional or political nature (Batjargal, 2003; Berends et al., 2010; Biniari, 2012; Hayton et al.,
2012; Kistruck and Beamish, 2010). The literature clearly demonstrates that access to such
resources, and the support that embedding in different networks offers, can enable or
constrain different forms of action (Batjargal, 2003; Jack and Anderson, 2002; Uzzi, 1997)
and influence career choices of individuals (Anteby et al., 2016; Avnimelech and Feldman,
2010; Dany et al., 2011). These influences are especially significant in the context of
organizational instability and, in particular, closure or relocation decisions that often affect a
large number of individuals, as they can provide resources for responsive action. For
example, the literature suggests that individuals: might draw on the resources offered by
local social networks to engage in a range of entrepreneurial activities (Benneworth, 2004);
they might mobilize the resources offered by the organizational network and attempt to
preserve the organization (Jaumier, 2016); or leveraging their professional networks, they
might pursue potential job opportunities elsewhere (Leppäaho et al., 2018; Villadsen, 2011).
Furthermore, reports and news coverage suggest that at times of closures or when relocation
decisions are made, employees refuse to relocate with the company or might reject job
opportunities elsewhere and instead are more likely to seek to create job opportunities
locally (Whitehurst et al., 2008; Whitehurst and Siedlok, 2006).

Yet, despite the mounting evidence that actions in response to industrial demise and
relocations are affected by the different kinds of opportunities and influences afforded by
particular network connections (Davis et al., 2006; Gardiner et al., 2009; Porac et al., 2011;
Strangleman, 2001), the literature has paid significantly less attention to the distinctive
characteristics of different kinds of networks and how these relate to their enabling and
constraining effects (Batjargal, 2003; Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006). Similarly, there has been
little attention to the relative salience and influence of different networks (Rodrigues and
Guest, 2010; Tasselli, 2015) on both individuals and groups and how such influences operate
when they may “pull” in different directions. For example, Frenkel (2003) questions whether
the multiple allegiances of workers to an organization, professional associations and trade
unions benefit or damage organizations, while Tasselli’s (2015) study on the dynamics of
knowledge transfer in healthcare suggests that multiple allegiances impact on individuals’
opportunities for decision-making and action.

Thus, to develop more detailed insights into the influence of social networks on
individuals and their contexts, it is important to, first, acknowledge that individuals are
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simultaneously embedded within a range of networks (Granovetter, 1985; Hess, 2004; Jack
and Anderson, 2002), second, to consider how different types of network context can have
subtly different influences and, third, to consider the interaction of these effects. Indeed, as
Roos (2018) infers from her work on gender and entrepreneurship, understanding
embeddedness in social networks helps us to understand how different contexts interact,
providing a more nuanced explanation of the interplay of individual decisions and the
networks that an actor is a part of.

To develop such insights, this paper focuses on network types that are well-characterized
in the literature, in contextual settings that have the potential to make their influences
amplified and clearer to observe. Consequently, in this paper, we consider three kinds of
well-characterized social networks, namely, intra-organizational; external professional; and
local community networks. These three types of networks have been frequently related to
different types of action in the context of closures and relocations (Delgado-Márquez et al.,
2018; Hayton et al., 2012; Ng and Feldman, 2012; Porac et al., 2011). We focus on these kinds
of networks in the context of organizational closures, downsizing or relocations as these
kinds of withdrawal have significant effects on individuals and the networks they are
embedded in. Furthermore, this context is itself an important practical problem for which
our theoretical insights can both be developed and may be useful. In particular, the
argument developed in the paper can help organizations and policymakers in developing
interventions to industrial decline and closure that are aligned with the particular context
and utilizing the multiple embeddedness of those affected. Indeed, this can help to develop
more responsible downsizing approaches.

Accordingly, the remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we provide a
definition and an overview of embeddedness, by selecting and integrating relevant
recent literature that addresses variations in different kinds of social networks, with a
particular focus on responses to organizational closure or relocation. Based on these
insights we go on to develop our literature-grounded argument to show how at times of
industrial decline and organizational closure: embeddedness in intra-organizational
networks can favor collective direct action; embeddedness in professional networks is
likely to favor individual direct action and embeddedness in community networks can
lead to individual indirect action. We then consider the interactions and relative
“strength” of these influences, before going on to consider complicating factors that can
constrain or enable the course(s) of action favored by particular combinations of
network influences. We bring our argument together in a concluding section that
includes a summary of the theoretical and practical contributions of the paper. On a
practical level, we contribute to understandings about how the employment landscape
may evolve in regions affected by organizational demise, and how policymakers may
work with or through network influences. On a theoretical level, this article adds to
understandings of the role of network embeddedness in influencing individual and
collective responses to such disruptive events; and direct or indirect forms of response.

Embeddedness in social networks: influential ties
Social networks are distinct from the other two main forms of economic organization
(Kilduff and Brass, 2010; Powell, 1990), namely, markets, organized through transactions
and hierarchies, organized through command structures. Networks are instead organized
through embedded relationships. Embeddedness is a multidimensional concept describing
social relationships, which has been treated in various ways in the literature. The key four
dimensions of embedded relationships can be summarized as follows:
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(1) they develop, and gain their strength, from the frequency of interactions, which
result in;

(2) pro-social behaviors leading to;
(3) resource sharing and expectations of reciprocity; and so
(4) they constitute an array of interpersonal ties, which provide the structure of social

networks, that “close the loop” by influencing actors’ behaviors, decisions and
ability to act.

The first aspect of embedded relationships, frequency of interaction, has been directly
associated with the strength of social networks (Moran, 2005; Provan et al., 2009; Smith and
Stevens, 2010). This is because greater embeddedness is frequently associated with the
development of strong ties, which arise through frequent interaction (Kilduff and Brass,
2010).

However, the literature also opens up the mechanisms behind the formation and strength
of embedded relationships through a focus on the second aspect, the pro-social behaviors,
which support the development of relationships in networks such as friendship, advice,
discussion and trust (Kilduff and Brass, 2010; Tasselli, 2015). These pro-social behaviors
lead to durable relationship ties through the third aspect – an expectation of reciprocity
(Kilduff and Brass, 2010; Tasselli, 2015) and access to resources. These resources can be of
great importance to individuals and can be informational, cognitive, cultural, political or
emotional (Batjargal, 2003; Berends et al., 2010; Biniari, 2012; Hayton et al., 2012; Kistruck
and Beamish, 2010).

The formation of an array of ties leads to the fourth aspect, in which the individual’s
behaviors and decisions are shaped by the these relationship (Chajewski, 2007; Kilduff and
Brass, 2010; Roos, 2018) while, at the same time, these behaviors shape the networks within
which they are embedded (Halbesleben andWheeler, 2008; Tasselli, 2015). The influences on
the individual received in this way affect the possible course(s) of action that they may
consider to be appropriate (Akkerman et al., 2013; Sydow et al., 2004, p. 1479). Thus,
embeddedness, overall, describes the more-or-less durable and situated nature of the
relationships, which constitute social networks.

Embedded relationships, developed as described above, can vary in strength over time,
sometimes leading to unexpected positive benefits. For example, weak or dormant ties can
provide access to important resources. As Granovetter (1973, p. 1372) notes: “It is
remarkable that people receive crucial information from individuals whose very existence
they have forgotten.” However, the effects of embedding can be constraining and enabling.
For example, embeddedness and the processes of embedding can lead to high levels of
association (over-association) with a given group and/or tensions arising from multiple
affiliations (Husted and Michailova, 2010; Tasselli, 2015). Therefore, embeddedness
illuminates how constraining and enabling influences are provided by social networks and
may shed light on the apparently non-rational economic behaviors that individuals take to
remain within their networks (Roos, 2018; Tasselli, 2015). However, while the nature of
embedding and its constraining and enabling effects – in general – are well-characterized,
there is a need for further attention to the influence of social networks on individuals
concerning their decisions and actions.

To provide a revealing view on the dynamics of social network influence, we focus on a
context in which individuals might otherwise be presumed likely to act in their personal
economic interest, namely, organizational closures and relocations affecting a workforce. As we
outlined in the introduction, there are three types of networks have been well-characterized in
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the literature and can be related to different types of action in the context of closures and
relocations, namely, intra-organizational; professional; and local community networks (Delgado-
Márquez et al., 2018; Hayton et al., 2012; Ng and Feldman, 2012; Porac et al., 2011). We review
the key arguments in the extant literature on the effects of embedding in each of the three kinds
of networks below. However, we do acknowledge that the boundaries might sometimes be
blurred (for example, Gardiner et al., 2009; MacKenzie et al., 2006).

Embedding in internal, intra-organizational social networks
The embedding of individuals in social networks within organizations is argued to have
significant effects, namely, it increases perceptions of organizational support, boosts social
attachment and lessens the likelihood of individuals seeking alternative employment, even
when job insecurity is perceived to be high (Crossley et al., 2007; Felps et al., 2009; Hayton
et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2013). Employees, thus, find security through embedding within a
stable organizational setting. Partly for those reasons, embeddedness in intra-organizational
networks is associated with the development of trust and camaraderie; this, in turn,
supports individual career progress and provides informal support for organizational aims
at the same time (Burby, 2003; Lee and Kim, 2011).

In addition to the impact on individual capabilities for career progression, internal social
networks support important organizational capabilities (Kilduff and Brass, 2010). In
particular, social networks “make the social fabric of organizations more (or less) effective in
creating and transferring knowledge” (Levin and Cross, 2004, p. 1487), impacting the
processes of knowledge “transfer” and “creation” (Hsiao et al., 2006; Manning, 2010).
Furthermore, embeddedness in intra-organizational networks has been associated with
allegiance-related tensions when individuals are exposed to external partners or networks
(Clark, 2004; Husted and Michailova, 2010). Such tensions can arise between internal and
external connections because the organizational setting is recognized as providing
important structure and meaning for employees (Clark, 2004; Davis, 2003; Parry, 2003).
However, such tensions are not necessarily entirely negative. Both Akkerman et al. (2013)
and Mohrman et al. (2003) show that social networks are important as both influencers and
outputs of organizational change processes, whether in moderating participation in
collective action or whether members will conform to the intended designs or will pursue
more creative and more effective actions (Mohrman et al., 2003, p. 321) through leveraging
resources connected to external networks. Similarly, the trust underpinned by embedded
social networks allows change agents to have an impact within organizations; for example,
Biniari (2012) found that intra-organizational envy of corporate entrepreneurs is lessened in
contexts of high social embeddedness, which means they are more likely to act. Indeed,
intra-organizational networks are generally considered to be enablers of (internal)
entrepreneurial action (Kelley et al., 2009).

Summarizing the discussion above, it is clear that the embeddedness of individuals
within intra-organizational social networks is important in three ways. First, this
embeddedness facilitates individual progress within an organization. Second, it provides
support for certain organizational capabilities, including performance, collaboration,
learning and innovation implementation. Third, it influences the organization’s deliberate
and emergent patterns of change over time, which can be related to the entrepreneurial
activities of individuals. This means that the embedding of individuals within intra-
organizational networks will also enable particular responses in times of decline and closure.
While the most obvious is a collective action such as strikes, to preserve the status quo
(Akkerman et al., 2013), in other cases strong intra-organizational embedding can lead to a
more positive type of action. It can be argued that, at times of organizational turnover, there
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is a window of opportunity in which the capabilities and influence of a tight-knit intra-
organizational network, leveraging their potential as change agents and internal
entrepreneurs (Akkerman et al., 2013; Ashforth and Reingen, 2014; Jaumier, 2016) might
potentiate cooperation in direct action such as employee or management buyouts or
attempts at restructuring undertaken by the majority of the organization (given access to
suitable funding resources, support and capabilities – as we will discuss in more detail later).

Furthermore, indirect evidence suggests that managers of internal buyouts treat their
workers rather differently than managers from external acquirers. Specifically, there is
evidence of a positive attitude toward members of the (former) organization in Bacon et al.
(2004) study, which found that in times of turbulence, organizations formed through internal
management buyouts focused on the abilities of organization members (and invested in
these) to aid survival, rather than relying on cost-cutting through reducing the workforce.
WhileWright et al. (2001, p. 118) point out that some managers, rather than leaving to start a
venture, preferred to remain until an opportunity for a buyout emerged, Jaumier (2016)
shows that such buy-outs are often characterized by high levels of sacrifice and commitment
from both employees and management. This is important as management buyouts are
believed to enable innovation and growth of otherwise ineffective (parts of) organizations,
but the commitment of managers to these new organizations has been argued to be essential
to the realization of such expectations (Whitehurst et al., 2008). Such patterns of trust in the
development of human capital are consistent with the existence of underlying social
networks in these contexts (Felps et al., 2009; Hayton et al., 2012); by supporting trust, these
social networks also provide an appealing context for the entrepreneurial orientation and
proactivity of some members (Benneworth, 2004; Parry, 2003). Thus, overall, the influence of
intra-organizational social networks can help to explain the likely formation of management
buyouts and their potential to endure, especially in difficult conditions.

However, it may be the case that there is no access to funding and support for a buyout or
the business proposition may be unviable due to exogenous factors. In such cases, network
members will be motivated toward collective resistance and lobbying. This kind of outcome
is exemplified by collective action to raise worker visibility such as protests and battles
against closure decisions (Akkerman et al., 2013; Savage, 2004) or internal coalitions of
management opposing such changes (Clark, 2004).

Overall, other things being equal, the strong embedding of employees in intra-
organizational networks is likely to support collective direct action of some form to preserve
or attempt to preserve (at least some part of) the organization when a closure is imminent.
By collective action, we mean action that is undertaken by the existing network, or part of it,
in an attempt to preserve the social structure of embedded relationships for those
individuals. For the organization’s management (if they are responsibly-oriented) and
policymakers the crucial task is to ensure that access to needed resources and the
development of relevant capabilities is supported (Whitehurst et al., 2008) to encourage
collective action beyond resistance. Relevant resources and capabilities might be provided
through access to finance and exposure to relevant entrepreneurial skills and role models to
encouragemanagement or employee buy-out.

Embedding in external professional social networks
External professional social networks are important in relation to individual career potential
and organizational arrangements in two chief ways. First, relational connections between
individuals can provide access to resources, which, in turn, can increase individuals’
professional mobility (Anteby et al., 2016; Lin et al., 1981; van Rijnsoever et al., 2008), even
when these connections remain dormant (Granovetter, 1973). Indeed, allowing connections
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to become dormant and then re-connecting is efficient, and provides access to knowledge
and experience (Levin et al., 2011). Moreover:

[. . .] when people reconnect, they still have feelings of trust and a shared perspective – which are
critical for receiving valuable knowledge from someone – and our research shows that these
feelings do not fade much, if at all (p. 47).

Thus, extra-organizational professional connections may be strategically useful for
individuals (Batjargal, 2003; Manning, 2010); but the information provided through these
channels may also be valuable to organizations (Berends et al., 2010; Engeström, 2006; c.f.
Granovetter, 1985).

Second, the innovative potential and competencies of organizations are enhanced by
individuals’ participation in professional social networks (Ciabuschi et al., 2011; Collinson
andWang, 2012), as individuals have better access to knowledge in this way. Such access to
knowledge arises because collaborative participation in professional social networks leads
to opportunities for learning and:

[. . .] highly embedded participants experience exposure to more knowledge and can accumulate
knowledge faster. Furthermore, variations in the quality of the knowledge exchanged can be
expected to vary with the level of embeddedness so that well-embedded participants will have
access to higher-quality knowledge. (Andersen, 2013, p. 146; see also Geletkanycz and Boyd,
2011).

Better sources of knowledge may enable organizations, through embedded key individuals,
to act as “institutional entrepreneurs” (Lawrence et al., 2002), who can use “global pipelines”
to find and act on emerging opportunities elsewhere (Bathelt et al., 2004). Thus, “networked
knowledge” also has the spin-off benefit of providing some influence on the evolution of
fields and regional centers. However, Parrilli (2009) has identified traditions of collective
association that pre-date professional arrangements, which, perhaps, explains why the
decisions of highly embedded professionals may not only shape their local context but also
be influenced by long-established extra-organizational professional networks (Villadsen,
2011). In the increasingly professionalized world, it is often professional rather than
organizational affiliations that can provide a stronger steer to individual career choices (von
Nordenflycht, 2010).

The relationship between professional network embeddedness and career mobility is,
however, often not straightforward, as there are countervailing effects. That is, an
individual’s position in a professional network is often closely tied to membership in a
particular organization. Furthermore, once an individual has become embedded in
professional social networks that provide them with a sense of supportive solidarity (Zhang,
2010) – in the institutional and societal context in which their work is recognized – their
independence is constrained at the same time as their influence and impact is enabled
(Battilana, 2006; Kilduff and Brass, 2010). These enabling-and-constraining embedding
effects, therefore, somewhat link individuals to a particular local context and a less
geographically-bounded professional network (Clark, 2004).

In general, the embedding of individuals within professional social networks supports
the exploitation of connections in times of need such as instances of organizational
turbulence, decline and closure. Such professional networks can provide individuals with
new opportunities for finding employment, as employees are likely to be known to
professional or occupational peers and managers of other firms (Anteby et al., 2016;
Granovetter, 1985). In this kind of situation, it is expected that a troubled region will
experience an exodus of professionals, who may be willing to take advantage of
opportunities wherever they may be found.
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However, whether this direct action involves exit from the region or alternative local
entrepreneurship (leveraging professional network resources more directly), is dependent on
the sense of connection to a local community. Professional networks may provide the
necessary resources, contacts and, in some cases, become contractual templates (Berends
et al., 2010; Leppäaho et al., 2018; Nyström, 2018), but this may only be a more attractive
option when family factors and embedded ties to local community are at risk of being
affected. Indeed, there is a mounting evidence that family and community networks can
produce tensions for individuals seeking professional advancement within and across
geographical boundaries (Feldman and Ng, 2007; Valette and Culié, 2015) as individuals
often consider how their career decisions might affect their family and friends (Fletcher and
Bailyn, 1996; Howes and Goodman-Delahunty, 2014; Ituma and Simpson, 2009).

Local community and family ties can, therefore, influence how individuals are (or
become) embedded in both their professions and their geographical contexts (Feldman and
Ng, 2007; Rodrigues et al., 2016; Valette and Culié, 2015) and are enabled and constrained in
their choices of employment action by these influences. This is consistent with Hochner and
Granrose’s (1985) study, which found that some belief in collective ideals was associated
with entrepreneurial intentions among workers in times of redundancy. We discuss the
effects of embedding in local community networks in the next section.

Overall, other things being equal, strong embedding in external professional networks is
likely to support individual direct action; individuals are likely to leverage network
resources, either to access new employment opportunities within the network or to engage in
entrepreneurial activities.

External, local community networks
Beyond organizational and professional networks, individuals are embedded in family and
community social networks, which may include or encompass members of voluntary
organizations, local communities, interest groups, churches or schools (Bailey et al., 2012;
Boschma and Lambooy, 1999; Mitchell et al., 2001; Ng and Feldman, 2012). Extra-
organizational networks of these kinds can provide considerable social and personal
fulfillment, support and the necessary structure and new routines, which individuals feel the
need for during and after the loss of organizational structures (MacKenzie et al., 2006; Parry,
2003; Strangleman, 2001). This is because local community networks can provide support
during the unsettling times of closures (MacKenzie et al., 2006) by providing opportunities to
replace the lost routines in individuals’ lives with regular patterns of social interactions in
non-organizational contexts (Strangleman, 2001). Thus, local community embeddedness is
often found to be more salient during decisions related to career-upsetting events (Whitaker,
1986; Whitehurst et al., 2008). More generally, as Parry (2003, p. 237) argues, extra-
organizational local networks can provide considerable social and personal fulfillment after
the loss of organizational structures and networks.

There is also evidence that community social networks have professional effects. For
example, embeddedness in local community networks has been identified as a component of
general job embeddedness (Bailey et al., 2012; Clark, 2004; Felps et al., 2009). As such, it has
been identified as an important factor in limiting employee turnover, and thus, indirectly
facilitating skills development through the retention of experienced employees who can
guide informal projects and provide mentoring (Lowe et al., 2010). Furthermore, social
settings and groups can help individuals to connect with communities to access local
information about professional opportunities, which might be off-limits otherwise (Jack and
Anderson, 2002).
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Other, more specific employment influences and effects can also be identified. In
particular, during closures when changing employment is involuntary, Tomaney et al.
(1999) report that embedding in local community networks is the primary factor influencing
self-employment. However, where these social networks are very “tight-knit” the
embeddedness can be constraining and limit the scope of business developments;
entrepreneurial endeavors become focused on small-scale, highly localized employment
rather than maximizing the growth potential of new organizations (Wang and Altinay,
2012).

More generally, in situations of closure where individuals are embedded within
community social networks but no other networks, a shift in meaningful activity from work
to community interests can be envisaged. Individuals will take (or create) any work that
may be available – but only within their particular locality – given that it provides the
means for them to continue engagement with their community interest(s) (Gardiner et al.,
2009; Strangleman, 2001). Importantly, a local focus need not mean that individuals will be
uninterested in progression in alternative employment. This is because the rewards of career
success can be invested in their community network interests. It does mean, however, that
they will be unlikely to invest in this work as a meaningful profession. Instead, in the
absence of any sense of a collective that provides the resources or mutual support to enable
action, they are likely to be forced to consider a diverse range of alternative (un)employment
options that may arise through external policy interventions or growth in alternative
sectors. This often means acceptance of less meaningful employment options, which fail to
use individuals’ skills and experience, which over time leads to a lack of energetic
entrepreneurial activity and a reduction in up-to-date and focused skills in the region – and
thus, a lack of dynamism, which prevents the (re-)development of organizations in an
industry affected by cyclic decline (Avnimelech and Feldman, 2010; Benneworth, 2004).
Moreover, policy interventions that try to stimulate bottom-up action in underused
communities, without paying attention to the nature and history of existing collectivities in
a locality, are not likely to be successful (Vollan, 2012). Overall, community social networks
tend to drive individuals to act independently in relation to their employment choices and to
favor differences in a form (e.g. entrepreneurial, locally limited self-starts) and/or focus (e.g.
alternative industries or activities) in their employment-seeking approach.

Hence, embedding in local/community social networks can have a powerful moderating
effect on individual action during organizational decline and demise and, consequently,
leads individual indirect action to preserve non-economic sources of meaning and value that
are more salient to individuals in these networks.

The salience of embedding in different networks during the industrial demise
There are two levels of preliminary theoretical implications that can be derived from the
preceding discussion of the effects of embedding in different kinds of social networks. First,
the typology of different kinds of a social network in which individuals may be embedded,
and the characterization of the different influences that they bring to bear on and through
individuals and collectives have not hitherto been explicitly developed. Furthermore,
through building on the insights of Ng and Feldman (2012) and Lo et al. (2012), it can be
argued that it is important not to rigidly partition intra-organizational social networks from
other kinds of network that may have equal (or greater) salience to individuals (Berends
et al., 2010; Rodrigues et al., 2016). Thus, both clarity concerning the distinctiveness and
overlap of different kinds of social networks are important in our preceding argument.

Second and most importantly, the preceding section of the paper has shown how
different network embedding patterns may lead to different possibilities and choices
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regarding the nature and location of future work at times of organizational instability, crisis
and closure. We have argued that other things being equal, in times of decline and closure,
the influence of network embeddedness on work-seeking and creating activities play out in
these ways as follows:

� Embeddedness in intra-organizational networks is likely to favor collective direct
action, in the form of management buy-outs or mass resistance;

� Embeddedness in professional networks is likely to favor individual direct action,
which can either mean an exodus of professional staff or, with appropriate support,
entrepreneurial dynamism within a region; and

� Embeddedness in community networks is likely to favor individual indirect action
as local interests displace organizational life as a matter of greatest importance,
leading to a relatively non-dynamic landscape in the absence of robust policy
interventions.

These insights provide a different contribution to the majority of research in this area, which
largely focuses on social network effects on the commitment and mobility of individual
employees (Felps et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 2001; Stam, 2007). Before going further in
outlining our more detailed implications related to the dynamic nature and interaction of
embedding in different types of social networks, we briefly discuss themain moderating and
confounding factors that can enable or constrain these influences.

Moderating factors
The previous discussion highlighted the potential salience of the three types of social
networks, in relation to individual or collective action, in the context of industrial
withdrawal. However, the literature suggests other factors that also need to be considered
alongside the effects of network embedding. In particular, these are access to necessary
resources, experience, skills, education, age and current family status (Nyström, 2018). All of
these have been associated with an individual or collective action and can have effects on the
salience of the three types of networks.

Most significantly, the isolated influences of patterns of embedding are all ceteris paribus
conclusions based on the availability of adequate resources, which may have a profound
moderating effect on the influence of patterns of networking and thus on potential outcomes
(Andrews et al., 2011; Lepak et al., 2007, p. 182). For example, entrepreneurial action,
including management buyouts (Whitehurst et al., 2008), may not be possible in the absence
of access to capital (Kim et al., 2006), appropriate guidance (Murray et al., 2005) and the right
mix of education and experience (Davis, 2003; Zissimopoulos and Karoly, 2007). Similarly,
some less “business savvy” employees might depend on local role models and mentors
(Avnimelech and Feldman, 2010; Benneworth, 2004), which constrains their scope for
(mobile) individual action. Importantly, these resources are often available across all three
types of networks that individuals are embedded in (Davis et al. (2006), but may differ in
scale and scope.

The availability of resources does, however, need to be considered in the context of an
evaluation of what the most salient needs for particular individuals are. For individuals with
familial ties, the employment status of a spouse and a family context, which includes
dependents have also been observed to impact the type of action they might engage in
Rodrigues et al. (2016) and Valcour et al. (2007). In times of closure and financial hardship,
the more salient the family’s needs become, the less important professional ties might
become, thus, favoring direct or indirect collective action. Similarly, networks do not offer
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only positive externalities. Labianca and Brass (2006) have indicated that a small number of
negative relationships may exist in social networks within organizations and have
disruptive effects. Similarly, Staber (2011) has shown that external social networks are home
to competitive and collaborative motivations; through influence levels in the network, they
provide mechanisms for individual competition (Andrews et al., 2011). Thus, embedding in
social networks may also expose individuals to negative experiences; experiences that make
exit from these collective structures a desirable outcome, hindering the potential for
collective direct action and favoringmobility or sector shifts.

Interaction effects and tensions
Furthermore, there are complex interaction effects and possible overlaps between the
different kinds of social networks that we have explored here. At the simplest level, it will be
apparent that there may often be a high degree of overlap between intra-organizational
social networks and community social networks, in terms of their membership. However, Ng
and Feldman (2012) found that their “results suggest that increases in perceptions of
organizational and community embeddedness are associated with increases in work-to-
family conflict and family-to-work conflict over time.” Thus, it is important to recognize the
discrete existence of these two kinds of networks even if these overlap, as they can “pull” in
different directions. Lo et al. (2012) added a further degree of complexity when considering
expatriate workers; they found complex interactions between the effects of embedding in
their organizations and both local and home communities. Both Ng and Feldman’s (2012)
and Lo et al.’s (2012) work point to potential impacts on an individual’s perceived job
mobility, which could be especially important at times of industrial decline and closure.

We also recognize that multiple-network effects can be interlinked in complex and path-
dependent ways. These kinds of complex interactions can be inferred, for example, in
studies of the closure of the British Gas Engineering Research Station in the North-East of
England (Whitehurst et al., 2008). These studies did not focus on social networks, but there
is an implicit suggestion that organizational embeddedness led employees to attempt a
management buy-out in the first instance. When this failed, we infer that some combination
of embeddedness in both external professional (pipeline engineering) and the local
community networks (the studies reported significant commitment to local, voluntary
restoration projects) encouraged later entrepreneurial action and connection to university
partners – while discouraging relocation to a new research facility in another region,
established by the departing organization. Hence, all three networks were at play here, with
different levels of salience at different times.

Besides, different individuals formerly within the closed organization may have different
levels of embedding in various networks. The likely situation of various categories of staff –
manual workers, technical specialists, managers, etc – could be particularly different.
Furthermore, where the loss of an organization is associated with a move to a new region
rather than a collapse, groups of staff may be deliberately relocated, regardless of particular
network influences (Maertz and Griffeth, 2004). Alternatively, former organization members
may be associated with several social network “neighborhoods,” based on characteristics
such as ethnicity and duration of employment (Lawrence, 2011; see also Wang and Altinay,
2012 for particular insights on ethnic community networks), adding a further layer of
complexity. Thus, some individuals may be relatively isolated, either through the extraction
of groups of colleagues by managerial fiat or because of local cultural or social
distinctiveness.

Social network
influences on

employee



Summary of key theoretical points
We summarize our argument so far in Table I below, illustrating the relationship between
embedding in the different network(s) and the preferred mode of action (direct or indirect)
and preferred unit of action (individual or collective) that contribute to the shape of
responses to organizational turbulence and closure. The two dimensions help to understand
how the range of possible responses is influenced by embedding in particular networks and
their relative salience, aspects, which have also been largely neglected the literature so far
(for example, see Ng and Feldman, 2012; Nyström, 2018).

Furthermore, the framework captures how certain factors can have a moderating or
confounding effect on the main network influences that we have described above. The
existence of negative relationship effects, tensions between members of different
networks or individual isolation (relatively weak embedding in comparison to peers) all
work in favor of independent action over collective action. Appropriate education and
experience, and a suitable supply of capital, all work in favor of direct as opposed to
indirect action. Thus, we suggest that the influence of social networks on regional
industrial employment and renewal is moderated by three kinds of factors – individual
characteristics (education, experience and atypical isolation); dyadic tensions (negative
relationships); and economic factors (availability of capital) – in the ways that we have
elaborated above.

Table I.
Embedding and
other influences on
the action in times of
organizational
closure

Preferred mode of action
Preferred
unit of action Direct Indirect

Individual Favored by:
Salient embedding in the professional network(s)
Negative relationships, tensions, individual
isolation
Access to local/extra-local networks of support
(e.g. capital)
Countervailing influences:
Dependency on organizational status for network
position
Salient embedding in the local community
network(s)
Salient embedding in Intra-Organizational
network

Favored by:
Salient embedding in the local
community network(s)
Negative relationships, tensions,
individual isolation
Lacking in access to necessary resources
for direct action
Countervailing influences:
Family needs and other financial
pressures and priorities

Collective Favored by:
Salient embedding in the intra-organizational
network(s)
Available capital, experience and education to
support entrepreneurial options
Further reinforced by salient embedding in local
community networks
Countervailing influences:
Family needs and financial pressures and
priorities
Corporate talent relocation programs
Salient embedding in/identification with the
professional network

Indirect collective actions are not
conceptually plausible, as indirect actions
are based on individual willingness to
consider multiple satisficing outcomes. A
collective sense of purpose or goal is,
therefore, extremely unlikely
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As such, our contribution adds nuance to the claims that having a more qualified, and,
perhaps, professionally connected, the workforce can offset large-scale closures
(Nyström, 2018) by highlighting the dynamic relationship between embedding in the
three types of networks, which complicates the effects of multiple factors within a
regional context. Therefore, we argue that although in-depth insights based on
individual attributes or single (types of) network influence are useful, it is important to
consider how the salience of multiple networks and moderating factors interrelate. As
we have shown, such an approach adds the potential to integrate insights, generated
through a focus on one type of network or a smaller set of factors (Hane-Weijman et al.,
2017; Rodrigues et al., 2016; Uzzi, 1997).

Practical implications
In addition to the theoretical implications, there are some potential implications for policy
and practice. First, there is a need for policymakers to consider how the multiple influences
of networks may enable or constraint supportive interventions or lead to particular
individual or collective response. For example, there would be little virtue in seeking non-
targeted foreign direct investment, if the affected workforce in the region was professionally
networked in a field where the demand for employees was stable or rising in other regions.
In such circumstances, individuals are likely to be aware and well-connected to be able to
take advantage of non-local opportunities that maximize the value of their professional
experience. In contrast, programs to support skills development to encourage workforce
mobility will not work as effectively as they might, if affected regions are characterized by
the strong embedding of individuals in local community networks. Indeed, supporting local
entrepreneurial action might be a better option.

Second, our argument can support organizations seeking to downsize responsibly.
Potential investments in (potentiating) the social networks of their employees before
downsizing may lead to more positive outcomes for individuals and their families, either
through stimulating entrepreneurship or enhancing mobility. Where direct employment-
enabling network support actions are not easy to conceive, responsibly downsizing
organizations may alternatively seek to support or seed local community network
developments that maintain the quality of life and meaningful sense of purpose(s) in a
locality. By helping communities to remain cohesive, the affected locality might also be
assisted in presenting an attractive prospect to external investors looking for a stable
workforce likely to offer long-term commitment.

For those affected by closures and layoffs, this paper reinforces the considerable body of
literature that emphasizes the importance and utility of social networks at such times – and
therefore, the need to invest in those networks’ development. In contemporary turbulent
economic times, this, perhaps, includes investing in local community networks as sources of
meaning and purpose in any case, as the stability of employment cannot ever be fully
guaranteed. However, it also means being aware of the need to invest in professional
networks to potentially provide alternative options. We summarize the main policy
implications in Table II. It is, however, important to note, that these suggestions require
some levels of criticality and reflection to be effectively implemented. Our intention here is
not to provide a panacea or prescription for each kind of possible intervention. Instead, we
seek to provide a supportive framework that can help to inform policymaking and
encourage responsible management and corporate interventions at times of downsizing and
closures.
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Limitations, further research and conclusions
The contribution of this paper – as discussed in the preceding section – has been
carefully articulated at the level of broad insights. However, as with any paper, there
are necessary limitations to the theoretical breadth that can be encompassed. Thus,
while embeddedness as a phenomenon has connections to a range of theoretical
concepts – in particular trust, social capital and relationality – entertaining a detailed
discussion of any of these topics would expand the argument well beyond the
limitations of a single, focused paper. For similar reasons (as well as current theoretical
and practical interest), we have focused on one particular kind of conceptual context –
industrial closure – while explaining that network influences are present before such
crises make them apparent and possibly increase their salience. Thus, while such
theoretical topics and alternative contexts have been “bracketed” in the present paper,
this presents a range of opportunities for future studies (of a conceptual or empirical
nature) that could build on our conceptual work in this paper. We foresee three
particular kinds of studies that could usefully be developed.

First, future studies might investigate the relationship between a selected theoretical
concept – such as social capital – and effects on individuals’ preferred mode of action and
preferred unit of action in times of industrial crisis and closure. This could be achieved by
focusing on a single type of network embedding to “bracket” some of the possible
complexity at that level, and so allow extensive investigative scope for empirical studies
taking a precise focus on the selected concept.

Second, there is scope for empirical research that considers the existence and interaction
of social network influences in situations where there is no (obvious) organizational crisis.
Researchers might ask how these interaction effects influence vertical and horizontal
employment and career shifts in stable times, building on earlier studies, which have tended
to focus purely on individual network influences in such conditions.

Third, further empirical research to support the development of the characterization and
influence of network types could be considered. We are confident in our characterization of
three network types, but further nuances in these characterizations could be important. For

Table II.
Policy implications
arising from
embedding in
different types of
social networks

Policy objective
Social network
interventions

Additional conditions/
interventions Risks and limitations

Enhancing professional
mobility on a national
level, to move skills and
experience to a growth
region/sector

Collaboration with
professionals and
learned societies to
support network
activities and
communication

Investments in
localities in growth
areas, to promote their
cultural/community
attractiveness

Enhancing the mobility of
skilled professionals may
enable global movements,
and lead to a skills drain

Maintaining community
cohesion, supporting a
stable local workforce that
is attractive to inward
investors

Identification of the
salient local community
networks and
collaboration to
support their activities/
profile

Determining if local
community networks
are meant for a
sufficient proportion of
the workforce

Local community
networks can be centered
on various interests and
so may not support
overall cohesion

Energizing latent
entrepreneurial potential
in the region, to develop
employment opportunities

Working with exiting
employers to encourage
intra-organizational
networks focused on a
specific location

Mobilization of venture
capital, local incentives
and the development of
mentoring programs

Buyouts/new ventures
significantly smaller than
the exiting organization.
Growth may involve the
relocation of operations
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example, questions of scale could be considered such as: how does influence vary between
national versus international professional networks? Alternatively, more detailed contextual
differences may be relevant such as whether local community networks exist in a
homogenous or more cosmopolitan regional context (and where, therefore, numbers of self-
identified communities and levels of cohesion, may vary).

In conclusion, this paper has developed a theoretical argument for the role of
embedding, in different kinds of social networks, as influences on the potential
employment-seeking or employment-creating actions of individuals and groups at
times of industrial decline and closure. The conclusions drawn are that other things
being equal, in such times, namely, embeddedness in intra-organizational networks is
likely to favor collective direct action; embeddedness in professional networks
is likely to favor individual direct action and embeddedness in community networks
is likely to favor individual indirect action. This also contributes to theoretical
insights on embedding by identifying how these influences shape the preferred unit of
response and mode of response at such times. The discussion has also shown how
resource availability, intra- and inter-network tensions and dislocation from (some)
networks can have moderating effects on the likely outcomes of network embedding
influences. The practical consequences of all of these influences – that may help to
shape government policy targeting depressed regions and guide organizations
seeking to downsize responsibly – have also been briefly considered. We also argue,
as elaborated above, that the natural constraints appropriate to the development of
our focused paper can be addressed through further opportunities for research
examining varied theoretical foci, contextual settings or characterizations of social
networks.
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