
17

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Chapter  2

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61350-513-7.ch002

Halil Bisgin
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, USA

Nitin Agarwal
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, USA

Xiaowei Xu
University of Arkansas at Little Rock, USA

A Study of Homophily 
on Social Media

ABSTRACT

Similarity breeds connections, the principle of homophily, has been well studied in existing sociology 
literature. Several studies have observed this phenomenon by conducting surveys on human subjects. 
These studies have concluded that new ties are formed between similar individuals. This phenomenon has 
been used to explain several socio-psychological concepts such as segregation, community development, 
social mobility, etc. However, due to the nature of these studies and limitations because of involvement 
of human subjects, conclusions from these studies are not easily extensible in online social media. Social 
media, which is becoming the infinite space for interactions, has exceeded all the expectations in terms 
of growth, for reasons beyond human comprehension. New ties are formed in social media in the same 
way that they emerge in the real world. However, given the differences between real-world and online 
social media, do the same factors that govern the construction of new ties in the real world also govern 
the construction of new ties in social media? In other words, does homophily exist in social media? In 
this chapter, the authors study this highly significant question and propose a systematic approach by 
studying two online social media sites, BlogCatalog and Last.fm, and report our findings along with 
some interesting observations.
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INTRODUCTION

Originally proposed by Lazarfeld and Merton 
(1954), the term homophily refers to the concept 
that similar individuals are assumed to associate 
with each other more often than with others. Since 
then hundreds of studies have been performed 
as summarized in (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & 
Cook, 2001) that extensively investigated the 
phenomenon of homophily. Over the years, so-
ciologists have studied the human population on 
numerous sociodemographic dimensions includ-
ing race, gender, age, social class, and education 
and have concluded that friends, co-workers, 
colleagues, spouses, and other associations tend 
to be more similar to each other than randomly 
chosen members of the same population. This 
phenomenon has been widely used to explain 
certain sociological concepts like segregation, 
social mobility, etc.

All these studies have one thing in common, 
that is all of them were conducted in a physical 
world scenario by surveying a group of human 
subjects. Often these subjects belonged to a 
specific geographical location. These subjects 
were studied over a set of sociodemographic 
dimensions as mentioned above. Their ties were 
subject to social influence. For example, parents 
had to approve their kids’ friends, individuals 
usually acquainted with those either in the same 
workplace, schools, etc. that inherently favored 
the conclusions of the study. Lack of a platform 
where individuals can explore relations outside 
their geographical locations, outside their social 
circles, outside their workplace or schools etc., 
made it difficult to generalize the results.

Homophily was categorized by Lazarfeld and 
Merton (1954) into status homophily and value 
homophily. Status homophily takes into consid-
eration the social status of individuals, implying 
that individuals with similar social status tend to 
associate with each other. Value homophily defines 
similarity based on what people think, implying 
that individuals who think alike tend to associate 

with each other regardless of the differences in 
their social status. However, results from both 
the categories were concluded on a small-scale 
experiment involving human subjects in a physi-
cal world scenario.

Often on social media, information such as 
age, gender, education, and social status is either 
unavailable or untrustworthy. Moreover, individu-
als share their interests, likes, dislikes, opinions, 
perspectives, thoughts, etc. Due to the absence 
of sociodemographic dimensions, it is difficult 
to assume that homophily that was studied on 
sociodemographic dimensions. Interests of indi-
viduals are one of the strongest factors to evaluate 
homophily in the virtual world. These factors 
were often neglected in the studies conducted in 
the physical world. Precisely due to this reason 
it is difficult to evaluate status homophily in the 
virtual world. Authors in (Kossinets & Watts, 
2009) study a university campus social network 
and conclude that social ties are often influenced 
by triadic and focal closures.

Another major difference between studies 
conducted in the physical and virtual worlds is 
the scale of the study. Millions of individuals 
could be easily studied in the virtual world as 
compared to the physical world. This makes the 
results much more conclusive and generalizable. 
Next, we summarize the differences between the 
physical and virtual worlds in Table 1.

Inspired by the differences between physical 
and online world, in this chapter we study the 
existence of homophily in online social networks. 
Specifically, we make the following contributions:

1. 	 We study the differences between real world 
and online/virtual world interactions;

2. 	 Based on the differences highlighted above, 
we investigate the question whether creation 
of new ties in the online world is inspired by 
homophily. In other words, we investigate 
whether individuals in the online world are 
likely to become friends if they share similar 
interests;
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