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Summary

Organizational members face a motivational dilemma in influencing the social rela-

tionships of others: The organization benefits from high connectedness among

employees, but personal advantages accrue to those who occupy brokerage positions

between disconnected others. In this study, we draw on the organizational paradox

perspective to argue that the reconciliation of these contrasting objectives lies in rec-

ognizing one's agency to facilitate connectedness (closing) within a social structure

and the search for new connections (opening) as mutually supportive. Across two field

studies, we examine how individuals' advantageous position in an organizational net-

work emerges from the interplay between a tertius iungens orientation to join others

in collaboration and network building to open new brokering opportunities. In Study

1, analyses of a sample of two-wave, cross-lagged panel data show that a tertius iun-

gens orientation contributes to the number of outgoing ties to other actors via net-

work building. Study 2 uses a network survey to add that a tertius iungens orientation

is positively associated with incoming ties from others and network brokerage, and

again, these relationships are mediated by network building. Overall, our results indi-

cate that by increasing connectedness in their organizational social network, individ-

uals simultaneously activate opening behaviors that facilitate the expansion of their

network, thereby revitalizing their structurally advantageous position.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Social connections have been proven to be advantageous to individ-

uals and organizations alike, making the study of how organizational

members interact and relate to each other a core area of organiza-

tional behavior research (Colbert et al., 2016; Lopez-Kidwell

et al., 2018; Wei et al., 2021). This research has contributed to our

understanding of organizing behavior—that is, “the Big-O definition of

OB” (Heath & Sitkin, 2001)—by examining the role of employees in

changing the structure of social relationships (Ibarra et al., 2005;

Quintane & Carnabuci, 2016). Traditional approaches within this

domain have explored how employees proactively build their own

relationships to facilitate their work and career development (Forret &

Dougherty, 2004; Halgin et al., 2020; Seibert et al., 2001). More
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recently, attention has shifted toward brokering behaviors, investigat-

ing how employees' efforts to change the relationships of others also

impact collective-level organizational processes such as coordination

and change (Balkundi et al., 2019; Halevy et al., 2020; Lingo &

O'Mahony, 2010).

With the growing interest in brokering behaviors, tertius iungens

(TI) orientation, a construct coined by Obstfeld (2005), has gained

momentum. TI orientation refers to an individual's “behavioral
propensity toward connecting people in one's social network”
(Nicolaou & Kilduff, 2022, p. 1). Research has shown that the TI orien-

tation contributes to improving the performance of one's social

group—or even an entire firm (Wei et al., 2021)—by enhancing collab-

oration and the effectiveness of social exchanges (Lingo &

O'Mahony, 2010; Obstfeld, 2012; Ozer & Zhang, 2022). As Tasselli

and Kilduff (2021, p. 74) put it, “The matchmaker, or tertius iungens,

brings parties together for mutual gain and for the good of the

organization.”
However, the process by which TI-oriented individuals connect

others is considered a double-edged sword. Existing research posits

that by facilitating connections among their contacts, TI-oriented

actors surround themselves with a dense group of interconnected

actors (Ahuja, 2000; Fleming et al., 2007; Kang et al., 2007; Quintane

et al., 2022). Such a closed or densely connected network might work

against the self-interest of the TI-oriented actor by ending their privi-

leged access to creative ideas (Perry-Smith, 2006; Soda et al., 2021),

as well as valuable information and resources (Hansen, 1999; Reinholt

et al., 2011; Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). This is a grave concern because,

through these mechanisms, individuals who are connected to actors

who are themselves unconnected achieve higher individual perfor-

mance (Iorio, 2022; Mehra et al., 2001) and career success (Fang

et al., 2015; Seibert et al., 2001). Consistent with this rationale, Soda

et al. (2018) elucidated that by investing their time and effort in

collaborative activities, TI-oriented individuals may contribute to the

success of their social group at the expense of their personal

interests.

But does the increased density tell the whole story of how TI

orientation relates to an individual's position in the organizational

network? We argue that the received assumption that connecting

others will lead to a disadvantageous dense network position is under-

theorized and unsupported by research evidence. A key reason for

the dearth of evidence is that research on individuals' network

agency—that is, in the process of “doing” social structures—has devel-

oped largely separately from structural approaches to social networks

(Casciaro et al., 2015; Kwon et al., 2020; Tasselli et al., 2015). A

perusal of the TI orientation literature indicates that the way in which

TI orientation contributes to network position might be more complex

than current research recognizes. For example, while creativity is

generally considered to originate from open networks and multiple

unique connections (Baer, 2010; Iorio, 2022; Perry-Smith &

Mannucci, 2017; Soda et al., 2021), several studies have demon-

strated that TI orientation also advances the pursuit of creativity and

innovation (Grosser et al., 2019; Kauppila et al., 2018; Llopis

et al., 2021). Extrapolating from these findings, it is possible that the

structural implications of TI orientation go beyond increased network

density. To address this issue, the purpose of our research is to

advance understanding of how TI orientation shapes one's position in

an organizational network.

This study proposes that a paradox perspective provides a power-

ful lens for theorizing about how TI orientation leads to changes in

one's network position. The paradoxical tension between “open” and

“closed” networks (Ahuja, 2000; Burt et al., 2013; Kilduff &

Lee, 2020; Ter Wal et al., 2016) and, relatedly, between “separating”
and “connecting” forms of brokering behavior (Fleming et al., 2007;

Halevy et al., 2020; Lingo & O'Mahony, 2010) resemble the patterns

identified in discussions on other organizational paradoxes (DeFillippi

et al., 2007; Farjoun, 2010; Holmqvist, 2004; Smith & Lewis, 2011).

According to research on paradoxes, contradictory organizational

phenomena such as exploration and exploitation tend to be mutually

constitutive, motivating one another rather than resulting in a self-

reinforcing impasse (Adler et al., 1999; Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009;

Tempelaar & Rosenkranz, 2019). Integrating the theory on paradoxes

with behavioral approaches to social networks (Kwon et al., 2020;

Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021), we build an argument that instead of con-

straining an individual to a closed social group, TI orientation works

through contradictory phenomena in network agency to revitalize the

network advantage of the individual.

Our paper contributes to the research on individual network

agency by integrating streams of literature that have separately

addressed brokering behaviors aimed at shaping relationships

between other actors (Halevy et al., 2019; Nicolaou & Kilduff, 2022)

and networking behaviors to build one's own relationships (Casciaro

et al., 2014; Liang & Gong, 2013). We contribute by providing an inte-

grated theory on how brokering processes unfold through an interplay

of juxtaposed—and yet interrelated—closing and opening behavioral

elements of network agency. By opening the black box of how shap-

ing others' relationships influences the position of the individual

within an organizational network, our research also bridges the exist-

ing divide between behavioral and structural approaches to social

networks (Bensaou et al., 2014; Kwon et al., 2020; Tasselli &

Kilduff, 2021). Finally, our research responds to the call of Casciaro

et al. (2015, p. 1165) to address the question, “Why do some people

end up in a particularly advantageous network position?” Our

research goes beyond the conventional focus on personality traits

(Fang et al., 2015; Oh & Kilduff, 2008; Sasovova et al., 2010) to exam-

ine what individuals can do to improve their positioning within a net-

work. In doing so, we provide insight into how prosocial actions in

brokering may ultimately benefit the self.

2 | THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

2.1 | Network advantage and networking
behaviors

Network advantage indicates the extent to which an individual is con-

nected to others, and in particular, has nonredundant connections
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(Burt et al., 2013; Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021). Nonredundant connections

are ties to actors who are not otherwise connected. Actors with non-

redundant connections benefit first via access to novel information

and opportunities and second from their ability to broker exchanges

in structural holes, that is, otherwise disconnected others (Brass &

Burkhardt, 1993; Burt, 1992; Klein et al., 2004; Mehra et al., 2001).

Given that nonredundant connections are considered important

resources contributing to the success of individuals (Burt & Soda, in

press; Granovetter, 1973), an advantageous network position is often

depicted as a large network of nonredundant ties (Brass et al., 2004;

Ibarra et al., 2005; Seibert et al., 2001).

Building on these theoretical underpinnings, we focus on two of

the most prominent indicators of network advantage: centrality and

brokerage (Brass, 1984; Fang et al., 2015; Mehra et al., 2001). Central-

ity pertains to the number of connections, while brokerage concerns

the non-redundancy of those connections. Centrality, or degree cen-

trality, can be categorized into outgoing ties that an actor indicates

they have with others (i.e., out-degree centrality) and incoming ties

others indicate they have with the focal actor (i.e., in-degree central-

ity). Outgoing ties reflect the extent to which individuals leverage

their connections (Brands & Kilduff, 2014; McCarthy & Levin, 2019;

Shea & Fitzsimons, 2016), while incoming ties are indicative of the

popularity of the actor, which benefits their performance and career

success (Fang et al., 2015; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Klein et al., 2004).

The other focal aspect of an advantageous network position,

brokerage, denotes the extent to which an actor spans structural

holes between otherwise unconnected others (Burt, 1992; Kwon

et al., 2020). Brokerage provides access to nonredundant knowledge

and enables the arbitrating of exchanges between disconnected

others (Burt et al., 2013; Iorio, 2022).

Traditionally, individual agency and psychological phenomena

have received relatively limited attention in the social network litera-

ture, which has examined fixed social network structures (Casciaro

et al., 2015; Kilduff & Lee, 2020; Tasselli et al., 2015). More recently,

two separate streams of organizational behavior research have

emerged that examine networking behaviors in social networks. One

of these two research streams has focused on how actors change the

relationships between others, that is, brokering behaviors (Halevy

et al., 2019; Obstfeld, 2005; Soda et al., 2018), while the other has

examined how actors build up their own relationships, that is, network

building behaviors (Bensaou et al., 2014; Casciaro et al., 2014; Liang &

Gong, 2013). Although there is little cross-fertilization or integration

between these two perspectives, both the brokering and network

building streams of research are driven by a quest to understand net-

work advantage (i.e., a noun characterizing the pattern of social rela-

tionships) as the way in which an individual engages with social

structure (i.e., a verb describing individual agency to transform

social structures; Casciaro et al., 2014; Cardinale, 2018; Kwon

et al., 2020; Obstfeld et al., 2014).

Brokering actions can range from attempts to retain the separa-

tion between others (holding on to an advantage) to connecting

others via collaboration (sharing advantage). These different

approaches to acting on structural opportunities explain why others

may view brokers either negatively or positively. In the literature on

brokering behavior, the most prominent discussions have revolved

around an individual's behavioral propensity to connect and facilitate

collaboration between others, that is, TI orientation (see Halevy

et al., 2019, and Kwon et al., 2020, for reviews). As a behavioral pro-

pensity, the TI orientation describes how an individual acts across dif-

ferent situations when there are no strong situational demands

influencing actions (Halevy et al., 2020; Obstfeld, 2005). It thus

reflects a self-regulatory behavioral pattern, that is, the motivated

action (see DeShon & Gillespie, 2005) of an individual. From the per-

spective of network agency, TI orientation is a “closing” force in an

individual's social network structure, as it describes a process associ-

ated with increased connectedness, density, cohesion, and collabora-

tion between associated actors (Halevy et al., 2020; Lingo &

O'Mahony, 2010; Obstfeld, 2005; Quintane & Carnabuci, 2016;

Sasovova et al., 2010).

Network building is distinct from brokering behaviors, and refers

to behaviors geared toward developing relationships with new

acquaintances or deepening ties with existing associates in the more

peripheral parts of their social network (Casciaro et al., 2014;

Ebbers, 2013; Liang & Gong, 2013; Wolff & Moser, 2009). Network

building differs from simple attempts to create new ties because it

specifically focuses on forging new relationships with individuals

beyond one's work group and with individuals in other parts of the

organization (Ashford & Black, 1996). Because network building aims

“to attain a large network of nonredundant contacts that facilitate the

exchange of resources and favors” (Wolff & Spurk, 2020, p. 277), it is

associated with an increased “opening” (e.g., sparseness, new con-

tacts, and structural holes) in the individual's social network structure.

2.2 | A paradox approach to network advantage

Although the behavioral process perspective on brokering has become

increasingly popular, the question of how brokering might alter one's

position in an organizational social network has been relegated to the

background of these discussions. In the absence of a nuanced under-

standing of the dynamism and complexity of individual agency in bro-

kering processes (Balkundi et al., 2019), existing research has relied on

the assumption that as TI-oriented individuals connect others, they

eventually wind up in a densely connected network in which all their

contacts are mutually connected—that is, all structural holes have

been closed. Such a position is akin to a social straitjacket that

constrains one's social relationships to a closed group of existing con-

tacts (Kwon et al., 2020; Landis, 2016). However, our research sug-

gests that this may not be the case because brokering, like all

psychosocial processes, is highly complex and riddled with paradoxes

(Cardinale, 2018; Carnabuci & Bruggeman, 2009; Comeau-Vallée &

Langley, 2020; Landis et al., 2018).

The organizational paradox perspective focuses on seemingly

contradictory organizational phenomena that are, in fact, interrelated,

mutually enabling, and fully functional only in the presence of both

antipodes (Farjoun, 2010; Lempiälä et al., in press; Smith &

KAUPPILA ET AL. 3
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Lewis, 2011). The notion of paradoxes is evident in everyday activi-

ties, as, for example, people make mistakes to generate competence,

work long hours to obtain leisure time, and allow their loved ones to

be “free” to have them as their “own.” The paradoxical phenomena

“seem logical in isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing

simultaneously” (Lewis, 2000, p. 760). The paradox perspective has a

long history in organizational research, and tensions between organi-

zational phenomena such as stability and change (Farjoun, 2010;

Thompson, 1967), routine and creativity (DeFillippi et al., 2007;

Obstfeld, 2012), exploitation and exploration (Gupta et al., 2006;

March, 1991), and profit and sustainability (Hahn et al., 2015) have

been addressed in numerous studies.

In social network research, the paradoxical tension between

“closed” and “open” networks might be the most central and enduring

source of debate (Iorio, 2022; Kilduff & Lee, 2020; Soda et al., 2021;

Ter Wal et al., 2016). Closed networks are characterized by multiple

interties among members of the social group and few ties to actors

outside the social group. In contrast, the number of interties among

members relative to the size of the social group is small in open net-

works. Closed and cohesive social groups characterized by redundant

ties are essential, as they contribute to trust and reciprocity

(Coleman, 1988; Fleming et al., 2007; Uzzi, 1997), ease of knowledge

sharing (Hansen, 1999; Reagans & McEvily, 2003), and coordinated

action (Obstfeld, 2005). In turn, open networks, characterized by non-

redundant ties, are essential as they facilitate access to novel informa-

tion (Hargadon & Sutton, 1997; Iorio, 2022), the search for creative

ideas (Hansen, 1999; Soda et al., 2021), and privileged access to

opportunities (Baum et al., 2012; Fleming et al., 2007). In addressing

the closed versus open network dilemma, organizational network

research has tended to focus on trade-off, balance, or a situation-

appropriate configuration between closed and open structures

(Ahuja, 2000; Burt, 1992; Shea & Fitzsimons, 2016; Ter Wal

et al., 2016; Tiwana, 2008). In these studies, closed and open net-

works are generally seen as coexisting entities that determine organi-

zational activities and outcomes independently.

In prior literature exploring individual agency within networks,

the TI orientation has often been viewed as a behavioral process

transforming networks from open structures to closed ones

(i.e., densely connected networks). However, the paradox approach

might lead to different conclusions, as it considers juxtaposing anti-

podes as interdependent parts of the same process. Drawing on the

tensions between closed and open networks, the behavioral process

perspective on brokering (Halevy et al., 2019; Soda et al., 2018) high-

lights a need for paradoxical approaches—instead of fit-based

models—to closing and opening (Farjoun & Fiss, 2022; Smith &

Lewis, 2011). According to the paradox approach, juxtaposing closing

and opening behaviors are synergistic and simultaneously persisting

(Smith & Lewis, 2011). Indeed, researchers taking a more dynamic

approach to the relationship between individual agency and social

network structures (Burt & Merluzzi, 2016; Burt & Soda, in press;

Levin & Walter, 2018; Sasovova et al., 2010) are beginning to propose

that closing and opening dynamics are interrelated phenomena in net-

work agency. Despite this development, the key issue regarding how

these seemingly contrasting activities interrelate and interplay within

brokering processes remains unresolved.

2.3 | Hypothesis development

In our quest to understand whether and how TI orientation is related

to network advantage, we integrate insights from brokering theories

and paradox theories into a new paradox-based model of network

advantage. The point of departure in our model is that TI orientation

as a behavioral variable pertains primarily to closing dynamics in the

brokering process, that is, brokering geared toward increasing

the connectedness and cohesiveness in one's social network. Herein,

the paradox is that, in order to pursue their connecting activities, TI-

oriented individuals need disconnected actors whom they might con-

nect or parties that are only loosely connected to others. Finding

these actors requires opening mechanisms via which new ties are cre-

ated in organizational networks. We focus on network building as a

pertinent opening mechanism. TI orientation and network building

drive the social structure in seemingly contradictory directions, as the

former facilitates the closedness of a social network, while the latter

promotes its openness. Thus, there is a paradoxical tension between

closing dynamics associated with TI orientation and opening dynamics

associated with network building. Consistent with the paradox per-

spective, our theoretical model (Figure 1) proposes that despite the

contradictory agency associated with closing and opening dynamics,

TI orientation and network building are mutually enabling and interre-

lated parts of the agentic process of developing network advantage.

A basic assumption of our model is that the development of a

closed network position is not the driving motivation of TI-oriented

individuals. On the contrary, the eventual depletion of connectable

pairs is an unwanted and possibly unforeseen consequence of the

activity that actually motivates TI-oriented individuals, which is

the process of connecting others via collaboration. Therefore, we pro-

pose that beyond the pursuit of connecting activities and facilitating

collaboration—that is, “acting on TI”—TI orientation motivates behav-

iors that generate new or improved opportunities for these activities.

Network building behavior serves as an essential mechanism that gen-

erates new pairs to be connected or facilitated. TI-oriented individuals

are thus motivated to switch between connecting activities and net-

work building, as network building facilitates a continuous pursuit of

connecting activities, aligning with the motivation of TI-oriented

individuals.

To illustrate these ideas, Figure 2 presents a hypothetical example

of how and why TI orientation motivates network building. In the

example, Alex has two connections: Ben and Cassidy. Because Ben

and Cassidy do not know one another, Alex occupies a structural hole

position. Assuming that Alex introduces Ben and Cassidy (i.e., a clos-

ing behavior), the structural hole disappears, and Alex ends up in a

more densely connected group (a completely closed group in this

example) where it is more likely that everyone knows everyone else

and fewer connecting opportunities are available. To pursue connect-

ing activities, Alex engages in network building behavior (i.e., opening

4 KAUPPILA ET AL.
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behavior), which leads to Alex forming a new tie with Drew. As Drew

is unconnected to Alex's existing social circles (Ben and Cassidy), a

tie to Drew opens two new structural holes (Drew–Ben and Drew–

Cassidy), thus rejuvenating opportunities for Alex's connecting efforts.

In practice, people's networks tend to be larger, in which case TI ori-

entation facilitates simultaneous closing and opening activities across

various segments of the network.

In light of the paradox perspective, the dynamism proposed in our

model mirrors the well-known interplay between exploitation and

exploration in organizational learning theory (March, 1991). Although

exploitation and exploration activities are considered contradictory,

ill-fitting, and—in a sense—mutually exclusive (Gupta et al., 2006), it is

also known that the exploration of new possibilities and alternatives

serves exploitation by generating new opportunities for exploitation

(Holmqvist, 2004; Levinthal & March, 1993) for an actor (e.g., a firm

or an individual). Likewise, the TI-oriented individual is motivated to

explore the formation of new relationships (an opening behavior) in

order to exploit the opportunity of closing a gap in the relational

structure. Nothing can be closed that was not previously opened. Net-

work building enables the continuous connecting activities of TI-

oriented individuals and thereby enhances the individual's network

advantage. While certain studies addressing organizational tensions

propose that actors attend to contrasting activities sequentially,

alternating between them, our paradox approach posits that both

opposites coexist (almost) simultaneously, mutually motivating and

enabling each other.

We predict that by motivating and enabling network building

behaviors, TI orientation enhances different aspects of structural net-

work advantage. A key aspect of network advantage, and the first

facet of centrality, is the number of outgoing ties. To pursue many

outgoing ties, individuals need to recall relevant relationships (Smith

et al., 2012) and mobilize these relationships in practice to obtain

advice and resources from others (Brands & Kilduff, 2014; Shea &

Fitzsimons, 2016; Smith et al., 2012). We propose that, via network

building behaviors, TI orientation is positively associated with both

recalling and mobilizing a higher number of outgoing ties. First, TI-

oriented individuals engage in network building to seek, identify, and

contact actors who could become meaningful acquaintances. People

recall their contacts while pursuing relational activities (Kilduff

et al., 2006; Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021); thus, individuals engaging in net-

work building are likely to recall a larger group of actors to whom they

can reach out for advice and other resources. Second, because the

network building behaviors of TI-oriented individuals are motivated

by a desire to collaborate with others, it is highly likely that these indi-

viduals will not only call to mind various actors but also mobilize these

relationships in practice. That is, actually turning to their contacts to

F IGURE 1 Theoretical model.

F IGURE 2 Illustration of the
dynamics between closing and
opening behaviors in brokering.

KAUPPILA ET AL. 5
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obtain information and other resources needed to build collaboration.

Accordingly, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1. (a) The tertius iungens orientation is posi-

tively related to the number of outgoing ties to others

in an organization (i.e., out-degree centrality), and

(b) this relationship is mediated via network building.

The other facet of centrality is incoming ties from others, indicat-

ing the extent to which an individual is sought after by others (Fang

et al., 2015; Kilduff et al., 2008). Individuals with a high TI orientation

are perceived by others as collaborative and helpful (Ebbers, 2013;

Ibarra et al., 2005; Soda et al., 2018), which is likely to make them

popular and trusted sources of advice and support. We know from

earlier research that by helping others and facilitating collaboration,

individuals build trust, knowledge sharing, and collective action within

their social network (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Coleman, 1988;

Hernandez, 2012). The pursuit of collaborative brokering orientations

also improves the status and prestige of the individual (Halevy

et al., 2020), thus attracting a growing number of actors interested in

becoming acquainted and connecting in collaborative activities

(Hargadon, 2002; Lingo, 2020; Tiwana, 2008). The popularity of TI-

oriented actors becomes fully activated through the pursuit of net-

work building behaviors, as these opening behaviors increase others'

awareness of the TI-oriented individual outside their regular social cir-

cles. By engaging in network building activities, TI-oriented individuals

interact with a growing number of new people, thus increasing the

pool of individuals who are familiar with what they do and who

they know; this phenomenon is known as popularity spread

(Brennecke, 2020). Without the mediating role of network building,

TI-oriented individuals might remain embedded in a closed social

group, and actors outside the group might remain unaware of them.

Thus, network building behavior is a focal mechanism that makes TI-

oriented individuals not only approachable but also familiar to a larger

number of actors.

Hypothesis 2. (a) The tertius iungens orientation is posi-

tively related to the number of incoming ties from

others in an organization (i.e., in-degree centrality), and

(b) this relationship is mediated via network building.

The final aspect of network advantage in our model is network

brokerage. Our theorizing indicates that to provide the best opportu-

nities for connecting and facilitating collaboration, TI-oriented individ-

uals are likely to focus on building new connections with individuals

outside their social circles. Ties to actors who lack connections or

active relationships with the individual's existing associates increase

the number of structural holes in the network (as presented in

Figure 2) and thus provide the best opportunities for TI-oriented indi-

viduals to forge new connections and facilitate collaboration. In com-

parison, it would be less interesting or useful for TI-oriented

individuals to develop ties to actors who are already connected and

collaborating with members of the individual's existent social group

because the connecting potential in such relationships is lower. Net-

work building behavior plays a crucial mediating role in these relation-

ships, as it provides a means to extend the individual's network to

include unfamiliar actors and actors outside their existing social circles

(Casciaro et al., 2014; Wolff & Moser, 2009). That is, instead of con-

straining an individual's collaborative efforts to the sphere of their

existing social circles, network building is a mechanism that transmits

the effect of TI orientation on the formation of ties with actors in

more remote parts of the network. Thus,

Hypothesis 3. (a) The tertius iungens orientation is posi-

tively related to the extent to which an individual will be

connected to actors who have no direct connections with

that individual's existing connections (i.e., brokerage), and

(b) this relationship is mediated via network building.

3 | OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

We conducted a two-wave cross-lagged survey (Study 1) and a cross-

sectional network survey (Study 2) to examine how TI orientation

influences different aspects of network advantage and to explore the

mediating role of network building in these relationships. In Study

1, we focused on establishing the direction of influence between TI

orientation and network building. Although the causal direction from

a general behavioral tendency (i.e., TI orientation) to a more situa-

tional individual behavior (i.e., network building) is conceptually justi-

fied, reversed causality is always a risk when examining relationships

between behavioral variables. The first test of Hypothesis 1 is also

presented in Study 1. In Study 2, we used a network survey to more

comprehensively analyze the roles of TI orientation and network

building in different aspects of network advantage. Study 2 replicates

the test of Hypothesis 1, after which it proceeds to explain the incom-

ing ties from others and brokerage positions, thus presenting tests of

Hypotheses 2 and 3.

4 | STUDY 1: A TWO-WAVE CROSS-
LAGGED SURVEY

4.1 | Participants and procedures

Study 1 had two critical goals. The first goal was to investigate the

direction of influence in the relationship between TI orientation and

network building behaviors. The second goal is to provide initial evi-

dence for the theoretical model by examining the influence of TI ori-

entation on outgoing ties (Hypothesis 1a), as well as the mediating

role of network building behavior in this relationship (Hypothesis 1b).

The setting for Study 1 was a governmental agency in Finland that

performs highly digitalized and knowledge-intensive work. In the stud-

ied organization, a large share of the work is project-based and

involves collaborating with various public and private sector stake-

holders. In contrast to the stereotype of a bureaucratic and

6 KAUPPILA ET AL.
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hierarchical governmental agency, the organization analyzed in Study

1 is comparable to a private sector professional service organization in

that it devotes significant attention to developing new products and

services and tailors solutions for its various organizational clients.

To overcome the problems associated with cross-sectional data,

this dataset was collected at two time points 4 months apart. The

4-month time lag was chosen because work projects and, conse-

quently, interactions with different parties evolve relatively quickly in

the studied organization. Hence, a longer time lag would have

increased the risk of work changes distorting the relationships. In con-

trast, a shorter time lag would have been problematic because it may

take some time before changes in TI orientation are reflected in net-

work building behaviors. We sent email invitations to all employees of

the organization, and out of 1,310 invitations, we received 454 (35%)

responses at Time 1 and 235 responses at Time 2, that is, a 48% attri-

tion. Furthermore, we removed 31 respondents due to incomplete

answers, leaving us with a final sample of 204 employees.

4.2 | Measures

4.2.1 | Tertius iungens orientation

Employees' TI orientation was assessed using Obstfeld's (2005) six-

item scale. The scale items are presented in Appendix A. The reliability

coefficients for the TI orientation scale were .82 (Time 1) and .82

(Time 2).

4.2.2 | Network building behavior

To capture network building behavior, employees completed a three-

item scale developed by Ashford and Black (1996). Although the mea-

sure was first used in the context of organizational socialization, the

wordings of the scale items are generic and independent of the con-

text, making the scale suitable for studies on network building in gen-

eral. The respondents were asked to assess the extent to which they

recently engaged in activities associated with pursuing new relation-

ships within their organization. Specifically, the scale items were pre-

ceded by instructions to consider one's work activities during the last

couple of months, and the following prompt: “To what extent have

you …” This prompt was followed by three items: “… tried to socialize

with people who are not in your department/unit?”; “… started con-

versations with people from different segments of the company?”;
and “… tried to get to know as many people as possible in other sec-

tions of the company on a personal basis?” The coefficient alpha was

.87 at Time 1 and .86 at Time 2.

4.2.3 | Outgoing ties to others

Similar to Carnabuci and Di�oszegi (2015) and Hirst et al. (2015), we

measured the number of outgoing ties focused on intraorganizational

work relationships and advice relations by asking the respondents “To
whom do you turn for information or advice in professional, technical,

or other work-related matters?” The respondents could provide as

many names as they considered relevant; a higher number of reported

contacts indicated higher levels of outgoing ties. Because this mea-

sure taps into the respondents' free recall of their contacts, it is partic-

ularly indicative of their capacity to cognitively activate relationships,

which is the critical first step in procuring an advantageous network

position (Brands, 2013; Shea & Fitzsimons, 2016; Smith et al., 2012).

4.2.4 | Control variables

To rule out alternative explanations, we controlled for the effects of

the respondents' age and organizational level. Age is potentially rele-

vant because generational gaps can be a significant challenge to

developing trust and building relationships (Williams, 2016). In addi-

tion, organizational members higher in the organizational hierarchy

may have more opportunities to build networks and initiate outgoing

ties within their organizations than those below them. The scale for

organizational level ranges from 1 to 5, such that 1 indicates the high-

est level in the organizational hierarchy. Furthermore, we controlled

for job autonomy because regardless of their organizational level,

employees experiencing higher levels of autonomy may be more likely

to develop their own networks. To do so, we used a three-item mea-

sure developed by Spreitzer (1995), with the following sample items:

“I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job” and “I
can decide on my own how to go about doing my work” (α = .90).

We also controlled for the effects of what we refer to as separa-

tion motivation. Separation motivation describes an individual's

behavioral orientation to keep other actors apart (i.e., divisive broker-

ing or tertius gaudens) to prevent the loss of an advantageous network

position (Halevy et al., 2020; Obstfeld, 2005). This kind of behavioral

orientation may coexist with TI orientation (Grosser et al., 2019;

Obstfeld et al., 2014), thus offering an alternative explanation for net-

work building behaviors and structural outcomes. To measure separa-

tion motivation, we expanded Grosser et al.’s (2019) scale and

selected a set of six items that we determined would offer the best

combination of criterion, convergent, and discriminant validity, as well

as high reliability (α = .90). Appendix A presents a list of items on this

scale and the results of a principal component analysis, which shows

that the items of the separation motivation and TI orientation scale

load on two distinct factors.

4.3 | Results

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics and correlations among the

study variables. Before testing the hypotheses, we examined the fac-

tor structure of the multi-item measures we used in the analyses. In

our confirmatory factor analysis, a four-factor model—with the follow-

ing factors: TI orientation, network building, separation motivation,

and autonomy—provided a good fit to the data (χ2129 = 237.73;

KAUPPILA ET AL. 7
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CFI = 0.94; IFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.064; SRMR = 0.056). Supporting

discriminant validity, the hypothesized four-factor model also fits the

data significantly better than any of the alternative models where fac-

tors were combined, such as the one-factor model (χ2135 = 1545.60;

CFI = 0.28; IFI = 0.28; RMSEA = 0.227; SRMR = 0.205).

Next, we specified a cross-lagged panel model to explore the

direction of causality between TI orientation (independent variable)

and network building behavior (mediating variable in our model.

Cross-lagged panel models are frequently used to study causality in

psychological processes in organizational settings (see, e.g., Cooper

et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2022). According to MacKinnon et al. (2007),

cross-lagged panel analyses are a preferred method for testing causal

relationships in cases in which the manipulation of independent

variables in a laboratory setting is difficult. This is the case for our

independent variable, as TI orientation is a behavioral tendency and

not a situation-specific act (Kauppila et al., 2018; Obstfeld, 2005). The

panel analyses presented in Figure 3 demonstrate that, consistent

with our predictions, TI orientation is positively related to the ensuing

network building behavior (β = .27, p = .006), whereas the relation-

ship in the reverse direction is not significant (β = .06, p = .178). A

high test–retest relationship between TI orientation at Time 1 and

Time 2 is in line with our theorizing that TI orientation facilitates clos-

ing and opening behaviors simultaneously, instead of individuals vacil-

lating between juxtaposing behaviors. Control variables were included

in this model, but we also analyzed the model without control vari-

ables, which yielded the same findings.

TABLE 1 Study 1: Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variables Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1. Outgoing ties, t2 8.83 6.17

2. Age, t1 47.04 10.78 .12

3. Organizational level, t1 3.85 0.80 �.12 �.13

4. Job autonomy, t1 3.74 0.89 �.06 �.19 �.18

5. Separation motivation, t1 1.42 0.55 �.14 .02 .10 �.09

6. Network building behavior, t1 3.19 0.96 .28 .10 �.30 .15 �.06

7. Network building behavior, t2 3.23 0.86 .30 .06 �.30 .12 �.09 .72

8. Tertius iungens orientation, t1 3.75 0.55 .31 .04 �.27 .11 �.14 .41 .44

9. Tertius iungens orientation, t2 3.70 0.55 .25 .01 �.32 .10 �.10 .38 .46 .66

Note: N = 204. Correlations of .14 or higher are significant at p < .05 level; correlations of .18 or higher are significant at p < .01 level.

F IGURE 3 A two-wave structural model of
tertius iungens orientation and network building
behavior.

TABLE 2 Results of negative
binomial regression analysis on outgoing
ties in Study 1.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
CE (SE) p CE (SE) p CE (SE) p

Age 0.01(0.00) .166 0.01(0.00) .199 0.00(0.00) .295

Organizational level �0.09(0.07) .166 �0.02(0.07) .791 0.01(0.07) .843

Job autonomy �0.06(0.06) .327 �0.08(0.05) .152 �0.08(0.05) .118

Separation motivation �0.19(0.08) .010 �0.15(0.07) .026 �0.16(0.07) .014

Tertius iungens

orientation

0.40(0.09) .000 0.31(0.10) .002

Network building 0.14(0.05) .010

Log-likelihood �619.82 �609.83 �606.50

Note: N = 204.
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We then proceeded to test Hypotheses 1a and 1b. Table 2 shows

the results of our negative binomial regression analyses of the direct

effects of predictor variables measured at Time 1 on the number of

outgoing ties at Time 2. We applied negative binomial regression

because our dependent variable (outgoing ties) is a count variable. As

Model 2 shows, TI orientation at Time 1 is positively related to the

number of outgoing ties at Time 2 (β = .40, p = .000); thus,

Hypothesis 1a is supported. In Model 3, network building is included

as a predictor of outgoing ties, and the model demonstrates that this

relationship is significant (β = .14, p = .010). In this model, TI orienta-

tion also remains a significant predictor of outgoing ties (β = .31,

p = .002), offering initial evidence for partial mediation via network

building. To estimate mediation, we specified a negative binomial

model with bootstrapped indirect effects in Mplus 8. In this mediation

model, TI orientation at Time 1 was used as a predictor of outgoing

ties at Time 2, and network building behavior at Time 2 was used as a

mediating variable. To rule out alternative explanations, we included

our control variables (age, organizational level, job autonomy, and sep-

aration motivation) as predictors of both networking behavior and

outgoing ties. In addition, we controlled for the initial level of network

building (Time 1) in relation to network building at Time 2. The boot-

strapped 95% confidence intervals for indirect effects were positive

and did not include zero (LL = 0.015, UL = 0.098), indicating support

for Hypothesis 1b, which predicted that network building behaviors

mediate the effect of TI orientation on outgoing ties. Our results

further indicate that the direct effect of TI orientation on outgoing

ties is both positive and significant (LL: 0.070, UL: 0.480). This sup-

ports our initial supposition that the mediation effect is partial and

that TI orientation increases the number of outgoing ties indirectly as

well as directly.

As a robustness check, we reran the tests of our hypotheses

while excluding control variables to ensure that their inclusion did

not bias the estimates. The pattern of the results remained the same

when the control variables were excluded. To further investigate the

robustness of these analyses, we applied the Monte Carlo Method

for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM), which permits bootstrapping

indirect effects based on data from distinct models (Selig &

Preacher, 2008). Using this technique, we were able to introduce a

time lag between network building and outgoing ties while retaining

the time lag between TI orientation and network building. In our

model, we examined the indirect effects using path coefficients from

the initial (Time 1) TI orientation to the ensuing (Time 2) network

building, and from the initial (Time 1) network building to the subse-

quent (Time 2) number of outgoing ties. In each model, we controlled

for the effects of age, organizational level, job autonomy, TI orienta-

tion, and separation motivation. All control variables were measured

at Time 1. Based on the bootstrapped sample of 2000 repetitions,

the 95% confidence interval indicates that the indirect effect of TI

orientation via network building behavior on the number of outgoing

ties is positive and significant (LL: 0.0045, UL: 0.0728). Overall, these

findings offer continuing support for the prediction of Hypothesis 1b

that network building mediates the positive effect of TI orientation

on outgoing ties.

5 | STUDY 2: NETWORK SURVEY

5.1 | Participants and procedures

The purpose of Study 2 was to use a network survey to extend our

understanding of how TI orientation and network building behavior

are related to network advantage after accounting for the agency of

other organizational members. Specifically, we tested whether the

hypothesized effects are significant for incoming ties and network

brokerage (i.e., Hypotheses 2 and 3). In terms of outgoing ties to

others (i.e., Hypothesis 1), we added to the findings of Study 1 by

investigating relationships in another context when using a roster

method in lieu of free recall of contacts. In our network survey, we

collected data from a high-tech firm in Finland focused on automation,

measurement, and robotics. This is a considerably knowledge-

intensive setting, in which relevant information is dispersed, activities

require specialized knowledge, operations are internationalized, and it

is not always apparent what information is relevant and who has that

information. As such, the firm is representative of organizations in

which social relationships are crucial for achieving organizational

goals, and obtaining access to various types of knowledge sources is

critical to the individual's work performance.

We emailed an invitation to the survey to all 123 employees of

the organization. After three rounds of reminders, we received

104 usable responses (85% response rate). Reflecting the demo-

graphic characteristics of the firm, 91% of the sampled employees

were male, the average age of the respondents was 35.7 years

(SD = 9.1), and the average organizational tenure was 3.0 years

(SD = 3.2). Approximately 88% of the sampled employees had a bach-

elor's degree or a higher educational qualification.

5.2 | Measures

5.2.1 | Tertius iungens orientation

We used the same six-item scales for TI orientation from Obstfeld

(2005) as in Study 1. The coefficient alpha was .86.

5.2.2 | Network building behavior

We used the same three-item scale from Ashford and Black (1996) as

in Study 1 (α = .89).

5.2.3 | Structural measures

To collect data on the social network structure, we relied on a roster

method. Specifically, the online survey provided the names of all indi-

viduals working in the organization and asked the respondents to

indicate with whom they had instrumental ties, that is, “To whom do

you go for advice or other information on work-related issues?” To

KAUPPILA ET AL. 9
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capture outgoing ties, we counted the number of individuals the

respondent reported contacting for advice on work-related issues.

Different from the free recalling of relevant contacts, the roster

method enables respondents to also indicate contacts they mobilize in

the course of work but may not spontaneously recall (Shea &

Fitzsimons, 2016; Smith et al., 2012). To capture incoming ties—or in-

degree centrality—we counted the number of other members of an

organization who reported going to the focal individual for advice or

other work-related information (Burkhardt & Brass, 1990; Klein

et al., 2004). Finally, we measured brokerage positions to obtain a

broader understanding of how brokering behaviors might relate to

one's placement within the organizational social network. Although

in-degree centrality and brokerage tend to be very highly correlated in

organizational settings (Kleinbaum, 2018; Sasovova et al., 2010), they

are conceptually different, and it is possible that even the most popu-

lar actors' connections are mutually connected (Casciaro et al., 2015).

To measure brokerage, we considered both incoming and outgoing

ties and used the UCINET 6.684 software of Borgatti et al. (2002) to

compute a constraint measure proposed by Burt (1992). Specifically,

we used the transformation developed by Kleinbaum et al. (2015) to

reverse the sign of the variable to indicate the absence of constraint

(i.e., brokerage) and to normalize its distribution.

5.2.4 | Control variables

We sought to control for alternative explanations for the hypothe-

sized effects, placing emphasis on variables relevant to popularity and

powerful structural position. In this vein, we controlled for age, as in

Study 1, as well as for gender, which might influence an individual's

popularity and ability to obtain brokerage positions (Brands

et al., 2022). Age was measured in years, and gender was a binary

indicator, such that the value “1” indicated female and “0” indicated

male. In addition, we controlled for the level of education of the

respondents, as highly educated individuals tend to be especially

sought after for their advice and information. We also controlled for

employees holding a managerial position in the organization, which

might make an individual a recipient of a higher number of incoming

ties. Level of education was captured on a five-point scale, with the

scale values ranging from 1 = “lower than high school” to

5 = “doctoral degree (e.g., Ph.D.).” Following Grosser et al. (2019), we

measured occupying a managerial position as 1 = “manager” and

0 = “others.” Finally, we controlled for the separation motivation of

the individual, because keeping others separate might help preserve

an individual's brokerage positions. For this. we used the same six-

item scale as in Study 1 (α = .92).

5.3 | Results

The descriptive statistics and correlations among the study variables

are presented in Table 3. Confirmatory factor analyses provide sup-

port for the discriminant validity of the measures used in this study, as

the three-factor model including TI orientation, separation motivation,

and network building provided a good fit (χ287 = 152.13; CFI = 0.93;

IFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.085; SRMR = 0.066) that was significantly

(p = .000) better than that of any of the alternative one- or two-

factor models (more detailed results are available from the authors

upon request). To test our hypotheses, we began by specifying a

series of models in which variables indicating network positions were

regressed on TI orientation and other explanatory variables. Because

our centrality measures (outgoing and incoming ties) are count vari-

ables, we used negative binomial regression models to test these

effects. Model 1 in Table 4 shows that TI orientation is a significant

predictor of outgoing ties to others (β = .36, p = .002), replicating the

test of Hypothesis 1a. In Model 2, we included network building,

which is shown to be a significant predictor of outgoing ties (β = .33,

p = .001) while simultaneously rendering the effects of TI orientation

nonsignificant (β = .06, p = .673). This offers preliminary evidence

that network building might be a full mediator in the relationship

between TI orientation and outgoing ties. Model 3 shows that TI ori-

entation is also positively related to incoming ties (β = .25, p = .009),

TABLE 3 Study 2: Means, standard deviations, and correlations for variables.

Variables Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

1. Outgoing ties 16.34 14.14

2. Incoming ties 13.83 10.05 .40

3. Brokerage 1.92 0.56 .41 .98

4. Age 35.72 9.09 .20 .32 .31

5. Gender (1 = female) 0.09 0.28 �.12 �.05 �.10 �.09

6. Educational level 3.49 0.80 �.00 �.09 �.07 �.16 .07

7. Managerial position 0.15 0.36 .35 .35 .33 .29 .06 .07

8. Separation motivation 1.41 0.58 .02 .04 .09 �.06 �.02 .72 .08

9. Network building behavior 2.99 1.02 .45 .39 .47 .13 �.13 .09 .40 .12

10. Tertius iungens orientation 3.66 0.67 .34 .25 .26 .07 �.02 .27 .28 .11 .56

Note: N = 104. Correlations of .20 or higher are significant at p < .05 level; correlations of .26 or higher are significant at p < .01 level.
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supporting Hypothesis 2a. This effect loses its significance (β = .06,

p = .635) when network building is entered in Model 4, indicating the

possibility of full mediation via network building.

In Table 5, we regress the predictor variables on brokerage. The

pattern of results is consistent with regressions on other indicators of

network advantage, with Model 1 in Table 5 showing that TI orienta-

tion is positively related to brokerage, as predicted in Hypothesis 3a

(β = .17, p = .029). After including network building in Model 2, the

effect of TI orientation becomes nonsignificant (β = .03, p = .718)

while network building is a significant predictor of brokerage (β = .18,

p = .001). Again, this is preliminary evidence for full mediation via net-

work building in the indirect effect of TI orientation on network bro-

kerage. We then repeated the tests of Hypotheses 1a, 2a, and 3a

without controls. In each model, the results remained essentially the

same, and the hypothesized relationships were supported.

In testing Hypotheses 1b, 2b, and 3b, we used a sample boot-

strapping approach in Mplus 8 to obtain bias-corrected confidence

intervals to examine the mediating effects of network building in the

relationships between TI orientation and different indicators of net-

work advantage. In calculating the confidence intervals, we used 2000

iterations. Each model controlled for the effects of age, gender, level

of education, managerial position, and separation motivation on both

the mediating variable (network building) and the dependent variable

(network position). We used negative binomial models to test

Hypotheses 1b and 2b because the dependent variables in these

models are count measures. Consistent with Hypothesis 1b, our

results indicate that there are indirect effects of TI orientation on out-

going ties via network building, as the bias-corrected 95% confidence

intervals are positive and exclude zero (LL: 0.094, UL: 0.444). Further-

more, the results of the analyses support the notion of full mediation,

because when accounting for the indirect effect, the direct effect of

TI orientation on outgoing ties is no longer significant. When examin-

ing the effects on incoming ties, our results support mediation (LL:

0.012, UL: 0.389), as proposed in Hypothesis 2b. Similar to the effects

on outgoing ties, these analyses indicate support for full mediation as

the direct effects of TI orientation become nonsignificant after

accounting for the indirect effects on incoming ties.

Finally, the analyses of indirect effects on brokerage show that

the bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (LL: 0.036, UL: 0.256)

indicate a significant indirect effect via network building. This finding

supports Hypothesis 3b: Network building mediates the positive rela-

tionship between TI orientation and brokerage position in an organi-

zational social network. As the indirect effect renders the direct effect

of TI orientation nonsignificant, our findings indicate full mediation,

such that TI orientation strengthens the individual's brokerage posi-

tion by invoking network building behaviors. In the mediated model,

TABLE 4 Results of negative binomial regression analysis on outgoing ties in Study 2.

Outgoing ties Outgoing ties Incoming ties Incoming ties

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
CE (SE) p CE (SE) p CE (SE) p CE (SE) p

Age 0.01(0.01) .593 0.00(0.01) .723 0.02(0.01) .053 0.02(0.01) .040

Sex (female) �0.53(0.27) .053 �0.45(0.24) .061 �0.23(0.21) .265 �0.15(0.19) .430

Educational level �0.09(0.11) .425 �0.08(0.11) .489 �0.09(0.09) .340 �0.06(0.08) .475

Manager 0.54(0.21) .001 0.38(0.21) .067 0.34(0.17) .047 0.15(0.18) .384

Separation motivation 0.01(0.10) .965 0.01(0.11) .949 �0.02(0.09) .861 �0.10(0.09) .916

Tertius iungens orientation 0.363(.12) .002 0.063(0.15) .673 0.25(0.10) .009 0.06(0.13) .635

Network building 0.334(0.10) .001 0.25(0.11) .023

Log-likelihood �381.52 �376.64 �367.29 �364.44

Note: N = 104.

TABLE 5 Results of multiple regression on brokerage position in Study 2.

Model 1 Model 2
CE (SE) p CE (SE) p

Age 0.01(0.01) .021 0.01(0.01) .015

Gender (female) �0.15(0.17) .365 �0.07(0.17) .690

Educational level �0.07(0.06) .274 �0.06(0.06) .358

Rank (manager) 0.34(0.14) .018 0.20(0.14) .162

Separation motivation 0.04(0.08) .600 0.03(0.08) .718

Tertius iungens orientation 0.17(0.08) .029 0.03(0.09) .718

Network building 0.18(0.06) .001

R2 .22 .29

Note: N = 104.
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the R2 values for network building behavior and brokerage were .40

and .29, respectively. To rule out the possibility of the biasing effects

of control variables in hypothesis testing, we also tested the hypothe-

ses without controls. The results of the hypothesis testing were the

same with and without including control variables in the model.

6 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

The starting point of our research was the question of whether and

how connecting others via collaboration influences one's own position

in an organizational network. In contrast to the prevailing assumption

that connecting others implies a personal sacrifice in terms of giving

up a structurally advantageous position, we applied a paradox per-

spective to examining how TI orientation may facilitate contrasting

organizing processes in a social network. Our theorizing suggests that

“closing dynamics” associated with the TI orientation—toward con-

necting people—and “opening dynamics” associated with network

building—toward expanding the network—may be interrelated and

mutually enabling. In two studies, we show that by pursuing connec-

tions individuals revitalize—not sacrifice—their advantageous positions

in the network.

Our model sheds light on what happens in a black-boxed behav-

ioral process related to brokerage and provides a more nuanced

understanding of how relationship-building behaviors emerge and

unfold in the psychosocial process. On a general level, our research

extends organizational behavior research by shedding new light on

organizational members' organizing behaviors. Heath and Sitkin

(2001) argued that the task of organizing should be at the forefront of

organizational behavior research. According to these researchers,

(p. 56) “if we view the field as focusing on the task of organizing, then

we may force ourselves to develop better theory about how organiz-

ing happens.” Indeed, brokering and network building describe how

members of an organization purposefully shape the relationship

structures that are the defining characteristics of organizations

(Cardinale, 2018; McEvily et al., 2014). Building on these arguments,

our research advances the view that organizational behavior research

should occupy a position of preeminence in studying the structuration

and psychosocial processes in organizational networks.

6.1 | Research contributions

Our research contributes to the burgeoning literatures on brokering

and networking behaviors, each of which examines a different aspect

of individual agency in organizational networks. First, our research

contributes by advancing a more nuanced and integrated understand-

ing of how individuals “make” their positions in organizational net-

works (Tasselli et al., 2015). Moving beyond explanations focused on

stable differences such as personality traits (Fang et al., 2015; Klein

et al., 2004; Mehra et al., 2001; Oh & Kilduff, 2008), our model

enriches prior research by demonstrating how organizational members

shape relationship structures. By presenting a model based on what

we know about the role of purposeful, self-regulated human agency

(Bandura, 2001), our research integrates previous research that has

separately investigated individuals' network structures and agency to

change these structures. While Casciaro et al. (2015, p. 1162) argued

that “network and psychological studies of organizations are comple-

mentary and can synergistically improve our understanding of organi-

zational phenomena,” one of the enduring limitations of social

network research has been an inadequate understanding of the roles

of behavioral strategies and processes in social networks (Kilduff &

Lee, 2020; Tasselli et al., 2015). In addressing this limitation, we con-

tribute by opening the black box of the brokering process and explain-

ing the roles of motivated, behavioral actions in changing relationship

structures. These contributions are import in light of the assertion by

Zou and Ingram (2013, p. 107) that the focal question for research is

“about the social networking orientation that can give rise to effective

network structures.”
Beyond facilitating a closer integration of behavioral and struc-

tural approaches, our research integrates literature streams that have

separately examined different behaviors related to the agency of the

individual in an organizational network. Earlier research on network

agency has tended to evolve in two distinct camps, one focusing on

brokering (i.e., building ties between others; Halevy et al., 2019;

Grosser et al., 2019) and the other focusing on networking behaviors

(i.e., building ties to others; Bensaou et al., 2014; Casciaro

et al., 2014). In these examinations, the connections between differ-

ent forms of individual agency have largely remained unexplored, with

a few notable exceptions (see Brands & Kilduff, 2014; Ebbers, 2013;

Kuwabara et al., 2018). According to our theory and findings, changing

the relationships of others and developing one's own relationships are

interdependent activities. We thus emphasize the importance of

jointly considering the roles of different types of relationship-building

behaviors in shaping networks.

Second, our research contributes by providing a new theory on

the interplay between contrasting behaviors in obtaining an advanta-

geous position in an organizational network. Existing brokering

research has tended to rely on the assumption that individuals' net-

work positions are direct reflections of their brokering styles

(Quintane et al., 2022). For example, connecting activities would lead

an individual into a denser, or even entirely closed, network by closing

structural holes (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973; Hansen, 1999;

Krackhardt, 1999). Our new paradox perspective on the brokering

process is that instead of being limited to one behavioral trajectory,

brokering processes thrive on contradictions and the juxtaposing of

polarities (Farjoun & Fiss, 2022). In this vein, we add to existing

knowledge by demonstrating that in order to have new pairs of actors

that would benefit from connecting or collaboration facilitation, indi-

viduals need to engage in seemingly contrasting opening activities,

that is, to build new relationships and connect with distal actors. By

doing so, individuals revitalize their social network positions, as they

increase the number of outgoing ties, attract incoming ties, and inter-

act with actors outside their regular social circles.

Applying the paradox perspective provides a novel view on the

ongoing debate on whether an individual's pursuit of brokerage roles

12 KAUPPILA ET AL.
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or cohesive collaboration networks is more likely to facilitate the

effectiveness of organizational members (Fleming et al., 2007;

Kogut, 2000; Ter Wal et al., 2016). On the basis of the paradox

viewpoint (Lewis, 2000), our stance is that both sides of the polarity

are required. Instead of seeking to find a balance or an ideal configura-

tion between brokerage ties and cohesive parts of the network

(Burt, 1992; Capaldo, 2007; Perry-Smith, 2006; Tiwana, 2008), our

paradox approach suggests that there is an ongoing interplay between

simultaneous opening and closing dynamics within the agentic pro-

cess. In essence, by facilitating connections and collaboration, actors

might motivate opening dynamics, which invite a larger group of

peripheral actors to become acquainted and connected with the TI-

oriented individual. Furthermore, although beyond the scope of our

empirical inquiry, our theorizing indicates that new connections and

structural holes might, in turn, enable TI-oriented individuals to pursue

closing activities (i.e., connecting and facilitating collaboration). On

these bases, our argument is that closing and opening are interdepen-

dent and mutually enabling behavioral phenomena in building network

advantage.

Third, our research enriches the literatures on individuals' broker-

ing and networking behaviors with insights from social motivation

theories. Consistent with studies on prosocial orientation and behav-

iors (Crocker et al., 2017; Grant & Berry, 2011), a focal implication of

our research is that other-oriented behaviors in social relationships—

that is, enabling and facilitating collaboration between other actors—

will eventually benefit those who facilitate these collaborations. This

other-oriented perspective has largely been missing from existing

studies on networking, which have focused on advantageous network

positions accruing to those who are “social chameleons” (Oh &

Kilduff, 2008; Sasovova et al., 2010) or “players” (Bensaou

et al., 2014) in relational behaviors. We recognize that the prevalence

of a competitive and instrumental perspective deriving from structural

network brokerage research (see Burt, 2004; Burt & Soda, in press;

Kang et al., 2007) is a major reason researchers have continued

to assume that the TI orientation entails personal sacrifice

(Ebbers, 2013; Soda et al., 2018). Consistent with the findings of

Zlatev and Miller (2016), our findings indicate that helping others and

self-interest are intertwined in relational processes; thus (seemingly)

altruistic behaviors will indirectly serve one's self-interests. In most

organizational settings, where relationships are long-term and

encompass repeated interactions, other members of an organization

may respond negatively to attempts to control, restrict, or manipulate

information exchanges and other resources necessary for shared

goals. Therefore, it might be more advantageous for an individual to

reap the goodwill and trust that accrue to a proactive connector

instead of coming across as a person who is “playing games” and

cultivates separation or competition between others.

An important stream of research on networking indicates that

building instrumental ties is often perceived as self-serving, dirty, and

morally questionable (Bensaou et al., 2014; Casciaro et al., 2014;

Kuwabara et al., 2018). Casciaro et al. (2014) theorized that purpose-

fully building work relationships will lead to negative self-attributions

because these activities are motivated by gains to the self. According

to these researchers, “professional networking could be more difficult

than personal networking to justify to oneself” (p. 708). Our research

provides a new perspective on these conversations by highlighting

that when TI orientation underpins professional network building, the

justification for these activities may be perceived in a completely dif-

ferent light. TI orientation is often linked to altruism and benefiting

others (Ebbers, 2013; Ibarra et al., 2005; Soda et al., 2018), in which

case, the motivation for network building behavior is not only self-

serving. Although additional research is needed, our research presents

a new way to frame professional networking as a behavior to generate

collective benefits, thus justifying the moral grounding and desirability

of these activities.

6.2 | Limitations and future directions

Like any research, our research has limitations that need to be

addressed in future studies. The first issue is a need for more longitu-

dinal evidence on how brokering processes and their outcomes evolve

over time. Although our research analyzed cross-lagged panel data

and was able to demonstrate temporal ordering between behavioral

variables, the examination covered a relatively short period and the

second study used entirely cross-sectional data. To fully address

the mutually enabling roles of closing and opening dynamics, future

research should also examine the reciprocal effects from opening to

closing behaviors. Although the logic dictates that large networks rich

in structural holes provide opportunities for connections and

collaboration, studies are needed to investigate whether the potential

of these networks to foster TI orientation and encourage joining

behaviors is realized in practice. Future studies should further explore

the differentiation between TI as a motivational orientation and

connecting as a situational behavioral action. While connecting behav-

iors typically align with a broad behavioral tendency (i.e., orientation),

examining behavioral acts independently could contribute to a more

intricate comprehension of transient dynamics within brokering

processes.

The scope of our inquiry, which focuses on TI orientation, pro-

vides only a limited view of brokering processes. Future studies

should analyze different brokering orientations more comprehensively

while considering other relational behaviors that may mediate the

effects of these orientations. Our investigation of social network posi-

tions and network activation is only the first step in studying how bro-

kering orientations might relate to social network structures. Although

we have provided evidence that TI orientation relates positively to

different indicators of an individual's personal network advantage,

other relevant network characteristics still demand research. Beyond

one's own network position, it would be important to examine the

effects of brokering behaviors on other actors' network positions as

well as the attributes of broader organizational networks.

We studied brokering in two different contexts; however, it is

possible that unidentified contextual factors influenced the relation-

ships examined in this research. The two organizations analyzed in

this research perform knowledge-intensive work and are located
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in the same country. As the role of social context is particularly rele-

vant in the study of social processes, we call for future studies to

develop a more comprehensive understanding of how cultures, job

characteristics, social network structures, and other contextual factors

might moderate relationships in brokerage processes. In particular,

studying brokering behaviors in contexts where relationships are more

hierarchical or more market-like could shed new light on the effective-

ness of different types of brokering processes. In addition, an impor-

tant avenue for future studies is to closely examine the dynamics and

interactions among brokering orientations and other individual vari-

ables. Overall, additional research is needed for a comprehensive

understanding of how brokering processes unfold interactively with

situational variables from various psychological and behavioral under-

pinnings and how these processes eventually contribute to transform-

ing the social network and one's position in it.
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Scale items
Tertius iungens
orientation

Separation
motivation

I introduce two people when I think they might benefit from becoming acquainted 0.766 �0.074

I will try to describe an issue in a way that will appeal to a diverse set of interests 0.686 0.038

I see opportunities for collaboration between people 0.726 �0.140

I point out the common ground shared by people who have different perspectives on an issue 0.569 0.069

I introduce people to each other who might have a common strategic work interest 0.805 �0.126

I forge connections between different people dealing with a particular issue 0.765 �0.090

I seek to prevent my contacts from becoming too closely acquainted with one another �0.063 0.748

In work activities, I often try to keep people apart in order to prevent them from disrupting

activities

�0.129 0.766

I seek to control when and how different actors interact with each other 0.024 0.810

Sometimes I aim to strategically undermine the relationships between my contacts �0.039 0.879

I seek to gain control over acquaintances by keeping them apart �0.056 0.853

I access more information than my contacts because I keep them apart �0.037 0.830

APPENDIX A: FACTOR LOADINGS FROM PRINCIPAL COMPONENT ANALYSIS WITH VARIMAX ROTATION (STUDY 1, N = 204)
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