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NETWORKS AS COVERS: 

EVIDENCE FROM BUSINESS AND SOCIAL ON-LINE NETWORKS 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This paper proposes that networks can act as covers which allow actors to participate in 

markets while maintaining a plausible excuse that they are not. Such covers are most 

valuable to actors in long-term relationships, as those who are already employed or in a 

long-term romantic relationship should not be seen as participating in the market for a 

new relationship. Data in support of this view are provided on the basis of fieldwork and 

large dataset from a social on-line network with a global presence. Results show that men 

in relationships and with large on-line networks are more like to look at women they do 

not know. In contrast, single men with large networks are more likely to look at women 

they do know. Implications for network theories as they pertain to organizations are 

explored. 
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Introduction 

Economic sociologists and organizational scholars have proposed at two different ways in which 

networks impact market outcomes. The first view, termed by Podolny (2001) as the pipes view, advocates 

that networks are conduits which transfer trustworthy information about exchange opportunities, as well 

as actual goods and resources between interested parties. Research on the role of networks in job searches 

(Granovetter, 1974), interlocking directorates (Burt, 1983; Mizruchi, 1996), prior alliances (Gulati and 

Gargiulo, 1999) or flows between sectors of the American economy (Burt, 2001) falls into this category. 

Prescriptively, the view of networks as pipes recommends that actors, be they firms or individuals, 

occupy structural holes or put themselves in positions of power (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978; Burt, 1992; 

Casciaro and Piskorski, 2005).  

The second view, often called the prisms view, posits that a network tie between two actors has 

implications not only for the two actors involved, but also for third-parties not involved in the exchange. 

Podolny (1993), for example, argued that presence or absence of a tie between two market actors conveys 

information which others use to infer the underlying quality of one or both actors. He illustrated this idea 

by examining syndicate relations between investment banks, which not only entail the transfer of 

resources between banks, but also provide the basis for a status ordering that corporate issuers and 

investors use to make inferences about the quality of the banks. Subsequent work furthered reaffirmed 

that market relations are informational cues which others use to make inferences about the quality of 

actors involved (Han 1994; Stuart, Hoang, and Hybels 1999). Zuckerman (1999; 2000) subsequently 

extended this idea to argue that patterns of relationships are also used to infer actors‟ identities, which 

then determine their market outcomes. Prescriptively, the view of networks as prisms, recommends that 

actors be very exclusive in the patterns of their relationships to retain their status positions (Jensen, 2003), 

and be very clear about the identity they are conveying to others, lest they are prepared to suffer 

significant penalties (Zuckerman, Kim, Ukanwa, and von Rittmann, 2003; Zuckerman, 2004).  
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In this paper, I propose the third general conception of networks – networks as covers. In this 

view, interactions with friends and acquaintances give actors an excuse to engage in other activities, while 

maintaining plausible deniability that they are not engaging in such behaviors. This is particularly useful 

to actors who are in long-term relationships, be they romantic or employment-related, and cannot be seen 

as being on the market looking for another relationship. However, they can use public interactions with 

their friends to provide their new potential partners with information about themselves, while also using 

relationships with their friends to maintain plausible deniability that they are not looking for a new 

relationship. Viewed as such, the view of networks as covers offers markedly different prescriptions as 

compared to networks as prisms. Whereas the latter view recommends that actors are very exclusive and 

very sharp about the identity they are conveying, networks as prisms suggests that actors engage in 

number of non-exclusive and ambiguous exchanges to make it difficult for anyone to make inferences 

about them (cf. Padgett and Ansell, 1993). 

The reminder of this paper spells out conditions under which networks act as strongest covers. It 

also provides empirical evidence in support of this view of networks from on-line social networks. The 

data comprise qualitative evidence on the business model of LinkedIn, the largest global on-line network 

targeted at business networking. LinkedIn allows people who are currently employed to go on the job 

market without looking like they are on the job market. Recruiters are attracted to LinkedIn because they 

can obtain access to people who are ordinarily very hard to find in the labor market. Interviews with 

employers reveal that they are aware of this function of LinkedIn, and lose their employees this way. 

However, employers obtain direct benefits from their employees‟ networks that more than compensate 

them for the loss of employees. Thus, even though all types of actors are aware of the cover function, 

because they all benefit from it, LinkedIn is able to retain a plausible cover in the long-term.  

The second piece of evidence in support of networks as covers comes from a large dataset 

obtained from a large social on-line network with a global presence. The network has been designed 

largely for people to keep in touch with their friends, and not for business purposes. Results indicate that 

almost 70 per cent of all activity on this on-line network is related to viewing profiles and pictures of 



OMT 10624 Page 5 

others. However, only 50 per cent of profile and picture views are of friends, the remaining 50 per cent is 

of strangers. Men in particular look at pictures of women they do not know. Furthermore, regression 

analysis shows that men who publicly declared themselves to be in a relationship are more likely to 

examine profiles and pictures of women they do not know. Consistent with the view of networks as 

covers, men in relationships were even more likely to look at women who they did not know when they 

had larger networks or engaged in more on-line activity with their friends. In contrast, men who declared 

themselves to be single are more likely to examine profiles and pictures of women they do know. Single 

men were even more likely to look at women who they knew when they had larger networks or engaged 

in more on-line activity with their friends. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In the next section, I examine what makes for a 

cover in a dyadic relationship. I then proceed to examine conditions under which networks provide 

particularly good covers. Subsequently, I provide some qualitative evidence from a business on-line 

network in support of this view. The qualitative evidence allows me to establish conditions which need to 

be in place for networks to provide sustainable covers – those that can be sustained even if everyone 

suspects that networks act as covers. Second, I provide large scale evidence from a large social on-line 

network to support the theory. Finally, I conclude with ideas for future research. 

 

Networks as Covers 

Most generally, a cover is any action which allows ego to signal to alter that he is of type A when 

in reality they are of type B. Such covers allow actors of type A to mix with actors of type B, by being 

virtually indistinguishable from actors of type B. Covers are ubiquitous features of social life. For 

example, members of the police (ego) can use covers and pretend to be drug mafia members (alter) in 

order to bust up the drug smuggling ring. An academic (ego) may visit tell her colleagues in the same 

university (alter) that she is to give a talk at another university to inform others about their most recent 

findings, while actually looking for a job at that other university. Similarly, an employee of an 

engineering firm (ego) may go to a trade convention with the intent of learning about the latest and 
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greatest inventions that will benefit his current employer (alter), while actually hoping to get to know new 

people and find a new job.  

The problem with covers is that if they easily be blown by the alter.  Since the alter is never quite 

sure whether ego is real type B or just an impostor, the alter can simply presume that everyone who 

signals that are of type B is an impostor and refuse to exchange with them. However, this could be costly 

sometimes. Firms can indeed benefit from their employees going to trade conventions or other 

universities to promote their research. Presuming that everyone who goes to a trade convention or to give 

a talk elsewhere, and penalizing them for it, would be very costly to the firm. Without such cost, the cover 

could be blown easily.  

The examples I have given so far do not necessarily entail the need for social networks. Indeed, 

when a police person pretends to be a drug pusher, he would probably prefer that his fellow drug pushers 

(alter) do not observe his interactions with his real friends. There is, however, a class of situations for 

which ego will benefit from appearing with his friends in front of the alter to pretend that ego is of type B 

even if he is of type A. This is particularly the case if the ego and alter have a long-term relationship 

which presumes that neither ego nor alter will look for other relationships of the same nature. This is 

presumably the case in most salaried labor market relationships and most long-term romantic or affective 

relationships. Here, networks to real friends that are visible to the alter are very useful, particularly if ego 

is trying to enter into the market for a new relationship. Here ego has two choices. The ego can just 

terminate the relationship and start looking for a new one. Alternatively, the ego can continue the existing 

relationship meanwhile quietly entering the market hoping that ego will not notice. The benefit of 

following the first strategy is that ego can clearly signal that he is on the market and can find a better 

match more quickly. However, he needs to endure a period of time when he is not in a relationship, which 

is costly, and the possibility that he will not find a better relationship, which again is costly. The benefit 

of the second strategy is that ego still stays in the existing strategy so does not incur the cost of being 

alone, and retains the option of staying in the existing relationship and only moving to another 

relationship when he finds a better match. A clear cost to this strategy is that ego cannot clearly identify 
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himself as being on the market. As a consequence, he cannot broadcast information about himself and his 

characteristics which would help his new potential partner (tertius) to identify him as a good match.  

Networks alleviate this trade-off to the benefit of ego. Ego can basically engage in exchanges 

with his network members which can be observed both by the long-term partner (alter) and the new 

potential partner (tertius). See Figure 1 for conceptual set-up. These exchanges with the network provide 

tertius with some information regarding the suitability of ego as a potential exchange partner. This 

information is considered truthful, because this is not ego trying to advertise himself directly to tertius, 

which gives ego an incentive to misrepresent himself (e.g. misrepresenting one‟s work abilities in the 

labor market context). This is ego interacting with his network, which implies that any claims that the 

network would know not to be true would be quickly corrected by the network. Thus, networks allow for 

great matches between ego and tertius.  

At the same time, the interactions with the network provide a great cover vis-à-vis the long-term 

partner, the alter. The alter would find it very hard to accuse the ego of strategically interacting with his 

friends in order to put himself on the market. After all, the ego could always claim that he is interacting 

with his network for pure sociability and therefore has nothing to do with looking to establish another 

relationship with tertius. The alter still has to find such an explanation credible and for that to be the case, 

the alter has to believe that the interactions with between the ego and his network clearly benefit the alter. 

Otherwise, the alter can costlessly presume that the ego could be looking for another relationship and 

hence should be considered as such. In such a case, the cover will be blown.
1
 

---------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 around here 

-----------------------------------------  

                                                           
1
 Later on, I will discuss how on-line social networks provide covers (or suspicions of a cover) for people in 

relationships. Through interviews the author is aware of at least one instance where ego was asked to withdraw from 

an on-line social network precisely because the alter “knew that the only reason to sign up would be to find new 

romantic partners.” Presumably, the alter benefitted very little from the interactions between the ego and his 

network, so the cover (or the suspicion of there being one) was quickly rejected. 
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Qualitative Evidence 

To illustrate the details of the view of networks as covers it is useful to examine one particular 

instantiation of it in the form of a business focused on-line social network, LinkedIn, and examine one of 

its core lines of business. LinkedIn was established in October 2002 and open for business in May 2003 

with the intent of help professionals connect online. LinkedIn operates by utilizing members‟ existing 

networks of business relationships on an Internet-based platform and linking the networks of people who 

knew each other. Anyone could become a member, but 90 percent of members joined in response to an 

invitation from an existing member. New members joined by completing a profile on the LinkedIn 

website. The profile could consist of as little as one‟s name, region and industry, but the company 

encouraged members to list their educational attainments, detailed career histories and other affiliations, 

together with dates and responsibilities each activity entailed.  Upon completing the profile, new members 

were linked to the member who invited them.  New members could then extend their networks by inviting 

others to join, by asking existing members to connect to them or by accepting invitations to connect from 

existing members. Connections had to be agreed to by both parties. 

The idea behind the system was that people could easily find each other through the network. For 

example, to find someone with specific capabilities, a member could search his or her personal network 

by specifying any combination of keywords, industry, geographic area or other criteria. The search would 

yield a list of mini-profiles of members who met the specified conditions and who were within four 

degrees of separation from the requestor. Each of these mini-profiles could be expanded to examine the 

complete profile and after selecting the best match, the member could submit a request to be introduced to 

the target individual.  The first-degree intermediary was asked to forward the request. If the intermediary 

agreed to do so, he or she was required to write a brief recommendation, which the second-degree 

intermediary could use to decide whether or not to forward the request. The second-degree intermediary, 

who did not know the requestor, had to rely on personal knowledge of the first-degree contact, his or her 

recommendation, the requestor‟s profile, and knowledge of the next person in the chain to decide whether 
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to forward the request. If the request was passed on, the third-degree intermediary repeated the process. 

The chain of participants linking the requestor to the target was concealed from the requestor, allowing 

anyone along the path to decline the request anonymously. If the introduction request reached the target, 

he or she could then choose whether or not to contact the requestor. A target who accepted the request 

usually sent a brief note to the requestor providing an e-mail address and/or telephone number.   

Despite the original intent of the network founders very few members used the search 

functionality. However, the few that did use it found it extremely useful and used it a lot. These were the 

recruiters who could access on LinkedIn people who are ordinarily find to find – passive candidates. 

Almost every recruiter I interviewed reported extensively using the business oriented on-line social 

networks in order to recruit candidates that were not easily available elsewhere: 

 

These [on-line] social networks have exposed organizational structures to the extent 

never seen before. You know, it was always so much trouble to find these middle level 

managers, you know not VPs, but the people who actually get the work done. You can’t 

find them in Who-is-Who’s, or on Monster, can you? But you would not want someone 

who comes from the street – that usually means trouble. […] Now, they are so easy to 

find, even if you have to get them from another city.  

 

Recruiters do not know however who is on LinkedIn looking for a job and who is not, resulting in 

substantial Type 2 errors. When asked about the problem that some of the managers who will be 

contacted may actually be not interested in obtaining the job, as they may simply be on LinkedIn to 

network with others, one recruiter provided the following response: 

 

If they are not interested, they will quickly tell you that they are not interested, so the cost 

of contacting one and getting rejected is zero. And you move on. It’s not like we are 
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asking them for a date, and then a dinner date, and then another one, before we propose 

[laughs] and then we get dinged. That would be hard… 

 

Members themselves are aware of this dynamic, even though their primary reason for engaging in on-line 

social networks had little to do with finding employment:
 
 

 

Am I looking for a job on LinkedIn? Not really. I am here just to keep up with my friends 

and occasionally look for people to help me out with projects. But would I be offended if I 

got a job? Hell, no! Have you ever heard of anyone complaining about being recruited? 

[…] Yes, I did get two offers. Actually, one of those I seriously considered, but it was just 

logistically too difficult with my family… 

 

This suggests that business oriented on-line social networks have a dual function. They allow 

people to engage in network brokered business exchanges which would be difficult to execute in the real 

world. In addition, they also allow people to display a significant amount of information about themselves 

for the purposes of obtaining employment – something that is particularly valuable for people who are 

already employed and cannot display such information in other contexts. LinkedIn did actually recognize 

this function of network and understood that recruiters were willing to pay a lot of money in order to be 

able to contact these passive candidates directly (instead of going through the network mediated system). 

As a consequence, LinkedIn introduced a major change in its design to help recruiters contact anyone on 

the network directly for a fee. This monetization strategy yielded close to $75 million and thus far is the 

largest business line of LinkedIn.  

As is the case with all types of covers, we also need to establish that the cover cannot be blown. It 

is very unlikely that companies (alters) will remain oblivious to this dynamic. After all, if they themselves 

will use LinkedIn to employ candidates who already have jobs, they will very quickly realize that the 

same can happen to their company and they can start losing employees at a faster rate than they had ever 
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experienced. If this is the case, firms may impose an implicit or explicit policy that anyone found on 

LinkedIn will be presumed as looking for a job and therefore the company will lower their rate of 

investment into such people or slow down their promotions. Presumably individuals who are very 

concerned about being viewed as such (particularly those who are not looking for jobs) will abandon the 

website and the cover will no longer work. However, this is unlikely to happen for a number of reasons.  

First, the firm may actually find it hard to announce and enforce such an arrangement for social 

reasons. It will signal that the firm does not trust their employees and this may lead to some productivity 

losses. However, this would not be the first instance when the firm does not publicly trust its employees, 

so a stronger explanation would be helpful. A stronger explanation why firms are unlikely to introduce 

such policies against their employees‟ on-line presence is that there are two types of financial cost for 

doing so. The first penalty is attached directly to the ability of on-line networks to actually improve off-

line networking which can benefit the firm. Firms actually benefit from their employees being on-line and 

secure inputs or outputs for the firm over and above what they would be able to do without the on-line 

help. Thus, by banning employees from on-line social networks, the firm loses the benefits that accrue to 

it through employees‟ networks. To the extent that these losses are greater than the losses incurred from 

investing in employees who are then likely to depart, the firm is likely to choose the smaller cost and 

allow its employees to stay on-line.  

The second cost is associated with wages necessary to attract workers. Firms that allow their 

employees to appear on-line can afford to pay lower salaries to their employees, as employees are 

essentially paying for the option to move to a better matched company. Employees who will be denied the 

opportunity to appear on-line might be stuck with an inferior outcome for a longer period of time and may 

thereby require higher salaries to compensate them for the diminished options in the future. These two 

costs will put at least some firms at a serious competitive disadvantage and consequently it is unlikely that 

we will witness large scale adoption of policies that would prevent employees from appearing on on-line 

networks. It is likely therefore that their role of allowing employed employees to enter labor markets will 

continue in the future. Taken together, it is the benefit of using the employees networks coupled with 
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longer term wage considerations that leads employers to allow their employees to use their networks as 

covers, even if the employers know that some of the employees may be looking for a job.
2
 

This example helps us to generalize three conditions under which increase the likelihood that 

networks will act as covers. We illustrate these conditions graphically in Figure 2 (with employees being 

the ego, current employers being the alter, new potential employers being the tertius, and the network 

being the relationships on the LinkedIn network). First, it needs to be the case that potential tertius does 

not care too much about false positives. In other words, he or she must not care too much that some of the 

egos are really not looking for a new relationship, but they are merely networking.  In the labor market 

example we gave here, this was not much of a problem. Second, it needs to be the case that the alter 

obtains some benefit from the ego‟s relationships with his network. Absent this cost, the alter can 

costlessly presume that all ego are looking for a new relationship with the tertius and hence the cover will 

be blown. Covers will not be blown even if the alter bears a significant cost of incorrectly assuming that 

ego is on the market when he is not, or when ego still generates substantial benefits to the alter, even if 

ego is on the market. Finally (and rather obviously), it is important that ego derives benefits from his own 

network for his own benefit. If ego does not benefit directly from his networks, then an ego who is not 

interested in a new relationship with tertius will explicitly refrain from networking with others for the fear 

of being accused of looking for a new relationship. Only egos who are interested in establishing a new 

relationship would be left, thereby blowing the cover. In contrast, when there are personal benefits to the 

ego of interacting with his networks, he is more likely to stay, even though there are potential costs of 

being accused of using networks as covers. 

 

                                                           
2
 The author is familiar with a few instances of companies on the West Coast that have asked their employees not to 

be on LinkedIn. These firms actually make substantial relationship specific investments into their employees and 

want to protect themselves from employees leaving. In all cases, employees were happy to comply, but did demand 

a wage premium. 
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Social On-Line Networks 

 Having outlined basic qualitative evidence that networks can act as covers, I move to provide 

evidence from a large quantitative dataset obtained from a large and global on-line social network. To 

protect the confidentiality of the data source, all information that could identify the company has been 

removed. I can, however, disclose that like most large on-line social networks, this one was founded 

before 2005. This on-line network is global in nature, though like most on-line social networks its 

members tend to be concentrated in a small number of countries. The idea behind this on-line social 

network was to help people connect to their friends. Like LinkedIn, the network allows members to 

establish a profile for themselves, list their demographic information, relationship status and an extensive 

list of interests. Every profile also contains a list of member‟s friends together with their photographs. The 

network allows their members to make their profiles private, in which only friends are privy to the profile 

information. Members can also restrict communication so that only friends can e-mail them on this 

system.  

The website does not encourage people to make friends with people they do not know, but neither 

does it explicitly prohibit such relationships. As a consequence, most, but not all, on-line friends on this 

network are real off-line current or past friends. The website also provides a capability for people to look 

for people they do not know, but such capabilities are not prominently displayed. Most users of this 

website are less than 35 years old, but more recently 35+ year olds have been joining in droves. Most 

users of this on-line network, when interviewed by the author, reported that they use the website mainly 

to keep up-to-date with their current and past friends, viewing and posting pictures of various events they 

attended, often leaving comments on their friends‟ profiles and pictures. Many also users reported 

“addiction” to the website, checking it as often as three times a day every day, with at least 25% of them 

keeping a separate window opened for this on-line social network at all times. It is against this backdrop 

of formal design of the on-line social network and its reported usage that we will test what it is that users 

really do by observing their behaviors in the form of clicks on different profiles and pictures as reported 

by the on-line network company servers, rather than their users. 
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The view of networks as covers has very strong predictions on what is likely to happen on such 

on-line social networks (and remain unreported in qualitative interviews). Specifically, if networks truly 

work as covers, we would expect that men in relationships are likely  

 

 

Large scale data 

The data for this paper have been collected from a very large on-line social network.
 
Like most 

on-line social networks, this on-line social network did not store usage data, so the author worked with 

the company to collect the data. On-line social networks do not store usage data, because with so many 

users doing so many things, there simply is too much data to store. Concerns about “big brother” are 

unfounded – at least as far as on-line social networks are concerned. The data cover three hours of traffic 

on the following days and times: April 6, 2007 between 1pm and 2pm, April 8, 2007 between 6pm and 

7pm and April 22, 2007 between 3pm and 4pm. All times are Eastern Standard Time. During these times, 

we recorded every click that reached the company servers. In total there were 10,485,897 clicks of which 

8,611,213 were undertaken by registered and logged in users. Of these, 2,148,443 clicks were related to 

website navigation, leaving us with 6,462,770 clicks that entailed real actions. For every click, we 

recorded the timestamp and the full URL of the user request. The request contained the user identification 

number and the function requested by the user. In relevant cases, the request also contained the 

identification number of the member with whom the focal member interacted. For example, if a user 

viewed the profile page of another user, both the focal actor‟s and the visited actor‟s numbers would be 

recorded.  

The data over contains approximately 320,000 focal users who have logged in and undertaken the 

various actions. These users interacted directly or indirectly with 904,000 other users – either by sending 

them a message, allowing them to joint their network, or simply viewing their profile. For every one of 

these 1,224,000 users, we collected data on their basic demographic characteristics as they reported them 

to the on-line social network. These included geographic location, age, gender, marital status, sexual 
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orientation, whether the user was looking for activity partners or for a date. For the 320,000 users, we also 

recorded the structure of their on-line networks. To protect the anonymity of the users all data were 

scrambled and protected with double password protection. 

 

Dependent Variable Coding Scheme 

With other electronic media, such as e-mail, people engage in one activity – sending e-mail. On on-line 

social networks, people can do a lot of things.  For example, within the category of photographs, people 

can add photographs, they can remove them, and they can add them to their own profile and mark their 

friends in the picture. They can comment on their own pictures, they can comment on pictures of others, 

and finally they can remove such comments. To account for the various actions that users undertake on 

the site, I developed a three-fold classification scheme to categorize these actions. The scheme is 

composed of Class, Action and Object. I identified seven main Classes: (i) Ego which pertains to all 

actions that the user can do to change the content of his or her profile, (ii) Alter which includes all actions 

that the user can do to change the content of others‟ profiles, such as adding comments, (iii) Graph which 

includes all actions that relate to changing users‟ on-line networks, (iv) Info which captures all actions 

related to viewing information on others‟ profiles, (v) Group which includes all group related activities, 

(vi) Interact which comprises all communications between users and (vii) Miscellaneous class includes 

all actions that the website requires the user to undertake in order to achieve other actions. For example, 

to add someone as a friend, the user has to click on the „connect‟ link and then the website asks the user to 

confirm their action. Thus, adding a friend generates two separate actions: the first action will go into the 

Miscellaneous class, and the second action will be classified as Graph. Each class has actions, such as 

Add, Approve, Delete, Edit, Reject and objects such as Photo, Comment. Thus, for example, adding a 

picture to one‟s own profile would be coded as Ego, Add, Photo and removing the picture would be coded 

as Ego, Delete, Photo, adding a comment to a friend‟s picture would be Alter, Add, PhotoComment. The 

advantage of using a scheme like this is that it allows for analysis across multiple dimensions. For 

example, if we are interested in conditions under which users add content to the site regardless of whether 
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they are adding pictures or comments either on their own profile or those of others‟, we simply take a 

slice through Object = Photo. However, in this paper I only undertake the analysis of Classes. 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Excluding the Miscellaneous category, the results indicate that 79% of all activity is related to 

Info. This should not be surprising, given that all actions in the Info class only require one person to 

participate in the activity and most importantly does not leave a trace (i.e. those whose profiles have been 

visited will not know about it). The second class is adding content to one‟s own profile (Ego). These 

actions comprise roughly 7% of all clicks. Although these actions also only require the work of one 

person, because they do leave a trace which is then broadcast to one‟s friends, it is not surprising that the 

frequency of contribution is less than the frequency of viewing. Interestingly enough, only 1% of all 

actions are in the Alter category. This is presumably because people are very careful about contributing to 

the profiles of their friends, knowing that their friends will be able to see their entry. In total, adding 

content to profiles, therefore, comprises 8% of all activity. This is exactly the same level of activity as is 

associated with the Graph class – this class is related to adding and deleting friends from a network. The 

final category is Interact category, which essentially comprises of e-mail communication, takes up 5% of 

all activities. The final category Group is miniscule – not exceeding .1% of all actions.  

 Given these results, it seems appropriate to focus on the Info class further and decompose it into 

parts. Of all profile and picture views, 44% of them are views of on-line friends.
3
 However, a staggering 

44% of profile and picture views are of people who are not on-line friends. This is very surprising in that 

on-line social networks, including this one, have been thought about as places where people go to “hang 

out” with their friends. Instead, these results illustrate that people use on-line social networks to view 

strangers as much as they view their friends. The remaining 12 per cent of all Info activities is people 

viewing their own profile. This is perhaps not surprising given how much time people can spend in front 

of a mirror before they go out on the street. Figure X summarizes all of these findings graphically.  

                                                           
3
 Page views of profiles and pictures are split 50/50 
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Given the intriguing equal split between viewing profiles and pictures of friends and strangers, I 

divided the sample further to see what kinds of people look at friends and strangers. For simplicity of 

exposition, I divided people by gender and friendship relationship. This resulted in eight categories, each 

with expected value of 12.5% of profile and page views. There are four categories for men: men looking 

at men they know, men looking at men they do not know, men looking at women they know, and men 

looking at women they do not know. There are four equivalent categories for women. As illustrated in 

Figure 4, the largest category is men looking at women they do not know (22%), followed by men 

looking at women they do know (19%) know.
4
 In contrast to men who look at the opposite gender, 

women largely look at their own gender – focusing on women they know (17%). However, they have 

relatively little interest in women they do not know (10%). Overall, therefore, women receive as many as 

2/3 of all profile and picture views. In contrast, men receive only a 1/3 of all page views, although they 

represent full 50% of the overall population in this on-line social network. 

It would further appear that men and women are acutely aware of these differential patterns of 

viewing behaviors. This is represented, for example, in the frequency with which men and women add 

content to their profiles. Men account for 2/3s off all additions or deletions to profiles (class Ego), while 

women take up the remaining 1/3. This presumably occurs because men are aware just how few profile 

views they receive and as a consequence they try to spruce up their profiles to attract additional traffic to 

their pages. Women who already receive a lot of page views presumably do not feel compelled to produce 

as much content. Women are also twice as likely to make their profile private as men are. By doing so 

they are restricting the visibility of their profile so that only their friends can see their profiles and 

pictures. Since only 1/3 of women‟s profiles are public, the result that men view profiles and pictures of 

women they do not know is even more stunning. Given the low number of profile and picture views, men 

are quite happy to keep their profiles open to the public.  

 

Regression Analysis 

                                                           
4
 Men comprise 53% of the users who logged in.  
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The regression analysis in this paper focuses on the largest two categories of profile and picture 

views: men looking at women they do not know and men looking at women they do know, which jointly 

account for 41% of all profile and picture views. Since profile and picture views account for 70% of all 

actions, we are looking at 1.8 million clicks by approximately 170 thousand males. For this analysis, I 

employ regression in order to establish the characteristics of men who look at women they do know and 

do not know. I estimate the likelihood that a man looks at women he knows separately from the likelihood 

that a man looks at women he does not know. Such analysis makes the comparison of the main 

coefficients of interest starkest. Because over 35% of men do not look at any women they do not know, I 

also divide the analyses into basic logit models which model the likelihood that a man looks at any 

women he knows or does not know. Then I employ negative binomial estimation to model the number of 

profiles that a man views of women they he knows and does not know. The results are qualitatively the 

same and are presented here for completeness. 

 

Independent Variables 

For every individual i in our sample, I collect the following information, which we then include in 

the regression as independent variables. First, I collect the length of time they have been present on the 

on-line networks. I expect that men who have been on the network longer are more likely to look at 

women they know. This is because the first wave of men who joined did so for purely social reasons. 

Once the network was established, men who were interested in looking at women they did not know, 

using their networks as covers came in. I then include three age variables: (i) some members do not 

disclose their age and if this is the case Unknown Agei=0, (ii) age of member i and (iii) the square of age 

of member i. The effects of (ii) and (iii) should be therefore interpreted as increases over the likelihoods 

for the youngest allowed age in the network.
5
 I expect that older men are more likely to look at women 

they do not know. I also include two communication variables from the social network. Private Profilei 

                                                           
5
  This number is somewhere between 14 and 18. The exact number would identify the social network and hence is 

not disclosed.  
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takes on the value of 1 if a member has set up their profile and pictures pages so that only his friends can 

see it. I expect that men who set their profile to private are less likely to look at women they do not know. 

Second, I include Only friends can messagei which takes on the value of 1 if e-mail communication with 

that member is restricted to friends only. Again, members with such restrictions are less likely to look at 

profiles and pictures of women they do not know. I then include the log of the number of pictures that the 

member has on his profile (self-posted only) and the number of comments by their friends on their page. 

These variables are likely to capture some unobserved heterogeneity in member i‟s commitment to 

activities on the website, and hence should be positively correlated with both viewing women the member 

knows and women the member does not know. Finally, I also control for the number of total clicks 

(which includes actions other than looking at women) during the session.  

The next set of variables is designed to test the hypotheses presented in the paper. First, I include 

the count of on-line friends that member i has, with the expectation that the number of friends increases 

the likelihood of watching both women that the member knows, and reducing the likelihood of watching 

the number of women the member does not know and the member does not know. Subsequently, I 

include two measures of relational status: (i) member i is in a relationship and (ii) member i is not in a 

relationship.
6
 Not all members disclose their relationship status and this becomes the baseline for these 

results. I expect that members in relationships will be more likely to look at profiles of women they do 

not know.  I then include interactions between the number of on-line friends and relationship status. If 

friends do act as covers, then men in relationships with larger networks should be more likely to view 

pictures of women they do not know. Single men with larger networks should be less likely to engage in 

viewing women they do not know. Finally, as a check, I include the interactions between relationship 

status and the number of pictures that the member has. I expect that there will be no effect here – it‟s only 

networks that are supposed to act as covers here.
7
 

                                                           
6
 Relationship here contains the category of „in relationship,‟ „engaged‟ and „married‟. For simplicity of exposition I 

combine all of these categories into a single indicator variable and then discuss the splits later. 
7
 I also include the interaction between member‟s friends comments and relationship status and find the same 

results. 



OMT 10624 Page 20 

 

Regression results 

As for men who look at women they do know, almost 75% of them view at least one profile of a 

woman they do know. Similarly, at least 64% of them view at least one profile of a woman they do not 

know. As reported in models in Figure 5, men who have been on the on-line social network for longer are 

more likely to look at women they know. In contrast, these men are less likely to look at women they do 

not know. This is consistent with expectations. Men who did not disclose their age were less likely to 

look at women they knew. Furthermore, younger men have are more likely to look at women they do 

know. This tendency gets reduced for much older men, as evidenced by effect of age squared. However, 

the square effect would only reverse the main effect at the age of 75, but 99% of men in the sample are 

less than 35 years of age. In a stark contrast, men who did not disclose their age were more likely to view 

profiles of women they did not know than the lowest age allowed by the website. Furthermore, for men 

who did disclose their age, older men were more likely to look at profiles and pictures of women they did 

not know. The square effect suggests that this effect becomes increasingly smaller as men age, but it 

never changes the effect of age on viewing unknown women within the observable ranges. Again, this is 

consistent with expectations. 

Men who have restricted the visibility of their profiles to friends only were more likely to view 

profiles of women they knew than men who allowed everyone to view their profile. Furthermore, men 

who restricted the e-mail so that only their friends can e-mail them on the on-line social network are more 

likely to women they knew. In contrast, men who have restricted the visibility of their profiles to friends 

only were no less likely to view profiles of women than men who allowed everyone to view their profile. 

However, men who have allowed everyone to contact them regardless of friend status were more likely to 

look at women they did not know than men who only allowed their friends to e-mail them. Again, this is 

consistent with expectations. Men who have more pictures on their profile, as well as those who have 

more comments by their friends on the profile, are more likely to view profiles and pictures of women 
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they know. Same held for viewing profiles and pictures of women they did not know, presumably 

reflecting unobserved heterogeneity between members. 

I find that men with more on-line friends are more likely to view profiles of women they know. 

However, men with more friends were less likely to view profiles of women they did not know. Men who 

have declared themselves to be single are more likely to look at profiles of women they know (as 

compared to those men who have not declared their relationship status at all). Men who have declared 

themselves to be in relationships are more likely to look at profiles of women they do not know (as 

compared to those men who have not declared their relationship status at all and therefore more than men 

who are single). 

To test the “networks as covers” hypothesis, we look at the effect of the interaction between 

marital status and number of friends on the likelihood that a man will look at profiles of women who he 

does not know. The coefficient estimate on the interaction on-online friends * in relationship is negative 

in Model 1 implying that the marginal effect of an increase in the number of friends on men looking at 

profiles of women they do know is smaller. In fact the negative effect on the interaction effect is so large 

that it outweighs the positive effect of the number of on-line friends on viewing profiles and pictures of 

women a man knows. This implies that for single men, an increase in the number of friends makes them 

more likely to examine their female friend‟s profiles. For men in relationships, an increase in the number 

of friends makes them less likely to examine their female friend‟s profiles. The opposite is the case for 

viewing women men do not know. Here the interaction On-line friends * In relationship is positive 

(Model 2) implying that the marginal effect of an increase in the number of friends on men looking at 

profiles of women they do not know is larger. In fact, the effect is so large that it outweighs the negative 

effect of having many friends on viewing profiles of women men do not know. This implies that for men 

in relationships, an increase in the number of friends makes them more likely to examine their female 

friend‟s profiles. As before, for single men, the effect of having many friends is negative, suggesting that 

single men with many friends are even less likely to view profiles of women they do not know. Both of 

these results are highly consistent with predictions of the view of networks as covers. 
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Finally, I test whether other profile characteristics that are visible, but are not network related, act 

in the same manner. I therefore introduce interactions between the log of own pictures and relationship 

status and (unreported) the log of friends‟ comments on member profile. Neither interaction is statistically 

significant suggesting that networks do act as covers, but activities do not.  

 

Limitations 

While the results are broadly consistent with the view of networks as covers, caution needs to be 

exercised when interpreting these results. First, implicit in the networks as covers story is the idea that 

people actually do seek to enter into a new relationship thanks to their cover. We do not actually observe 

member‟s intent so we cannot definitely provide evidence for such assumption. As a consequence, the 

reader could argue that the results can be easily explained by men in relationships basically looking at 

women they do not know knowing that limitations in the off-line world make it hard for them to do so. 

The on-line world then becomes a fantasy world in which women‟s pictures are examined, but the people 

themselves are never contacted. To show higher proclivity to contact, or at least intent to contact, the 

reader would probably be more convinced by data showing that men in relationships and large networks 

actually contact women they do not know more frequently. Unfortunately, data limitations prevent me 

from showing such statistical regularities.  

One pieces of additional evidence, however, point helps me reject the hypothesis that this is just 

men in relationships that want to view women in the off-line world with no intent of contacting them. To 

provide this evidence, I undertake additional analyses in which I split the relationship variable into “in 

relationship”, “engaged” and “married.” Presumably, most married men cohabitate with their spouses 

they have the largest constraints on viewing women in the off-line world. In contrast, only some of the 

men in relationships cohabitate with their partners. As a consequence, married men should face a greater 

constraint on viewing women in the on-line than men in relationships do. They should, therefore, be most 

likely to view women they do not know. In contrast, if we accept the “intent to contact” story, we would 

predict that married men have the lowest proclivity to look at women they do not know. They have 
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already made the marriage commitment so if only through self-selection they should be on average less 

likely to want to engage in a new relationship. In contrast, men in relationships have presumably been 

with their partners for a shorter period of time, and have not made the same type of commitment as 

married men. As a consequence, they are more likely to be interested in getting out of the current 

relationship and look for a new one. This would suggest that married men would be less likely to look at 

women they do not know as compared to men in relationships.  

The results indicate that both married men and men in relationships are still more likely to look at 

women they do not know. But the size of the main effect is significantly larger for men in relationships. 

Furthermore, interaction for men in relationships and married men is still positive. The magnitude of the 

interaction between number of friends and relationship status for men in relationships is larger and 

statistically different from the interaction for married men. In fact, the interaction effect on the number of 

friends and the relationship status for married men is so small that it does not counteract the negative 

effect of having many friends on viewing women men do not know. In other words, an increase in the 

size of a married man‟s network still reduces the likelihood that he will look at profiles and pictures of 

women he does not know (but by less so than for a single man). In contrast, an increase in the size of a 

network of a man in relationship increases the likelihood that he will look at profiles and pictures of 

women he does not know. This is consistent with the “intent to contact” story and inconsistent with the 

“restrictions in the off-line world” story.  

 

Conclusions 

Existing literature has distinguished between two views of networks. Networks can act as pipes 

conveying privileged information or good and services. They can also act as prisms whereby actors looks 

at exchanges of others and infer their status or identities. This paper advanced the view of networks as 

covers. Here relationships with friends provide a cover that allows actors to engage in other activities 

under the guise of sociability. I argued that such covers would be most useful to individuals in long-term 

relationships who cannot tell their employers or their long-term romantic partners that they want to put 
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themselves on the market while staying in the relationship. I supplied qualitative data in support of this 

view using the example of a business oriented on-line social network. I also supplied quantitative data in 

support of this view from a large global social on-line network. In both cases, the results are consistent 

with the view of networks as covers. 

Although the results have been provided from the field of on-line networks, I believe that they 

should be largely generalizable to off-line activities too. After all, there is nothing in the theory of 

networks as covers that restricts its predictive power to the on-line world. People use networks as covers 

in the real world, too. The only advantage that on-line networks have over the off-line networks is that in 

the on-line world one is “always with their friends, albeit virtually.” Because these friends are always 

technically there, even if they are not logged in, on-line networks can provide stronger covers than the 

off-line networks can. In the off-line world, having one‟s friends with you cannot always be easily 

achieved.  

The results presented here have mainly pertained to individuals, while firms have been in the 

background – in this case facilitating the cover for individuals. This has some interesting implications for 

firm strategy. However, there are very interesting extensions of the theory pertaining to organizations 

using covers themselves with their own exchange partners. The theory is flexible enough with respect to 

levels of analysis, e.g. it would not be inconceivable that organizations use exchange relationships with 

others as covers. For example, organizations often commit to their workers not to outsource them, as the 

threat of being outsourced makes employees invest less into relationship-specific assets. Organizations 

can however enter into joint-ventures or other agreements with other firms in order to provide services 

which could at some point serve as outsourcing agents. The employees may be acutely worried about 

such arrangements and as soon as they are established limit their specific investment. However, as long as 

these agreements somehow benefit the employees, the employees face a dilemma. On one hand they may 

suspect that the firm wants to outsource them as a consequence of their interorganizational exchanges. On 

the other hand, the employees know that these interorganizational exchanges actually make them more 

productive and therefore willing to invest in the relationship with the firm even further. As long as the 
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first potential cost is lower than the second potential benefit, the firm can easily use its interorganizaitonal 

exchanges as covers.
8
 Hopefully, future research will begin to uncover such situations. 

 

  

                                                           
8 This is the exact analog of the situation described in LinkedIn whereby the firm was afraid of losing an employee 

because he or she was on LinkedIn, but on the other hand it knew that it could benefit from the employees‟ 

networks. As long as the first cost is smaller than the second benefit, the firm has no incentive to treat people on the 

on-line network, the employee has a good cover.  
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Figure 1 Networks as Covers 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Networks as Covers at LinkedIn 

  

Ego’s network member 

Ego’s network member 
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Figure 3 What do they do when they are on an on-line social network? 
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Figure 4 Who is viewing whom? 

 

 Profiles and Pictures of Men Profiles and Pictures of Women 

 They Know They Don’t Know They Know They Don’t Know 

Men Viewing 8% 8% 19% 22% 

Women Viewing 10% 8% 17% 10% 

Total Views Received 1/3 2/3 

   

   

 Men Women 

Change Their Profile 2/3 1/3 

Have Private Profile 1/3 2/3 
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Figure 5 What do they do when they are on an on-line social network? 

 

 Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4) 

Dependent Variable At least one 

known 

woman 

At least one 

unknown 

woman  

Number of 

known 

women 

 

Number of 

unknown 

women  

     

Model Logit Logit Neg 

binomial 

Neg 

binomial 

Log(Months as a Memberi) .152*** 

(.018) 

-.122*** 

(.016) 

.028*** 

(.007) 

 

Unknown Agei -1.666*** 

(.065) 

.964*** 

(.066) 

-1.203*** 

(.028) 

.622*** 

(.030) 

Agei -.090*** 

(.003) 

.043*** 

(.003) 

-.060*** 

(.001) 

.032*** 

(.001) 

Age
2

i / 100 .071*** 

(.003) 

-.039*** 

(.003) 

.058*** 

(.001) 

-.030*** 

(.001) 

Private Profilei .923*** 

(.018) 

-.118*** 

(.034) 

.607*** 

(.014) 

-.149*** 

(.013) 

Only friends can messagei .311*** 

(.038) 

-.229*** 

(.034) 

.101*** 

(.016) 

-.108*** 

(.015) 

Log(Own Picturesi) .189*** 

(.007) 

.102*** 

(.029) 

.077*** 

(.003) 

.008*** 

(.001) 

Log(Friends‟ Commentsi) .251*** 

(.006) 

.071*** 

(.018) 

.144*** 

(.002) 

.031*** 

(.007) 

Log(Total Clicks By Egoi) .663*** 

(.011) 

1.425*** 

(.012) 

.845*** 

(.003) 

1.412*** 

(.003) 

On-Line Friendsi .397*** 

(.008) 

-.202*** 

(.029) 

.191*** 

(.008) 

-.118*** 

(.002) 

In relationshipi -.068*** 

(.014) 

.076*** 

(.022) 

-.086** 

(.033) 

.065*** 

(.018) 

Not in relationshipi .301*** 

(.103) 

-.161*** 

(.051) 

.255*** 

(.045) 

-.132*** 

(.044) 

On-line Friendsi*In relationshipi -.569*** 

(.012) 

.462*** 

(.018) 

-.359*** 

(.019) 

.544*** 

(.024) 

On-line Friendsi*Not in relationshipi .033* 

(.021) 

-.027*** 

(.008) 

.052** 

(.026) 

-.046*** 

(.009) 

Log(Own Picturesi)*In relationshipi -.049 

(.032) 

.034 

(.029) 

-.087 

(.062) 

-.101 

(.075) 

Log(Own Picturesi)*Not in relationshipi -.010 

(.013) 

.043 

(.039) 

-.014 

(.009) 

.003 

(.003) 

χ
2 

46,185 54,479 159,790 156,010 
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Figure 1 Who is watching whom? 
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