
Linguistic diversity and social media networks 

Large-scale social media data have been widely used to study linguistic diversity in areal (Eisenstein 2017), 

spatiotemporal (Grieve et al. 2016, 2018), and socio-demographic variation (Gonzales 2024). Yet, the full 

potential of social media remains underutilized, since most studies overlook its role in community 

formation and network building. Research across disciplines highlights the fundamental importance of 

social networks for humans (Granovetter 1973; Dunbar 2020; Waldinger & Schultz 2023) and for 

understanding linguistic variation (Milroy 1987), making it timely to integrate network evidence into the 

study of linguistic diversity on social media 

One possible reason for not including network information lies in methodological challenges: using complex 

social media data to construct networks is difficult (Eisenstein et al. 2014). This presentation addresses this 

challenge by introducing methods for building networks from interactional metadata in social media. We 

propose a framework for quantifying ego networks, applicable to any social media application where 

interactions form a directed graph (e.g. Bluesky, Twitter, etc.). Developed within a large digital infrastructure 

project, this methodology combines expertise from sociolinguistics and computer science. 

We answer two research questions: 

(1.) To what extent can we quantify the structure of ego networks? 

(2.) What research potential emerges from combining social networks with large-scale social media 

data? 

To illustrate the potential of networks, we examine lexical innovation in English. Prior work shows that new 

lexis originates in urban centers (Grieve et al. 2018), but little is known about the innovators or their social 

settings. Using three large datasets (3.42 billion words, 2020–2022) from American, Australian, and British 

English, we trace emerging lexis (e.g., rizz, oomfies, girlies) across networks. Our analysis demonstrates how 

social network information enriches accounts of areal variation in lexical emergence. The presentation 

offers methodological insights on how large-scale social media data can be accompanied by interaction-

based social information. 
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