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Social network analysis (SNA) is a set of concepts and tools 
that can help Extension professionals analyze the situation 
before delivering a program and then leverage the connec-
tions in the network to enhance their impact. This publica-
tion is the third in a three-part EDIS publication series 
introducing social network analysis concepts. Introduction 
to Social Network Research: General Introduction and Major 
Terminology (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc195) defines net-
works and the variables used to describe them. Introduction 
to Social Network Research: Application of Social Network 
Analysis in Extension (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc196) 
discusses the concept of social network analysis and how 
it can be used in Extension. This publication focuses on 
brokerage and brokerage typology. Brokerage is one of the 
important variables considered in social network studies.

Brokerage can be defined as connecting two separate areas 
of a network, and this concept has practical applications for 
cooperative Extension. With an understanding of brokerage, 
Extension educators can identify where gaps exist in the 
outreach of Extension and which stakeholders are filling or 
able to fill these gaps. For example, consider an Extension 
educator who wants to deliver a financial management pro-
gram in two neighborhoods, A and B, in Alachua County. 
Of these two neighborhoods, Neighborhood B requires 
immediate help with financial management. The educator 
has connections to Neighborhood A but has no connections 

in Neighborhood B. The Extension educator knows that a 
family in Neighborhood A is connected to Neighborhood B 
by having some friends in Neighborhood B. In this example, 
the educator can take advantage of the Neighborhood A 
family’s (broker family) connections to make new connec-
tions and deliver a program in Neighborhood B.

Brokerage
Brokerage is a state or situation in which an actor connects 
otherwise unconnected actors or fills gaps or network holes 
in the social structure (Burt, 1992; Gould & Fernandez, 
1989). In Figure 1 the broker is represented by the black 
circle, which fills the gap or connects actors who were 
previously not connected to each other directly, represented 
by the white circles. 

The broker may connect separate areas of a network 
socially, economically, or politically, and therefore he/she is 
the only one to access both valued information and re-
sources from different areas of the network (Stovel, Golub, 
& Milgrom, 2011). Brokerage is the only mechanism which 

Figure 1. An example of the brokerage process.
Credits: Adapted from Kumar Chaudhary (2014, p. 24)
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allows isolated or unconnected actors to share information 
and resources and to interact economically, politically, 
and socially (Stovel & Shaw, 2013). One example would 
be a big box store connecting producers and consumers 
economically.

Due to his or her connections to and control over unique 
information/resources between unconnected actors, an 
actor who serves as a broker in the network has more access 
to information and resources compared to those who are 
not brokers (Burt, 1992; Yin, Wu, & Tsai, 2012). Brokers 
may benefit from this control over information/resources, 
may become more influential and powerful in the network, 
and may have increased efficiency in their work (Fernandez 
& Gould, 1994; Stovel & Shaw, 2013). 

To further categorize brokerage, Gould and Fernandez 
(1989) introduced the concept of brokerage typology. This 
typology divides brokerage into five types based on the 
direction information/resources flow in the network and 
divides actors into mutually exclusive groups, classes, or 
organization of actors. Examples of groups or organizations 
that may be connected through brokerage are two different 
communities such as producers and consumers, Extension 
administrators and Extension educators, or two depart-
ments at the University of Florida. The types of brokers are 
liaison, itinerant, coordinator, gatekeeper, and representa-
tive. It is important for Extension educators to understand 
the different types of brokerage in order to identify the 
broker in a given situation and how information is flowing 
among unconnected actors. Definitions for these brokerage 
types follow.

Liaison: In liaison brokerage the broker is a liaison between 
two different groups to which he or she does not belong 
(Fernandez & Gould, 1994; Gould & Fernandez, 1989). In 
Figure 2 the broker (B) connects two groups, A and C, but 
is not part of either group. One example of liaison broker-
age is when a middleman, such as an Extension educator, 
connects researchers within the University of Florida to 
the general public through the dissemination of research. 
The Extension educator, researchers, and the general public 
form three distinct groups, and information moves from 
researchers to general public via the Extension educator. 
The resource/information flow in this brokerage example is 
new information discovered by researchers which in turn 
helps address issues faced by society.

Itinerant: In this brokerage type two unconnected actors (A 
and C) belong to one group while the broker (B) belongs 
to a different group (Figure 3) (Fernandez & Gould, 1994; 
Gould & Fernandez, 1989). Itinerant brokerage is also 

called consultant brokerage because the broker acts as a 
consultant to both unconnected actors of same group. An 
example of itinerant brokerage is the Extension educator 
who helps to connect farmers and consumers in the same 
community through a Buy Local program. The resource/
information flow in this brokerage example is information 
related to buying locally grown food, and Extension educa-
tor shares this information via the Buy Local program.

Figure 2. Liaison brokerage
Credits: Adapted from Gould and Fernandez (1989, p.93)

Figure 3. Itinerant brokerage
Credits: Adapted from Gould and Fernandez (1989, p.93)
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Coordinator: In coordinator brokerage all three actors (A, 
B, and C) belong to the same group and brokering happens 
within the group (Figure 4) (Fernandez & Gould, 1994; 
Gould & Fernandez, 1989). An example of this kind of 
brokerage is among the members of a county Extension 
office, where one member in the office connects two 
other members who would not otherwise communicate 
with each other regarding topics such as how to deliver a 
specific program more efficiently and how to develop useful 
evaluation questions. The resource/information flow in this 
brokerage example is communication among members in 
the office.

Gatekeeper: In this brokerage type the broker (B) and one of 
the two unconnected actors (C) belong to one group while 
another unconnected actor (A) belongs to a different group. 
The broker in this type controls incoming information/
resources to his/her group and makes decisions about 
whether or not the unconnected actors in the group have 
access to information or resources (Figure 5) (Fernandez & 
Gould, 1994; Gould & Fernandez, 1989). One example of 
this kind of brokerage would be a Homeowner Association 
(HOA) manager, who may control Extension agents’ access 
to the community for environmentally friendly landscaping 
programs. The manager and residents belong to one group 
(the HOA) to which the Extension agent is not connected. 
The resource/information flow in this brokerage example 
is the information about best landscaping practices from 
Extension agents.

Representative: This type of brokerage is similar to gate-
keeper brokerage, as the broker (B) and one unconnected 
actor (A) belong to one group while the other unconnected 
actor (C) belongs to another different group (Figure 6), 
but the direction of the flow of information or resources is 
different. In this brokerage type the broker represents his/
her group for any kind of negotiations with the outside 
group (Fernandez & Gould, 1994; Gould & Fernandez, 
1989). An example of representative brokerage would be 
a farming community where there is an outbreak of a pest 
problem and the local Extension office in the county is 
unaware of that outbreak. A local leader in the community 

Figure 4. Coordinator brokerage
Credits: Adapted from Gould and Fernandez (1989, p.93)

Figure 5. Gatekeeper brokerage
Credits: Adapted from Gould and Fernandez (1989, p.93)

Figure 6. Representative brokerage
Credits: Adapted from Gould and Fernandez (1989, p.93)
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would act as a broker when he or she informs the county 
Extension office about the educational needs of the farmers 
for managing the pest problem. The resource/information 
flow in this brokerage example is awareness of the need 
for a prevention and management program from the local 
leader to the county Extension office.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
for Extension
Brokerage is a very powerful concept used in network 
studies. Brokerage occurs constantly in our daily lives. 
A common example where the term is explicitly used is 
when we use a broker to negotiate the deal between buyers 
(us) and the seller when buying property. The brokerage 
typology discussed in this publication provides details to 
aid in understanding the brokerage concept. The idea of 
brokerage and specifically the brokerage typology have 
many practical implications in Extension programming as 
well as in our daily lives. Specifically, Extension educators 
can take advantage of this typology to understand how 
information/resources flow among their target audiences. 
Extension educators may use the understanding of this flow 
of information/resources and the association of actors in 
subgroups to improve their programming and communica-
tion efforts.

It is recommended that Extension educators identify 
brokers who can connect two otherwise unconnected 
target audiences in order to design and deliver Extension 
programs together for similar stakeholders. Using an 
understanding of brokerage relationships, educators also 
can identify the brokers in their local communities to 
increase the connectedness of communities and increase 
the reach of Extension programs to a larger population. 
To identify brokers in Extension teams or stakeholders, 
Extension educators should first observe interactions and 
conduct informal discussions about connections of an 
individual or group to outside unconnected individuals or 
group. Another method that can be used to identify brokers 
is to conduct SNA with a group or network of interest. 

Among all five distinct types of brokerage, the gatekeeper 
and representative brokers are in the most advantageous 
position, as they perform information/resources processing 
to their groups and external representation of their group 
by playing the boundary-spanning or gap-filling roles 
(Fernandez & Gould, 1994; Gould & Fernandez, 1989). 
Extension educators have to identify the various uncon-
nected groups around them and then identify the broker. 
With an understanding of brokerage, Extension educators 

can improve connections among target audiences, members 
in the Extension office, and researchers and administrators 
at the university and can serve the general public in a more 
efficient way.
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