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according to scale of seniority (echelon one); top national and regional mili-
tary commands; head judges of the supreme and constitutional court; regional 
governors; the leaders of the biggest political parties and the heads of several 
quasi-governmental organisations. I did not include any civil society actors 
since in Indonesia they tend to have individual influence rather than institu-
tion-based influence, often moving between different organisations in a weakly 
institutionalised sector. This positional list contained a total of 1178 persons.9

The intention of a comparison is not to measure reported elites against 
positional elites as if the latter is some sort of gold standard. Rather, I aim to 

9    To see an excel file list of the positional elites, see F3 at: https://github.com/Jacky19/Elite-
Network-Shifts/tree/master/Old%20Questions%20New%20Techniques%20Additional%20
Files.

FIGURE 2 Indonesia’s “reported elite” population (2008).
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discuss the different categories of elites that each method uncovers so that 
researchers can better understand when either method should be chosen, or 
indeed the ways they complement each other.

The results showed that two hundred and sixty three (22%) of the 1178 posi-
tional elites were found in the reported elite population of 815 people. By com-
parison with the other studies mentioned above, Hoffmann-Lange (1987:44) 
reported that “about one third” of positional elites could be found in her survey 
and network analysis-based population, while Lal (1980:34–35) found that 55% 
of his positional list also appeared in a list using the decisional method and 
49% in a reputationally-defined list.

In our test, the type of elites uncovered by each method can be seen below 
in Figure 3. I categorised the “reported elite” myself manually, although there 
are some computational methods that can at least partly do this automatically.
As Figure 3 shows, the reported elite method finds more than double the pro-
portion of business and military actors as the positional method, and almost 
half the amount of politicians. It can also be seen that a substantial percentage 
of the reported elites are from civil society.

Few studies empirically test multiple methods, and of those even fewer cat-
egorise the different types of elites found by each. Hoffmann-Lange (1987) finds 
that her survey and network method uncovered around double the relative 
proportion of politicians, half of business and a tenth of the military compared 
to her positional list. The remaining categories – civil servants, and various 
sectors of civil society – were around the same. Higley’s study of Australian 
national elites started with a positional list who were then asked to nominate 
others that were considered influential and not already in the sample. He 
notes that very few extra elites were nominated, leading him to conclude a sub-
stantial overlap between the two methods. The elites missed out by the posi-
tional method in that study were mainly judges and second tier civil servants  
(Higley 1979:70).

A second test compared the contents of a book which lists the 100 most 
influential Indonesians in 2008 (Ali 2008) with our population of reported 
elite. After removing eight of those 100 who were sports and entertainment 
figures, it was found that 70 (76%) of the 92 remaining “most influential” were 
found among the reported elites.

A third test of the reported elite method compared the results with some 
of the qualitative literature on policy influentials in Indonesia. Although there 
were no civil society actors in the positional list, even if I had included 50 people, 
it would still have only been around 4% of the total number of positional elites. 
This is a very big difference when compared to the number and proportion  
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of civil society actors found in the reported method. This is partly an artefact 
of the nature of the media which seeks comment from commentators as well 
as actors, but also what we would expect in the Indonesian context where, 
although patchy and deeply problematic, civil society influence on policy has 
grown substantially in recent years (see for example, Rosser et al 2005; Ito 2011; 
Maclaren et al 2011).

The relatively low proportion of positional politicians found in our net-
work also reflects the Indonesian situation. When broken down further into 
sub- categories, these results showed that relatively few of the total number 
of legislative members on the positional list made it into our network (14%) 
compared to the other types of politicians – cabinet members (100%) and 
regional governors (66%). Again, this could be expected in the Indonesian 
context where it is known that the rank and file of legislative members are 
almost completely marginalised from decision-making by a select few party 
leaders (Sherlock 2003).

FIGURE 3 Relative proportions of elite types in reported and positional methods.
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In sum, the degree of overlap with a positional list (22%), and the ability to 
capture a large percentage of an external list of 100 of Indonesia’s most influ-
ential people (76%), shows that the reported elite method has promise. In 
our test, it captured many more civil society actors and many less politicians 
than the positional method, but a brief review of the qualitative literature on 
Indonesian policy influentials gives some explanation about why this may be 
an accurate reflection of the reality on the ground.

The next section will now return to consider the reported elite method in 
terms of the kinds of assumptions and implications for understanding pat-
terns of political power that were laid out in the first section.

 Discussion: Assumptions and Implications of the “Reported 
Method”

Although the sources and techniques outlined here are not new, this is the first 
time they have been put together in such a way and within the context of elite 
studies. Newspaper articles are, of course, extensively used by social scientists 
to better understand all aspects of elite behaviour, particularly by researchers 
using the decisional method of elite identification and analysis. As a political 
scientist, my understanding of a country’s politics is substantially informed by 
reading newspapers, and just as in my qualitative research, any use of newspa-
pers for computational techniques must consider the degree to which they are 
both free and representative.

Although comparatively still new, extracting entities, measuring their co-
occurrence and performing network analysis to find significant clusters of 
co-occurrence have also been used before, but not for the task of identifying 
elites. In recent decades, social network analysis methods have been profitably 
used to study elites to both locate them and elaborate on their relations. These 
are different from the reported elite method presented here because they gen-
erally draw information from surveys and/or interviews, basing their “links” 
(relationships) on the elites’ answers to questions about their “interaction 
partners” – those they communicate with (Laumann and Pappi 1976; Moore 
1979; Higley and Moore 1981; Hoffmann-Lange 1987). These other studies all 
begin with a list of elites based on the positional method, even if their main 
purpose is to further refine those lists with network analysis of the information 
gathered in the surveys.

The reported elite method does not share the decisional method’s insis-
tence on the empirical observation of the exercise of power, but rather infers 
power. However, instead of inferring that power is tied to the resources of an 
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institution (as positional) or the perception of power among their peers (as 
reputational), the reported method infers power from their appearance in the 
media. But it is more than just frequently appearing in newspaper articles, it is 
people who co-occur more frequently with others in a cluster or “community” 
than with those outside of it. The value of this co-occurrence strategy is that 
it effectively builds a kind of virtual elite terrain that people must appear on 
if they are to be included in the reported elite population. Even someone who 
appears a hundred times in the newspaper articles will not be included unless 
they appear inside one of these communities.

Fundamentally then, the principles of co-occurrence and frequency dictate 
who will be captured using this method. Like all computational tools that anal-
yse texts, the information extraction and analysis is based on a kind of naïve 
word counting, divorced from context or meaning. But because there is some 
merit to the idea that some frequently co-occurring people in newspapers hold 
some kind of power, in the context of identifying a population of political elite, 
counting words can be revealing.

The focus on frequency means that the method results in all sorts of indi-
viduals who would not ordinarily be considered elites in the sense of wield-
ing political power – convicted terrorists or a president’s wife, go-betweens in  
corruption cases and famous former politicians who have just died. But look-
ing through the results forced me to consider whether some high profile ter-
rorists should be recognised as political elites, for example, or a president’s 
spouse – they both have the potential to exercise considerable influence on 
the political process under some circumstances. The computational methods 
alone cannot judge which politicians’ spouses, terrorists or economic com-
mentators are politically influential enough to be considered a political elite, 
but a researcher can.

A common misconception about computational techniques is that they 
aim to replace a researcher’s own judgement, but in my view they are better 
understood as “knowledge discovery tools”, a kind of second generation search 
engine. It is valuable enough to see lists of frequently co-occurring people in 
news stories to merit a few days of manual filtering, particularly for anyone 
interested in knowing who is most reported in relation to a particular issue. 
The reported elite method can also be used quite profitably in conjunction with 
the other methods rather than as a replacement. Indeed, exploring the overlap 
between the results of the different methods can itself reveal something of the 
nature of a particular political system.10

10    Putnam (1976: 18), for example, posits that a convergence of formal and informal types 
of power represents a stable political system as oppose to one in flux. In methodological 
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Compared to the other methods then, the reported elite method casts a 
much wider net since the boundaries of an elite population are not presumed 
at the outset by the researcher making decisions about which institutions and 
positions to include (as in the positional method) nor which policy domains 
(as in the decisional and reputational methods). Rather, it opens the possibil-
ity of finding other kinds of political elite – those from business, military, judi-
ciary and civil society – as well as the usual legislative and cabinet members. It 
can also cover multiple policy domains and so has a better chance of allowing 
generalisations across national systems, and can account for informal types of 
power, unfettered from the institutions which are pre-judged by the researcher 
to be politically significant. Since journalists are generally obliged to obtain 
quotes from officials in a news story, it could also be argued that formal power-
holders are likely to be fairly well represented in a reported elite population. 
On the other hand, there will always be a handful of powerful elites who make 
great efforts to stay outside the media glare, which this method would be 
unable to capture.

In terms of practicality, the automatic nature of the method sounds com-
pelling, as if pressing a few buttons will complete the task. At the time of writ-
ing, however, these techniques still require some knowledge of coding, even 
when using the off-the-shelf named entity recognition software such as the 
most widely used one produced by Stanford.11 Social network analysis software 
such as Gephi can be used without any coding skills, but there is a certain art 
to community detection that must also be learned. In addition to the “data 
cleaning” – the manual filtering of results discussed above – a good deal of 
underlying data preparation is also needed at the beginning of the process. 
The digitised texts must conform to stringent technical specifications and dis-
ambiguating people’s names12 is a laborious task which is still only partially 
accomplished by automatic means. Nevertheless, like the positional method, 
the reported elite method can be undertaken relatively efficiently compared to 

terms, this could be translated as the degree of overlap between positional and reported 
elites.

11    http://nlp.stanford.edu/software/CRF-NER.shtml 
12    Often a single person will be referred to in a corpus by several different names. For 

example, “Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono” can also be referred to as “President Yudhoyono”  
or “SBY”. The process of disambiguation ensures that all these different ways of refer-
ring to one person are grouped together, effectively recognising them as the same person.  
The amount of manual work involved in this task depends on the availability of “knowl-
edge sources”, such as Wikipedia, for the different types of elites.

http://nlp.stanford.edu/software/CRF-NER.shtml
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the field interviews needed to find reputational elites or the intensive archival 
research needed for the decisional method.

Perhaps, though, what makes the reported elite method most promising is 
its potential to act as a foundational structure upon which further develop-
ments in field of automatic extraction can be built. As presented here, I have 
not tried to infer the relative importance of the automatically extracted persons 
from their centrality in the network as I find it difficult to justify based on co-
occurrence alone. But it is already possible to go some way towards automati-
cally adding biographical information about the elites by automatically linking 
them to their Wikipedia pages or automatically extracting some simple rela-
tions from the text, such as family or work relations over time (Reinanda et al 
2013; Reinanda and De Rijke 2014). This would ultimately enable a new genera-
tion of large scale, complex analyses of our elites and their shared  interests, 
answering not only the new questions that are frequently called for in the 
field of digital humanities, but also the old ones which have been around for 
centuries.
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