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Social Support and Career Optimism:
Examining the Effectiveness of Network
Groups Among Black Managers

Ray Friedman,!> Melinda Kane,! and Daniel B. Cornfield’

As companies look for better ways to manage diversity, one of the approaches
that is emerging is the use of female and minority network groups. These groups
are not well understood, and there has been no quantitative analysis of their
impact on minority employees. Social network theory suggests that network
groups should enhance the social resources available to women and minorities
and in that way enhance their chance of career success, but some critics of
network groups suggest that backlash might produce greater social isolation and
discrimination. In this paper, we analyze a survey of members of the National
Black MBA Association to find out whether network groups have a positive
impact on career optimism, what specific effects of these groups are most
beneficial, and whether groups enhance isolation or discrimination. Results
indicate that network groups have a positive overall impact on career optimism
of Black managers, and that this occurs primarily via enhanced mentoring.
Network groups have no effect on discrimination, either positive or negative.
There are some indications of greater isolation, but also some indications of
greater contact with Whites.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 1990s, concern with diversity has grown (Jackson, 1992; Thomas,
1991; Johnston & Packer, 1987) just as support for affirmative action has
come under increasing fire (Lynch, 1989). Companies are therefore delving
into new strategies to manage diversity, including the addition of cultural
audits, new recruiting strategies, and enhanced training (Jackson, 1992;
Thomas, 1991). One approach that has become much more common is the
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formation of employee network groups—groups of minority or female em-
ployees that meet occasionally for social and career support. This approach
is different than all others in that (a) it is one that attempts not only to
change attitudes, but social interaction, (b) it tries to harness not only the
resources of the corporation, but the resources of minority employees, and
(c) it is organized by employees themselves, not management.

Little is known about network groups at this point. There have been
some qualitative assessments of the impact of network groups on minority
employees based on field studies (Hyde, 1993; Childs, 1992; Friedman & Car-
ter, 1993; Friedman & Deinard, 1991), and recent theory makes more clear
why these groups might have a positive impact on the careers of minority
employees (Friedman, 1996a). Yet we are not sure which of the expected
impacts of network groups actually occur, nor which of these have the most
benefit for minority employees. Do network groups enhance social support
from other women and minorities? Do they increase the likelihood of having
a mentor? If so, do these effects translate into improved feelings about career
chances? Moreover, given the presence in some cases of backlash against
employees who join ne twork groups (Friedman & Carter, 1993), it is not clear
whether the net effect of network groups is positive or negative. In this paper,
we discuss barriers to career advancement for minorities, define network
groups and explain what effects we expect them to have, and analyze a survey
of members of the National Black MBA Association to examine in greater
detail the effects of network groups on minority employees. In the empirical
part of this paper we address two questions: Do network groups have a posi-
tive impact on minority employees? And, if so, what effects of network
groups produce that positive impact?

MINORITY AND FEMALE CAREER BARRIERS

Since the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1963 and the ensuing
creation of affirmative action by executive orders, minority and female
employment in corporations has increased and the returns to education
for these groups has increased (Freeman, 1981; Smith & Tienda, 1988;
U.S. Department of Labor, 1992). Still, some have found continued earn-
ing differentials for these groups compared to White men (Smith &
Tienda, 1988), and few women and minorities have reached high levels
of corporations (Spilerman, 1988; U.S. Department of Labor, 1991). Fur-
thermore, there are still many complaints among Blacks and women that
they are ignored, isolated in backwater jobs, or passed over for promotion
(Davis & Watson, 1982; Dickens & Dickens, 1982; Whitaker, 1993; Dris-
coll & Goldberg, 1993; U.S. Department of Labor, 1995). As Gottfredson
(1992) put it, “affirmative action dramatically increased the hiring of
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women and minorities, but it has done less to ensure their promotion or
retention (p. 282).”

Whether this is a significant social problem is a matter of much po-
litical debate, but at the organizational level we can deduce two negative
effects of limited career opportunities. First, to the degree that employees
feel that their chances for success in the organization are limited, they are
not likely to be highly motivated. According to expectancy theory (Vroom,
1964), motivation is created when the employee expects that accomplish-
ment will be followed by rewards. If there is a low probability that one of
the major rewards of work—promotion—is available to an employee (or
even a perception that that is the case), the employee will be less motivated.
Second, employees who feel that they have little chance of promotion are
likely to have feelings of injustice. Equity theory (Adams & Freedman,
1976) suggests that feelings of injustice are stimulated if someone believes
that they receive fewer rewards than others who do comparable work or
produce comparable achievements. This imbalance would certainly exist in
cases where an employee feels that he or she is precluded from career
advancement. These feelings of inequity may lead to lessened effort, or
other attempts to restore equity such as the use of legal action against the
company.

Thus, at an organizational level, perceptions that one is unable to ad-
vance one’s career can hurt motivation, enhance feelings of injustice, and
increase the chance that affected employees might leave the organization,
sue the company, or take other actions that commonly occur among em-
ployees who feel that they are treated unjustly (Greenberg, 1990). If frus-
trations with career barriers persist, regardless of whatever objective
improvements have occurred since the 1960s, organizations may face sig-
nificant risks and inefficiencies. Moreover, the opportunities inherent in a
more diverse workforce (R. Thomas, 1990) may be lost if minority employ-
ees do not feel part of and committed to the organization.

Explanations for Career Barriers

Explanations vary for lower levels of promotion and constrained career
patterns among women and minorities. Some would suggest that these pat-
terns can be explained by differences in training and experience (or, as
economists put it, differences in “human capital”; see Becker, 1964), and
there is some data to support this point. A smaller percentage of Blacks
have college degrees than Whites (Spilerman, 1988), a smaller percentage
of both women and Blacks study science and engineering in college than
White males (Landis, 1991; Gottfredson, 1992), and once they are hired
into companies, women and minorities are more often placed into staff
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rather than line jobs (DiTomaso, Thompson, & Blake, 1988). Many expla-
nations can be made for these patterns, but once they occur the result is
differences in training and experience that affect promotions. Those who
emphasize this explanation imply that the current career patterns are ap-
propriate and justified.

At the same time, there is evidence of bias and stereotyping: women
are often seen as less logical than men (Taylor & Deaux, 1975), their suc-
cesses are more often attributed to luck (Deaux & Emswiller, 1974), they
are seen as less competent than men (Heilman, Martell, & Simon, 1988),
and there are biases against women holding jobs that are gender-stereo-
typed as male-oriented (Glick, Zion, & Nelson, 1988; Perry, Davis-Blake,
& Kulik, 1994). For both women and Blacks, there is evidence that they
are evaluated more harshly than White men in performance evaluations
(Kraiger & Ford, 1985; Gutek & Stevens, 1979; Landy & Farr, 1980), and
positive characteristics are attributed less easily to Blacks than to Whites
(Gaertner & McLaughlin, 1983). These biases can make it harder for
women and minorities to do well in their jobs and to be recognized for
their accomplishments, and thus inhibit their managerial careers. Those
who emphasize this explanation suggest that the current career patterns
are inappropriate since they result from discrimination against women and
minorities.

There is increasing evidence that women and minorities may do less
well in organizations because of a third dynamic: patterns of social ties.
People tend to feel more comfortable with and interact more with people
who are like themselves (Marsden, 1988; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1980; Lincoln &
Miller, 1979). This well-established pattern is called “homophily.” As a re-
sult, those who are in groups that are represented in smaller numbers in
an organization will have fewer similar others to meet, fewer relationships
with others on the job, and far fewer affective ties with co-workers than
those in larger groups. This is the situation typically faced by women and
minorities in exempt positions (Ibarra, 1993; Pettigrew & Martin, 1987).

If those in the numerical minority try to find similar others (and in
this way build more affective ties), this typically requires that they reach
beyond their immediate work area. In this way, women and minorities can
enhance the number of affective ties, but as a result they are more likely
to have one set of contacts based on work-related commonalities, and an-
other based on socio-emotional commonalities. These two dimensions of
relationship overlap more for White men who are in the majority in or-
ganizations. Thus, as network theorists put it, majority employees’ networks
are typically more “multiplex” than those of women and minorities (Ibarra,
1992, 1995). For these employees, work-based ties are reinforced with af-
fective ties.
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Also, since women and minorities have to reach far to make contacts
with similar others, those contacts are not likely to know each other. Thus,
their networks are often less dense than those of majority employees
(Ibarra, 1993). Lastly, if we also consider that women and minorities are
less often in positions of power, when they do contact each other those
contacts are not likely to provide access to top echelons of the organization
(Brass, 1985).

As a result of these structural factors, women and minorities are likely
to have fewer social resources at work. Having fewer ties means that they
are less likely to have access to information that is disseminated informally,
and lower levels of multiplexity decreases the likelihood of receiving deli-
cate information from work-based ties, such as coaching about corporate
politics, tips on how to adapt to the organization, or information about job
opportunities. The probability of having a mentor is also reduced. As D.
Thomas (1989, 1990) has argued, cross-race mentoring relationships are
often highly strained, and when they do exist it is less likely that these
relationships will be of the deeper type that includes a socio-emotional di-
mension. Thus, minorities are less likely to have mentors at work, and less
likely to have ones that are effective and enduring. All of these social re-
sources, we know, are as critical to succeeding in organizations as the edu-
cational resources emphasized by human capital theorists. An employee’s
ability to socialize into organizations (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979), learn
the political ropes (Baker, 1994), and have mentors and political support
(Kram, 1988) all influence career achievement.

This social structural explanation of career barriers paints a more com-
plicated and subtle picture than the human capital or bias explanations
described above. This perspective acknowledges that there might exist for
all people a tendency to interact with similar others, even where there is
no animus, stereotyping, or discrimination. Nonetheless, this more innocu-
ous type of preference does result in lowered chances of success for those
whose groups are represented in smaller numbers in an organization, and
whose members are predominantly at lower levels in the hierarchy. For
these people, natural tendencies toward homophily result in the accumu-
lation of fewer social resources.

These three explanations are distinguished in order to guide the analy-
sis of minority and female career patterns. However, we must add, they
are not mutually exclusive and indeed they are highly interrelated. If man-
agers decide not to invest in women or minorities (e.g., training, assignme nt
to key jobs) due to discrimination, or if social network patterns result in
women and minorities receiving less information and political or career
support, then these employees will continually accumulate less human capi-
tal. These patterns are illustrated by a recent study of Asian immigrants
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on high-tech work teams (Friedman & Krackhardt, 1997). Added invest-
ments in education did not translate into being labeled high potential for
Chinese employees, largely because added education did not produce
greater centrality in work team advice networks for these high-tech em-
ployees. Thus, while human capital is determined by factors exogenous to
the organization for new employees,® the accumulation of additional skills
and resources is often highly constrained for women and minorities due to
homophilous social interaction and discrimination.

NETWORK GROUPS

Governmental and managerial policymake rs have focused primarily on
the first two explanations of differential career patterns for women and
minorities—human capital and discrimination. In the U.S., government
policies have been established to support minority access to higher educa-
tion, and it has been declared illegal to discriminate against women or mi-
norities. Most organizations have, in turn, formally established policies
against discrimination and in favor of “equal opportunity.” Neither, how-
ever, has tried to change the social structural patterns facing women and
minorities in the workforce, and, we might add, neither is in much of a
position to reshape social interactions at work. By contrast, women and
minorities themselves can take steps to reshape their social networks, and
have begun to do so by forming network groups.

Network groups are associations of minority or female employees that
exist within organizations. Some are organized locally, such as Black or fe-
male groups in a given plant or office building, or nationally, including people
from around the country. They usually meet at night, during lunch, or over
the weekends every month or two (national meetings might be once a year),
and often include both times for socializing and formal agendas and pro-
grams (e.g., providing information on financial planning, planning for Black
history month, organizing an inner city tutoring program, or discussing com-
pany policies that might be deemed discriminatory). In most cases, White
male employees are also allowed to join, but in practice few do.

In order to define more formally what we mean by the term “network
groups,” we borrow the four-part definition elaborated by Friedman
(1996a). First, network groups are organized based on social identity, such
as gender or ethnicity, and their goals are oriented to the concerns or needs
of employees from that group. Second, network groups are intraorganiza-

3Coleman (1988) addresses this same interplay of social and educational resources, but at an

earlier stage. He argues that it is differences in social resources—such as family struc-
ture—that enable some people to stay in and take advantage of school, while others without
those social resources are more likely to do badly in school or drop out altogether.
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tional entities. There do exist groups of Black bankers, or female marketers,
but those will not be considered here since these cross-organizational net-
work groups have a fundamentally different role to play than internal
groups. Third, network groups are organized by members rather than by
manage ment. Many companies have minority advisory boards composed of
selected employees, but these are not network groups. Management may
meet with network groups to discuss issues, but if they form and run the
group themselves, then it is not a network group. Network groups are self-
controlled and self-organized. Finally, network groups are publicly recog-
nized or formally organized. The fact that they are an identifiable
organization distinguishes them from natural social networks that always
exist in organizations.

Historically, network groups first appeared in the 1970s as women and
Blacks began to be hired into manage ment positions in significant numbers.
One of the first network groups was formed at Xerox corporation. It began
informally, as Black employees felt a need to find each other and provide
support for one another (Friedman & Deinard, 1991). Over time, these
informal groups became more formal, with written mission statements, by-
laws, and rules for nominating officers. Several other companies had net-
work groups in the 1970s, including AT&T and DEC. More recently, there
has been a sharp surge in the number of large companies that have formally
recognized network groups. A survey of Fortune and Service 500 companies
revealed that 29% of respondents had network groups (Friedman, 1996b).
Among those that did not have network groups, 29% were considering es-
tablishing a group. In the survey of National Black MBA Association mem-
bers reported in this paper, 34% of respondents reported having network
groups in their companies. Among those who did not have groups, 82%
said they were considering starting network groups at their companies.

Network groups tend to engage in two kinds of activities: self-help and
organizational change. Self-help means doing things that enable individual
members to function more effectively and comfortably in the current sys-
tem. This might include training sessions on sales techniques (see, e.g.,
Xerox), senior manage ment discussion of corporate strategic plans, or semi-
nars on how to manage one’s boss. Similar information is also conveyed
informally, as people meet each other and ask each other for information
and advice. Organizational change means doing things to change the way
the organization works and/or people act within the organization. This
might include efforts to institutionalize diversity training for employees, or
efforts to change hiring policies if they are thought to be biased. What is
required for either activity, and the core of what network groups do, is
bringing people together and creating contacts that otherwise would not
exist. Network groups help women and minorities make contacts with oth-
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ers who are like themselves, find out who among the women and minoritie s
in the organization is interested in meeting and supporting each other, and
create opportunities to meet separately and thus in a context where par-
ticipants are (momentarily at least) not in the minority.

Effects of Network Groups

The core activity of network groups—bringing people together and cre-
ating contacts—inherently has an impact on the organizational social struc-
ture experienced by women and minorities. At a minimum, network groups
should increase the strength of relationship among women and minorities.
It is not likely that these contacts will eliminate the structural effects of
homophily for women and minorities, but we should expect some benefits
from any additions to the social networks of exempt employees. Assuming
that network groups do not in any way decrease contacts with others (this
possibility is addressed below), these added ties should increase members’
network range, and thus their access to information, advice, and political
support. Network group members will simply know more people, or know
them better than before.

Having more contacts also increases the chance that members will lo-
cate someone to be a mentor. This benefit is made even more likely since
these added contacts are with people in-group to the network group mem-
ber. As pointed out earlier, mentor relations are more likely to occur and
to have socio-emotional elements if they are intrarace rather than cross-
race. During one network group’s meetings described by Friedman and Car-
ter (1993), a young Black manager at a Fortune 500 company gave a
presentation during a network group meeting, after which a senior Black
manager from corporate took her aside to provide advice and feedback on
her presentation style. He then found out about her interests and career,
and they traded business cards to maintain contact.

Finally, having contacts with other women and minorities ensures that
an employee can find people with similar experiences if there is a need to
diagnose a problem related to being female or minority, and figure out
how to manage it. When a problem occurs that might be attributed to “dis-
crimination ~ it is helpful to have available someone who has faced similar
situations, and perhaps knows the people involved. This allows the person
to better diagnose the problem, and thus to generate a more effective and
appropriate response. In this way, network groups can enhance members’
ability to interact effectively with a//l employees in an organization, not just
other network group members.

In sum, we expect network groups to enhance the strength of ties
among women and minorities who are members of groups, provide them
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with added information, mentoring, and political support, and strengthen
ties with majority organizational members. These social structural effects
should then improve members’ ability to compete in the organization, and
thus decrease any feelings that may exist that career progress is impossible.

Hypothesis 1. Female and minority employees in companies with net-
work groups will feel more optimistic about their careers.

Hypothesis 2. Employee network groups enhance career optimism by
enhancing access to social resources (including in-group social support,
mentoring, feedback, and cross-group social ties).

Some concerns have been expressed, however, that network groups
may have negative effects on social relations, at least with majority males.
It is paradoxical to imagine that separation can enhance integration (Fried-
man, 1996a). For those who believe strongly in assimilation, especially,
separation is antithetical to the goal of enhancing contacts with the rest of
the organization. More specifically, some managers have expressed con-
cerns that as women and minorities spend more time with each other, they
will therefore spend less time with White men. Others have argued that
the very fact that network groups will help meet some of the practical and
emotional needs of members could reduce pressures to turn to White men
for those contacts. We, however, do not expect that these types of problems
are common. From field studies of network groups, it appears that most
groups meet only occasionally, so it is not likely to significantly decrease
time spent with others, and the bulk of time for all employees is still spent
with their immediate work colleagues. Nonetheless, we will also look for
evidence of greater isolation (from White male employees) among network
group members, as well as greater inclusion.

Hypothesis 3. Network groups will decrease social support by dimin-
ishing cross-group social support and interactions.

It is at this level—changes in social networks—that we expect network
groups to have the greatest impact, and provide the greatest benefits to
minority and female employees. These effects are inherent to the very ex-
istence of a network group, and the effects require only that members take
advantage of the contacts they make. They do not depend on the actions
of others in the organization, or on the ability of network groups to change
the attitudes or behaviors of others in the organization. However, since the
efforts of some network groups are directed toward organizational change
and enhancing communication with top management about members’ con-
cerns, we might also expect network groups to produce positive changes in
the organization. Some network groups have effected changes in hiring or
promotion policies, encouraged the organization to have diversity training,
or sponsored events such as celebrations of Black history month. In these
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ways, network groups might be able to reduce organizational and interper-
sonal biases, stereotyping, and discrimination.

Hypothesis 4. Feelings of discrimination will be lower in organizations
that have network groups.

There are several reasons, however, to doubt the effectiveness of net-
work groups at changing organizations and lessening discrimination. Per-
sonal biases and discriminatory attitudes are very hard to change. The more
extreme the attitude the more likely it is that efforts to influence them will
actually strengthen that attitude (Sherif & Hovland, 1961), and people may
not even be able to identify or acknowledge their biases if they are held
unconsciously as assumptions (Taylor & Deaux, 1975; Deaux & Emswiller,
1974). On an organizational level as well, changing biases may require
wholesale changes in personnel systems or organizational culture, neither
of which is very easy to do no matter who tries to generate the change.
Some survey results reinforce these concerns. HR managers at Fortune and
Service 500 firms indicated that they did not see network groups as effective
at either changing discrimination or changing corporate policies (Friedman
& Carter, 1993). Indeed, many did not think that it was appropriate for
network groups to address corporate policies at all. Thus, we expect that
network groups might have some positive impact on the organizational con-
text, but we expect that these effects will be smaller than the structural
effects of network groups. At the same time, we must consider the possi-
bility that network groups actually enhance discrimination: field interviews
with network group members revealed concerns that forming network
groups might lead to backlash and anger by peers and superiors, and thus
make matters worse.

Alternative Hypothesis 4. Feelings of discrimination will be higher in
organizations that have network groups.

All of the possible effects we have identified—Dboth positive and nega-
tive—are summarized in Fig. 1. Although negative effects of network
groups are considered, we expect that network groups will have an overall
positive effect on female and minority careers, and that the strongest effect
of network groups will be to enhance social resources for members.

RESEARCH

In 1993, we surveyed members of the NBMBA Association. This sam-
ple allowed us to assess the impact of network groups on African-American
employees across the country. We received 397 replies, out of 2875 mailed.
This 14% return rate was low, but in terms of the key variable—the per-
centage of respondents that had network groups—they did not differ from
the rate suggested by a survey of Fortune and Service 500 companies
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Fig. 1. Effects of network groups on career optimism.

(Friedman & Carter, 1993).* The mean age of respondents was 35 (SD =
7.08), the mean number of years with their current company was 7.19
(SD = 6.44), 55% were male, and 95% had a Master’s degree. In terms
of organizational level, 35% of respondents identified themselves as indi-
vidual contributors (nonmanagerial), 31% identified themselves as manage-
ment, 21% as middle management, and 11% as executive management (2%
did not respond to this question).

Each survey included three sets of question (see Table I). First it in-
cluded questions about demographic information: where the respondent
worked and respondent’s age, sex, education, years in company, and rank.
Second, the survey included questions about network groups. Respondents
were asked a simple factual question: was there a network group at their
company. If they had a network group, they were asked additional ques-
tions about what their network groups was most effective at doing. Third,
the survey included attitude questions that were created to assess respon-
dents’ perceptions about their careers, jobs, and relationships at work. Re-
spondents were asked to assess, on a 5-point Likert scale, whether they
agreed or disagreed with statements about these topics. Two questions that
related to career progress were combined to produce a scale that we have

“In that survey, 29% of HR managers at Fortune and Service 500 companies reported the
presence of network groups in their organizations, while 34% of respondents to the
NBMBAA survey analyzed here reported the presence of network groups in their organiza-
tions. This indicates that the NBMBAA sample is not biased in terms of the degree of ex-
posure to network groups.
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Table 1. Variables

Company characteristics

Network Has a network group
Employees Number of employees in the respondent’s company
North The respondent’s company is located in the Northeast
South The respondent’s company is located in the South
West The respondent’s company is located in the West
Profit The profit made of respondent’s company, 1990
(Calculated as: [total debt + (# shares)(price per share)]/total
assets)
Respondent characte ristics
Age
Years in Company
Education 1= high school or less, 2 = college, 3 = graduate
Level in Company 1= nonmanagerial, 2 = mgmt, 3 = middle mgmt, 4 = executive
Sex 0 = male 1 = female
Attitudinal variables
Discrimination I have faced racial discrimination at work
Feedback I receive honest and accurate feedback on my performance
Mentor I have the support of a mentor in my company
White manager difficult It is difficult for white managers to serve as my mentor
Support My strongest support comes from African-Americans
Ties I maintain extensive ties with African-American employees
throughout the company
Career optimism I am satisfied with my career progress
(alpha=.69) I expect to move higher in the company in the near future

labeled “Career Optimism~ (Alpha = .69). This was used as the dependent
variable in our primary analysis for this paper. Given the anonymity of re-
sponses to our survey, it was not possible to conduct follow-up surveys to
assess actual career progress. Moreover, we believe that respondents can
make reasonable judgments about their career progress, and, more impor-
tantly, employees’ perceptions are just as important as what eventually hap-
pened. It is perceptions of one’s situation, according to expectancy and
equity theory, that affect motivation and feelings of justice.

Six other attitude questions were used in this analysis. Respondents
were asked about the strength of their ties with Black employees, as well
as the degree to which their “strongest support” came from other Black
employees. The second question is closely related to the first one, but
also represents the relative strength of support from Blacks and Whites in
the organization. Someone might respond strongly to this statement either
because they have very strong ties to other Blacks, or because they have
very weak ties with Whites. Thus, high scores on this question could be
an indicator of isolation from Whites. Respondents were also asked two
questions about mentors. One simply asked if they had a mentor. The
second asked if it was difficult for a White manager to be a mentor. The
latter question is also relevant to the question of isolation: if mentors are
more available due to network groups, but Blacks’ ability to work with
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White mentors is decreased, that would be an indication of isolation. Re-
spondents were also asked whether they experienced discrimination at
work and whether they received feedback about their work. These ques-
tions allowed for an analysis of many, but not all, aspects of the model
shown in Fig. 1.

For all analyses, the five demographic factors were included. No predic-
tions were made about the effects of these variables, but it is reasonable to
assume that optimism might be affected by factors such as age and organiza-
tional rank. In addition, we did an analysis to determine if company size, region,
or profitability affected career optimism. For a subset of the surveys (n = 172),
the companies for which respondents worked could be matched with companies
included in the CRSP database. For these respondents we were able to add
data about the size of the organization, the geographic region, and corporate
profitability. Regression results showed no significant effects of any of these
variable s on career optimism. Since no effects were found, and further inclusion
of these variables in the model would severely reduce the number of usable
responses in our analysis, we did not include these variables again. Variables
are listed in Table I. Means, SD, and correlation tables for all variables used in
the analyses are in Table II.

Analysis

The first step in our analysis was to determine whether network groups
had a positive impact on career optimism. The results of these regressions
are listed in Table III, model 3. Controlling for respondent characteristics,
network groups do significantly increase career optimism, providing support
for Hypothesis 1. Several of the controls were also significant. Those who
were at higher levels in the company were more satisfied with their career
progress, while those who were older and had been at their company longer
(controlling for level in the company) were less satisfied.

After establishing the overall effect of network groups, we investigated
more closely their particular effects. We wanted to know the effects of net-
work groups on social structure and discrimination, and find out which, if
any, of these effects mediated the relationship between network groups and
career optimism. This series of analyses followed the method proposed by
Baron and Kenny (1986) for identifying mediating effects. Having estab-
lished that network groups affect career optimism, this effect is shown to
be mediated by a third factor if that factor is also significantly affected by
network groups and the addition of that factor to the original model elimi-
nates the significance of the network group effect.

Table TV shows the results of regression models that examine the im-
pact of network groups on social structure and discrimination, controlling



100" S dasn
10" S s
50" S dy
00'T sxbl w1 20— 01— w1 LO" xxxE€T 90— 10— sxxIT #3x9T'— sexxl9 7’9 61°L 00 Ur SIBd X €]
001 C0° xxx0T 80— P T LO— %%%9CT— P0'—  %xxST  #%x9T— 0 ST1 L6C IoSrUBW UM CI
00'T  %%%9S" CO'— s 1T wexxST sexs 9T LO €0— 90’ 0T LO 801 6S°¢ SOLL 1
001 SO'—  sxx061 *«Cl 10° 80— c0— 60" c0— 80— YTl LT'E woddng 01
001 00’ Y B €0 0’ S0— C0 sxxlT— 0s NS4 XS 6
00T sxbl” 80 10° 0’ 00’ w1 T SO’ 8Y’ e JTOMION 8
00'T 5x%0T  %%x0T 0’ SO— sxxCP 0 el ST IOJUdIN L
001 80— SO— P0"  sxxST wxxl€ 10°1 60'C 00 UL [9AQT 9
001 LO— w60 — sxxl¥ SO— €T1 96'C Aoeqpesd ¢
00T 01" 10— €0 61 96'C uoneonpy §
00T %xxSCT— sxxCC €Tl PS¢ uoneurwdsSIq ¢
00T sxxEl— 801 66'C wstundo 1931y T
001 10°L Pese By 1

€l 4! I 01 6 8 L 9 S ¥ € [4 I as UBIN

SUONR[ALI0) II dqEL




1169

imism

Social Support and Career Opt

100" S dyss
0TS dyy
50T S dy

'sejoq pozipiepue)s j10dor S[OPoIA[,

200° «010° «010° 900° €00° *€10° +800° €00’ «10° DN 01 onp Y V
#3x09T  #44690 45991 wwxLOT  5xaTPT  4x46T1  4xx6T1  4sxOPE  wxx8VE 4a8TT %600 x0TI 2 pasnlpy
o «00T° £660° 6L0 960" «STT° *T60° 950° «€0T° «90T" ON

dnoi3 yIomjoN
#4%09€° w4xL8T  %#x09T Jorqpadq
#4560 — *C0T—  «€01— UONBUIWIIdSI
#xCST— #4807 — 00— 090— YNOYJIP JOJUSW Y M
#4x9€€ #xx8SE" #4x567  ##x00€ IOJUIA
£90'— 180— €L0— 1oddng
LSO €90’ 0L0° SOIL,
SJ[qeLIeA wﬁﬁ.m_ﬁoz
wax6VT 144508 w4x8€E  wasbTE 444097 4xx8VE  4xx8EC  wsxlTT #4487  sanlbC wxxbSE "00 UI [AQ]
0S0—  %611—  «PII— €60~ 6L0—  «8€I'—  «bbI— PS0— 9h0'—  «6E0— wxLTI— "00 Ul SIBJX
600— PE0° 0€0° €00’ S00— 800" 110 w0 STo 600" S10° uoneonpyg
00— 120 PEO" €10— 80— 1€0° SE0° 10— 40— 9¢0° 8€0° pEN
#3x80T—  #EST—  #L€T— 44681 — 44861 — wxlLl'—  «L9T'— sx9LT—  6LT'—  +691— «PLT— a8y
SONSLI3)ovIRYD HSOCSOQmov—
(1) (11) (o1) (6) (8) (L) 9) () (2] (€) (2) (1) [9POIN

JustundQ 19918) JO syueutwIoloq ‘111 219eL



1170 Friedman, Kane, and Cornfield

Table 1V. The Relationship Between Network Groups and Mediating Variables”

Ties Support  Mentor White Discrim. Feedback

Respondent characteristics

Age -.013 -.107 .090 -.130" 147* —.049
Sex —-.002 -.096"* 189%** - —132% .019 .041
Education -.019 -.017 .022 —-.007 d12% —-.054
Years in co. .056 .007 —.185%* 240%**  146* -.067
Level in co. .138* 018 235%+%  — 095" -.052 132%
Network group 2D 3Hk 212%%* 0 127* —-.100* —.042 .024
Adjusted R L065%** 041 ** L091%** 046 ** . 058*** 008
“Models report standardized betas.
*p < .10.
*p < .05.
**p < .01.
**kp < .001.

for respondent characteristics. Network groups had a positive impact on
ties with other African-American employees, as was expected, and they had
a positive impact on mentoring, also as expected. These results are consis-
tent with Hypothesis 2. Network groups also increased the sense that Black
employees’ strongest support comes from other Blacks, and it decreased
the feeling that it is hard for Whites to serve as mentors. These findings
provide mixed results regarding the question of enhanced isolation of Black
employees due to network groups. The effect of the support variable indi-
cates that network groups do not produce as much support from Whites
as they do from Blacks, which leaves open the possibility that Blacks be-
come more isolated from Whites as a result of the formation of network
groups. However the question about difficulties with White mentors indi-
cates that members’ ability to work with Whites is actually enhanced, as
we expected. Thus, there is some evidence in support of Hypothesis 3, but
this evidence is ambiguous and contradictory.

Network groups appear to have no effect on discrimination or feed-
back, leading us to reject both Hypothesis 4 and alternative Hypothesis 4.
The discrimination finding is not surprising. We were not very confident
that network groups would have an impact on the organization. Note, how-
ever, that network groups apparently do not make matters worse—there
is no indication of any increase in discrimination due to network groups as
might be expected by those who emphasize White male backlash. That
backlash might still be there, but it is not significant enough to make those
who have network groups feel that they have to face greater amounts of
discrimination. Lastly, the lack of effects of feedback were surprising to us.
We expected the existence of network groups to translate into social sup-
port, which would include more information about one’s performance at
work. This non-effect may indicate that the greater social support that is
being received due to network groups is not coming from those who are
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in a position to provide feedback about performance on the job, perhaps
due to the fact that the added ties created by network groups are often,
by necessity, with people distant in the organization. As such, they would
not have intimate ongoing information about one’s performance.

We assessed the mediating impact of these effects in two steps. First,
we added all six variables to model 3 (see Table III), to find out if this
would eliminate the effect of network group on career optimism. As seen
in model 5, the addition of this block did eliminate the significance of net-
work groups. Among these variables, having a mentor and receiving feed-
back both have a positive impact on career optimism, while feelings of
discrimination reduce career optimism. All of these effects were expected.
Second, we introduced each of these variables into the model separately
to examine their effects on the significance of network groups. The two
factors which, alone, eliminated the significance of network groups were
having a mentor and discomfort with White mentors. These results indicate
that the positive effect of network groups on mentoring is the key factor
mediating the relationship between network groups and career optimism.
Network groups enhance mentoring and reduce feelings of discomfort with
White mentors. These were the only factors that both (a) were significantly
effected by network groups, and (b) eliminated the significance of network
groups in the model. In the final model (model 12 of Table III), these two
factors—mentor and difficulties with White mentor—are included together.
This produced the lowest coefficient for network group, and significant ef-
fects for both mentoring-related variables.

We conclude from our analysis that network groups do have a positive
impact on Black employees, at least as indicated by their expressed satis-
faction with their career progress. More specifically, network groups have
an impact on the social structure of organizations. Those with network
groups have more ties with other African-Americans, they have more sup-
port from mentors, and they are better able to work with White mentors.
However, network groups do not appear to affect job feedback, as we had
expected. We were also surprised to find that having more ties with other
Blacks did not in itself improve career optimism. Rather, it is the effect of
network groups on mentoring that appears to be the primary mechanism
that enables network groups to enhance career optimism for African-
American managers. Having more ties with other Blacks is positively cor-
related with mentoring (see Table II),> but it is mentoring, not ties with
other Blacks, that mediates the relationship between network groups and
career optimism. Finally, we found that feelings of discrimination did have

SSimilar results were found in a regression model predicting mentor support. With controls
added for age, sex, education, years in company, and level in company, maintaining ties with
African-Americans had a positive coefficient that was significant at the .05 level.
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a significant impact on career optimism, but network groups had no impact
on feelings of discrimination. Thus, as expected, network groups’ primary
effect is on social structure and personal career support, not their ability
to change organizations and attitudes.

DISCUSSION

The recent rapid expansion of network groups represents a shift in
approach to minority and female career achievement and satisfaction.
While companies are not necessarily backing away from affirmative action
or attitude training, the network group alternative recognizes that signifi-
cant constraints exist for women or minorities—even those who get access
to jobs and who face attitudes that are more accepting than in the past.
These constraints occur because of the natural tendency of most people to
interact more comfortably with others who are like themselves in significant
ways. Network groups do not eliminate these tendencies, but try to draw
as much as possible on the potential benefits of within-group ties in an
organization. Network groups are designed to help members identify those
few others who are like them within an organization, build relationships
with those people, and have access to an additional layer of social support.
There should be little doubt that biases still exist, and that educational
differentials are still a problem. Nonetheless, there is something to be
gained from taking steps to enhance the social resources of women and
minorities in organizations.

This approach to enhancing career achievement, at least in the eyes
of a sample of African-American managers, appears to be effective. The
analysis reported in this paper indicates that Blacks who are in companies
that have network groups are more optimistic about their careers than
those who are in companies that do not have network groups. Moreover,
a clearer picture is emerging as to why network groups benefit Black em-
ployees. Network groups enhance the chance that employees will have men-
tors to support their career development, and enhance their ability to work
well with White mentors.

However, network groups do not provide members with feedback
about their jobs and they do not reduce feelings of discrimination. While
these two factors have significant effects on career optimism of Black em-
ployees, network groups do not have a significant effect on these factors.
The effects of network groups appear to be limited to reshaping patterns
of social interaction and gaining social support, rather than creating any
wholesale changes in the organizations where they exist. This result is con-
sistent with that reported in Friedman (1996a), where HR managers from
Fortune and Service 500 companies suggested that network groups were
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effective at providing social support for members, but relatively ineffective
at shaping policies or fighting discrimination. Conversely, network groups
enhance ties among Black employees, but this alone does not enhance ca-
reer optimism for Black employees. The benefit of enhanced contacts with
other Blacks is, again, through mentoring. Those who have more contact
with other African-Americans (which is enhanced by network groups) are
more likely to have a mentor. The positive impact of network groups comes
from the overlap of social and professional ties (or, as network theorists
call it, the creation of “multiplexity’).

The analysis also indicates that some of the negative effects of network
groups, feared by some observers of network groups, occur at only minimal
levels, if at all. Network groups clearly do not enhance feelings of discrimi-
nation among Black employees. If we can assume that they would notice
negative feelings generated by backlash at network groups, it appears that
fears of backlash are not warranted. There is some indication, however,
that network groups may increase isolation of Blacks from Whites, but the
evidence for this effect is mixed and unclear in this data. On balance, then,
network groups are a positive force in the eyes of Black managers.

Limitations of the Study

This study includes the first quantitative analysis of network groups, and
thus provides key insights into the effects of network groups. However, we
should be clear that the study has several weaknesses. First, the response rate
is relatively low, providing some concerns about the representative ness of the
sample. This is a problem that we had to live with given the difficulty gaining
access to large numbers of Black managers across organizations. The National
Black MBA Association was very supportive in providing a partial list of mem-
bers to survey, but they also made it clear that this was a group that received
many appeals (from the NBMBAA as well as others) to fill out surveys.

Second, although we identified statistically significant effects of network
groups on career optimism, the size of the effects were small. Some might
therefore dismiss the findings, but we would argue that this is an area of such
persistent challenge and frustration that even small effects should be greeted
with hope. Moreover, given that network groups are relatively unobtrusive in
most organizations and relatively costless, and given the fact that our sample
is certain to include both effective and ineffective network groups,® we would
argue that even small positive effects are note worthy. Finally, we would even-
tually like to have data on actual promotion rates and career achievement.
However, given the difficulty of obtaining such data we believe that measures

®We thank Barry Gerhart for this observation.
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of career optimism serve as reasonable indicators of the effects of network
groups, and should be considered an important area in their own right. For
Black employees to have added hope and optimism is a positive step, and one
that can immediately help an organization.
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