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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 sugge sts  that network

groups should enhance the social resources available to women and minorities

and  in  that way  enhan ce their chance of caree r succe ss, but some critics of

network groups suggest that backlash might produce greater social isolation and

discrimination. In this paper, we analyze a survey of me mbers of the National

Black MBA Association to find out whether network groups have a positive

impact on care er 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 care er optimism

of  B lack managers , and that this occurs  primarily via  e nhance d me ntoring.

Network groups have no effect on discrimination, e ither positive or negative.

There are some indications of greate r isolation, but also some indications of

gre ater contact with Whites.
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INTRODUCTION

In the 1990s, concern with dive rsity has grown (Jackson, 1992; Thomas,

1991; Johnston & Packe r, 1987) just as support for affirmative action has

come under increasing fire (Lynch, 1989) . Companie s are therefore de lving

into new strategies to manage diversity, including the addition of cultural

audits, new recruiting strategie s, and enhance d 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 diffe rent than all othe rs in that (a) it is one that attempts not only to

change attitude s, but social interaction, (b) it tries to harness not only the

resource s of the corporation, but the resources of minority employe es, and

(c) it is organize d by employe es themselve s, 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

employe es 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

employe es (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 employe es. Do network groups enhance social support

from other women and minoritie s? Do they increase the like lihood of having

a mentor? If so, do the se effects translate  into improve d feelings about career

chance s? Moreove r, given the presence in some cases of backlash against

employe es 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 barrie rs to career advance ment for minoritie s, 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 employe es? 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 exe cutive orde rs, minority and female

employment in corporations has incre ased and the re turns to education

for these groups has increased (Freeman, 1981; Smith & Tienda, 1988;

U.S. Departme nt of Labor, 1992) . Still, some have found continue d earn-

ing diffe re ntials for the se groups compare d to White me n (Smith &

Tienda, 1988) , and few women and minoritie s have reached high le ve ls

of corporations (Spile rman, 1988; U.S. Department of Labor, 1991) . Fur-

thermore , there are still many complaints among Blacks and women that

they are ignore d, isolate d in backwate r jobs, or passe d ove r for promotion

(Davis & Watson, 1982; Dicke ns & Dickens, 1982; Whitake r, 1993; Dris-

coll & Goldbe rg, 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 minoritie s, but it has done less to ensure the ir promotion or

retention (p. 282).”

Whether this is a significant social proble m is a matter of much po-

litical debate, but at the organizational level we can deduce two negative

effects of limite d career opportunitie s. First, to the degree that employe es

feel that their chance s for success in the organization are limite d, they are

not like ly to be highly motivate d. According to expectancy theory (Vroom,

1964) , motivation is created when the employe e 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 employe e (or

even a perception that that is the case), the employee will be less motivated.

Second, employe es who feel that they have little chance of promotion are

like ly to have feelings of injustice .  Equity  the ory  (Adams & Freedman,

1976) suggests that feelings of injustice are stimulate d if someone believes

that they receive fewer rewards than others who do comparable work or

produce comparable achie vements. This imbalance would certainly exist in

cases  where an  e mployee  feels  that he or she is preclude d from  career

advance ment.  The se 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 care e r barrie rs pe rsist, re gardle ss of whate ve r obje ctive

improve ments have occurred since the 1960s, organizations may face sig-

nificant risks and inefficiencie s. Moreove r, the opportunitie s inherent in a

more dive rse workforce (R. Thomas, 1990) may be lost if minority employ-

ees do not feel part of and committed to the organization.

Explan ation s for Career Barriers

Explanations vary for lower levels of promotion and constraine d career

patte rns among women and minoritie s. Some would suggest that these pat-

terns can  be  explaine d 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 (Spile rman, 1988) , a smalle r percentage

of both women and Blacks study science and engine ering in colle ge than

White male s (Landis, 1991; Gottfredson, 1992) , and once they are hired

into  companie s, women and minoritie s  are   more often  place d into staff
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rathe r than line jobs (DiTomaso, Thompson, & Blake, 1988) . Many expla-

nations can be made for these patterns, but once they occur the result is

diffe rences in training and experience that affect promotions. Those who

emphasize this explanation imply that the current career patterns are ap-

propriate and justifie d.

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 attribute d to luck (Deaux & Emswiller, 1974) , they

are seen as less competent than men (Heilman, Marte ll, & 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 evaluate d more harshly than White men in performance evaluations

(Kraige r & Ford, 1985; Gutek & Stevens, 1979; Landy & Farr, 1980) , and

positive characte ristics are attribute d less easily to Blacks than to Whites

(Gae rtner & McLaughlin, 1983). These biase s can make it harde r for

women and minoritie s to do well in their jobs and to be recognize d for

their accomplishm ents, and thus  inhibit their managerial careers.  Those

who emphasize this explanation suggest that the current career patte rns

are inappropriate since they result from discrimination against women and

minoritie s.

There is increasing evidence that women and minoritie s 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 themselve s (Marsden, 1988; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1980; Lincoln &

Mille r, 1979) . This well-e stablishe d 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-worke rs than

those in larger groups. This is the situation typically faced by women and

minoritie s 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 the ir immediate work area. In this way, women and minoritie s can

enhance the number of affective ties, but as a result they are more like ly

to have one set of contacts based on work-relate d commonalitie s, and an-

other base d on socio-emotional commonalitie s. 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 “multiple x” than those of women and minoritie s (Ibarra,

1992, 1995) . For these employe es, work-based ties are reinforce d with af-

fective ties.
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Also, since women and minoritie s have to reach far to make contacts

with similar othe rs, those contacts are not like ly to know each othe r. Thus,

the ir networks are often le ss de nse than those of majority e mploye es

(Ibarra, 1993) . Lastly, if we also consider that women and minoritie s are

less often in positions of power, when they do contact each other those

contacts are not like ly to provide access to top echelons of the organization

(Brass, 1985) .

As a result of these structural factors, women and minoritie s are like ly

to have fewer social resources at work. Having fewer ties means that they

are less like ly to have access to information that is disseminated informally,

and lower levels of multiple xity decreases the like lihood of receiving de li-

cate information from work-based ties, such as coaching about corporate

politics, tips on how to adapt to the organization, or information about job

opportunitie s. The probability of having a mentor is also reduced. As D.

Thomas (1989, 1990) has  argue d,  cross-race mentoring  relationships  are

often highly straine d,  and when  the y do exist it is less like ly that these

relationships will be of the deeper type that include s a socio-emotional di-

mension. Thus, minoritie s are less like ly to have mentors at work, and less

like ly to have ones that are effective and enduring. All of these social re-

source s, we know, are as critical to succeeding in organizations as the edu-

cational resources emphasized by human capital theorists. An employe e’s
ability to socialize into organizations (Van Maane n & Sche in, 1979) , learn

the political rope s (Bake r, 1994) , and have mentors and political support

(Kram, 1988) all influence career achievement.

This social structural explanation of career barriers paints a more com-

plicate d and subtle picture   than  the human  capital or  bias  explanations

described above . This perspective acknowle dge s that there might exist for

all people a tendency to inte ract with similar others, even where there is

no animus, stereotyping, or discrimination. Nonethe less, this more innocu-

ous type of preference doe s result in lowered chances of success for those

whose groups are represented in smaller numbers in an organization, and

whose members are   pre dominantly at  lower leve ls in the   hierarchy.  For

these people , natural tende ncie s toward homophily result in the accumu-

lation of fewer social resources.

These three explanations are distinguishe d in orde r to guide the analy-

sis of minority and female career patte rns. However, we must add, they

are not mutually exclusive and inde ed they are highly interrelated. If man-

agers decide not to inve st in women or minoritie s (e.g., training, assignme nt

to key jobs) due to discrimination, or if social network patte rns result in

women and minoritie s  receiving less information and political  or  career

support, then these employe es will continually accumulate less human capi-

tal. These patte rns are illustrate d by a recent study of Asian immigrants
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on high-te ch work teams (Friedman & Krackhardt, 1997). Added invest-

ments in education did not translate into be ing labe led high pote ntial for

Chine se e mploye es, large ly because adde d e ducation did not produce

greater centrality in work team advice networks for these high-te ch em-

ployees. Thus, while human capital is determined by factors exogenous to

the organization for new employe es,3 the accumulation of additional skills

and resources is often highly constraine d for women and minoritie s due to

homophilous social interaction and discrimination.

NETWORK GROUPS

Governmental and managerial policymake rs have focuse d primarily on

the   first two  explanations of  diffe rential career patte rns for women  and

minoritie s—human capital and discrimination. In the U.S., government

policie s have been establishe d to support minority access to higher educa-

tion, and it has been declared illegal to discriminate against women or mi-

noritie s. Most organizatio ns have , in turn, formally establishe d policie s

against discrimination and in favor of “equal opportunity.” Neither, how-

ever, has tried to change the social structural patterns facing women and

minoritie s in the workforce , and, we might add, neither is in much of a

position to reshape social interactions at work. By contrast, women and

minoritie s themselve s can take steps to reshape the ir social networks, and

have begun to do so by forming network groups.

Network groups are associations of minority or female employe es that

exist within organizations. Some are organize d 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 ove r

the weekends every month or two (national meetings might be once a year),

and often include both times for socializing and formal age ndas and pro-

grams (e.g., providing information on financial planning, planning for Black

history month, organizing an inne r city tutoring program, or discussing com-

pany policie s that might be deemed discriminatory). In most cases, White

male employe es 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 de finition elaborate d by Frie dman

(1996a) . First, network groups are organize d based on social identity, such

as gender or ethnicity, and their goals are oriented to the concerns or needs

of employe es from that group. Second, network groups are intraorganiza-
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tional entities. There do exist groups of Black bankers, or female marketers,

but those will not be conside red here since these cross-organizatio nal net-

work groups have a fundam entally diffe rent role to play than inte rnal

groups. Third, network groups are organize d by members rathe r than by

manage ment. Many companie s have minority advisory boards compose d of

selected employees, but these are not network groups. Manage ment may

meet with network groups to discuss issues, but if they form and run the

group themselve s, then it is not a network group. Network groups are self-

controlle d and self-organize d. Finally, network groups are publicly recog-

nize d or formally organ ize d. The fact that the y are an ide ntifiable

organization distinguishe s them from natural social networks that always

exist in organizations.

Historically, network groups first appe ared 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 employe es felt a need to find each other and provide

support  for one anothe r (Friedman & Deinard,  1991). Over time, these

informal groups became more formal, with written mission statements, by-

laws, and rule s for nominating officers. Several other companie s had net-

work groups in the 1970s, including AT&T and DEC. More recently, there

has been a sharp surge in the numbe r of large companie s that have formally

recognize d network groups. A surve y of Fortune and Service 500 companie s

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 surve y of National Black MBA Association mem-

bers reported in this pape r, 34% of responde nts reporte d having network

groups in their companie s. Among those who did not have groups, 82%

said they were conside ring starting network groups at their companie s.

Network groups tend to engage in two kinds of activitie s: se lf-help and

organizational change . Se lf-he lp 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  technique s (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 othe r for information

and advice . Organizational change means doing things to change the way

the organizatio n works and/or people act within the organization. This

might include efforts to institutionalize dive rsity training for employe es, or

efforts to change hiring policie s if they are thought to be biase d. 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 minoritie s 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 othe r, and

create opportunitie s to meet separate ly 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 toge ther and cre-

ating contacts—inherently has an impact on the organizational social struc-

ture experienced by women and minoritie s. At a minimum, network groups

should increase the strength of relationship among women and minoritie s.

It is not like ly that these contacts will e liminate the structural effects of

homophily for women and minoritie s, but we should expect some benefits

from any additions to the social networks of exempt employe es. Assuming

that network groups do not in any way decrease contacts with others (this

possibility is addre ssed be low), these added ties should increase members’
network range , and thus the ir 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 like ly since

these adde d contacts are with people in-group to the network group mem-

ber. As pointed out earlie r, mentor relations are more like ly to occur and

to have socio-e motional elements if they are intrarace rathe r than cross-

race . During one network group’s meetings described by Friedman and Car-

te r (1993) , a young Black manage r at a Fortune 500 company gave a

presentation during a network group meeting, after which a senior Black

manage r from corporate took her aside to provide advice and feedback on

her presentation style. He then found out about her inte rests and career,

and they traded busine ss cards to maintain contact.

Finally, having contacts with othe r women and minoritie s ensures that

an employee can find people with similar experiences if there is a need to

diagnose a proble m related  to be ing female or minority, and figure out

how to manage it. When a problem occurs that might be attribute d to “dis-

crimination ” it is he lpful to have available someone who has faced similar

situations, and perhaps knows the people involve d. This allows the person

to better diagnose the proble m, and thus to generate a more effective and

appropriate response . In this way, network groups can enhance members’
ability to interact effective ly with all employees in an organization, not just

other network group members.

In sum, we expect network groups  to enhance the strength  of  tie s

among women and minoritie s 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 employe es in companie s with net-

work groups will feel more optimistic about their careers.

Hypothesis 2. Employee network groups enhance career optimism by

enhancing access to social resource s (including in-group social support,

mentoring, feedback, and cross-group social ties).

Some concerns  have been expre ssed, however, that  ne twork  groups

may have negative effects on social relations, at least with majority male s.

It is paradoxical to imagine that separation can enhance integration (Fried-

man, 1996a) . For those who believe strongly in assimilation, especially,

separation is antithe tical to the goal of enhancing contacts with the rest of

the organization.  More specifically,  some manage rs have expre ssed con-

cerns that as women and minoritie s 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 studie s of network groups, it appe ars that most

groups meet only occasionally, so it is not like ly to significantly decrease

time spent with others, and the bulk of time for all employe es is still spent

with the ir immediate work colle ague s. Nonetheless, we will also look for

evide nce of greater isolation (from White male employe es) 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 inte ractions.

It is at this leve l—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 othe rs in the organization, or on the ability of network groups to change

the attitude s 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 manage ment about members’ con-

cerns, we might also expe ct network groups to produce positive change s in

the organization. Some network groups have effected changes in hiring or

promotion policie s, encourage d the organization to have diversity training,

or sponsore d events such as celebrations of Black history month. In these
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ways, network groups might be able to reduce organizational and inte rper-

sonal biase s, 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 attitude s are very hard to change . The more

extreme the attitude the more like ly it is that efforts to influe nce them will

actually strengthe n that attitude (She rif & Hovland, 1961) , and people may

not even be able to identify or acknowle dge the ir biases if they are held

unconsciously as assumptions (Taylor & Deaux, 1975; Deaux & Emswiller,

1974) . On an organizational  leve l as well, changing biase s  may  require

whole sale changes in personnel systems or organizational culture , neither

of which is very easy to do no matter who tries to generate the change .

Some surve y results reinforce these concerns. HR managers at Fortune and

Service 500 firms indicate d that they did not see network groups as effective

at either changing discrimination or changing corporate policie s (Friedman

& Carter, 1993) . Inde ed, many did not think that it was appropriate for

network groups to address corporate policie s at all. Thus, we expect that

network groups might have some positive impact on the organizational con-

text, but we expe ct that these effects will be smalle r than the structural

effects of network groups. At the same time, we must conside r the possi-

bility that network groups actually enhan ce discrimination: field interviews

with network group me mbers re veale d conce rns that forming ne twork

groups might lead to backlash and anger by peers and supe riors, 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—both positive and nega-

tive —are summarized in Fig. 1. Although negative effe cts of network

groups are conside red, 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 replie s, out of 2875 mailed.

This 14% return rate was low, but in terms of the key variable —the per-

centage of responde nts that had network groups—they did not differ from

the rate sugge sted by a surve y of Fortune and Service 500 companie s
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(Friedman & Carter, 1993) .4 The mean age of respondents was 35 (SD =

7.08) , the me an number of years with the ir current company was 7.19

(SD = 6.44) , 55% were male, and 95% had a Maste r’s degree. In terms

of organizational leve l, 35% of responde nts identifie d themselve s as indi-

vidual contributors (nonmanage rial) , 31% identified themselve s as manage -

ment, 21% as middle manage ment, and 11% as executive manage ment (2%

did not respond to this que stion).

Each survey include d three sets of question (see Table I). First it in-

clude d que stions  about  demographic information:  where the  responde nt

worked and responde nt’s age, sex, education, years in company, and rank.

Second, the surve y include d que stions about network groups. Responde nts

were asked a simple factual que stion: was there a network group at the ir

company. If they had a network group, they were aske d additional ques-

tions about what the ir network groups was most effective at doing. Third,

the surve y include d attitude que stions that were created to assess respon-

dents’ perceptions about their careers, jobs, and relationships at work. Re-

sponde nts were asked to assess, on a 5-point Likert scale, whether they

agre ed or disagreed with statements about these topics. Two questions that

relate d to career progre ss were combined to produce a scale that we have

Fig. 1. Effects of network groups on career optimism.
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labe led “Career Optimism” (Alpha = .69) . This was used as the depende nt

variable in our primary analysis for this paper. Given the anonymity of re-

sponses to our surve y, it was not possible to conduct follow-up surve ys to

assess actual career progress. Moreove r, we be lieve that responde nts can

make reasonable judgme nts about the ir career progress, and, more impor-

tantly, employees’ perception s are just as important as what eventually hap-

pened. It is perceptions of  one ’s  situation, according to  e xpectancy and

equity theory, that affect motivation and feelings of justice .

Six other attitude questions were used in this analysis. Responde nts

were aske d about the strength of the ir ties with Black employe es, as well

as the degree to which the ir “strongest support” came from othe r Black

employees. The second que stion is closely relate d to the first one , but

also represents the relative strength of support from Blacks and White s in

the organization. Someone might respond strongly to this statement eithe r

because they have very strong ties to other Blacks, or because they have

very weak ties with White s. Thus, high scores on this que stion could be

an indicator of isolation from White s. Responde nts were also aske d two

questions about mentors. O ne simply asked if they had a  mentor. The

second aske d if it was difficult for a White manage r to be a mentor. The

latter que stion is also relevant to the question of isolation: if mentors are

more available due to network groups, but Blacks’ ability to  work with

Table I. Variables

Company characteristics

Network Has a network group
Employe es 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 face d 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 me ntor
Support My strongest support comes from African-Americans

Ties I maintain extensive ties with African-American employee s
throughout the company

Career optimism I am satisfied with my care er progress
(alpha= .69) I expect to move higher in the company in the near future
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White mentors is decreased, that would be an indication of isolation. Re-

sponde nts were also aske d whe ther they expe rience d discrimination at

work and whether they received feedback about the ir work. These que s-

tions allowe d for an analysis of many, but not all, aspe cts of the model

shown in Fig. 1.

For all analyse s, the five demographic factors were included. No predic-

tions were made about the effects of these variable s, 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 companie s for which respondents worked could be matched with companie s

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 variable s in the model would severely reduce the number of usable

responses in our analysis, we did not include these variables again. Variable s

are listed in Table I. Means, SD, and correlation tables for all variable s used in

the analyse s are in Table II.

Analys is

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, mode l 3. Controlling for responde nt characteristics,

network groups do significan tly increase career optim ism , providing support

for Hypothesis 1. Several of the controls were also significant. Those who

were at highe r leve ls in the company were more satisfie d with the ir career

progre ss, while those who were older and had been at their company longer

(controlling for level in the company) were less satisfie d.

After establishing the overall effect of network groups, we investigated

more close ly their particular effects. We wante d 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 analyse s followed the method propose d by

Baron and Kenny (1986) for identifying mediating effects. Having estab-

lishe d 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 IV shows the results of regression models that examine the im-

pact of network groups on social structure and discrimination, controlling
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for responde nt characteristics. Network groups had a positive impact on

ties with other African-American employe es, as was expe cted, 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’ stronge st support comes from othe r Blacks, and it decreased

the feeling that it is hard for White s to serve as mentors. These findings

provide mixed results regarding the que stion of enhance d 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 leave s open the possibility that Blacks be-

come more isolated from Whites as a result of the formation of network

groups. However the question about difficultie s 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 Hypothe sis 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 alte rnative Hypothe sis 4.

The discrimination finding is not surprising. We were not very confide nt

that network groups would have an impact on the organization. Note, how-

ever, that network groups appare ntly do not make matters worse—there

is no indication of any increase in discrimination due to network groups as

might be expe cted 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-e ffect may indicate that the greater social support that is

being received due to network groups is not coming from those who are

Table IV. The Relationship Between Network Groups and Mediating Variablesa

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 .112* ¯.054

Years in co. .056 .007 ¯.185** .240*** .146* ¯.067
Level in co. .138* .018 .235*** ¯.095+

¯.052 .132*

Ne twork group .223*** .212*** .127* ¯.100* ¯.042 .024
Adjusted R2 .065*** .041** .091*** .046*** .058*** .008

aModels report standardized betas.
+ p £ .10.

*p £ .05.

**p £ .01.

***p £ .001.
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in a position to provide feedback about performance on the job, perhaps

due to the fact that the adde d 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 variable s to mode l 3 (see Table III), to find out if this

would eliminate the effect of network group on career optimism. As seen

in mode l 5, the addition of this block did eliminate the significance of net-

work groups. Among these variable s, 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 introduce d each of these variable s into the mode l separate ly

to examine the ir effects on the significance of network groups. The two

factors which, alone , eliminate d 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) eliminate d the significance of network

groups in the mode l. In the final mode l (model 12 of Table III), these two

factors—mentor and difficultie s with White mentor—are include d together.

This produce d the lowest coefficient for network group, and significant ef-

fects for both mentoring-re late d variable s.

We conclude from our analysis that network groups do have a positive

impact on Black employees, at least as indicate d by the ir expressed satis-

faction with the ir career progress. More specifically, network groups have

an impact on the social structure of organizations. Those  with  network

groups have more ties with othe r African-Ame ricans, they have more sup-

port from mentors, and they are better able to work with White mentors.

However, network groups do not appe ar to affect job feedback, as we had

expected. We were also surprise d 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 enable s ne twork groups to enhance caree r optimism for African-

American manage rs. Having more ties with other Blacks is positive ly cor-

relate d with mentoring (see Table II),5 but it is mentoring, not ties with

other Blacks, that mediate s the relationship between network groups and

career optimism. Finally, we found that feelings of discrimination did have
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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 attitude s.

DISCUSSION

The recent rapid  expansion of network groups represents a shift in

approach to minority and female caree r achie ve ment and satisfaction.

While companie s are not necessarily backing away from affirmative action

or attitude training, the network group alte rnative recognizes that signifi-

cant constraints exist for women or minoritie s—even those who get access

to jobs and who face attitude s that are more accepting than in the past.

These constraints occur because of the natural tendency of most people to

interact more comfortably with othe rs who are like themselves in significant

ways. Network groups do not eliminate these tendencies, but try to draw

as much as possible on the pote ntial benefits of within-group ties in an

organization. Network groups are designed to he lp 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 biase s  still exist, and that  educational

diffe rentials are still a proble m. Nonethe less, there is something to be

gained from taking steps to enhance the social resource s of women and

minoritie s in organizations.

This approach to enhancing career achievement, at least in the eyes

of a sample of African-Ame rican manage rs, appe ars to be effective. The

analysis reporte d in this pape r indicate s that Blacks who are in companie s

that have network groups  are more optimistic about the ir careers than

those who are in companie s 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 the ir career development, and enhance their ability to work

well with White mentors.

Howeve r, network groups do not provide membe rs 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 limite d to reshaping patte rns

of social inte raction and gaining social support, rather than creating any

whole sale 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 companie s sugge sted that network groups were

1172 Friedman , Kane, and Cornfield



effective at providing social support for members, but relative ly ineffective

at shaping policie s or fighting discrimination. Conversely, network groups

enhance ties among Black employe es, but this alone does not enhance ca-

reer optimism for Black employees. The benefit of enhance d contacts with

other Blacks is, again, through mentoring. Those who have more contact

with othe r African-Americans (which is enhance d by network groups) are

more like ly 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 “multiple xity”).

The analysis also indicate s that some of the negative effects of network

groups, feared by some observers of network groups, occur at only minimal

leve ls, if at all. Network groups clearly do not enhance feelings of discrimi-

nation among Black employe es. If we can assume that they would notice

negative feelings generated by backlash at network groups, it appe ars that

fears of backlash are not warranted. There is some indication, however,

that network groups may increase isolation of Blacks from Whites, but the

evide nce for this effect is mixed and unclear in this data. On balance , then,

network groups are a positive force in the eyes of Black manage rs.

Limitation s of the Study

This study include s the first quantitative analysis of network groups, and

thus provide s key insights into the effects of network groups. However, we

should be clear that the study has several weaknesses. First, the response rate

is relative ly low, providing some concerns about the representative ness of the

sample . This is a proble m 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, give n that network groups are relative ly unobtrusive in

most organizations and relative ly costless, and given the fact that our sample

is certain to include both effective and ine ffective network groups,6 we would

argue that even small positive effects are noteworthy. Finally, we would even-

tually like to have data on actual promotion rates and career achie vement.

However, given the difficulty of obtaining such data we belie ve that measures
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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 the ir own right. For

Black employees to have added hope and optimism is a positive step, and one

that can immediate ly he lp an organization.
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