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This article seeks to clarify the role of race and social networks in job turnover. Analyses using the person-
nel records of roughly 300 entry level workers in a private organization investigate the extent to which social net-
works in the job attainment process affect turnover. Specifically, I examine what occurs when the social network
contact is from inside versus outside of the company, when the contact is white or minority, and when a contact
and applicant share a race or when they do not. Referrals from current employee contacts reduce voluntary
turnover while referrals from nonemployees do not provide a turnover advantage. White and minority contacts
yield similar levels of job turnover and both generate lower levels of turnover than noncontacts, a finding that
lends partial support to social capital theory. Finally, I find modest support for homophily theory; compared to
race-mismatched contact-applicant dyads, race-matched dyads have lower levels of voluntary turnover but simi-
lar levels of involuntary turnover. The results illustrate the lasting effects of race-based social networks. I propose
suggestions for designing research that can further our understanding of the mechanisms allegedly at work in
the race, social network, and job turnover relationship. Keywords: homophily theory, job turnover, race, social
capital theory, social networks. 

 

In recent years, major advances in the literature on race and labor market networks have
involved discussions of the effects of race-based social networks on job-finding (Braddock and
McPartland 1987; Elliott 1999, 2000, 2001; Elliott and Sims 2001; Fernandez and Fernandez-
Mateo 2006; Mouw 2003; Newman 1999; Royster 2003; Wilson 1996) and pay outcomes
(Aguilera and Massey 2003; Bridges and Villemez 1986; Elliott 1999; Elliott and Sims 2001;
Falcón 1995; Green, Tigges, and Diaz 1999; Mier and Golith 1985;

 

 

 

Seidel, Polzer, and Stewart
2000).

 

1

 

 With some exceptions, researchers have given insufficient consideration to the role of
race-based networks and job turnover. Rather than view turnover as a function of social net-
works, most research views job turnover as a function of external labor market factors (e.g.,
unemployment rates) and job factors (e.g., pay) (Blau and Kahn 1981; Merrilees 1981; Simon
and Warner 1992; for an exception, see Aguilera 2003). So while we know the general impor-
tance of race-based social networks for understanding race inequality in job attainment and
pay, we know little about the influence of race-based networks on job turnover. 

This gap in knowledge is surprising given that social network ties can affect job turnover.
For example, voluntary turnover can occur when workers are not socially integrated at work
(Sørensen 2004). Involuntary turnover is partly a function of a worker’s poor job perfor-
mance or limited knowledge of job expectations and poor employer-worker communication.

 

1. By race-based social networks, I mean social networks that account for the race of one or both of the network
participants. 
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Network ties have the potential to reduce these problems by facilitating worker-manager
relationships, disseminating norms of appropriate job behavior, and providing the basis for
friendship ties at work. 

The role of race and social networks in job turnover has broader implications for workplace
inequality because racial segregation stems from who enters 

 

and

 

 who leaves a workplace. Thus,
a focus on the latter can inform policies meant to reduce segregation. For example, if workers
leave a workplace because they lack post-hire access to workplace resources, policies that
ensure one race does not control access to resources and, in turn, distribute them to their gen-
erally same-race network ties can lower segregation. Turnover may stem from the lack of work-
place friendship ties like those that typically form between individuals who share a race or
ethnicity. If this is the case, programs that foster friendship ties between workers of all races can
reduce turnover and lower segregation. On the other hand, if job turnover is independent of
the race of the network dyad, policies to curb segregation may need to focus their attention on
the post-hire dynamics between employers and workers. 

With these matters in mind, the purpose of this article is to consider the combined role of
race and social networks in job turnover. I study a research setting that is well suited for iden-
tifying and empirically testing the relationship between race-based networks and turnover.
Within this setting, I analyze unique data on voluntary and involuntary turnover among
white and minority workers in an entry level position over a 32-month period. Analyses
address three questions: (1) How do social networks in general affect job turnover?; (2) To
what extent do social network ties operate differently for white and minority contacts?; and
(3) How does the race of both social network participants—contacts and their applicants—
affect job turnover? 

The answers to these research questions have empirical implications for how we study
the social network-job turnover link and theoretical implications for understanding how
social networks maintain workplace racial segregation. Because this is one of only a few stud-
ies to explicitly examine the link between race-based networks and job turnover, it also
serves as a guide for designing broader-focused research that can identify the mechanisms
alleged to be at work at the intersection of social networks and race in the labor market. 

In the sections that follow, I briefly review research examining the effects of race-based
social networks on job-finding and pay and the general effects of social networks on job turn-
over. Next I discuss two mechanisms that explain the predominant finding that social net-
works lower turnover. Following this I draw on social capital and homophily theories to bring
into focus the connection between race, network factors, and job turnover. Results demon-
strate that referrals from current employees reduce voluntary turnover while referrals from
nonemployees do not provide a turnover advantage. White and minority contacts yield simi-
lar levels of job turnover, but both generate lower levels of turnover than noncontacts.
Finally, race-matched contact-applicant dyads have lower levels of voluntary turnover than
race-mismatched dyads, but matched and mismatched dyads have similar levels of involun-
tary turnover. I discuss the implications of results for our understanding of the racialized
dynamics of social networks at work. In the conclusion I offer suggestions for designing
research that can further our understanding of the intersection of race, social networks, and
turnover.

 

Race and Social Networks in the Labor Market

 

Networks, Job-Finding, and Pay

 

The concept of social networks has become increasingly central to researchers who study
race and the labor market (Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo 2006). A common organizational
practice—employers’ use of informal referrals from current employees and others outside of
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the company to locate workers—provides key insight into the concept of social networks in
the labor market. Broadly speaking, social networks affect hire outcomes and post-hire out-
comes such as job reward, job performance, satisfaction, and turnover (for a review, see Gra-
novetter 1995). Within this broad body of research on social networks are studies illustrating
how race matters in the informal referral process. For example, researchers have studied how
job seekers’ and employers’ informal referral use during the hiring process affects white and
minority job attainment. Most recently, Roberto M. Fernandez and Isabella Fernandez-Mateo
(2006) concluded that race-based networks did not encumber minority employment in the
company they studied. Their conclusion stands in contrast to the research findings of Jomils
H. Braddock and James M. McPartland (1987), James H. Johnson, Water C. Farrell, and Jennifer
A. Stoloff (2000), Deirdre A. Royster (2003), and William J. Wilson (1996) who all found that
network referrals use in the job search process limits minorities’ job prospects. 

Others have studied the extent to which race-based referrals affect pay outcomes. Find-
ings from this body of work are also mixed. Some found that minority contacts lower the
annual earnings of black, Latino, and Asians under certain conditions and in particular set-
tings (Elliott 1999; Elliott and Sims 2001; Falcón 1995; Falcón and Melendez 2001; Green,
Tigges, and Diaz 1999; Korenman and Turner 1996; Mier and Giloth 1985). Marc-David L.
Seidel, Jeffrey T. Polzer, and Katherine J. Stewart (2000) found that social network use
increased the earnings of high technology workers and that social network ties could fully
explain the negative association between minority status and salary increase. Some found an
association between weak social ties and higher earnings for white women, black men, and
Latino men relative to white men (Smith 2005) and for undocumented and documented
Mexican migrants (Aguilera and Massey 2003). Despite discrepant findings and regardless of
the setting, the two bodies of research point to the significance of race-based social networks
in the labor market.

 

Networks and Job Turnover

 

A brief review of the research on the effects of informal referral networks on job turn-
over highlights the advantages of referrals over nonreferrals. To begin, workers who obtained
their jobs through an informal social network tie had lower involuntary and voluntary job
turnover than those who obtained their jobs via other means (Coverdill 1998; Datcher 1983;
Kirnan, Farley, and Geisinger 1989; Sicilian 1995; Simon and Warner 1992). Emilio J. Castilla
(2005) found higher rates of turnover among referred call center employees whose referrer
left the company than among referrals whose referrer stayed. Finally, Katherine Neckerman
and Roberto M. Fernandez (2003) found no difference in turnover rates between referrals
and nonreferrals, but that “claimed” network referrals, those whose contact filed paperwork
with the employee referral program in the hopes of collecting a referral bonus, had lower
turnover than “unclaimed” referrals and nonreferrals.

 

 

 

Researchers have theorized a number of mechanisms to explain the predominant finding
that social networks generate lower turnover (e.g., Coverdill 1998; Fernandez, Castilla, and
Moore 2000). Two mechanisms provide key insight into this process: (1) the information
mechanism, and (2) the social enrichment mechanism. Regarding the former, researchers
have argued that referrals should have lower turnover than nonreferrals because personal
networks transmit information that improves worker-job match quality (Neckerman and
Fernandez 2003), including information that does not necessarily circulate through formal
channels (Powell and Smith-Doerr 1994). With respect to the latter mechanism, referral hir-
ing can improve the post-hire experiences of referrals because referring employees ease new
workers’ transition to the job; they mentor new workers, give them social support, feedback,
advice, and informally train them (Coverdill 1998; Fernandez et al. 2000). Accordingly, com-
pared to nonreferrals, referrals tend be socialized faster, better trained, more fully integrated
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at work, and have a more positive work attitude, all of which minimize turnover (Castilla
2005; Reichers 1987). Drawing on this body of literature, I hypothesize:

 

Hypothesis 1:

 

 Network referrals will yield lower turnover than noncontact recruitment methods. 

 

“Racialized” Social Networks and Job Turnover

 

For the most part, the job turnover literature is silent on the racial composition of the
contact-applicant dyad, yet two major theories—social capital and homophily theory—shed
light on why a specific focus on the racial composition of members of the referral network is
necessary, especially when studying job turnover. I discuss these theories below and begin
with the premise that the social setting in which network connections take place will affect
the extent to which the theories hold true. The theories are most applicable in the “typical”
work setting, one in which race/ethnic minorities are a numerical minority (Reskin, McBrier,
and Kmec 1999) and whites are in positions of decision-making power (Smith 2002). In the
conclusion, I speculate how social networks might operate differently across settings. 

 

Social Capital Theory 

 

Differences in the activation of social ties and access to workplace resources because of
one’s race/ethnicity offer insight into how workplace social networks may not operate the
same for white and minority contacts (Lin 2001; Newman 1999; Smith 2005). 

 

Social Capital Activation.

 

Ordinarily a job seeker with an inside contact mentions that
name as a way to “score points” with the employer and typically the applicant can count on
the employee contact to be a trustworthy “gatekeeper” on his or her behalf (Kasinitz and
Rosenberg 1996). A job seeker’s ability to count on this assistance depends on the race of
their contact because job contacts perceive that their race matters in the referral process. For
example, black men in Royster’s (2003) study told their referrals to downplay their social
connections within the company whereas white contacts told their referrals to explicitly
mention them. Similarly, the black men in Susan S. Smith’s (2005) study passed along infor-
mation about job openings to other job seekers but specifically asked the job seeker 

 

not 

 

to
mention the social tie between them. The men in both settings explained that by distancing
themselves from job applicants, they could avoid harm to their reputation (and possible job
loss) if their referral performed poorly. Some minority workers in Katherine Newman’s
(1999) and Smith’s (2005) samples were so fearful of tarnishing their reputations with a bad
referral that they sometimes denied job-seeking assistance to job seekers in their social net-
work. Other times, the low income black workers in Smith’s (2005) study passed along faulty
information about job openings to applicants who they viewed as “unworthy” of the job.
White men in these settings who offered referrals did not fear stigmatization nor did they
worry about paying a high “price” if they offered a “bad” referral so they were more likely to
align themselves with their referral once hired. The contact-applicant distancing between
minority contacts and their referrals is likely to continue post-hire, even if in the short term,
while the referral “proves” his or her job ability.

 

2

 

 Thus, a worker referred by a minority may
fail to receive invaluable early interaction with his or her contact. 

 

2. Of course, once a contact can observe his or her referral’s job performance, the fear of reputation harm and dis-
tancing would dissipate if the referral performed well but distancing would continue if the referral performed poorly.
Since some contacts will change their behavior toward their referral based on his or her job performance, the effect of
this process for minorities magnifies the importance of the initial match which I cannot observe with these data. Conse-
quently, I can only provide a conservative test of this distancing process.
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Resource Access. 

 

White and minority contacts also have different access to resources at
work. Workplace race segregation separates whites into positions of greater workplace power
and authority than minorities (Smith 2002). As a result, whites have greater access to influential
coworkers and are better able to mobilize decision-making networks at work than minorities.
Connections to influential coworkers serve one especially well post-hire because ties to those in
power can help a worker avoid bureaucratic red tape, connect a worker to high-level people
within the company, and help a worker gain recognition and promotion (McGuire 1999). 

According to social capital theory, the underlying mechanisms that reduce turnover are
the post-hire access to workplace resources and connections that stem from being referred.
Because whites do not fear losing their job if they provide a poor referral and they tend to
have access to workplace information, advice, and resources, white contacts are better able to
pass on such benefits to their applicants compared to minority contacts. Consequently, work-
ers referred by whites should be well connected—a factor that translates into lower turnover.
Keeping in mind the idea that some contact with an employee is still better than none, I
hypothesize:

 

Hypothesis 2:

 

 Regardless of their race, workers referred by a white contact will have the lowest turn-
over levels. Minority contacts will generate the second lowest levels of turnover. Noncontact
recruitment methods will yield the highest levels of turnover. 

 

Homophily Theory 

 

Post-hire social enrichment may also reduce job turnover. Namely, a worker who is
socially integrated at work may not be likely to quit or be fired. Homophily theory speaks to
the social enrichment aspect of turnover and maintains that social similarity eases communi-
cation, fosters trust, and strengthens personal bonds (Kanter 1977; Lincoln and Miller 1979;
McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). In addition, the theory predicts that information
transmitted between socially similar individuals differs in quality and content than informa-
tion passed between dissimilar pairs. Consistent with homophily theory, researchers have
found that compared to cross-race ties, same-race/ethnic ties tend to involve expressive ties
that include the exchange of friendship and social support and enhance an individual’s sense
of workplace identity (Kram 1988; Mollica, Gray, and Treviño 2003; Shah and Dirks 2003;
South et al. 1982). Same race/ethnic ties also provide individuals with the psychosocial sup-
port, confirmation, personal feedback, and the kind of friendships that tie people to work
(Kram and Isabella 1985; Thomas and Gabarro 1999; South et al. 1982). 

If race/ethnic homogeneity strengthens the bonds of social support and produces rich
ties, which in turn facilitate the flow of information, cooperation, and commitment (Brass
1984; Jehn and Shah 1997), workers referred to their jobs by a contact who shares their race/eth-
nicity (contact-applicant race matching) should have the lowest levels of turnover. 

Network ties between race-mismatched pairs also produce connections that can affect
job turnover. The ties that form between race-mismatched pairs may be a conduit for the
exchange of basic job information as opposed to the detailed job advice that often passes
between members of the same race (Royster 2003). Thus, a worker with a network tie to
someone outside of his or her race has some advantage in terms of job knowledge over some-
one without a network tie, but he or she does not have the same rich tie advantage that race
matched pairs have.

 

3

 

 In light of social network theory and what we know about the effects of
network ties in the job turnover process, I hypothesize:

 

3. Liu and Duff (1972) offer a complementary interpretation of homophily theory. They explained that homophil-
ous ties limit the transmission of new information but that heterophilous ties allow new ideas to enter homophilous
networks. In this case, their theory implies that same-race ties will limit the amount of information exchanged between
same race individuals but that a network tie with someone outside of one’s race introduces new information into the
exchange between race-matched dyads. 
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Hypothesis 3:

 

 Regardless of the race of the pair, turnover will be the lowest when a contact and appli-
cant share a race. Race-mismatched contact-applicant dyads will generate the second lowest levels
of turnover. Noncontact recruitment methods will yield the highest levels of turnover. 

 

Table 1 summarizes the hypothesized relationships, the theories guiding the hypotheses,
along with the alleged mechanisms linking race, social networks, and job turnover.

 

Data and Methods

 

Research Setting

 

I draw on data from the personnel records of one U.S. branch of a private, multi-site
research firm (hereafter Resco). Businesses hire Resco to conduct survey research on a vari-
ety of topics. Resco is regulated by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)
and has an equal opportunity policy, an equal opportunity office, an affirmative action plan,
as well as diversity training programs for management and employees. In addition, the
company engages in formal, systematic hiring practices. The branch I study employs
roughly 80 part-time and 30 full-time employees yearly. During the period I study, managers
were, on average, predominantly male (67 percent) and white (60 percent). The hiring man-
ager at the branch I study is a white female. Because of the wide range of the company’s sur-
vey research specialty areas, they experience few to no “down times” (e.g., no slack times as
contracts for surveys diminish) that would result in high levels of turnover. 

 

Table 1 •

 

Summary of Predicted Relationships 

 

Hypothesized Relationships Theory Underlying Theoretical Mechanisms

 

H1:

 

 Referrals will yield lower

turnover than noncontact

recruitment methods.

Social network

theory

• personal networks transmit information 

that improves worker-job match quality 

• contacts mentor referrals, give them social 

support, feedback, advice, and informally 

train them 

• referrals are socialized faster, better trained, 

and more integrated at work than non-

referrals

 

H2:

 

 Regardless of their race, workers 

referred by a white contact will have 

the lowest turnover levels. Minority 

contacts will generate the second 

lowest levels of turnover. Noncontact 

recruitment methods will yield the 

highest levels of turnover. 

Social capital 

theory

• because they do not suffer from reputation 

loss if they refer a poorly performing appli-

cant, white contacts do not distance them-

selves from their referrals post-hire

• white contacts have access to influential job 

ties and relevant job information

 

H3:

 

 Regardless of the race of the pair, 

turnover will be the lowest when a 

contact and applicant share a race. 

Race-mismatched contact-applicant 

dyads will generate the second low-

est levels of turnover. Noncontact 

recruitment methods will yield the 

highest levels of turnover. 

Homophily 

theory

• race-matched ties involve the exchange of 

expressive friendship ties that enrich an 

applicant’s post-hire work experiences

• friendship ties facilitate information flow, 

cooperation, and commitment

• race-mismatched ties foster basic, instru-

mental ties that do not necessarily translate 

into the enrichment of work experiences or 

a rich information flow
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The data I use track workers in the job of research associate (hereafter RA), Resco’s main
entry level job. The job of RA is primarily a part-time, hourly position. Despite its part-time
status, the job of RA is on a ladder that leads to more permanent, higher-paying positions
within the company. The primary task of RAs is to survey individuals over the telephone
about a range of topics. The company requires that RAs have a high school degree or equiva-
lent, superior reading skills, a polished vocabulary, and experience administering computer-
ized surveys. New hires into the position receive paid training and must pass performance
tests. I examine turnover among 283 RAs employed in the company between January 2002
and August 2004. During this time, 9 percent of RAs left Resco voluntarily and 8 percent
were fired and the job was roughly 80 percent white. 

The company has an economic incentive to keep RA turnover at a minimum; the human
resource director of the company indicated that every year Resco spends an average of
$125,000 on RA recruitment, $7,000 on RA screening, and an additional $42,000 on RA
training. RAs also have an incentive to work at Resco. First, the human resource director
explained that the biggest draw of the job is its self-scheduling; as long as they work 20 hours
per week, RAs determine their own weekly schedules. Second, because the company con-
tracts with high-profile clients and has a respected national reputation, working there is a
résumé builder. Third, during the period I study, the city in which Resco was located had an
average unemployment rate of roughly 2.5 percent 

 

more

 

 than the state unemployment rate
(Housing and Urban Development 2006), which suggests that opportunities for leaving Resco
for another job in the local labor market were low. In fact, when they voluntarily left the
company, Resco asked workers the main reason for their departure and only one RA in the
sample identified “found another job” as a reason for his departure. Fourth, the company’s
human resource director noted that Resco’s hourly pay rates for RA positions are higher than
most other company’s pay levels but can appear low relative to telemarketers, a somewhat
comparable job, because telemarketers can earn commission and RAs cannot. 

Resco is an ideal setting for answering my research question for several theoretical and
practical reasons. First, Resco maintains a nearly complete database of RA job applicants and
hires over 32 months—long enough to observe routine turnover. Second, this database con-
tains information about the race and sex of the applicant, recorded by the company for pur-
poses of annual reporting to the EEOC. In addition, it contains information on 

 

how 

 

an
applicant contacted the company (e.g., in response to a newspaper advertisement, through
an employment agency, through a referral from a current employee, etc.). Data on hires’
demographic information and how they contacted the company over time are very rare, thus
these data offer a glimpse of generally unobserved processes. Third, all RAs are required to
have at least a high school degree and all receive the same amount of paid job training so the
data thereby control for any differences in job training on turnover. Fourth, the data come
from company records, which others have noted (e.g., Sicherman 1996), are a more accurate
record of hire dates than individuals’ responses. 

 

Dependent Variable

 

The outcome of interest is job turnover. Specifically, the dependent variable is a combi-
nation of the observed duration until departure from Resco or censoring and an indicator of
whether an RA exited Resco during the 32-month observation period. I model general turn-
over, but in addition, distinguish between involuntary (i.e., being fired) and voluntary exits
(i.e., quitting). When Chi-square tests indicate that the coefficients are equal across involun-
tary and voluntary turnover events, I interpret the pooled turnover results. I acknowledge
the possible variation in how truly “voluntary” turnover is. Some seemingly “voluntary”
turnover could actually represent involuntary turnover if an RA quits a job they expect to be
fired from (Dwyer 2004). As such, these data may understate the extent to which involun-
tary turnover occurs. 
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Independent Variable: Recruitment Method 

 

Models include a dummy variable indicating how applicants first contacted Resco. Cate-
gories of this variable are as follows: 

1.

 

Inside contact

 

 denotes the use of a current employee contact. In some models I differ-
entiate between race-matched inside contacts (i.e., white contact and white applicant,
black contact and black applicant, Hispanic contact and Hispanic applicant) and race-
mismatched inside contacts (i.e., white contact and minority applicant, minority con-
tact white applicant); 

2.

 

Outside contact

 

 denotes the use of a referral from someone 

 

not

 

 currently employed by
the company. Included in this category of the dichotomous variable are those referred
by friends, applicants referred by former employees, and individuals with a family tie
to the company; 

3.

 

Noncontact recruitment method 

 

denotes use of a recruitment source that does not involve
a personal contact. Included in this category of the dichotomous variable are: walk-in
applicants, former workers who reapplied via walk-in; individuals who approached
the company in response to a newspaper advertisement, through use of an employ-
ment coach, in response to a help wanted sign, in response to a job fair, an employment
guide, a listing in the yellow pages, in response to a TV or Internet advertisement, those
who used an employment agency, and who were referred by the Department of
Labor, a community service agency, or school. 

 

Control Variables

 

Worker Demographics.

 

To control for potentially higher rates of turnover among women
compared to men (Sicherman 1996), models include a dichotomous variable denoting a
worker’s sex (female = 1; male = 0). Models include dichotomous variables denoting worker’s
race/ethnicity: white (58 percent), black (27 percent), Hispanic (15 percent). I combined
black and Hispanic RAs into one group called “minority” in regression analyses because dif-
ferences between them were not statistically significant. Finally, I include a measure of
worker age in years at the time of hire and its square term. To capture any differences in the
effect of age on turnover for members of different race and sex groups, in supplementary
analyses I allowed the effect of age to vary for women and men and whites and minorities.
The effect of age on turnover is similar for whites and minorities and women and men so the
final model excludes these age interactions. 

 

RA Level Upon Entry. 

 

Applicants can apply for one of four RA levels, depending on their
experience. Starting hourly pay varies across RA level in the following manner: RA1 ($7.50),
RA2 ($8.00), RA3 ($8.50), RA4 ($9.00) (wages reported in 2002 dollars). Models include a
dichotomous variable coded 1 if a worker joined Resco at the lowest RA level and 0 other-
wise. Seventy-three percent of RAs entered at the first level (RA1). Including a continuous
RA level variable in models in place of this dichotomous variable did not change substantive
results. An interaction between age and level at entry was not significant in supplementary
models.

 

Methods of Analysis

 

I estimate Cox proportional hazard models to investigate the effects of predictor variables
on job turnover. Cox proportional hazard models are appropriate because many cases are
right censored; workers could have left Resco after August 2004, the last date of observation
in the data set, but I am unable to measure those exits (Allison 1995). To capture differences
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in the effects of predictor variables on voluntary versus involuntary turnover when statistical
tests indicate there is a difference in the types of turnover, I perform a competing risk analy-
sis. Competing risks analysis allows for the possibility that the effects of covariates differ for
voluntary and involuntary turnover (Allison 1995). Competing risks analysis is appropriate
in this case because if a person is fired, they are no longer at risk of quitting; the two out-
comes are competing risks. For example, if an employee quits in her seventh month, she is
treated as experiencing the event in the seventh month in the analysis of voluntary turnover
and she is censored at the seventh month in the analysis of involuntary turnover. Chi-square
statistics suggests that the coefficients are not equal across some event types.

 

4

 

I deleted 24 cases with missing data or ambiguously coded values of the dependent vari-
able. I dropped an additional 33 cases missing on recruitment method, the primary indepen-
dent variable of interest.

 

5

 

 I also dropped 28 RAs who were referred by an insider whose race
was unknown.

 

6

 

 Because data are missing due mainly to record keeping error, I have reason
to suspect they are missing at random.

 

Models

 

In all models, the reference category for the set of recruitment variables is a “noncontact”
recruit—someone who joined Resco through any method that did not involve a network
contact. To accurately test my hypotheses, I also perform statistical tests to determine if cate-
gories of the recruitment variable dummy variables differ significantly from one another. To
address my first research question—“How do social networks in general affect job turn-
over?”—the first model includes worker characteristics (race, sex, age, RA level at entry) and
separate dichotomous variables for: (1) inside contact, and (2) outside contact. 

The second model tests the research question—“To what extent do social network ties
operate differently for white and minority contacts?”—and includes worker characteristics
and separate dichotomous variables denoting: (1) white contact, (2) minority contact, and
(3) outside contact. 

To test my third research question—“How does the race of both social network partici-
pants affect job turnover?”—the third model includes controls for worker characteristics and
separate dichotomous variables for: (1) inside contact-applicant race match, (2) inside contact-
applicant race mismatch, and (3) outside contact. 

 

Study Design Limitations

 

Before presenting results, a discussion of data limitations is warranted. Like most
researchers, I cannot include specific information about what a contact did for his or her
referral (e.g., acted as an intermediary between the employer and applicant, put in a
“good word” for the applicant, etc.), or how a contact and applicant interacted post-hire.

 

4.  To ensure that coefficient variation across different turnover types is not the result of random variation, I esti-
mated three models: (1) pooled turnover, (2) voluntary turnover, and (3) involuntary turnover. I summed the values of
the 

 

−

 

2 log likelihood for the voluntary and involuntary turnover models then subtracted the summed value from the
value for the pooled turnover to generate a test statistic to test significance in model differences. 

5.  RAs missing values of the dependent variable were mainly female (63 percent), had an average age of 31, were
overwhelmingly entry level (79 percent), and one-fifth were race/ethnic minorities. They were mostly recruited by out-
siders (42 percent), followed by noncontact methods (24 percent) and race-matched insider referrals (21 percent). Of
those with missing data on recruitment method, 58 percent were female, 40 percent minority, and their average age was
29. They were also mostly entry level RAs (63 percent). Since RA race and position upon entry are not related to volun-
tary or involuntary turnover, this missing data is not likely to significantly affect results. Likewise, since most RAs miss-
ing a turnover value were recruited by outsider referrals and outsider referrals do not affect turnover, these missing
cases are not likely to significantly change results. 

6.  Including these 28 cases as a category of the primary independent variable did not affect substantive results. I
omitted them because their inclusion in models complicates a test of contact-applicant race matching. 
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Consequently, a slope on the “inside referral” variable will represent an average effect across
various conditions, some of which are likely to enhance post-hire outcomes and some of
which will not (see Coverdill 1998). Data on the frequency of post-hire contact-applicant
interactions, whether the pair worked in close proximity, or whether their interactions facili-
tated socialization would shed additional light on the mechanisms linking race, social net-
works, and turnover. 

Data restrictions limit my analysis to entry level workers. Although social networks are
especially relevant for turnover in entry level jobs where low extrinsic rewards may lead
workers to seek social satisfaction through social connections on the job (Kanter 1977), social
networks may matter differently for turnover in managerial or professional jobs. Pay or
workplace authority may reduce the importance of social ties for affecting turnover among
managerial or professional workers. Thus, social networks may be loosely connected to turn-
over among high-level workers. 

Using data from a single company also restricts my ability to generalize the findings to
other organizational settings, especially mixed race settings or ones where minorities are a
numerical majority or they hold a majority of the high status positions. In such settings, it is
possible that having a minority contact would yield lower turnover than having a white con-
tact primarily because network patterns and resource access is different in contexts where
members of a social minority are in the numerical majority (Ibarra 1993). 

The data do not contain a record of applicants’ employment history and credentials. If
applicants with a history of turnover or brief job tenure are more likely to turnover than oth-
ers, not controlling for employment history could affect the patterns I observe. In their analy-
ses of entry level employee turnover in a bank, however, Neckerman and Fernandez (2003)
found that only one (foreign language skills) of seven measures of applicant skill and creden-
tials was related to turnover. Nor did information from entry level candidates’ résumés in
Castilla’s (2005) study predict job tenure. Although the settings in these studies are different
than the one I study, these findings suggest pre-hire skill may not be strongly related to turn-
over after controlling for other workplace attributes and worker demographic characteristics. 

Finally, I only have access to data for one job and the job for which I have data is rela-
tively low paying and predominantly part time. Data from multiple jobs could inform us how
job features affect turnover. One of the benefits of this limitation, however, is that by com-
paring workers in the same job, the analyses control for job influences on turnover. 

Despite these limitations, the data are well suited for studying the relevance of contact
and applicant race in the referral hiring process and represent the best test to date of the rela-
tionship between race, social networks, and job turnover. To begin, access to private company
data is rare, so these data offer a glimpse into normally concealed processes. The data set is
also one of the few that distinguishes between involuntary and voluntary turnover and
because the local unemployment rate is higher than the state average and the job in question
is desirable for its flexible scheduling, voluntary turnover (i.e., quitting) is especially indica-
tive of an absence of workplace social support. Finally, the data set has reliable information
on the race of both the referring employee and the applicant and the data span is 32 months,
long enough time to observe a substantial level of turnover. 

 

Results 

 

I present results of empirical analyses in four sections. The first section reports descriptive
statistics by RA race. The second documents differences in turnover between RAs with inside
contacts, outside contacts, and those who joined the company without personal contacts. The
third section includes results from models that investigate whether social ties operate differently
for white and minority contacts. Finally, in the fourth section I present results from analyses that
distinguish between race-matched and race-mismatched contact-applicant dyads. 
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Descriptive Results

 

In this setting, minority RAs were significantly more likely than white RAs to voluntarily
turnover (15 percent versus 4 percent, 

 

p

 

 < .001) and to involuntarily turnover (15 percent
versus 3 percent, 

 

p

 

 < .001). By the same token, significantly fewer minorities (70 percent)
than whites (93 percent) remained with Resco in the observation period. 

Given what we know about the employment recruitment process, insider referral hiring
should be the most common recruitment method. Summary statistics in Table 2 illustrate that
for workers hired at Resco, insider referral hires were neither the exception nor the norm.

 

7

 

 
Noncontact methods were the most commonly used method by which the workers

employed at Resco joined the company; 52 percent of RAs joined the company via noncon-
tact means (the minority-white difference is not statistically significant). Seventeen percent
of workers joined Resco through a race-matched inside contact. White and minority workers
were referred by an employee who shares his or her race/ethnicity at significantly different
rates; among whites, 25 percent were referred by an insider who shared his or her race (race
match) compared to 6 percent of minorities (

 

p

 

 < .001). A race/ethnic contact-applicant mis-
match occurred at different rates for white and minority RAs. White RAs were referred by a
minority employee in 4 percent of cases whereas minority RAs were referred by a white
employee in 35 percent of cases (

 

p

 

 < .001). Fifteen percent of workers joined the company
via an outside referral. 

Individual-level characteristics differed for minority and white RAs at the time of hire;
whites were statistically significantly older than minorities (mean = 31 years old compared to
22 years old, 

 

p

 

 < .001). In terms of starting RA levels, minorities were significantly more
likely than whites to start at the lowest RA level (

 

p

 

 < .05). Thus, whites have a greater share
of upper-level RA positions than minorities in the company. 

 

Table 2 •

 

Summary Statistics, Pooled Sample, and by Research Associate (RA) Race 

 

All White RA Minority RA

 

Voluntary turnover 9% 4%

 

***

 

15%
Involuntary turnover 8% 3%

 

***

 

15%
Remained at Resco 83% 93%

 

***

 

70%

 

Recruitment Type

 

Race-matched inside contact 17% 25%

 

***

 

6% 
Race-mismatched inside contact 18% 4%

 

***

 

 35% 
Outside contact 15% 15% 15% 
Non-contact 52% 54% 48% 

 

Controls

 

Minority 44% — —
Female 66% 62% 70%
Age at hire 27.22 (13.36) 31.08 (14.50)

 

***

 

22.27 (9.75)
Lowest RA level 72% 67%

 

*

 

79% 

 

n

 

 = 283

 

n

 

 = 159

 

n

 

 = 124

 

Source:

 

 Resco personnel records

 

Notes:

 

 White-minority mean/percentage significantly different at

 

 *

 

p

 

 < .05 

 

**

 

p

 

 < .01 

 

***

 

p

 

 < .001 (two-tailed tests).
Standard deviations in parentheses.

 

7.  Data limitations prevent me from identifying the race/ethnicity of individuals who applied but were not hired
at Resco. Thus, I cannot claim to know anything about the recruitment process that generated the most white or minor-
ity applicants. 
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Referrals versus Noncontacts

 

Table 3 present results from Cox proportional hazard models that address how social net-
works in general affect job turnover. 

Results in Column A and B consider voluntary turnover and involuntary turnover
respectively, while Column C presents results from a model pooling both types of turn-
over. Chi-square tests indicate that the coefficients are 

 

not

 

 equal across involuntary and
voluntary turnover so I interpret the two events separately. Turning first to voluntary
turnover (Column A), RAs who joined Resco through a referral from an inside contact—a
current employee—have lower voluntary turnover than those who joined by way of a
noncontact method (the reference category), net of controls. At any given point in time,
the hazard of voluntary turnover for those with an insider contact is only about 23 percent
of the hazard for those recruited via a noncontact recruitment method. Outside contacts—
contacts provided by nonemployees—provide no advantages with respect to turnover; RAs
referred by outsiders have a similar hazard of voluntary turnover as noncontacts. A Wald
chi-square test confirms that the slopes on outside and inside referrals are significantly dif-
ferent (

 

p

 

 < .05); workers with inside contacts have lower net voluntary turnover than
those with outside contacts. 

 

Table 3 •

 

Coefficients from Cox Regression Models Predicting Job Turnover, Inside and Outside Contacts

 

A
Voluntary Turnover

B
Involuntary Turnover

C
Pooled Turnover

ß
Hazard
Ratio ß

Hazard
Ratio ß

Hazard
Ratio

 

Recruitment Type 

 

(ref: noncontact)
Inside contact 

 

−

 

1.46

 

**, 

 

a

 

(.56)

.23

 

−

 

1.70

 

**

 

(.54)

.18

 

−

 

1.56

 

***, 

 

a

 

(.39)

.21

Outside contact .07

(.55)

1.07

 

−

 

.31

(.65)

.73

 

−

 

.28

(.42)

.76

 

Controls

 

Female 

 

−

 

.33

(.49)

.72

 

−

 

.42

(.48)

.66

 

−

 

.38

(.34)

.68

Minority .46

(.51)

1.58 .38

(.54)

1.46 .26

(.39)

1.30

Age at hire

 

−

 

1.45

 

***

 

(.37)

.23

 

−

 

1.33

 

***

 

(.28)

.27

 

−

 

1.78

 

***

 

(.29)

.17

Age squared .02

 

***

 

(.004)

1.02 ns ns .02

 

***

 

(.003)

1.02

Lowest RA level at entry

 

−

 

.33

(.50)

.72 1.02

(.67)

2.76

 

−

 

.28

(.42)

.76

Likelihood Ratio 

 

χ

 

2

 

59.00

 

***

 

77.04

 

***

 

131.43

 

***

 

Degrees of freedom 7 6 7

 

n

 

Number of events

% censored

278

22

92%

278

22

92%

278

44

84%

 

Source:

 

 Resco personnel records

 

Notes:

 

 

 

a

 

Inside and outside contact slopes significantly different, 

 

p < .05. Standard errors in parentheses.
p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Women and men and minorities and whites have similar voluntary turnover hazards.
The effect of RA age at hire on voluntary turnover is nonlinear; the older an RA is at the time
of hire, the lower his or her hazard of voluntary turnover and this relationship decreases at
an increasing rate. Finally, entry and non-entry level RAs have similar voluntary turnover
hazards. 

The patterns with respect to involuntary turnover are somewhat similar (see Column B).
Compared to RAs who joined Resco via noncontact methods, those with an inside contact
have a lower net hazard of involuntary turnover. At any given time, the net hazard for
involuntary turnover among those with an inside contact is about 18 percent of the hazard
of noncontacts. As with voluntary turnover, outside contacts provide no referral advantage.
RAs that joined Resco through an outside contact have similar hazards of involuntary
turnover as noncontacts. A Wald chi-square test indicates that the effect of outside versus
inside contacts on involuntary turnover is not significantly different. Thus, for involuntary
turnover, an inside contact does not provide a significant turnover advantage compared to
outside contacts. 

The findings with respect to RA sex, race, and status upon entry are similar to the vol-
untary turnover model. However, age at the time of hire has a negative, linear relationship
to involuntary turnover; the older one is at the time of hire, the less likely she or he is to be
fired. 

Contact Race 

In this section I discuss Cox proportional hazard models that examine how contact race
affects job turnover. Table 4 reports results of a model that separates “inside contact” into two
groups: (1) white contact, and (2) minority contact. Chi-square tests indicate that the coeffi-
cients are equal across involuntary and voluntary turnover events so I interpret the pooled
turnover model (Column C). 

Social capital theory suggests that having a white contact should yield the lowest levels
of turnover, followed by a minority contact, and noncontact recruitment methods. For the
pooled turnover model (Column C), Wald Chi-square tests confirm that the slopes for white
and minority contacts are not significantly different. Thus, white contacts do not provide a
turnover advantage over minority contacts; social network ties operate the same for white
and minority contacts. However, both minority and white contacts yield lower turnover than
noncontact recruitment methods. Net of controls, the hazard of turnover among an RA who
joined Resco via referral from a minority (white) employee is roughly 13 (29) percent of the net
hazard of turnover for those who joined Resco though a noncontact recruitment method. 

The effect of RA age at hire is negative and non-linear; the older an RA is at the time of
hire, the lower his or her hazard of turnover, but the relationship decreases at an increasing
rate. The next question is whether contact-applicant race matching affects job turnover in a
manner consistent with homophily theory. 

Contact-Applicant Race Matching 

In this section, I discuss Cox proportional hazard models that examine whether differ-
entiating between race-matched and mismatched insider contacts provides additional infor-
mation about job turnover. Table 5 presents results from Cox proportional hazard models
using competing risks analysis with three categories of referral type: inside race-matched
contacts, inside race-mismatched contacts, and outside contacts (reference category: non-
contacts). Hypothesis 3 predicted that turnover will be the lowest when a contact and
applicant share a race, race-mismatched contact-applicant dyads will generate the second
lowest levels of turnover, and noncontact recruitment methods will yield the highest levels
of turnover.
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Chi-square tests indicate that the coefficients are not equal across turnover events, so I
interpret the voluntary (Column A) and involuntary turnover (Column B) models separately.
There is not enough evidence to suggest that separating inside contacts into race-matched
versus mismatched dummy variables improves the overall model fit, but the effects are in the
expected direction. Turning first to the voluntary turnover model, Wald chi-square tests
confirm that the slopes for race-mismatched and race-matched contact-applicant dyad are
statistically different, although the difference is only marginally significant (p < .10). Results
demonstrate that race-matched contact-applicant dyads generate significantly lower volun-
tary turnover than mismatched dyads. Net of controls, the hazard of voluntary turnover
among RAs who joined Resco via referral from someone who shared their race is roughly 10
percent of the hazard of turnover for those who joined Resco though a noncontact recruit-
ment method. The net voluntary turnover hazard among RAs who were referred by someone
outside of their race group is no different than turnover among those who joined Resco
through a noncontact method. 

Turning now to the involuntary turnover output in Column B, race-matched and race-
mismatched inside contacts generate similar levels of involuntary turnover; the slopes are not
significantly different. Contrary to expectations, the net involuntary turnover hazard among

Table 4 • Coefficients from Cox Regression Models Predicting Job Turnover, White and Minority Inside 
Contacts

A
Voluntary Turnover

B
Involuntary Turnover

C
Pooled Turnover

ß
Hazard 

Ratio ß
Hazard 
Ratio ß

Hazard 
Ratio

Recruitment Type (ref: noncontact)
Minority inside contact −2.08*

(1.05)

.13 −1.98*

(.78)

.14 -2.04**

(.63)

.13

White inside contact −.73

(.59)

.48 −1.48*

(.66)

.23 −1.25**

(.45)

.29

Outside contact .07

(.54)

1.08 −.70

(.65)

.50 −.28

(.42)

.76

Controls

Female −.20

(.47)

.82 −.46

(.49)

.63 −.44

(.35)

.64

Minority .91

(.50)

2.48 .46

(.57)

1.59 .54

(.38)

1.72

Age at hire −.30**

(.11)

.74 −1.29***

(.28)

.27 −1.73***

(.28)

.18

Age squared ns ns ns ns .02***

(.003)

1.02

Lowest RA level at entry −.56

(.48)

.57 .99

(.66)

2.70 .25

(.39)

1.29

Likelihood Ratio χ2 40.14*** 77.34*** 132.80***

Degrees of freedom 7 7 8
N

Number of events

% censored

278

22

92%

278

22

92%

278

44

84%

Source: Resco personnel records
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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RAs who were referred by someone outside of their race group is roughly 18 percent of the haz-
ard of involuntary turnover for those who were joined Resco through a noncontact method. 

For both the involuntary and voluntary turnover outcomes, women and men and white
and minority RAs have similar levels of turnover as do entry and nonentry level workers. The
effect of age at the time of hire on both types of turnover is negative but for voluntary turn-
over, the effect is nonlinear; the older an RA is at the time of hire, the lower his or her hazard
of turnover and this relationship decreases at an increasing rate. 

Discussion and Conclusions

This article sought to investigate the role of race and social networks in job turnover and
confirmed that the impact of contact-applicant social network ties in the recruitment stage
extend beyond this initial employment stage to affect post-hire dynamics. Within the limits of
the design of this study I draw three main conclusions. First, referrals from current workers
(inside contacts) yield lower voluntary job turnover than nonemployee contacts and noncontact

Table 5 • Coefficients from Cox Regression Models Predicting Job Turnover, Contact-Applicant Race 
Matching and Mismatching 

A
Voluntary 
Turnover

B
Involuntary Turnover

C
Pooled  Turnover

ß
Hazard 

Ratio ß
Hazard
Ratio ß

Hazard 
Ratio

Recruitment Type (ref: noncontact)
Race-matched inside contact −2.32t, a

(1.28)

.10 −1.34

(.87)

.26 −2.06*

(.86)

.13

Race-mismatched inside contact −.74

(.56)

.48 −1.71*

(.72)

.18 −.99t

(.58)

.37

Outside contact .13

(.55)

1.14 −.72

(.65)

.49 −.29

(.42)

.75

Controls

Female −.27

(.49)

.76 −.42

(.48)

.66 −.37

(.34)

.69

Minority .55

(.62)

1.73 .55

(.62)

1.73 .31

(.40)

1.36

Age at hire −1.43***

(.34)

.24 −1.31***

(.28)

.27 −1.79***

(.29)

.17

Age squared .02***

(.004)

1.02 ns ns .02***

(.003)

1.02

Lowest RA level at entry −.30

(.49)

.74 1.03

(.66)

2.79 .26

(.39)

1.30

Likelihood Ratio χ2 59.44*** 78.96*** 132.18***

Degrees of freedom 8 7 8
n

Number of events

% censored

278

22

92%

278

22

92%

278

44

84%

Source: Resco personnel records
Notes: aRace-matched and mismatched contact slopes significantly different, p < .10. Standard errors in parentheses. 
p <.10 *p<.05 **p < .01 ***p < 001 (two-tailed tests)
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recruitment methods, but referrals from nonemployees do not provide a turnover advantage.
Second, at least in this setting, white and minority contacts’ social networks have a similar
effect on the turnover levels of their referrals. Third, contact-applicant race matching yields
marginally significantly lower voluntary—but not involuntary—turnover than race mis-
matching and noncontact recruitment methods. I elaborate on these conclusions below and
suggest designs for broader-focused research that might identify the mechanisms alleged to
be at work at the intersection of race, social networks, and the labor market. 

Inside versus Outside Contacts 

The findings reported in Table 3 are consistent with previous research demonstrating
that informal networks yield lower voluntary and involuntary turnover than noncontact
methods. However, only one kind of informal network—a network connection with a cur-
rent employee or what I call an inside contact—provides a turnover advantage. Outside con-
tacts do not yield lower turnover than noncontact methods. Likewise, inside contacts have
the same effect on involuntary turnover as outside contacts. 

Current employees have an advantage over outsiders in that once their referrals are
hired, they can informally train them, serve as their mentor, and provide them with a social
connection in the workplace. Because voluntary turnover is related to a lack of social ties, it
stands to reason that inside contacts, but not outside ones, lower voluntary turnover. How-
ever, what matters for avoiding being fired is merely having a contact, not necessarily a cur-
rent employee contact. The finding with regard to involuntary turnover may be a function of
who provides the outside contact. In this sample, 69 percent of outside contacts came from
friends. In supplementary analyses, I separated the outside contact measure into “friend pro-
vided the contact” versus “other outside contact” to test the possibility that friend referrals
provide an advantage over other sources of outside referrals; workers may not want to disap-
point the friend who provided the referral so they perform in ways that reduce their
chances of being fired. I found no difference between the effect of having a friend as an
outside contact, inside contact, and other outside contact. Of course, I interpret these supple-
mentary results with caution because only 29 applicants were referred by a friend outside the
company. 

This is one of the first set of analyses to distinguish between contacts from inside and
outside a company (for an exception, see Datcher 1983) and doing so is important for two
reasons. First, since inside and outside contacts have different effects on turnover, combining
the two as others have done (e.g., Coverdill 1998; Kirnan et al. 1989; Sicilian 1995) under-
states the extent to which network contacts affect turnover. Second, separating the two types
of contacts helps in identifying the underlying mechanisms linking networks and turnover.
The results hint that the referral effect may be about social enrichment; inside ties can pro-
vide the post-hire social support and enrichment that effectively reduced workers’ quitting
behavior. At the same time, the referral effect may enhance the exchange of information
because inside ties can provide more realistic information about a job’s requirements and
whether an applicant “fits” the job. Future research is necessary to sort out which of these
possible mechanisms is the more salient one. 

Race and Social Network Operation Across Race

Social capital theory implies that regardless of the race of their referral, having a white
contact will lead to lower turnover because white contacts may not distance themselves from
their applicants post-hire and they tend to have greater access to influential job ties than
minorities (Royster 2003; Smith 2005). In this setting, white and minority contacts generated
a similar level of job turnover and both yielded lower turnover rates than noncontact
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recruitment methods. What appears to matter most, then, is whether an applicant had any
inside contact. 

Although this finding is inconsistent with social capital theory, it is not beyond explana-
tion. In fact, the finding with regard to white and minority contacts hints at the possibility of
employers’ unequal treatment of minorities and whites. The similarity in effect on turnover
of white and minority inside contacts may indicate that employers’ standards of what consti-
tutes an “acceptable” applicant varies according to the race of the employee providing the
referral. That is, employers may hold referrals provided by minorities to a tougher standard
than referrals provided by whites. In her study of the blue-collar job attainment process,
Royster (2003) observed that employers accepted applicants with little or no training from
white referrers but tended to only accept applicants with extensive training or expertise from
black referrers. Likewise, employers in her study typically hired whites’ contacts without an
interview whereas they almost always interviewed minority men with (minority) contacts. If
employers hold the contacts of minority workers to a tougher standard than those of white
workers, workers with a minority contact may be better, on average, than those with white
contacts and turnover less often. 

Alternatively, a selectivity issue may operate when it comes to minority contact use. Due
to past negative reactions from their employers, minority contacts believe they may lose their
job or the trust of their employer if they provide a bad referral (Newman 1999; Royster 2003;
Smith 2005). Consequently, they may have inflated standards for applicants and only refer
exceptional workers. Compared to those referred by whites then, applicants referred by
minority contacts may perform better, on average, and have lower turnover. 

Finally, the similarity in turnover generated by white and minority contacts may be an
artifact of the data. The job I observe—research associate (RA)—is relatively low paying and
mostly part time. In addition, a majority of RAs receive their inside referral from other RAs.
Thus, most workers are being referred by current employees in low-status positions. The pos-
itive effect of having a white contact predicted by social capital theory may be more pro-
nounced in high-status, high-paying jobs. Even when they occupy high levels, race/ethnic
minorities may have less authority than their white counterparts (see Smith 2002) so at
higher organizational levels, the resources available to whites may be much better than those
available to minorities. If this is the case, a white contact would be a greater benefit to his or
her referral than a minority contact. Whatever the underlying mechanism—different stan-
dards for referrals provided by white versus minority contacts, selection bias on part of
minority contacts, or a paucity of access to workplace resources to those in low-status jobs—
the findings from this set of analyses connote an underlying difference in the workplace
experiences of whites and minorities.

Contact-Applicant Race Matching

Based on homophily theory and the importance of network contacts in general, Hypoth-
esis 3 predicted that race-matched dyads would generate the lowest turnover followed by
race-mismatched dyads and noncontacts. Results in Table 5 provide limited support for the
homophily hypothesis; contact-applicant race-matching generated lower voluntary turnover
than both noncontact recruitment methods and race-mismatched dyads. However, the statis-
tical evidence was not strong enough to suggest that contact-applicant race matching has a
significantly different effect on involuntary turnover than race mismatching. The similar
effects of contact-applicant race matching and mismatching on involuntary turnover is indic-
ative of an alternative mechanism linking race, social networks, and turnover: tie strength.
Mark Granovetter (1995) argued that weak ties, those between acquaintances as opposed to
close friends or family, tend to transmit nonredundant job information. Thus, expanding net-
work interactions outside of one’s race group can broaden workers’ access to information
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about the workplace.8 In this setting, weak ties may transmit basic workplace advice (e.g.,
how to complete a task), which may lower involuntary turnover as opposed to strong friend-
ship ties that reduce voluntary turnover. Without direct measures of the content of contact-
applicant tie exchanges or tie strength I cannot test this alternative explanation. From this
final set of analyses I conclude that although informal referrals matter, it does not always
matter whether the race of a contact and his or her applicant match. 

To summarize, within the limits of the study design this study provides key insight into
the maintenance of racial segregation at work. Namely, if workers referred by others like
them in terms of race quit less often than workers who joined the company via other means,
this stands to perpetuate segregation because of race/ethnic homophily in personal networks
(McPherson et al. 2001). For example, if white workers referred by white contacts have low
quit rates, these white workers will likely in turn refer other white applicants. To test this
idea, data that span a longer period of time that also contain information on the race of appli-
cants’ contacts is necessary. 

I conclude that race plays a role in the social network-job turnover relationship, mainly
in the different post-hire treatment of white and minority employee contacts. Employers may
treat referrals from whites and minorities differently and whites and minorities possibly have
different expectations for how their assistance in providing referrals during their employers’
applicant search will pan out. Contact-applicant race matching reduces voluntary turnover,
possibly because within race ties generate social connections that serve to keep people from
quitting their jobs. 

Future Research 

Overall, this study offers several suggestions for future research on race, social networks,
and job turnover. Most notably, analyses demonstrate that researchers must distinguish
between inside and outside contacts. Nearly all previous work on turnover combines inside
and outside contacts into one group (e.g., Kirnan et al. 1989; Sicilian 1995). This combination
makes it difficult to distinguish a social enrichment mechanism from other possible underly-
ing mechanisms because social enrichment cannot occur if the contact is outside the com-
pany; outside contacts cannot mentor, train, or provide connections to higher-ups within the
company the same way that an inside contact can. 

In some cases, the analyses demonstrated that the causes of quitting and being fired are
different so distinguishing between the two types of turnover is crucial. Because of the differ-
ent mechanisms that yield involuntary and voluntary turnover—involuntary turnover is
partly due to lack of knowledge about work norms whereas voluntary turnover stems from
lack of social ties at work—separating them enables researchers to distinguish possible mech-
anisms linking networks, race, and turnover. However, to learn more about race, networks,
and turnover we need data with more specific information on the reason for turnover (e.g., a
person was fired for poor work habits or they quit because they found a better job). 

The analyses in this article look at only one dimension of contact-applicant similarity:
race/ethnicity. Nonetheless, individuals assess their similarity to others on various dimen-
sions, including sex and age. Because within most work organizations, women and minorities
are overrepresented in lower status positions and both groups are segregated from white men
who typically hold the most power (Ibarra 1993), we may observe different effects of social
ties on turnover between race/ethnic minorities, white women, and white men. It is beyond

8.  Elliott’s (1999) research demonstrated that tie strength is trivial at the bottom of the occupational distribution.
Since I study entry level workers, tie strength may not be as salient as the type of tie (expressive versus instrumental)
exchanged between contacts and their referrals. Likewise, weak ties may be the most useful in locating a job whereas
strong ties are necessary for forming relationships that affect turnover (Seidel et al. 2000).
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the scope of these data to test race, sex, and age similarities or differences between a contact
and applicant yet doing so in future work could point us to how social ties operate at work. 

This study examines one job and one work setting. It is likely that in a more prestigious,
high-paying job, the patterns I observe would be different. In higher status jobs, race/ethnic
homophilous ties may be stronger than at lower levels because at higher levels, work
involves greater challenge, risk, and uncertainty. In unpredictable situations, individuals seek
to work with others like them because homophily purportedly eases communication and fos-
ters trust and provides some certainty of behavior (Kanter 1977; Thomas and Gabarro 1999).
Thus, contact-applicant race matching would yield even lower turnover in high status, high-
paying jobs. It is also possible that the effect of social networks on turnover differ in contexts
where members of a social minority are in the numerical majority (Ibarra 1993). In such set-
tings, tie formation may differ. Future research should focus on jobs with a variety of pay and
status levels and organizational settings with varied racial/ethnic compositions. We stand to
gain a better understanding of the racial inequality that characterizes the workplace with
closer attention to the influence of race-based social ties on job turnover.
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