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Abstract

Recent research suggests that supportive relationships between coworkers benefit worker well-
being. Less is known about the distribution of social support among different groups of work-
ers. In this article, we use data from a random sample of state employees to examine whether
black and white workers differ in the number of ties they have to coworkers, the quality of
these ties, and the effects of social support on workplace emotional experiences. Our findings
suggest that compared to their white counterparts, African Americans are disadvantaged in
terms of workplace social ties and perceived coworker support. Race differences in job charac-
teristics do not explain these differences; however, there is some evidence that the racial com-
position of the workplace may influence the formation of workplace social ties. In addition,
both black and white workers experience similar emotional benefits of social support.
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An extensive amount of research has

illustrated the positive association

between social relationships and physical

and mental health (e.g., Cohen and Jan-

icki-Deverts 2009; Thoits 2011; Turner

1999; Umberson and Montez 2010).

More recently, researchers have focused

on the specific benefits of social support

provided by one’s coworkers such as

increased job satisfaction, enhanced

well-being, and help with the manage-

ment of difficult work-related emotions

(Ducharme, Knudsen, and Roman 2008;

Lively 2008; McGuire 2007; Rumens

2010; Sloan 2012). Because most adults

spend a significant portion of their daily

lives working, the workplace has been

cited as a primary arena for the develop-

ment of close personal relationships

(Hochschild 1997; Hodson 2001; Marks

1994; McGuire 2007). In accordance with

the evidence demonstrating the benefits
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of social relationships in the general pop-

ulation, research that focuses on the

workplace shows clear positive effects of

having supportive coworkers (Ducharme

et al. 2008; Ducharme and Martin 2000;

Sloan 2012).

While research on coworker support

has begun to accumulate, investigators

have not thoroughly examined potential

race differences in perceived coworker

support or its benefits for workers. The

extant literature suggests, however, that

black workers may be disadvantaged rela-

tive to white workers in the quantity and

quality of beneficial coworker relation-

ships. For example, studies of the inter-

personal costs associated with racism in

the workplace show that the social experi-

ence of working is very different for black

and white workers (Feagin and McKinney

2003; Harlow 2003; Harvey Wingfield

2010; Jackson and Stewart 2003;

Roscigno 2007).1 In particular, African

American workers are frequently

excluded from informal social networks

(Feagin and Sikes 1994; Roscigno 2007;

Vallas 2003). Racial discrimination in
the workplace, both in the past and pres-

ent, and the prevalence of racial stereo-

types create an environment where

African American workers often experi-

ence and feel social isolation from their

white peers (Feagin and McKinney 2003;

Harvey Wingfield 2007, 2010; Jackson,

Thoits, and Taylor 1995). Due to the
importance of informal social networks

in terms of hiring, promotion, and

advancement in the workplace, such

exclusion disadvantages African Ameri-

cans (e.g., Feagin and Sikes 1994;

Payne-Pikus, Hagan, and Nelson 2010;

Royster 2003; Song 2011; Wilson, Eitle,

and Bishin 2006). Furthermore, social

exclusion may deny black workers the

emotional benefits associated with sup-

portive interpersonal relationships (Bach-

arach, Bamberger, and Vashdi 2005; Har-
vey Wingfield 2007; Roscigno 2007; Vallas

2003).

Although the mental-health literature

suggests that social ties, or social connec-

tions to others, are beneficial for individu-

als because they increase perceptions of

the availability of social support (Berk-

man et al. 2000; Thoits 2011; Uchino

2004), the relationships between race

and both workplace social ties and social

support have been investigated in sepa-

rate lines of research. On the one hand,

the evidence of race differences in the

quantity of workplace social ties comes

largely from the organizational demogra-

phy literature (Bacharach et al. 2005;

Ibarra 1995; Mouw 2002). On the other

hand, much of the research that suggests

racial variation in the quality of coworker

relationships, in terms of the amount of

emotional support perceived, and work-
place emotional experiences comes from

qualitative interview studies of African

American workers in selected occupations

(Feagin and Sikes 1994; Harlow 2003;

Harvey Wingfield 2007, 2010). One nota-

ble exception to this is a recent survey of

social networks in a large financial serv-

ices organization. McGuire (2012) found
that black workers received less support

from their network members (other

employees who provided work-related or

personal help in the nine months prior

to the survey) than white workers; how-

ever, the reason for the race difference

remained unclear (McGuire 2012). Taken

together, the previous research on race
differences in relationships with co-

workers suggests that black workers are

at a disadvantage compared to their white

peers because they have fewer social ties

in the workplace and may feel less

1In this article we focus on race differences
between whites and African Americans in the
workplace. Certainly with the ever-changing
sociodemographics of the American workplace,
future research on social support in the work-
place should examine the experience of other
racial and ethnic groups as well.
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supported. The ways in which race differ-

ences in workplace social ties relate to

perceptions of social support and the emo-

tional benefits of coworker support, how-

ever, have not been examined.

In this study we utilize survey data

from a large sample of public sector work-

ers to investigate race differences in the

quantity of workplace social ties, the per-

ceived availability of coworker support,

and the emotional benefits of these fac-

tors. Research utilizing public sector

workers is particularly advantageous for

examining the experiences of white and

black workers because the public sector

includes a wide variety of jobs with differ-

ent racial compositions. Due to its formal-

ized hiring and promotion procedures,

work in the public sector has provided

African Americans with greater opportu-

nities for upward mobility compared to

work in the private sector (Llorens,

Wenger, and Kellough 2008; Pattillo-

McCoy 2000; Wilson 2006) and accounts

for much of the growth of the black middle

class in the United States (Collins 1983;

Landry and Marsh 2011). Currently,

black workers are more likely than whites

or Latinos to be employed in public sector

jobs (U.S. Department of Labor 2012).

Although previous research has empha-

sized the economic gains made by African

Americans in public sector jobs, the social

experiences of blacks within the work-

place have not been given similar atten-

tion. We seek to extend the current litera-

ture by: (1) analyzing race differences in

the quantity and perceived quality of

social relationships in the workplace, (2)

evaluating structural and social psycho-

logical explanations of racial inequality

in workplace social ties and coworker sup-

port, and (3) examining perceptions of

coworker support as a mediator of the

emotional benefits of workplace social

ties. We also assess whether the emo-

tional effects of coworker relationships

are similar for both black and white

workers.

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS IN THE

WORKPLACE

The workplace can provide a context that

supports the development of significant

emotional bonds with others (Hodson

1997, 2001; Marks 1994; McGuire 2007;

Mirowsky and Ross 2003). Workers share

many experiences with their fellow co-

workers, including but not limited to

experiences with clients and managers,

other coworkers, workplace policies, and

the physical workspace itself. These simi-

lar experiences can create a unique ability

for coworkers to empathize with each

other and develop close relationships
(Korczynski 2003; Lively 2000; Rumens

2010; Thoits 1986, 2011). Workplace

social ties can be psychologically benefi-

cial by increasing the worker’s extent of

social integration, sense of belonging,

self-esteem, and positive affect (Cohen

2004; Cohen and Wills 1985; Thoits

2011; Uchino 2004). Social relationships

with coworkers may also enhance worker

well-being through perceptions of an

increased availability of social support

(Thoits 2011). Research suggests that per-

ceived emotional support from coworkers

is directly associated with higher levels

of happiness and lower levels of negative

emotions and depressive symptoms

(Loscocco and Spitze 1990; Menaghan

1991; Pugliesi 1995; Sloan 2012; Turner

and Marino 1994). Furthermore, co-

workers can provide support for one
another in dealing with work-related emo-

tional experiences, including emotional

labor that workers perform for others

while on the job (Korczynski 2003; Lively

2000) and feelings of anger toward another

individual in the workplace (Lively and

Powell 2006; Sloan 2004).

Although substantial evidence sug-

gests that social ties and social support
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are beneficial, these resources are not dis-

tributed equally in the population

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears

2006; Schieman 2005; Umberson and

Montez 2010). In particular, women typi-

cally have larger and more intimate sup-

port networks than men (McGuire 2012;

McPherson et al. 2006; Pugliesi and

Shook 1997; Turner and Marino 1994).

Women also report more supportive co-

workers and place greater emphasis on

workplace friendships and their emo-

tional benefits compared to men (Glass

and Camarigg 1992; Loscocco and Spitze

1990; Morrison 2009; Schieman 2006).

Yet, while researchers have identified

a gender pattern in coworker support

(both in terms of social ties and percep-

tions of support), race differences in work-

place social ties, the perceived availability

of coworker support, and their benefits for

worker well-being have been largely

unexamined. Considering the many bene-

fits of social support, particularly the

impact on the emotional well-being of

workers, the paucity of research on race

is problematic.

RACE AND RELATIONSHIPS WITH

COWORKERS

Race and Social Ties

The experience of racial inequality

regarding workplace social ties and

coworker support may stem from at least

two sources: (1) structural conditions that

lead to an overrepresentation of racial

minorities in jobs that are not conducive

to friendship formation and (2) social psy-

chological preference for social similarity

in interpersonal relationships, or homo-

phily. In terms of structural factors, Mel-

vin Kohn and colleagues have identified

job characteristics, including close super-

vision, routine work, and a lack of job

complexity, that indicate an inability of

workers to exercise self-direction in

work, thereby negatively affecting worker

well-being (Kohn 1976, 1990; Kohn and

Schooler 1973; Miller et al. 1979). In addi-

tion to limiting a worker’s occupational

self-direction or ‘‘use of initiative,

thought, and independent judgment in

work’’ (Kohn 1990:40), jobs with these

characteristics can prevent workers from

forming meaningful relationships with

others on the job because they exhaust

workers physically and mentally and con-

strain autonomous behavior (Hodson

2001; Pearlin 1983; Ross and Wright

1998; Scheiman 2006; Sloan 2012).2 A

structural perspective recognizes that

patterns of racial inequality limit the

opportunity for African Americans to

acquire the human capital necessary for
high status jobs, while network-based

recruitment and the discriminatory prac-

tice of status closure further deny African

Americans access to the most rewarding

jobs (McGuire 2012; Royster 2003; Smith

2002; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993; Toma-

skovic-Devey, Thomas, and Johnson

2005). As a result of structural inequality,
African Americans are overrepresented in

low status jobs—those jobs with the

kinds of undesirable characteristics that

hinder the formation of supportive rela-

tionships with coworkers (e.g., Barnett,

Baron, and Stuart 2000; Kalleberg,

Reskin, and Hudson 2000; Presser 2003;

Tausig 2012; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993)—
and, therefore, may face greater difficul-

ties forming supportive relationships

with their coworkers compared to whites.

2Kanter (1977) suggested an alternative rela-
tionship, that women working in low status jobs
with little opportunity for advancement would
form social relationships with their coworkers
and gain satisfaction from those relationships
because they did not gain satisfaction from their
jobs themselves. Although this reasoning sug-
gests that workers with less desirable job charac-
teristics may have closer relationships with their
coworkers, this hypothesis has not been sup-
ported in empirical investigations (McGuire
2012).
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Thus, in accordance with the structural

perspective we expect:

Hypothesis 1: Black workers will report
fewer workplace social ties compared
to white workers.

Hypothesis 2: Occupational self-direction
will mediate the relationship between
race and workplace social ties.

In addition to structural impediments

to the formation of workplace social ties,

black workers face social psychological

barriers to establishing social bonds with

their coworkers. The principle of homo-

phily, which refers to the tendency of peo-

ple to form relationships with persons

who are similar to themselves, contrib-

utes to racial segregation in social rela-

tionships (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and

Cook 2001; Wharton, Rotolo, and Bird

2000). Racial homophily in coworker rela-

tionships can leave black workers particu-

larly isolated when there are few other

African Americans in the workplace

(Bacharach et al. 2005; Jackson and Stew-

art 2003; Roscigno 2007; Wharton et al.

2000). Because African Americans are

a numerical minority in the United

States, comprising approximately 13.5

percent of the population (U.S. Census

Bureau 2010), they are likely to be

a numerical minority in the workplace

as well. In particular, most black workers

in middle-class jobs, including many of

the jobs in the public sector, work in

racially integrated environments where

a majority of their coworkers are white

(Tomaskovic-Devey 1993; U.S. Depart-

ment of Labor 2012). The racial com-

position of workplaces varies, however,

from prestigious professional workpla-

ces, where few, if any, African Americans

work, to so-called ‘‘black jobs,’’ low status

service positions in which African Amer-

icans are overrepresented (Hirsch and

Schumacher 1992; Huffman and Cohen

2004; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993). If, as

the principle of homophily predicts,

social ties form along racial lines, then

the likelihood of workers forming close

ties with their coworkers should depend

on the number of other same-race indi-

viduals in the workplace. For example,

in workplaces where few racial minori-

ties are present, we expect that the

social exclusion of black workers from

predominantly white informal social

groups will be particularly pronounced.

That is, for African American workers,

workplace social ties should be positively

associated with the proportion of African

Americans in the workplace. In contrast,

according to the homophily principle,

white workers may report fewer work-

place social ties when they work in jobs

with a large proportion of nonwhite

workers, as opposed to when they work

in jobs where the workers are primarily

white.

Hypothesis 3: The proportion of racial
minorities in the workplace will mod-
erate the relationship between race
and workplace social ties.

Thus, the combination of structural

and social psychological factors place Afri-

can American workers at a double disad-

vantage where they are likely to be

a numerical minority in the workplace,

but the jobs in which African Americans

are likely to work in greater numbers

(and perhaps feel less socially isolated)

are those characterized by features that

limit supportive interactions with other

workers. The inability to form close per-

sonal relationships with coworkers,

then, limits access to the emotional bene-

fits that supportive relationships can

provide.

Perceived Social Support

One proposed mechanism through which

social ties are expected to influence
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well-being is perceived social support (see

Thoits 2011). That is, the presence of

structural support in the form of social

ties, or close relationships with others,

should increase perceptions of the avail-

ability of functional social support, such

as providing emotional assistance in cop-

ing with stress (Berkman et al. 2000;

Uchino 2004).3 Workers who have close

relationships with others in the work-

place should benefit because those rela-

tionships have the potential to provide

social support. In contrast, workers who
are socially excluded from their coworkers

may feel unsupported because they lack

the close relationships that can provide

access to emotional support in the work-

place. Qualitative studies have docu-

mented that black workers feel that they

are not emotionally supported by their co-

workers (Feagin and McKinney 2003; Har-
vey Wingfield 2007, 2010). These feelings of

being unsupported in the workplace may

stem from a relative lack of workplace

social ties among black workers. Therefore,

we expect that black workers will perceive

less social support from their coworkers,

and this racial disparity in perceived

coworker support should relate to race dif-
ferences in workplace social ties.

Hypothesis 4: Black workers will perceive
less coworker support compared to
white workers.

Hypothesis 5: The quantity of workplace
social ties reported by workers will

mediate the relationship between race
and perceptions of coworker support.

Race, Social Relationships, and

Emotional Experiences in the

Workplace

Previous studies have linked perceived

social support to higher levels of well-

being, including more positive emotional

experiences, fewer negative emotional

experiences, and less emotional stress

(Ducharme et al. 2008; Loscocco and Spi-

tze 1990; Pugliesi 1995; Sloan 2012;

Turner and Marino 1994). Furthermore,

while there is substantial evidence dem-

onstrating the stress-buffering properties

of perceived social support (see Cohen

2004), perceived social support is also ben-

eficial in the absence of significant stress-

ful events (Thoits 2011; Uchino 2004).

Everyday perceptions that social support

is available can sustain psychological

well-being and enhance positive affect,

which in turn benefits physical health

(Thoits 2011). Although there is evidence

of the benefits associated with perceived

coworker support, research has not exam-

ined whether workplace social ties also

carry the benefits of perceived social sup-

port or enhanced emotional well-being.

Furthermore, the effects of social sup-

port may vary by race (Kiecolt, Hughes,

and Keith 2008; Lincoln, Chatters, and

Taylor 2003; Mabry and Kiecolt 2005;

Umberson and Montez 2010). For exam-

ple, in an analysis of data from a national

probability sample, Kiecolt et al. (2008)

found that in most cases African Americans

and whites experienced similar benefits

from social relationships, but a few rela-

tionships (e.g., marriage and kin support)

benefitted African Americans more than

whites. Along with the emotional benefits

of workplace social ties, race differences

in the emotional benefits of perceived

coworker support have not been examined.

Therefore, we explore the possibility of race

3Here it is important to distinguish between
received and perceived social support. Whereas
the actual receipt of social support is typically
only observed in times of stress, the belief that
support is obtainable can have a more constant
presence (Thoits 2011). In general, research has
illustrated that perceived social support, rather
than received support, has the greatest benefits
for well-being (Cohen and Wills 1985; Kessler,
Price, and Wortman 1985; Thoits 2011; Uchino
2004). Therefore, we focus our analysis on percep-
tions of social support.
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differences in the effects of workplace social

ties and perceived coworker support.

In sum, we expect that workplace

social ties will have emotional benefits

for workers through higher levels of per-

ceived social support. In other words, per-

ceptions of social support should mediate

the relationship between social ties and

positive emotional experiences. Because

our interests are in social ties and percep-

tions of support within the work setting,

we focus specifically on emotional experi-

ences in the context of the workplace. We

also explore the possibility of race differ-

ences in the effects of social support on

worker well-being by testing Hypotheses

6 and 7 separately by race.

Hypothesis 6a: The quantity of workplace
social ties reported by workers will
be positively associated with posi-
tive emotional experiences in the
workplace.

Hypothesis 6b: The quantity of work-
place social ties reported by workers
will be negatively associated with neg-
ative emotional experiences in the
workplace.

Hypothesis 7: Perceived coworker support
will mediate the relationships between
workplace social ties and emotional
experiences in the workplace.

Although we are primarily interested

in race differences in coworker relation-

ships and their outcomes, our emphasis

on emotions warrants attention to the

possibility of a direct effect of race on emo-

tional experiences. Given the inequality

and discrimination frequently experi-

enced by blacks in the workplace (e.g.,

Elliott and Smith 2004; Feagin and

McKinney 2003; Harvey Wingfield 2007;

Tomaskovic-Devey 1993), we might

expect blacks to report fewer positive

emotions and more negative emotions in

the workplace compared to whites. While

studies in the general U.S. population

have documented persistently lower

levels of happiness among African Ameri-

cans compared to whites (Hughes and

Thomas 1998; Yang 2008), analyses of

negative emotions, including anger, have

shown no race differences (Mabry and

Kiecolt 2005; Simon and Nath 2004). To

date, there is a notable lack of research

directly comparing the workplace emo-

tional experiences of blacks and whites

(Lively 2006; Mirchandani 2003; Stets

2012). Thus, we include an examination

of the direct effect of race on workplace

emotional experiences in our analyses.

METHODS

Data

We test our hypotheses using data from

a survey of public sector employees work-

ing for the state of Tennessee. In 2005,

the first author designed and distributed

a 10-page anonymous mail survey to

a simple random sample of 2,500 state

employees. All employees included in the

sampling frame were ‘‘Career Service’’

workers and had worked in their position

with the state for at least six months.

Career Service jobs are all positions in

which the workers do not serve the gover-

nor directly.4 We followed Dillman’s

(2000) tailored design method for the sur-

vey implementation and made up to three

follow-up contacts with potential

4The state employs over 37,000 individuals
working in over 1,400 positions. The Career Ser-
vice classification includes occupations in
accounting, fiscal management, and statistics;
administrative and clerical support; administra-
tive specialty; agriculture, forestry, and wildlife
management; recreation; architecture, engineer-
ing, drafting, and surveying; arts, library,
publishing, and museum services; biological and
physical sciences; computer and information scien-
ces; consumer and personal services; corrections;
crafts and trades; education and training; health
services—mental, physical, and medical; public
safety—fire, police, and law; purchasing, property,
and stores; social, human, and employment serv-
ices; and transportation and communications.
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respondents in an effort to maximize par-

ticipation. In an initial contact letter,

respondents were given the option to

decline participation using a response

postcard. If a respondent indicated he or

she did not wish to participate in the
study, we discontinued follow-up contacts

with that person.

The response rate for the survey was

62 percent (1,533 returned surveys out

of 2,456 valid addresses in the sampling

frame). Because of our interest in the

workplace experiences of African Ameri-

cans compared to those of whites, we

limited our sample to respondents who

self-identified as either African Ameri-

can/black or Caucasian/white. We excluded

54 respondents who identified with another

racial group and 23 cases where no race

was provided from the analyses. We also

excluded cases with missing data on other

key variables. The analyses presented

here include 1,317 cases with full data on

all measures. Females constitute 59 per-

cent of the sample, 21.8 percent of the

sample is black or African American, and

the average age of the respondents is 47

years.5

Measures

Workplace social ties. The social ties

variable assesses the quantity of support-

ive coworker relationships. Workplace

social ties are assessed by an estimated

proportion of a respondent’s coworkers

that he or she considers to be friends.

Respondents were asked: ‘‘How many of

the people who you work with would you

say are your close friends?’’ The response

options included: 0, 1, 2 to 3, 4 to 6, 7 to

10, and more than 10. Because the num-

ber of possible social ties for a worker

depends on the number of his or her cow-

orkers, we collapsed a measure of the

number of a respondent’s coworkers into

the aforementioned categories. Then, we

divided the number of coworkers by the

number reported to be close friends to cre-

ate an estimate of the proportion of cow-

orkers who are considered to be close

friends of the respondent.6 We also con-

trol for the amount of time a worker

spends with his or her coworkers.

Respondents reported how much time

they ‘‘spend helping or working directly

with coworkers’’ on a scale of 1 (none of

my time) to 5 (almost all of my time).

Coworker support. To measure the
quality of coworker relationships, per-

ceived emotional support from coworkers

was created by the sum of responses to

the following three statements: ‘‘When

things get tough, there are people at

work that I can turn to for help,’’ ‘‘My

coworkers do not take a personal interest

in me’’ (reversed), and ‘‘I feel that I can

talk to my coworkers about personal diffi-

culties.’’ Each statement was rated on

a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Values of

5An analysis of nonresponse by gender and by
region of the state did not reveal response bias.
The sampling frame used in this study did not
list employees by department or job status, there-
fore we could not include those factors in the nonre-
sponse analysis. In addition, t-tests revealed that
compared to the state population as recorded in
the 2000 census, the sample contains significantly
more non-whites, women, and married individuals
than the proportions in the state as a whole. The
overrepresentation of women and racial minorities
is consistent with work in the public sector.

6Because this measure is not a precise propor-
tion of workplace social ties, we also estimated the
models using variations of this measure. We ana-
lyzed the original ordinal variable workplace
friends using ordinal logistic regression and
included the number of coworkers as a control var-
iable. We also treated workplace friends as
a dichotomous outcome (0 = 0 friends, 1 = 1 or
more friends) using binary logistic regression. In
each analysis, we obtained a pattern of results
similar to those obtained using ordinary least
squares (OLS), with African Americans having
significantly fewer workplace social ties compared
to whites and job characteristics failing to account
for this difference. For ease of interpretation, we
present just the OLS models in the tables. The
supplemental analyses are available upon request.
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the measure range from 3 to 15, with

a higher score indicating perceptions of

greater coworker support (Cronbach’s

alpha = .80). Our coworker support mea-

sure is similar to measures used by others

to assess perceived emotional support in

the workplace (e.g., Ducharme and Mar-

tin 2000; Ganster, Fusilier, and Mayes

1986; Turner and Marino 1994).

To control for the possibility that race

differences in perceived support may be

due to race differences in the amount of

support provided to others, we include

a measure of emotional support offered

to coworkers in the analyses of perceived

coworker support. A scale was created

by summing responses to the following

three statements: ‘‘I often help coworkers

deal with their emotional problems,’’ ‘‘My

coworkers come to me for help with their

personal problems,’’ and ‘‘My coworkers

rely on me to help them handle their prob-

lems.’’ Responses were rated on a scale of

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)

(Cronbach’s alpha = .804).

Occupational self-direction. We utilize

two job characteristic measures that

assess components of occupational self-

direction as identified by Kohn and col-

leagues (Kohn 1976, 1990; Kohn and

Schooler 1973; Miller et al. 1979). To

gauge job routinization, we use a summed

scale of responses to the following three

statements: ‘‘There is a lot of variety in

the kinds of things I do at work’’

(reversed), ‘‘I keep learning new things

in my job’’ (reversed), and ‘‘My job requires

that I do the same things over and over.’’

Responses on the job routinization state-

ments ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)

to 5 (strongly agree), and a high score on

this measure indicates greater routiniza-

tion (Cronbach’s alpha = .66).

Worker autonomy, the inverse of close

supervision, is measured by the sum of

responses to the following three items:

‘‘My job allows me to make a lot of deci-

sions on my own,’’ ‘‘I have flexibility in

my work to decide when to do different

tasks,’’ and ‘‘My supervisor decides how

my work tasks should be done’’ (reversed).

Each statement was rated on a scale of 1 =

strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree so

that higher scores indicate greater auton-

omy at work (Cronbach’s alpha = .64).

Proportion minority. To assess the racial

representation in a worker’s job, we

obtained data on the Tennessee state work-

force composition in 2005 by race for each

state agency (e.g., agriculture, corrections,

human resources, transportation) and job

category within the agency (e.g., adminis-

trative support, professional, technician)

from the Tennessee Department of Human

Resources. In the state records, employees

were classified as either ‘‘white’’ or ‘‘minor-

ity.’’ We divided the total number of work-

ers in a job within an agency by the num-

ber of racial and/or ethnic minority

workers in that agency job to obtain the

proportion of minority workers. We then

coded the proportion of minority workers

within the job onto the respondents’ self-

reported job titles. In approximately 13

percent of the cases, we were able to iden-

tify a job category for the respondent but

could not identify an agency. For those

cases, we used the proportion minority for

the job category as a whole, across all agen-

cies, to code the variable.7 The proportions

of minority workers in the jobs in our

7As a comparison, we ran separate analyses
using 1,141 cases with full agency and job infor-
mation and with the combined sample of the
cases that had job category information only
(n = 176) and those with full information (n =
1,141). The results from all analyses were consis-
tent in both samples. In order to retain as much
of the sample as possible for all analyses, we pres-
ent the findings of the analyses with the sample
of 1,317 cases. Furthermore, analyses revealed
the respondents with data on this variable were
significantly younger (46 years compared to 49
years on average) and had a significantly higher
level of education (associate or four-year college
degree compared to ‘‘some college’’) than those
without data on this variable but were similar
to the sample on all key measures.

Counting on Coworkers 351



sample ranged from .03 to .49, with a mean

and median equal to .24. While we are not

able to determine the proportion of African

American workers in a job specifically

using the proportion minority data, this

variable does provide an estimate of the
predominance of white workers in the job

and of the likelihood that African American

workers are employed in the job.

Positive emotional experiences. A sec-

tion of the questionnaire asked workers

to report the frequency of various emo-

tions that they experience while at

work. We created a scale of positive emo-

tional experiences by summing responses

to the questions: ‘‘How often do you . . . ’’

(1) ‘‘feel happy at work?’’; (2) ‘‘feel proud

at work?’’; and (3) ‘‘feel excited at

work?’’ Responses to each emotion ranged

from 1 = never to 5 = always, such that

a higher score on this scale indicates

greater positive emotional experiences at

work (Cronbach’s alpha = .78).

Negative emotional experiences. We

created the negative emotional experien-

ces scale from the emotion questions

asked in the series described previously.

We summed responses to the following

three questions: ‘‘How often do you . . . ’’

(1) ‘‘feel tense at work?’’; (2) ‘‘feel angry

at work?’’; and (3) ‘‘feel irritated at

work?’’ Responses to each emotion ranged

from 1 = never to 5 = always, such that

a higher score on this scale indicates

greater negative emotional experiences

at work (Cronbach’s alpha = .80). These

two workplace emotional experience

measures are similar to the ‘‘positive’’

and ‘‘agitated’’ measures used by Erick-

son and Ritter (2001) to assess workplace

emotional experiences.

Race. As our key independent mea-

sure, we include a dummy variable to

indicate whether the respondent self-

identified as African American or white.

On the survey, respondents answered

the question ‘‘How would you describe

yourself?’’ by a series of categories includ-

ing Asian or Asian American, black or

African American, Hispanic, Native

American or American Indian, white or

Caucasian, or other. For the purposes of

this article, we limited the sample to

respondents who self-identified as either

black or African American or white or

Caucasian. In the analyses, black is coded

as 1 and white is coded as 0.

Control variables. We include several

control variables in our analyses in order

to account for demographic differences

and work-related influences on emotional

support. First, since working in a supervi-

sory position may influence relationships

with others and emotional experiences

in the workplace, we include a dummy

variable for working in a managerial posi-

tion (1 = yes, 0 = no). In addition, length

of employment may influence workplace

experiences and relationships with cow-

orkers; therefore, we include a measure

of job tenure in the analyses. Respond-

ents indicated how long they had worked

in their current position using the catego-

ries less than 1 year, 1 to 2 years, 3 to 4

years, 5 to 10 years, 11 to 15 years, 16

to 20 years, and more than 21 years. We

assigned the midpoint value in years to

each category to create the following

scale: 0.5, 1.5, 3.5, 7.5, 12.5, 18, and 21

years.8

Finally, all models include demo-

graphic controls that may influence expo-

sure to stress, perceptions of social

support, and emotional experiences: sex

8We also included a control for personal
income and state pay grade, separately, but nei-
ther variable significantly contributed to any of
our models. There was substantial missing data
on these variables, and to retain as much of the
sample for analyses as possible, we excluded the
variables from the analyses presented in
the article.
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(0 = female, 1 = male), age (in years), mar-

ital status (0 = not married, 1 = married),

and the presence of minor children in the

home (0 = no, 1 = yes). Level of education

was included in all models as a set of

dummy variables with the following cate-

gories: high school degree or less, some

college, college degree, graduate school

or degree.

PLAN OF ANALYSES

First, to examine the distribution of the

sample on the key variables of interest,

we present descriptive statistics for the

full sample and then separately by race.

Next, we test Hypotheses 1 through 3

using a series of ordinary least squares

(OLS) regression models. In the first

model we regress social ties on race and

the demographic control variables to

determine if African Americans report

fewer workplace social ties than whites

(Hypothesis 1). Then, we add the job char-

acteristic variables to the model to assess

the extent to which occupational self-

direction accounts for any race difference

in workplace social ties (Hypothesis 2). To

evaluate our predictions based on the

principle of homophily, we add the pro-

portion minority variable in a third model

and the race by proportion minority inter-

action in a fourth model. These two mod-

els test: (1) whether racial composition is

a significant predictor of workplace social

ties and (2) if the relationship depends on

a worker’s race, such that the association

between the proportion of minorities in

a job and workplace social ties is positive

for black workers and negative for white

workers (Hypothesis 3). We follow a

similar modeling strategy in an OLS

regression of perceived social support to

determine whether blacks perceive less

support from their coworkers than whites

(Hypothesis 4). We then add the social

ties variable to the model to test whether

workplace social ties mediate the

relationship between race and perceived

coworker support (Hypothesis 5).

Finally, to assess the emotional impact

of workplace social ties, we regress posi-

tive and negative emotional experiences

in the workplace, separately, on work-

place social ties, job characteristics, and

the control variables (Hypothesis 6). We

then add perceived coworker support to

the models to determine whether it medi-

ates the relationships between workplace

social ties and positive and negative emo-

tional experiences in the workplace

(Hypothesis 7). For the emotional experi-

ence analyses, we first run the full model,

then we split the sample by race and test

the equality of regression coefficients

across the models to determine if work-

place social ties and perceived coworker

support affect the emotional experiences

of black and white workers in similar

ways (Paternoster et al. 1998).

RESULTS

Sociodemographic Characteristics
and Distribution of Key Variables for

Whites and Blacks

Table 1 presents the sociodemographic

information and the social distribution of

key variables for blacks and whites in

our sample. As mentioned in the methods

section, the sample consists of more

whites than blacks, 78 percent versus 22

percent, respectively, and the majority of

the sample is female (59 percent). The

mean age of our respondents is 47, with

the mean age of whites (48) being signifi-

cantly older than the mean age of blacks

(45). A larger percentage of white

respondents reported having a high

school degree or less education, compared

to blacks (24 percent vs. 18 percent,

respectively). Furthermore, a larger per-

centage of blacks have attended some col-

lege, and a larger percentage of blacks

either have a graduate degree or have

attended graduate/professional school
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than whites. The percentage of blacks and

whites who hold a college degree is almost

identical among this sample of respond-

ents. The majority of respondents are

married, although there is a higher per-

centage of married white persons in the

sample (69 percent) than married black

persons (41 percent). While a minority of

respondents has minor children living at

home (33 percent), a significantly greater

percentage of blacks have children living

at home than whites (38 percent com-

pared to 32 percent).
Turning to the descriptive statistics

regarding the job characteristics of

respondents, a number of patterns are

noteworthy. For example, blacks have sig-

nificantly higher scores on job routiniza-

tion while whites have significantly

higher scores on the worker autonomy

measure. In addition, there are signifi-

cantly more whites who are managers

compared to blacks (37 percent vs. 27 per-

cent, respectively), and on average,

whites have been employed in their posi-

tions for a longer period of time than

blacks. Taken together, these job charac-

teristics seem to place white workers at

an advantage compared to black workers.

Furthermore, blacks spend a significantly

greater amount of time working with cow-

orkers compared to whites.

As expected, when turning to work-

place social ties, compared to black work-

ers, white workers consider a greater

proportion of their coworkers to be close

friends. In addition, white workers report

significantly higher levels of perceived

coworker support than black workers;

however, both blacks and whites provide

Table 1. Distribution of Sample on Key Variables by Race

Means or percentages

Total Black White

Race (percentage) 21.8 78.2
Male (percentage) 40.9 31.0 43.7***
Age 47.30 (10.97) 44.78 (10.71) 47.99 (10.97)***
Education (percentage)

High school or less 22.6 18.0 23.9*
Some college 23.3 25.5 22.4
College degree 33.6 33.3 33.7
Graduate/professional school 20.5 22.4 19.9

Married (percentage) 63.2 41.2 69.4***
Children (percentage) 33.0 38.1 31.6**
Job tenure 9.24 (7.37) 8.78 (7.39) 9.24 (7.36)***
Manager (percentage) 34.5 27.2 36.6***
Time spent with coworkers 2.88 (1.17) 3.05 (1.27) 2.84 (1.14)*
Support provided to coworkers 9.56 (2.51) 9.43 (2.78) 9.59 (2.42)
Job routinization 5.82 (2.61) 6.25 (2.85) 5.69 (2.52)**
Worker autonomy 10.91 (2.40) 10.60 (2.54) 11.00 (2.35)*
Proportion minority 0.24 (0.11) 0.28 (0.10) 0.23 (0.10)***
Social ties 0.49 (0.39) 0.41 (0.38) 0.51 (0.39)***
Perceived coworker support 10.34 (2.38) 9.77 (2.44) 10.51 (2.33)***
Positive emotions in the workplace 9.94 (2.19) 10.26 (2.27) 9.84 (2.16)**
Negative emotions in the workplace 9.18 (2.22) 7.82 (2.21) 8.27 (2.21)**

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses. Independent samples t-tests were used to examine race
differences on key measures. n = 1,317.
*p \ .05. **p \ .001. ***p \ .001.
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fairly equal levels of support to coworkers

(mean = 9.43 and mean = 9.59, respec-

tively). In other words, it appears that

blacks, when compared to whites, are pro-

viding similar levels of coworker support

but perceiving lower levels of support.

Despite these patterns, blacks have sig-

nificantly higher mean levels of positive

emotions in the workplace and feel fewer

negative emotions at work than do

whites.

Table 2 presents the bivariate correla-

tions between all key variables.9 As

expected according to the structural per-

spective, job routinization is negatively

correlated with workplace social ties and

perceived coworker support while worker

autonomy is positively correlated with

workplace social ties and perceived
coworker support. In addition, the propor-

tion of minority workers in a job is nega-

tively associated with social ties. Because

the majority of the sample is white, this

correlation is consistent with the princi-

ple of homophily. As the proportion of

minority workers in a job increases, the

number of whites available to form rela-
tionships with decreases. Furthermore,

greater proportions of social ties at work

correspond to higher levels of perceived

coworker support, and both social ties

and perceived support are correlated

with greater positive and fewer negative

emotional experiences in the workplace.

In the following we examine these pat-
terns in multivariate analyses.

Race Differences in Workplace Social

Ties

Table 3 contains the unstandardized coef-

ficients from the ordinary least squares

(OLS) regression of the proportion of

workplace social ties on race, socio-

demographic characteristics, and job

characteristics. The first model displays

the effects of race on workplace social

ties, controlling for sex, age, education,

and marital and parental status. In this

model, race is the only significant predic-

tor of workplace social ties, whereby

blacks report significantly fewer work-

place social ties than whites. When the

job characteristics, including the occupa-

tional self-direction variables, are added

in Model 2, we find that job routinization

is negatively associated with workplace

social ties, but worker autonomy is not

a significant predicator of workplace

social ties. Furthermore, contrary to

Hypothesis 2, although blacks are signifi-

cantly more likely than whites to work in

more routine and less autonomous jobs,

net of the control variables (analyses

available upon request), occupational

self-direction does not mediate the rela-

tionship between race and workplace

social ties. The overrepresentation of

blacks in routine jobs or those that are

closely supervised does not explain why

they report fewer workplace social ties

than whites. Among the control variables,

job tenure, time spent working with co-

workers, and support provided to co-

workers are positively associated with

workplace social ties.

To test Hypothesis 3, Models 3 and 4 of

Table 3 include the proportion of minority

workers in the job and the proportion

minority by race interaction term, respec-

tively. As shown in Model 3, proportion

minority is negatively associated with

workplace social ties. This is what we

would expect by the principle of homo-

phily, given that the majority of the sam-

ple is white. If white workers prefer to

form relationships with white coworkers,

at higher levels of racial diversity in the

workplace, they would have fewer oppor-

tunities to form same-race relationships.

The significant race (black) by proportion

minority interaction term in Model 4 pro-

vides further support for Hypothesis 3 by

9Separate correlation matrices by race are
available upon request.
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demonstrating that the principle of homo-

phily may also operate for African Amer-

ican workers. The race by proportion

minority interaction is depicted in Figure

1. Although the results in Table 3 do not

represent a direct analysis of the impact

of the racial composition of the workplace

on social ties, they do suggest that black

workers may form more workplace social
ties when there are greater proportions

of other racial minorities in the job. In

contrast, whites report significantly

fewer workplace social ties at higher lev-

els of racial diversity in the job.

Table 3. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Workplace Social Ties on Race, Demographic
Controls, and Job Characteristics

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Race (1 = black) –.126*** –.127*** –.110** –.272***
(.033) (.032) (.032) (.072)

Sex (1 = men) –.037 .000 –.007 –.007
(.040) (.026) (.026) (.026)

Age –.003 –.004** –.004** –.004**
(.002) (.001) (.001) (.001)

Educationa

Some college .023 .003 –.006 –.004
(.037) (.037) (.037) (.037)

College degree –.076 –.053 –.052 –.053
(.035) (.035) (.035) (.035)

Graduate school –.079 –.068 –.067 –.073
(.039) (.039) (.039) (.039)

Married (1 = yes) –.005 –.004 –.005 –.002
(.042) (.027) (.027) (.027)

Children (1 = yes) –.052 –.029 –.022 –.025
(.045) (.029) (.029) (.029)

Job tenure .005** .005** .005**
(.002) (.002) (.002)

Manager (1 = yes) –.023 –.031 –.029
(.028) (.028) (.028)

Time with coworkers .051*** .051*** .050***
(.011) (.011) (.011)

Support provided .037*** .038*** .039***
(.005) (.005) (.005)

Job routinization –.014** –.013* –.012*
(.005) (.005) (.005)

Worker autonomy –.003 –.004 –.004
(.006) (.006) (.006)

Proportion minority –.535** –.738***
(.156) (.174)

Proportion minority 3 race .900**
(.308)

Adjusted R2 .019 .091 .099 .103

Note: Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. n = 1,317.
aHigh school degree or less is the reference category.
*p \ .05. **p \ .01. ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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Race Differences in Perceived

Coworker Support

In addition to race differences in work-

place social ties, we also predicted signifi-

cant racial differences in perceived

coworker support whereby black respond-

ents would be at a disadvantage (Hypoth-

esis 4), and we predicted that this

relationship would be mediated by work-

place social ties (Hypothesis 5). Table 4

includes the results of the OLS regression

of perceived coworker support on race,

demographic and job characteristics, and

workplace social ties. As in the previous

set of analyses, Model 1 includes race

and the demographic controls, while

Model 2 includes the job characteristic

variables. As expected, black workers

feel significantly less supported by their

coworkers than their white counterparts,

net of the demographic variables (see

Model 1). In addition, consistent with

the literature on gender and social sup-

port, women perceive more support from

coworkers than men (e.g., Loscocco and

Spitze 1990; Schieman 2006).

Model 2 reveals that net of the demo-

graphic characteristics, workers in jobs

in which they can exercise autonomy

feel more supported by their coworkers

than those in jobs that are more closely

supervised, while workers in routine

jobs perceive less coworker support than

workers in more complex jobs. Model 2

also shows that managers perceive less

coworker support than other workers.

This is likely due to the nature of the

manager’s role—to provide support to

his or her subordinates and not vice

versa. Indeed, the bivariate correlation

between managerial status and amount

of support provided to others is significant

and positive (Table 2). In general, these

findings lend additional support to the

structural perspective on coworker rela-

tionships. The characteristics of one’s

work appear to shape the quantity and

quality of his or her social relationships

on the job. These structural job character-

istics, however, do not account for the

race differences in perceived coworker

support. Model 2 of Table 4 also shows

that the proportion of minority workers

in a job is unrelated to perceptions of

coworker support. Additional analyses

including a proportion minority by race
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interaction term (not shown) indicate that

the proportion of minority workers in

a job does not influence perceived support

for black or white workers (results avail-

able upon request).

Model 3 of Table 4 adds the social ties

measure to the analysis. As expected in

Hypothesis 5, social ties are positively

associated with perceptions of coworker

support. That is, workers who report hav-

ing a greater proportion of close friends

among their coworkers feel more emotion-

ally supported than those with fewer close

relationships at work. It should be noted

that race remains a significant predictor

of perceived support with the addition of

social ties to the model. Thus, race differ-

ences in workplace social ties do not fully

Table 4. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Perceived Coworker Support on Race,
Demographic Controls, Job Characteristics, and Social Ties

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Race (1 = black) –.804*** –.661*** –.542***
(.160) (.142) (.139)

Sex (1 = men) –1.07*** –.643*** –.635***
(.131) (.118) (.114)

Age –.014* –.023*** –.019**
(.006) (.006) (.006)

Educationa

Some college –.044 –.129 –.122
(.188) (.166) (.161)

College degree .102 .160 .217
(.173) (.156) (.151)

Graduate school –.046 .014 .087
(.193) (.173) (.168)

Married (1 = yes) .254 .276* .282*
(.139) (.121) (.118)

Children (1 = yes) .083 .002 .025
(.147) (.129) (.125)

Job tenure .019* .014
(.008) (.008)

Manager (1 = yes) –.800 –.767***
(.125) (.121)

Time with coworkers .141** .086
(.049) (.048)

Support provided .376*** .335***
(.024) (.024)

Job routinization –.121*** –.107***
(.023) (.022)

Worker autonomy .118*** .123***
(.025) (.025)

Proportion minority –.565 –.836
(.765) (.680)

Workplace social ties 1.08***
(.121)

Adjusted R2 .066 .293 .332

Note: Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. n = 1,317.
aHigh school degree or less is the reference category.
*p \ .05 **p \ .01 ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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account for race differences in perceived

coworker support. Furthermore, although

the analyses reported in Table 3 show

that the proportion of minority workers

in a job significantly influences the quan-

tity of workplace social ties, and the

results reported in Model 3 of Table 4

indicate that workplace social ties influ-

ence perceptions of coworker support,

workers’ perceptions of coworker support

do not vary by the racial composition of

the workplace. Neither the structural

nor the social psychological processes

examined here fully explain why black

workers feel less supported by their cow-

orkers, relative to their white colleagues.

The Emotional Effects of Social Ties
and Coworker Support on Black and

White Workers

Based on the importance of the findings

on racial differences thus far, the remain-

ing sets of results are presented for the

full sample first and then separately for

blacks and whites. Separating the analy-

ses by race allows us to assess whether

the structural and social psychological

factors, workplace social ties, and per-

ceived coworker support have similar

influences on the workplace emotional

experiences of blacks and whites. As

shown in Model 1 of Table 5, blacks report

significantly higher levels of positive emo-

tions at work than whites, net of the

demographic and work-related control

variables. One might expect blacks to

feel low levels of positive emotion at

work given that blacks frequently occupy

positions of lower status than whites,

have fewer workplace social ties, and per-

ceive less coworker support compared to

whites. In this sample of public sector

workers, however, black workers are hap-

pier while at work than their white

colleagues. Turning to the split sample

analyses, we see that a significant associ-

ation between workplace social ties and

positive emotional experiences is present

among white workers only (Model 4,

Table 5). That is, for white workers,

a greater number of workplace social

ties corresponds to more positive emo-

tional experiences in the workplace.
Among black workers, social ties do not

significantly relate to positive emotional

experiences at work (Model 2, Table 5).

Likewise, the proportion of minorities in

the job is not associated with positive

emotional experiences at work (Models 2

and 4, Table 5). Thus, although black

workers may form more friendships in
jobs with greater numbers of minority

employees, the presence of other minority

workers in a job does not influence the

emotional well-being of black workers,

as it is assessed in this study.

To test Hypothesis 7, that social ties

are associated with emotional experience

because their presence increases percep-
tions of social support, we add perceived

coworker support to the models. As shown

in Models 3 and 5, perceived coworker

support is a significant predictor of posi-

tive emotional experience in the work-

place for both black and white workers.

Tests of the equality of the regression

coefficients showed no significant differ-
ences between black and white workers

in the magnitude of the coefficients, indi-

cating similar associations between per-

ceived support and emotion in both

groups. Furthermore, as shown in Model

5 of Table 5, we find support for a media-

tion effect of perceived support among

white workers. These findings suggest
that for white workers, social ties

heighten positive emotional experiences

at work through increased perceptions of

social support. Thus, Hypotheses 6 and

7, that workplace social ties positively

influence workplace emotional experien-

ces and that this effect is mediated

through perceived coworker support,
receive partial support—they only hold

among white workers.
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Turning to Table 6, we see similar

patterns in the effects of coworker rela-

tionships on the negative emotional expe-

riences of black and white workers.

Again, Model 1 suggests fewer negative

emotional experiences in the workplace

for blacks relative to whites, and the

demographic and work-related variables

do not explain this association. In addi-

tion, among both blacks and whites, social

Table 5. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Positive Emotional Experiences in the
Workplace on Social Ties and Perceived Support for the Full Sample and by Race

Full Sample
(n = 1,317)

Black Workers
(n = 287)

White Workers
(n = 1,030)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Race (1 = black) .923***
(.134)

Sex (1 = men) –.182 .182 .288 –.440*** –.287*1

(.111) (.278) (.275) (.122) (.120)
Age .029*** .052*** .055*** .016** .021**1

(.006) (.014) (.014) (.006) (.006)
Educationa

Some college –.147 .111 .069 –.254 –.203
(.154) (.397) (.390) (.171) (.165)

College degree –.441** .189 .103 –.547** –.588***1

(.145) (.369) (.364) (.141) (.156)
Graduate school –.496** .412 .387 –.626** –.654***1

(.161) (.409) (.402) (.180) (.175)
Married (1 = yes) .245* .549* .529* .241 .160

(.113) (.261) (.257) (.129) (.125)
Children (1 = yes) –.054 .063 .043 –.088 –.087

(.120) (.268) (.264) (.138) (.134)
Job tenure –.008 .003 .002 –.005 –.010

(.008) (.020) (.019) (.009) (.008)
Manager (1 = yes) .032 –.321 –.106 –.086 .082

(.118) (.310) (.312) (.128) (.126)
Time with coworkers .087 .042 .013 .124* .110*

(.046) (.102) (.101) (.053) (.051)
Support provided –.043 .152** .076 –.005 –.084**1

(.024) (.050) (.055) (.026) (.027)
Job routinization –.233*** –.156*** –.138** –.293*** –.266***1

(.021) (.045) (.045) (.025) (.024)
Worker autonomy .163*** .103 .084 .218*** .186***1

(.024) (.053) (.052) (.734) (.027)
Proportion minority –.693 .063 .236 –.862 –.670

(.652) (1.59) (1.56) (.734) (.711)
Workplace social ties .185 .141 .014 .490*** .196

(.120) (.283) (.281) (.130) (.131)
Perceived coworker support .234***

(.027)
.199**

(.062)
.241***

(.029)
Adjusted R2 .284 .155 .183 .281 .325

Note: Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
aHigh school degree or less is the reference category.
1Indicates race difference in coefficients at p \ .05.
*p \ .05 **p \ .01 ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).
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ties are not significantly associated with

negative emotional experiences in the

workplace (Models 2 and 4). Both groups,

however, report fewer negative emotional

experiences at work when they perceive

higher levels of coworker support (Models

3 and 5). Thus, for both black and white

workers, perceived coworker support is

Table 6. Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Negative Emotional Experiences in the
Workplace on Social Ties and Perceived Support for the Full Sample and by Race

Full Sample
(n = 1,317)

Black Workers
(n = 287)

White Workers
(n = 1,030)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Race (1 = black) –.987***
(.149)

Sex (1 = men) –.237 –.410 –.480 –.083 –.212
(.123) (.281) (.281) (.138) (.138)

Age –.028*** –.022 –.025 –.023*** –.027***
(.006) (.014) (.014) (.007) (.007)

Educationa

Some college .308 .032 .068 .424* .381*
(.171) (.402) (.399) (.194) (.190)

College degree .590*** .259 .317 .668*** .703***
(.161) (.377) (.374) (.182) (.179)

Graduate school .409* –.242 –.235 .564** .587**1

(.180) (.418) (.415) (.204) (.201)
Married (1 = yes) –.264* –.506 –.496 –.267 –.199

(.126) (.256) (.263) (.146) (.144)
Children (1 = yes) –.041 –.220 –.215 .005 .004

(.133) (.274) (.272) (.156) (.154)
Job tenure .008 –.039 –.039 .016 .019*

(.009) (.020) (.272) (.010) (.010)
Manager (1 = yes) .362** .866** .709* .437** .296*

(.132) (.315) (.319) (.145) (.144)
Time with coworkers .112* .057 .081 .111 .123*

(.051) (.104) (.104) (.060) (.058)
Support provided .133*** .025 .077 .079** .145***

(.027) (.050) (.055) (.030) (.031)
Job routinization .116*** .163*** .150*** .117*** .095***

(.024) (.046) (.046) (.028) (.028)
Worker autonomy –.089** .042 .055 –.172*** –.145***1

(.027) (.054) (.053) (.031) (.031)
Proportion minority 2.83*** 1.39 1.25 3.47*** 3.30***1

(.725) (1.57) (1.56) (.830) (.816)
Workplace social ties –.069 –.057 .043 –.280 –.035

(.133) (.290) (.291) (.148) (.151)
Perceived coworker support –.189*** –.146* –.201***

(.030) (.064) (.034)
Adjusted R2 .136 .086 .101 .119 .148

Note: Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
aHigh school degree or less is the reference category.
1Indicates race difference in coefficients at p \ .05.
*p \ .05 **p \ .01 ***p \ .001 (two-tailed).

362 Social Psychology Quarterly 76(4)



associated with heightened positive and

lowered negative emotional experiences

in the workplace. While social ties do not

significantly influence negative emotional

experience, they are associated with posi-

tive emotional experience for white work-

ers only. In general, these results suggest

that the quality of coworker relationships

matters more for workplace emotional

experiences than the quantity of coworker
relationships.10

It is noteworthy that there is a race dif-

ference in the effect of support provided to

coworkers and emotional experience. This

variable was included in the models as

a control because workers who provide

more support to others appear to perceive

more support in return (Table 4). As

shown in Tables 5 and 6, the amount of

support white workers provide to others

is associated with decreased positive emo-

tional experiences and increased negative

emotional experiences. This suggests that

white workers do not enjoy providing sup-

port to other workers. In contrast, provid-

ing support to other workers is actually

associated with increased positive emo-

tional experiences for black workers

(Model 2, Table 5). This effect is explained

with the addition of perceived coworker

support to the model, which suggests

that positive emotions are associated

with providing support to others for black

workers because those workers perceive

greater levels of coworker support. One

possible explanation is that by providing

support, black workers feel valued and

more integrated into the work environ-

ment, which may lead to perceptions of

greater coworker support, whereas white

workers, who do not experience social iso-

lation in the same way, find providing

support to be a burden.

In addition to the findings related to

our hypotheses, there are some striking

race differences in the effects of the demo-

graphic and job characteristic variables

on workplace emotional experiences.

Notably, if we examine the entirety of

the results presented in Tables 5 and 6,

it is clear that a greater number of factors

in the workplace appear to negatively

impact the emotional experiences of white

workers than is the case with black work-

ers. For example, job tenure is positively

associated with negative emotional expe-

riences for white workers but is not asso-

ciated with the emotional experiences of

black workers. That is, for white workers,

the longer they have worked in their jobs,

the more negative emotions they experi-

ence in the workplace. Also, while level

of education does not influence the emo-

tional experiences of black workers, white

workers with higher levels of education

experience fewer positive emotions and

more negative emotions while working

compared to white workers with less

education.

Tables 5 and 6 also show a race differ-

ence in the impact of job characteristics

on workplace emotions. While job routini-

zation and worker autonomy are both

associated with workplace emotional

experiences for white workers, among

black workers only job routinization has

these associations. Finally, although the

proportion of minority workers in a job

does not influence the workplace emo-

tional experiences of black workers, Mod-

els 4 and 5 of Table 6 reveal that white

workers in jobs with a greater presence

of minority workers feel more negative

emotions while at work than their white

counterparts in less racially diverse jobs,

10Additional analyses showed that the interac-
tions between race and perceived coworker sup-
port and between support provided to others
and perceived coworker support were not signifi-
cant predictors of the emotional outcomes.
Although recent research suggests that the bene-
fits of social support depend on the equality of the
supportive exchange, it is possible that we did not
see this interaction effect because our measures
of support provided and perceived support are
not comparable (see Nahum-Shani, Bamberger,
and Bacharach 2011).
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net of the demographic and work-related

controls. We originally theorized that

the proportion of minority workers in

a job would benefit the well-being of black

workers. Given its negative association

with workplace social ties and positive

association with negative emotions in the

workplace for whites, however, the propor-

tion of minority workers in a job appears to

affect the workplace experiences for

whites even more so than for blacks.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Using survey data from a large sample of

state employees, we examined race differ-

ences in the quantity and quality of work-

place social relationships. In addition, we

assessed the emotional consequences of

relationships with coworkers for both

black and white workers. Previous

research points to race-based inequality

in the quantity and quality of workplace

social ties and emotional closeness with

coworkers (e.g., Feagin and Sikes 1994;

Harvey Wingfield 2007, Roscigno 2007;

Vallas 2003); however, race differences

in the quantity and quality of coworker

relationships and their emotional benefits

had not been analyzed directly. Thus, the

current study extends previous work by

assessing the influence of structural and

social psychological factors on workplace

relationships and building on qualitative

findings that suggest a disadvantage in

coworker support for black workers.

In general, our findings point to a social

disadvantage for African Americans, com-

pared to whites, in terms of relationships

with coworkers. More specifically, black

workers reported having fewer workplace

social ties than whites. Based on the argu-

ment that occupational self-direction, as

assessed by job routinization and worker

autonomy, influences a worker’s ability

to establish close relationships with co-

workers, we expected that the overrepre-

sentation of black workers in jobs with

less desirable characteristics would

explain the race discrepancy in social

ties. While we did find that black workers

were working in jobs characterized by

more routinization and less autonomy

compared to their white counterparts,

and job routinization was negatively asso-

ciated with workplace social ties, these

job characteristics did not account for

the relative lack of workplace social ties

among blacks.

Using an indirect measure of the pro-

portion of racial minorities in the work-

place, we found preliminary support for

the principle of homophily in workplace

social ties. In particular, consistent with

homophily, blacks report more workplace

social ties when there are greater propor-

tions of minority workers in the job, while

whites report fewer workplace social ties

with higher proportions of minorities in

the job. Thus, the racial composition of

the workplace appears to influence the

formation of social relationships among

workers. This finding indicates that black

workers may experience less social isola-

tion when there are other racial minori-

ties in the workplace; however, with

increasing racial diversity in the work-

place, white workers appear to form fewer

friendships with their coworkers. While

our data do not enable us to determine

the race of those with whom workers are

forming social ties, this pattern suggests

that the presence of racial minorities in

a workplace alone may not facilitate the

formation of social ties across racial

groups.

In addition to having fewer workplace

social ties than whites, blacks also per-

ceived less support from their cow-

orkers. Although a greater proportion of

workplace social ties corresponded to per-

ceptions of more coworker support, work-

place social ties did not fully mediate the

relationship between race and perceived

coworker support. Furthermore, work-

place social ties were unrelated to
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negative emotional experiences for both

black and white workers and were only

associated with positive emotional experi-

ences for white workers. Also, perceived

coworker support mediated the associa-

tion between social ties and positive emo-

tional experience, but only among white

workers. These findings illustrate that

workplace social ties have different emo-

tional effects for black and white workers.

White workers appear to experience emo-

tional benefits from social ties because

they increase perceptions of coworker

support. Among black workers, however,

social ties are not correlated with similar

emotional benefits. The only emotional

benefit of workplace social ties found for

black workers was perceptions of

increased coworker support.

With regard to everyday emotional

experiences in the workplace, blacks

were not disadvantaged by their lack of

workplace social ties relative to whites.

Quite the contrary, our analysis of the

direct effect of race on workplace emo-

tional experiences revealed that despite

working in more routine and less autono-

mous jobs, having fewer workplace social

ties, and feeling less supported by their

coworkers, blacks reported significantly

more positive and fewer negative emo-

tions in their workplace compared to

whites. These findings illustrate the

‘‘race paradox in mental health,’’ where

African Americans consistently report

similar or better mental health outcomes

than whites, despite their generally

lower socioeconomic status and greater

exposure to discrimination (Mouzon

2013:470). In addition, the advantage of

African Americans over whites on our

context-specific measures of work-related

emotional well-being suggests that this

paradox may extend beyond general men-

tal health indicators.

Furthermore, our analyses also

revealed unexpected race differences in

the significant predictors of workplace

emotions. Specifically, many more work-

place factors negatively impacted emo-

tional well-being for white workers than

for black workers. Notably, among

whites, the proportion of racial minorities

in a job was positively associated with

negative emotional experiences at work.

Future research may consider how the

increased negative emotions experienced

by whites in racially diverse jobs might

affect the social atmosphere of the work-

place. While scholars have investigated

the influence of various work characteris-

tics on workers’ emotions, race is rarely

considered as a key factor in such analy-

ses (Mirchandani 2003). Our varied find-

ings for black and white workers signal

the need to more carefully consider race

differences in examinations of workplace

emotional experiences.

Although our analyses were limited in

that we could not obtain a precise mea-

sure of the racial composition of the

workplaces included in the sample, our

findings indicate that an interesting

direction for future research would be to

incorporate measures of emotional experi-

ences in organizational demography

analyses. The organizational demography

literature has provided valuable insight

into access to social networks and race dif-

ferences in job attainment and upward

mobility (Bacharach et al. 2005; Elliott

and Smith 2004; Ibarra 1995; Kanter

1977; Wharton et al. 2000). Yet, the

more micro-level mechanisms behind the

production and maintenance of racial

inequality have not been thoroughly

examined (DiTomaso, Post, and Parks-

Yancy 2007; Reskin 2003). A greater focus

on the emotional dynamics of workplace

interactions and how they vary by work-

place racial composition may provide

further insight regarding the ways that

African Americans and other racial minor-

ity group members experience the social

atmosphere of the workplace. In addition,

given the prior research demonstrating
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the effects of gender on coworker relation-

ships and accounts of gendered racism in

the workplace, it is likely workplace expe-

riences vary by more complex combina-

tions of racial and gender minority status

(Harvey Wingfield 2007, 2010, 2012;

Mirchandani 2003; Schieman 2006).

Future research may assess the impact of

race and gender and workplace context

on coworker relationships and worker

well-being.

While our results clearly show a racial

disadvantage in workplace social ties and

perceived coworker support for African

Americans, it must be noted that longitu-

dinal data are necessary to substantiate

our findings regarding the emotional

impact of coworker support. Although

we can be sure that race precedes an indi-

vidual’s perception of coworker support,

we cannot determine if social support

causes increased worker well-being or

vice versa. However, previous research

supports the causal influence of social

support on health and well-being (e.g.,

Cohen and Janicki-Deverts 2009; Ertel,

Glymour, and Berkman 2009; Thoits

1995, 2011; Uchino 2004). Thus, we have

reason to believe that perceptions of

coworker support may increase the posi-

tive emotional experiences and decrease

the negative emotional experiences of

workers. Future research may be directed

toward identifying more long-term

impacts of coworker relationships.
It should also be noted that the focus

on state employees limits the generaliz-

ability of our findings to the experiences

of public sector workers. A potential ben-

efit of examining the workers in the public

sector, however, is that our analyses may

give us a conservative estimate of the dis-

advantage in coworker support experi-

enced by African Americans. The public

sector has been cited as responsible for

an increase in the socioeconomic status of

African Americans (e.g., Collins 1997; Wil-

son 2006). Because of its formalized hiring

and promotion procedures, the public sec-

tor is viewed as less discriminatory than

the private sector, and as such, the public

sector employs a greater proportion of

black workers than the private sector

(Carrington, McCue, and Pierce 1996;

Grodsky and Pager 2001; Reskin, McBrier,

and Kmec 1999; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993;

Wilson 2006). For these reasons, African

American workers in the public sector

may experience greater social psychologi-

cal benefits of working, such as job satis-

faction and organizational commitment,

compared to African Americans in the pri-

vate sector (Wilson 2006). Thus, our sam-

ple provides a case in which to examine

potential race differences in social support

where equality in other factors important

to worker well-being should be maximized.

Furthermore, while our focus on state

employees enabled us to obtain a simple

random sample in which 20 percent of

respondents were African American, our

analyses are limited by the relatively

small number of African American work-

ers in our sample (n = 287), and it is possi-

ble that those employees who chose to

respond to the survey were those with

more positive workplace experiences.

Future research using larger samples of
black workers is necessary for a more thor-

ough examination of unique predictors of

workplace emotional experiences.

In sum, our analyses reveal that black

employees have fewer workplace social

ties and perceive less coworker support

than their white colleagues while per-

ceived coworker support is equally benefi-

cial to the emotional well-being of both

black and white workers. Despite this

race-based disadvantage in coworker

relationships, blacks reported experienc-

ing more positive and fewer negative emo-

tions in the workplace compared to

whites. These findings point to a need to

examine race more carefully in studies

of workplace emotional experiences.

Some factors other than those considered
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here—job routinization, worker auton-

omy, coworker relationships—are con-

tributing to better emotional experiences

for blacks compared to whites in public

sector employment. It should also be

noted that the general social support lit-

erature documents health benefits of

both the quantity and quality of social

ties (Umberson and Montez 2010). There-

fore, the lack of association between

workplace social ties and the emotional

outcomes that we analyzed should not

serve to deemphasize the potential impli-

cations of the relative lack of workplace

friendships reported by black workers.

Furthermore, it is possible that the per-

ceived coworker support and emotional

experience measures used in this study

do not adequately capture the quality

and benefits of coworker relationships,

particularly among blacks.

Much research looking at racial

inequality in the workplace examines

structural discrimination in hiring and

promotion, which has become more hid-

den and covert since the passage of the

1964 Civil Rights Act (Bonilla-Silva

2003; Herring 2002; Pager and Shepard

2008; Tomaskovic-Devey and Skaggs,

1999). Our research reveals and makes

visible yet another hidden, subtle, and

often invisible form of structural inequal-

ity by demonstrating racial variation in

the distribution of workplace social ties

and perceived coworker support, which

has implications for the emotional experi-

ences of workers. It is likely that other

racial and ethnic minority group mem-

bers also experience such inequalities in

the workplace, a line of inquiry that

should be explored in future studies of

social support. Our study also highlights

the importance of examining the micro-

level experiences of individuals in the

workplace. For people of color, discrimi-

nation does not only affect gaining access

to employment, getting one’s foot in the

door, or opportunities for promotion;

inequality is also found in how the work-

place is experienced by non-whites in

day-to-day interactions.
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