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Introduction 

Andrew Parker , Alexandra Gerbasi, and Cécile Emery 

Why Do Workplace Relationships Matter? 

Workplace relationships are critical to how work gets done in organiza-
tions (Cross & Parker, 2004). In today’s, flatter, team-based organizations 
it is often the relationships that people have that result in access to 
advice that enables the completion of high-quality work. The advice 
relationships that people have contain knowledge that is important for 
problem-solving and these relationships have been shown to enhance the
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productivity of organizational units as well as increase the performance 
and innovativeness of individuals and teams (Argote et al., 2003; Maurer  
et al., 2011; Tortoriello & Krackhardt, 2010). Furthermore, in organi-
zations with matrix structures, as well as those typified by distributed or 
emergent leadership, the ability to influence colleagues comes from the 
informal workplace relationships as opposed to the formal hierarchical 
structure (Carnabuci et al., 2018). 
While there is considerable evidence that suggests instrumental work-

place relationships such as advice are important for problem-solving and 
influencing colleagues, there is also a growing understanding that affec-
tive workplace relationships such as friendship provide social support 
and are a major determinant of wellbeing in organizations (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007). For example, friendship relationships can mitigate 
the emotional demands of work (Parker et al., 2022). In addition, 
the chitchat that occurs between colleagues in organizations has been 
shown to be critical to well-being, although it can have a negative 
effect on employee engagement in work routines (Methot et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that being embedded in a network of 
energizing ties at work helps employees stay engaged and perform better 
(Cullen-Lester et al., 2016). Overall, an individual’s need to belong is a 
fundamental driver of human behavior and this need is often satisfied in 
the relationships that people form in the workplace (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995). 

Much of the research on workplace relationships has examined their 
positive outcomes. This is not the full story, though. Negative social 
relationships such as dislike, distrust, and rivalry also exist in organi-
zations and have a significant impact on the workplace (Labianca & 
Brass, 2006). For example, de-energizing ties have been shown to have 
a negative effect on performance, although this can be mitigated if indi-
viduals have a sense of thriving (Gerbasi et al., 2015). Even positive 
relationships can have a negative impact. Indeed, they can have insular 
properties and individuals can get trapped in their own network of 
relationships hence missing out on opportunities and new information 
outside of their closed networks (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000). In contrast, 
research has shown that problem-solving advice from difficult colleagues 
can have positive effects on individual performance (Brennecke, 2020).
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In summary, workplace relationships do matter, although which relation-
ships are important and whether they have a positive or negative impact 
is not fully understood. 

Defining Networks of Workplace 
Relationships 

When defining workplace relationships, we need to consider the people 
in the organization, the relationships that they have with each other, and 
the network structure of those relationships. From a network perspec-
tive, people are sometimes referred to as the nodes in the network. In 
technical terms, the focal individual is called ego and all the individuals 
they are connected to are the alters. Earlier research on social networks 
tended to focus on how the people (nodes) relate to each other within the 
network structure. For example, research examined whether the proba-
bility of people joining or leaving a group depended upon the number 
and strength of social network ties within that group (McPherson et al., 
1992). This stream of research on structural position emphasized the 
importance of being in the right place in the network, but neglected 
the possibility that the network positions occupied by individuals might 
be influenced by their individual characteristics. Today, however, it is 
more generally accepted that individual characteristics and cognitions 
are important in understanding how workplace relationships are formed 
and sustained (Tasselli et al., 2015). For example, research has shown 
that high self-monitors (chameleon-like individuals who easily change 
and adapt to fit a social situation) are more likely than low self-monitors 
(individuals who remain true to themselves and who they are no matter 
the social circumstances) to occupy central positions in social networks 
(Mehra et al., 2001). 
The types of relationships or network ties that individuals have with 

each other in organizations are almost limitless. Research, however, has 
tended to focus on instrumental ties such as seeking advice, informa-
tion, or knowledge; and affective ties such as friendship, like versus 
dislike, energizes versus de-energizes, or trust versus distrust. One of the 
earliest examples of research on network relationships was a study by
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Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939) where they examined interactions of 
workers in the bank wiring room of the Hawthorne Works of the Eastern 
Electric Company in Chicago. These interactions included: who played 
games with whom; who traded jobs with whom; who helped whom; 
who displayed friendly behavior toward whom; and who was antagonistic 
toward whom. Research suggests that relationships such as advice seeking 
or helping can have one type of impact, whereas a relationship such as 
friendship can have a different impact. In many instances, however, a 
network tie can encapsulate more than one relationship such as both 
friendship and advice, this is known as a multiplex relationship. 
The structure of workplace relationships includes both microstruc-

tures and the overall macrostructure of a network. The microstructures 
of workplace relationships include various building blocks. One impor-
tant building block is reciprocal relationships. Reciprocity occurs when 
one person forms a tie with a colleague, and this results in the colleague 
forming a tie with the focal individual (Blau, 1964; Caimo  & Lomi,  
2015). For instance, when one person seeks advice from another it 
can result in the latter person also seeking advice in return. Friendship 
is another good example where reciprocity often takes place, as when 
friendship is not reciprocated it often diminishes over time, although 
there are instances when this is not the case. 

A second key building block is that of transitivity (Coleman, 1988; 
Simmel, 1902/1950). Here, the microstructure includes three individuals 
and the ties between them. Transitivity is important because having three 
people involved in the relationship can increase the level of normative 
influence. For example, if person i is friends with person j and with 
person k, then it increases the likelihood that j and k will be friends. If 
j and k do not like each other then it results in an unbalanced triad and 
it is much harder for person i to remain friends with both j and k. This  
important insight is the basis of balance theory (Cartwright & Harary, 
1956; Heider, 1946). The extent to which triadic structures are open or 
closed underlies the influential network theory of structural holes (Burt, 
1995, 2000, 2004). Here person i benefits from being connected to j 
and k when j and k are themselves not connected, as person i is more 
likely to benefit from receiving more diverse information or knowledge.
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A third building block is a cluster of individuals (Newman, 2003), 
where there are more ties between a group of individuals than there are to 
others in the network. For example, in organizations individuals in one 
location or functional unit are likely to have more ties to each other than 
to colleagues in other locations or functions. There are various technical 
definitions of network clusters such as a clique, an n-clique, and a k-plex, 
however, these need not concern us here (for more details see Kilduff & 
Tsai, 2003, pp. 44–46). 
The overall pattern of microstructures in a network helps to define the 

macrostructure. For example, networks that are made up of many closed 
triadic structures will be more densely connected than those with fewer 
closed triadic structures. An illustration of this is a co-located depart-
ment within an organization where there is a likelihood of many closed 
triadic structures of information-sharing ties. This type of network will 
have a much higher network density than a random selection of individ-
uals within an organization that works in offices throughout the world. 
Another important measure of network macrostructure is based on the 
geodesic distance between two individuals, i.e., the number of relations 
on the shortest possible path from one actor to another (Freeman, 1978). 
Knowledge and advice tend to flow much quicker in networks where the 
average geodesic distance between all pairs of actors in the network is 
lower. Another important property of the macrostructure of a network is 
the extent to which it is considered a small world structure (Watts, 2004). 
A small world structure is one in which there are clusters of densely 
connected individuals with very few ties to other clusters. This often 
occurs in large business units that are divided by location or function 
(Cross & Parker, 2004). 

Theories of Workplace Relationships 

For readers interested in learning more about social networks and work-
place relationships there are some excellent review articles that cover the 
existing research in detail (for example, Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Brass, 
2022; Brass et al., 2004; Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021). One helpful cate-
gorization of network theories is that of Borgatti and Halgin (2011).
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They differentiate, on the one hand, theories where the network is 
the predictor of a nonnetwork outcome, for example, the effect of an 
individual having more structural holes in their network on individual 
performance (Burt, 1995). On the other hand, are theoretical expla-
nations where the outcome being predicted is a network tie and the 
predictor is a nonnetwork concept. For example, how an individual’s 
level of performance predicts whether they add or drop network ties 
(Parker et al., 2016). We briefly summarize below two of the more influ-
ential network theories that relate to workplace relationships, one for 
each of the categories outlined by Borgatti and Halgin (2011). 

Social capital : The overarching theme of the social capital literature 
is that network ties are a source of resources (Adler & Kwon, 2002; 
Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Kwon & Adler,  2014). For example, being 
central in the network, i.e., having more network ties gives individuals 
access to more resources. These resources allow individuals to benefit in 
comparison to those with fewer network ties. Benefits include higher 
individual performance (Mehra et al., 2001; Shah et al.,  2017; Sparrowe  
et al., 2001), individual creativity (Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003), and 
team performance (Hansen, 1999; Tsai, 2001). An alternative stream of 
research within the overarching idea of social capital is the benefit of 
being connected to individuals who are not themselves connected to each 
other. Here the benefits come from an individual’s position in the topog-
raphy of the network (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). The most influential 
line of research that takes this view is structural hole theory (Burt, 1995, 
2000). The notion of structural holes, where individuals benefit from 
having open networks, sits in contrast to the benefits of closed networks 
that create obligations and social norms that enhance the flow of complex 
information (Coleman, 1988). 

Network agency, individual characteristics, and cognitions: While social 
capital theory is an explanation as to why network ties and structural 
position lead to beneficial outcomes; a separate stream of research has 
focused on the antecedents of network ties, i.e., what explains why 
people add, sustain, and also drop network ties. This stream of research 
has frequently adopted an agency perspective (Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021; 
Tasselli et al., 2015). Here the actors make choices within the constraints 
of existing network structures. The focus has been on how individual
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characteristics and cognitions influence network choices. For example, 
it has been shown that an individual’s personality can influence their 
network choices. An illustration of this is that actors with the personality 
trait of openness to experience—one of the personality characteristics in 
the five-factor model (Costa & McCrae, 1992)—prefer open networks 
where their friends tend to be unconnected with each other (Lönnqvist 
et al., 2014). Furthermore, extroverts—another personality character-
istic in the five-factor model—tend to have more friends compared to 
introverts (Lönnqvist et al., 2014) and tend to be more popular as 
friends (Feiler & Kleinbaum, 2015). In addition to personal character-
istics, cognition has also been shown to influence network choices. For 
example, individuals have a tendency to perceive both close and distant 
friendship relations as being reciprocated and transitive (Krackhardt & 
Kilduff, 1999). Furthermore, when people are under threat it has been 
shown that low status individuals are more likely to activate smaller and 
tighter subsets of their networks, compared to high status individuals 
(Smith et al., 2012). 

Network Practice 

There is a considerable amount of applied research that underlies 
network practice in organizations. Applied journals such as Harvard 
Business Review, MIT Sloan Management Review, California Manage-
ment Review, and  Organizational Dynamics, have frequently published 
articles that examine workplace relationships and social networks. For 
example, applied research has examined communities of practice (Cross 
et al., 2006); wellbeing and collaborative overload (Cross et al., 2016); 
and change agents within organizations (Battilana & Casciaro, 2013). 
Other applied research has focused on formal versus informal networks 
(Krackhardt & Hanson, 1993), competent versus likable workplace rela-
tionships (Casciaro & Lobo, 2005), energizing (Cross et al., 2003) and  
de-energizing relationships (Parker et al., 2013), and how gender influ-
ences workplace relationships (Carboni et al., 2020, 2021). In addition, 
several books have examined the role of networks in organizations from 
an applied perspective (Cross & Parker, 2004; Cross & Thomas, 2008).



8 A. Parker et al.

Bringing Theory and Practice Together 

While current academic research gives rigorous theoretical and empir-
ical insights regarding workplace relationships, these papers include only 
limited details of the practical applications of workplace relations. Like-
wise, applied research focusing on network practice tends to give limited 
details of the theoretical implications. This edited collection provides 
readers with cutting-edge theoretical and practical insights from the latest 
research on social networks and workplace relationships. We present 
two different perspectives regarding the role of workplace relationships. 
First, we examine the work-based outcomes of workplace relationships, 
such as individual performance, as well as how social network relation-
ships affect attitudes and behaviors. Second, we examine how workplace 
relationships are formed and sustained and the implications this has 
for knowledge creation and exchange as well as friendship and trust. 
Drawing on innovative research on social networks, leading authors 
in the field examine the importance of workplace relationships across 
a broad selection of institutional settings in a practical and accessible 
format for academic scholars, and students alike. 

Networks and Individual Performance 

In the first section of this edited volume, we examine the effect of 
network relationships on individual performance in organizations. A 
long tradition of management research has examined the effect of 
network topographies and positions of individuals in networks and how 
these are associated with individual outcomes. Over the last four decades, 
the networks literature has shown extensive evidence that individuals’ 
position within intraorganizational social networks is beneficial for their 
individual work-based performance (see Fang et al., 2015 for a meta-
analysis). Yet, there is still much that is not known about moderators 
(boundary conditions) and mediators (mechanisms) regarding the associ-
ation between individual network position and performance. To address 
this, our first set of chapters examines the effect of network relationships 
on individual performance in organizations.
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First, in chapter ‘Unpacking the Link Between Intrinsic Motiva-
tional Orientation and Innovation Performance’ Carnabuci, Nedkovski, 
and Guerci explore the relationship between intrinsic motivational 
orientation and innovative performance. Existing research has theo-
rized the psychological explanations for a positive relationship between 
intrinsic motivational orientation and employee innovative performance. 
In contrast, Carnabuci and colleagues draw from social capital theory, 
suggesting that network position is the key link between intrinsic moti-
vational orientation and innovative performance. While many studies 
have shown network centrality is important for performance, its rela-
tionship with intrinsic motivational orientation is less well established. 
Carnabuci et al. find that employees with an intrinsic motivational orien-
tation tend to become more central within the organization’s informal 
advice network, which in turn aids their innovative performance. The 
findings in the paper have important managerial implications. The paper 
demonstrates that having intrinsically motivated individuals may not be 
sufficient to maximize performance. Rather, it is important for managers 
to help employees grow a network of informal advice relationships with 
colleagues across the organization. 
In the next chapter, ‘Brokering One’s Way to Trust and Success’ Parker,  

Ferrin, and Dirks examine how helping behaviors and brokerage in orga-
nizational networks aid in developing trusting relationships that will in 
turn impact individual performance. A substantial body of research over 
the last two decades has examined the determinants and outcomes of 
interpersonal trust within organizations. However, little of this research 
has considered how the social network that surrounds an interpersonal 
relationship might influence the interpersonal trust within that relation-
ship and ultimately the effectiveness and success of individuals within 
an organization. Parker et al., address this gap by examining the role 
of helping behaviors and brokerage—connections to otherwise uncon-
nected subnetworks within the organization. Utilizing a social exchange 
framework, they find that brokers can identify individuals who need 
information and other resources, act to satisfy those needs by performing 
organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBIs) toward those individuals, 
and by doing so, earn others’ trust. And it is this trust that enables 
brokers to gain performance advantages by maximizing the resource
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benefits of their structural position. The findings in the paper have 
important implications for practice. While there is recognition that an 
individual’s network position provides many potential opportunities. 
What is less well recognized is what employees do with these oppor-
tunities. Parker and colleagues show that network brokers use their 
position to increase performance by helping others as opposed to maxi-
mizing their own benefits. This suggests that managers should promote 
the importance of network brokerage as opposed to being wary that 
brokerage will lead to some individuals benefiting at the expense of 
others. 

Next, ‘Women Alone in the Middle’, Carboni explores gender differ-
ence in the occupation and use of social network brokerage roles. For 
decades, researchers have known that organizational networks that are 
characterized by brokerage provide important advantages. People who 
occupy brokerage roles reap significant career rewards, including faster 
rates of promotion, larger bonuses, more involvement in innovation, 
and greater likelihood of being identified as top talent. However, recent 
evidence has emerged to suggest that women are less likely than men to 
occupy brokerage positions and, even when they do occupy them, are less 
likely to leverage brokerage for career success. Several mechanisms have 
been advanced to explain these findings, including structural constraints 
caused by systemic discrimination and gender role expectations. Carboni 
reviews the research on brokerage as it relates to gender and posits 
that a gendered socio-emotional experience of the brokerage role may 
also contribute to systematic disadvantage for women. Carboni high-
lights the need for firms to invest in the success of women by enabling 
them to develop brokerage relationships. For example, by implementing 
mentoring and sponsorship programs that include training on the advan-
tages of brokerage for mentors, sponsors, and protégées.
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The Effect of Network Relationships 
on Attitudes and Behaviors 

In the second section of this edited volume, we further develop how 
networks can result in beneficial outcomes. We build upon the existing 
body of literature on how employee relationships impact employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors. Contributing to this line of research, chapters 
‘Satisfied in the Outgroup: How Co-worker Relational Energy Compen-
sates for Low-Quality Relationships with Managers’ and  ‘Business Before 
Pleasure? Bringing Pleasure Back into Workplace Relationships’ explore 
the role high-quality relationships in organizations can have on attitudes 
and behaviors, while chapter ‘Structural Embeddedness and Organiza-
tional Change: The Role of Workplace Relations and the Uptake of New 
Practices’ examines how relationships impact the diffusion of workplace 
behaviors. 

In chapter ‘Satisfied in the Outgroup: How Co-worker Relational 
Energy Compensates for Low-Quality Relationships with Managers’, 
Gerbasi, Emery, Cullen-Lester, and Mahdon explore how relationships 
with co-workers can mitigate against low-quality relationships with a 
supervisor. Research on Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) suggests that 
employees who establish a high-quality relationship with their super-
visor are more likely to feel energized and are also more satisfied at 
work. Employees, however, have relationships with many colleagues at 
work, not just their supervisor. To take this into account Gerbasi and 
colleagues show how relational energy from other colleagues—that is, 
the heightened level of psychological resourcefulness generated from 
interpersonal interactions that enhances one’s capacity to do work—is 
a link between LMX and employee job satisfaction. Despite the impor-
tance of the quality of an individual’s relationship with their supervisor, 
Gerbasi and colleagues, find that even those who receive lower levels of 
relational energy from their supervisor, can still be satisfied at work if 
they are embedded in a larger network of energizing relationships with 
co-workers. The authors also develop a number of individual and organi-
zational strategies to develop relational energy. These include individuals



12 A. Parker et al.

taking stock of the energizing relationships in their network, and leaders 
creating a high-energy environment. 

Rowe  and  White, in chapter  ‘Structural Embeddedness and Organiza-
tional Change’ explore the critical issue of how workplace relationships 
influence the acceptance of organizational changes. They explore how 
actors’ workplace relations influence their adoption of new practices. 
They focus on how structural embeddedness, with its focus on the degree 
to which actors are engrained in cohesive groups, impacts this adop-
tion. The chapter examines UK hospital trusts that are attempting to 
introduce and integrate new practices to enhance the quality and provi-
sion of patient care. Rowe and White find that individuals in cohesive 
groups are more likely to take on these new practices as opposed to being 
resistant to change. From a managerial perspective, the authors highlight 
the importance of managers creating initiatives to develop cohesiveness 
within groups, as well as key individuals acting as brokers in order to 
increase the uptake of new organizational practices. 

In chapter ‘Business Before Pleasure? Bringing Pleasure Back into 
Workplace Relationships’, Moser, Deichmann, and Jurriens focus on 
the importance of bringing pleasure back into the workplace. There is 
a substantial body of research that has embraced the positive side of 
work. Play, passion, commitment, enjoyment, and meaningfulness are 
only a few examples of how work can be beneficial for people. Moser 
et al. provide a review of this literature. They note that past literature has 
largely neglected the very essence of pleasure; that is, pleasure as an end 
in itself. They argue the absence of pleasure in the study of work leads to 
an impoverished and incomplete understanding of the workplace. Based 
on the tradition of ethical hedonism, Moser et al. argue that organiza-
tions should commit to pleasure in the workplace and, most importantly, 
decouple pleasure from outcomes related to effectiveness and efficiency, 
thus allowing pleasure for the sake of pleasure. The authors make sugges-
tions at both the relational and team level as to how to improve the 
experience of pleasure within organizations.
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Knowledge Relationships in Organizations 

The third section explores the importance of knowledge relationships in 
organizations. As advice flows through informal relationships at work, 
it is not surprising that social networks have been shown to influence 
knowledge creation and knowledge exchange. Yet, access to a network is 
a necessary but not sufficient condition for the exchange and creation 
of knowledge; organizational members must be able to recognize and 
assimilate knowledge when it is shared by others. The following three 
chapters further develop our understanding of networks as enablers of 
knowledge creation and exchange in organizations. 
In chapter ‘Multiple Identities and Multiple Relationships: An 

Exploratory Study of Freelancers’ Knowledge-Seeking Behavior’, Zappa, 
Tonellato, and Tasselli explore the unique world of freelancers, who 
hold multiple jobs and navigate the work environment as independent 
workers. Freelancers’ opportunities to build work-related relationships 
are typically different from conventional, full-time employees. Yet, little 
is known about how freelancers forge the social relationships that give 
them access to the knowledge needed to perform their daily tasks. Zappa 
and colleagues suggest that freelancers are the catalysts of knowledge-
seeking relationships involving colleagues at the (temporary) employer, 
contacts in work-like environments (i.e., coworking spaces), and personal 
work-related ties accumulated over time, thus brokering across bound-
aries in ways not typical of conventional, full-time employees. From a 
practice-orientated perspective, the authors make suggestions as to the 
issues that need to be considered to empower freelancers to maximize 
the contributions they make and their personal satisfaction. 
Knowledge exchange among employees in organizations is critical to 

employees’ ability to solve problems and innovate. In the next chapter, 
‘In the Mind of the Beholder’, Kaše and Quintane explore the possibility 
that employees may have different perceptions regarding the existence 
of knowledge exchanges between them and the factors that may reduce 
these differences. Based on a socio-cognitive approach, they argue that 
misalignments in perceptions of knowledge transfer are likely to be 
common in organizations. They find that misalignment in perceptions 
of complex knowledge transfers is more common than alignment. They
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further find that mutual trust contributes to increasing the alignment 
of dyadic knowledge transfer perceptions. The authors make suggestions 
as to how misalignment can be addressed through targeted conversa-
tions; enhancing mutual trust; and developing greater prosocial behavior, 
perspective taking, and empathy. 

Considerable research has examined the antecedents and benefits of 
knowledge sharing in organizations. In chapter ‘Networks, Knowledge, 
and Rivalry: The Effect of Performance and Co-Location on Perceptions 
of Knowledge Sharing’, Parker, Gerbasi, and Cullen-Lester approach the 
workplace as a competitive arena. It is generally recognized that rivalry 
between employees occurs as a result of them jostling for resources, 
opportunities, and promotion, which can reduce knowledge sharing. 
The authors theorize that rivalry, i.e., two high-performing individuals 
competing for the same resources and opportunities, can result in indi-
viduals perceiving that others are unwilling to share knowledge. They 
also examine the effect of co-location on a focal actor’s perception of 
others’ willingness to share knowledge. Parker et al., suggest the need 
for culture change away from performance-driven organizational envi-
ronments to more collaborative environments. They highlight the need 
for HR policies that incorporate team-based rewards rather than those 
based on individual performance, as well as the introduction of rewards 
and recognition for sharing knowledge. 

Friendship and Trust in Organizations 

In section four, our chapters explore friendship and trust in organiza-
tions. Humans have an innate desire to form and maintain lasting and 
positive interpersonal relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which 
leads them to create friendship relationships in the context of work. 
Friendship is a trust-based exchange relation where affective trust creates 
a safe environment for people to share ideas, information, and gossip 
(Ellwardt et al., 2012). Empirical studies have shown that friendship 
enhances the cooperation, information sharing, and open communi-
cation between individuals (Jehn & Shah, 1997) which has positive
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benefits for work-related outcomes (Brass, 2022). The final three chap-
ters build on this prior research to develop new insights into friendship 
and trust in the workplace. 
In chapter ‘Workplace Friendships: Antecedents, Consequences, and 

New Challenges for Employees and Organizations’, David, Brennecke, 
and Coutinho explore workplace friendships by providing an overview 
of their antecedents and consequences at the individual, the group, 
and the organizational level, and review the smaller body of research 
on multiplex workplace friendships. They critically discuss the practical 
implications of workplace friendships, focusing on their relevance to 
three current challenges for employees and organizations: the increase 
in virtual work, social inequalities in organizations, and the increased 
overlap of professional and private life. Finally, they provide recom-
mendations for organizations on how to address these challenges and 
effectively manage workplace friendships. 

Building on the prior chapter, ‘Friend-ship at Work’, Mehra, Kang, 
and Dolgova answer the question “What explains friendship at work?” 
The answer based upon the principle of homophily is that friendships 
are more likely among individuals who are similar. Classic work on 
homophily assessed similarity in terms of both demographic indicators 
and underlying cognitive perceptions. Recent organizational research, 
however, has tended to rely on a narrower, structural interpretation 
of homophily, one that assumes that perceptions of similarity can be 
bypassed because demography is a good proxy for these underlying 
perceptions. Using data from an organization located in North America, 
Mehra and colleagues open the black box of homophily. They do not 
find support for the idea that the relationship between gender and friend-
ship choice is mediated by underlying cognitive perceptions of similarity. 
Instead, they find that similarity in gender and perceptions of similarity 
were independently related to friendship choice. They also find evidence 
of heterophily when it comes to self-monitoring personality; the greater 
the difference in the self-monitoring scores of two individuals, the more 
likely they are to be friends. The findings suggest that if managers want 
to encourage friendship among their employees, they should focus on
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shaping people’s sense of interpersonal similarity by helping them see 
what they have in common despite their demographic differences. 

Finally, in our last chapter, ‘A Network Perspective on Interpersonal 
Trust Dynamics’, Jiao, van Riel, Aalbers, and Sasovova explore the devel-
opment and repair of interpersonal trust in an organizational context. 
Trust violations are one of the major difficulties that plague organiza-
tional life and challenge effective workplace relationships. It is imperative 
to understand how trust develops and decays, and how it can be repaired. 
Despite a surge of research in recent years that investigates trust dynamics 
from psychological and behavioral perspectives, less is known about 
how trust dynamics may be influenced by the social context. Jiao and 
colleagues draw upon a systematic literature review to identify a set 
of network-related factors that influence trust formation. They build a 
conceptual framework that summarizes how these factors affect trust and 
which aspects require further study. They further identify ways individ-
uals and managers can build trust in their organizations, as well as repair 
it in the case of a violation. 
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Introduction 

A considerable body of research found a positive relationship between 
intrinsic motivation and innovative performance (e.g., Amabile, 1985; 
Amabile & Mueller, 2008; Gong et al.,  2017; Grant  & Berry,  2011; 
Prabhu et al., 2008; Tierney et al., 1999). When performing work, 
intrinsically motivated employees are mainly driven by curiosity, interest, 
and an aspiration to learn (Grant & Berry, 2011; Ryan & Deci,  2000) 
and such intrinsic rewards have been shown to enhance employees’ 
ability to generate original and novel ideas (Collins & Amabile, 1999). 
Although everyone may experience intrinsic motivational states because
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of particular stimuli or situations, prior literature posits that individ-
uals have relatively stable motivational orientations, that is, “trait-like” 
tendencies reflecting how much they focus on intrinsic rewards in general 
(Amabile, 1988; Amabile et al., 1994; Gong et al.,  2017). This argument 
suggests that differences in intrinsic motivational orientation contribute 
to explaining why some employees are systematically more innova-
tive than others. Consistent with this view, several prior studies found 
that employees characterized by high intrinsic motivational orientation 
tend to be more innovative than otherwise-comparable colleagues whose 
intrinsic motivational orientation is low (Amabile, 1985; Amabile et al., 
1994; Gong et al.,  2017; Prabhu et al.,  2008; Tierney et al., 1999). 

Existing theoretical explanations for the link between intrinsic moti-
vational orientation and innovative performance have predominantly 
adopted a psychological perspective (George, 2007). In particular, a 
rich body of research examined how intrinsic motivation triggers intra-
individual mechanisms, such as increased cognitive flexibility (Gagné & 
Deci, 2005), task persistence (Deci & Ryan, 2008), and creativity 
aspirations (Gong et al., 2017), which are conducive to individual 
innovativeness. Whereas this line of work made considerable progress 
in elucidating the psychological mechanisms linking intrinsic motiva-
tion to employee innovation, it paid scant attention to the context 
of social relationships around employees with high intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation (Grant & Berry, 2011). It remains unclear whether 
network positions that motivated people come to occupy may act as 
structural mechanisms that link motivation and innovative performance. 
This is an important omission because it does not inform us about the 
innovative output that intrinsically motivated individuals can provide 
because of their engagement in knowledge sharing processes. Indeed, 
organizational creativity scholars have noticed that examining the role 
of interpersonal relations is important in order to capture the social 
nature of creative processes within real-life organizations (Baer, 2012; 
Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003; Stea & Pedersen, 2017). Accordingly, the 
objective of the present paper is to advance current understandings of 
the relationship between intrinsic motivational orientation and employee 
innovation by bringing interpersonal context to the forefront of the 
analysis.
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Our proposed theoretical argument integrates the role of interper-
sonal context in two main ways. On the one hand, following Grant 
and Berry (2011, p. 73), we recognize that the  value of an employee’s  
creative ideas ultimately depends on whether “they solve problems for 
other people inside…an organization.” Whereas existing research on the 
link between intrinsic motivation and innovation has tended to focus 
exclusively on the idea creation process, we join a growing stream of 
organizational scholarship that conceptualizes employee innovation as 
encompassing not only an employee’s ability to generate creative ideas, 
but also to get others within the organization to appreciate and use those 
ideas (Baer, 2012; Obstfeld, 2017; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). On 
the other hand, complementing the predominant psychological focus of 
prior studies, we leverage extant social network theory to examine the 
role of interpersonal networks—and specifically employees’ networks of 
informal advice relations—as a possible mediating factor in the relation-
ship between intrinsic motivational orientation and employee innovative 
performance. 

Extant social network literature offers two insights that are espe-
cially relevant for our theoretical argument. First, individual-level traits 
and orientations tend to systematically influence how central employees 
become within the informal advice network, as indicated by the number 
of colleagues who turn to the focal employee as a source of advice1 (Fang 
et al., 2015). Second, an employee’s centrality within the informal advice 
network affects her or his innovative performance (Ibarra & Andrews, 
1993). Extending these arguments, we advance and test a novel hypoth-
esis for why intrinsically motivated employees tend to be systematically

1 The network literature has used two definitions of network centrality in informal advice 
networks. One, “degree centrality,” conceptualizes advice relations as bi-directional, such that 
an individual is more or less central depending on the number of colleagues with whom she or 
he regularly exchanges advice. The other, “in-degree centrality,” conceptualizes advice relations 
as directed and focuses on the number of colleagues who regularly turn to a focal individual 
as a source of advice. Whereas both definitions are legitimate, each captures a distinct aspect of 
employees’ networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Here, we adopt the latter definition for two 
reasons. First, most relevant work on employee innovation adopts this particular definition (see, 
e.g., the meta-analysis by Fang et al. [2015] and Ibarra and Andrews’s [1993] discussion on 
this point). Second, as we elaborate in the next sections, it leads to a straightforward theoretical 
integration. It may also be useful to note that some scholars prefer to use the term “network 
size” to refer to “network centrality.” 
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more innovative than employees who have a lower intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation. Specifically, we theorize that intrinsically motivated 
employees are more likely to be recognized as a valued source of advice 
by many of their colleagues and, thereby, gain more central positions 
within the organization’s informal advice network relative to employees 
who have a low intrinsic motivational orientation. In turn, being more 
central in the informal advice network enhances their innovative perfor-
mance by providing them with superior access to information and greater 
influence within the organization. 

In line with the recent emphasis of management scholars on the 
importance of testing theoretical arguments across empirical settings 
(Bettis et al., 2016a; Ethiraj et al., 2016; Quintane & Carnabuci, 2016), 
we test our hypotheses in two distinct organizations. Both organizations 
value employee innovation and are similar along dimensions such as size 
and geographical location. However, they differ markedly in terms of 
task environment, culture, and structure. Despite such differences, our 
empirical tests lend support to our hypotheses in both settings. We find 
that employees’ advice network centrality significantly mediates the effect 
of intrinsic motivational orientation on employee innovation. Namely, 
employees with an intrinsic motivational orientation are systematically 
more central within the informal advice network in both organizations 
and such heightened network centrality explains a considerable share 
(33% in one organization, 81% in the other) of the positive associa-
tion between intrinsic motivational orientation and employee innovative 
performance. These results advance current theoretical understandings 
of why intrinsically motivated employees tend to be more innovative 
and bear practical implications for managers striving to foster employees’ 
innovativeness.
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Theory and Hypotheses 

Intrinsic Motivational Orientation and Advice 
Network Centrality 

A core tenet of social network research is that the network of informal 
advice relations that develops “behind the company chart” is a key 
conduit of information and influence and that, consequently, employees 
who gain more central positions within such network have a struc-
tural advantage relative to less central colleagues (e.g., Chiu et al., 
2017; Ibarra, 1993; Sparrowe et al., 2001). In the context of informal 
advice networks, network centrality refers to the number of colleagues 
who consider a focal individual a valuable source of advice whom they 
regularly turn to for professional, technical, or work-related matters. 
Increasing one’s centrality in the informal advice network is difficult for 
at least two reasons. First, providing advice to many colleagues takes time 
and energy (Shah et al., 2018). Second, employees tend to be highly 
selective in who they turn to for advice within the workplace because 
advice seeking may be interpreted as admitting ignorance or signaling 
weakness (Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Lee, 1997). 
Given that people are selective when choosing their sources of advice, 

who is more likely to become central within an organization’s informal 
advice network? That is, who is more likely to become a source of advice 
for many colleagues? Borgatti and Cross (2003) present an extensive 
review of the social network literature on advice seeking and advance 
a model synthesizing the key factors guiding employees’ advice-seeking 
choices. The authors emphasize three factors that are particularly perti-
nent to our argument. They posit that whether employees turn to a given 
colleague to seek advice depends on, first, the usefulness of the advice 
they expect to receive from that colleague; second, that colleague’s acces-
sibility and willingness to help; and third, the quality of the interpersonal 
interaction they expect to experience. As we articulate below, intrinsically 
motivated employees are likely to be perceived as high in all the three 
dimensions. Consequently, employees characterized by higher levels of 
intrinsic motivational orientation should gain more central positions 
within the organization’s informal advice network.
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Advice usefulness. A primary reason why employees seek advice from 
colleagues is gaining access to knowledge and information that may help 
them to more competently address the work-related problems or oppor-
tunities facing them (Agneessens & Wittek, 2012; Cross et al., 2001; 
Shah et al., 2018). Accordingly, the likelihood that an employee will 
become central in the informal advice network depends on whether 
colleagues perceive her or him to be competent about the tasks at hand 
(Agneessens & Wittek, 2012; Bonaccio & Dalal, 2006; Borgatti & 
Cross, 2003). Two reasons suggest that, ceteris paribus, intrinsically moti-
vated employees are more likely to be perceived as having task-relevant 
competencies relative to individuals who are less intrinsically motivated. 
On the one hand, being driven by interest and curiosity for the work 
itself, intrinsically motivated employees more often engage in continuous 
learning, which both enriches and keeps up to date their pool of domain-
relevant expertise and knowledge (Ryan & Deci, 2000). On the other 
hand, intrinsically motivated employees are more persistent and more 
engaged when performing work (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2013; Grant,  2008) 
and, hence, more likely to demonstrate their competencies when inter-
acting with others. Because an intrinsic motivational orientation leads 
employees to both acquire and show greater competencies relative to 
employees who have a low intrinsic motivational orientation, a larger 
number of colleagues should turn to them when seeking work-related 
advice. Consequently, having a high intrinsic motivational orientation 
should lead to increased centrality in the informal advice network. 
Accessibility and willingness to help. Research suggests that 

colleagues are more likely to turn to an employee as a source of advice 
if they expect that she or he will eagerly make herself or himself avail-
able and show genuine willingness to help. Conversely, employees who 
are perceived to be hard to access or reluctant to help are less likely 
to become a regular source of advice for their colleagues (Borgatti & 
Cross, 2003). Since intrinsically motivated individuals draw satisfaction 
and enjoyment from being engaged in work-related activities, providing 
work-related advice will often represent an intrinsically valued activity 
for them. Consequently, relative to individuals with a low intrinsic moti-
vational orientation, intrinsically motivated employees are more likely to
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show greater accessibility and willingness to help when receiving advice-
seeking requests from colleagues. In line with this view, prior studies 
found a strong positive association between employees’ intrinsic motiva-
tion and their willingness to help others, as measured by their prosocial 
motivation (e.g., Grant, 2008; Grant  & Berry,  2011). Similarly, extant 
literature found that intrinsic motivation is an important predictor of 
employees’ willingness to share one’s knowledge with colleagues (Jeon 
et al., 2011; Ozlati,  2015). Insofar as intrinsically motivated individ-
uals show greater willingness to help when colleagues seek advice from 
them, the latter should be more likely to turn to intrinsically motivated 
colleagues as sources of advice. 

Quality of the interaction. Finally, the likelihood that an employee 
will become central in the informal advice network depends on the 
quality of the interaction colleagues expect to experience when asking 
for and receiving advice (Borgatti & Cross, 2003). Research shows that, 
in the workplace, people engage in interpersonal exchanges not only 
for instrumental purposes but also as a means for satisfying emotional 
and psychological needs (Colbert et al., 2016; Deci & Ryan,  1985). For 
example, Casciaro (2014) posits that task-related interactions, such as 
advice seeking, always comprise an affective component. Building on 
Collins (1981), she posits that employees are more likely to choose to 
engage in task-related exchanges with a colleague if they expect to expe-
rience high levels of “emotional energy” and enjoyment while interacting 
with her or him. Taken together, these arguments suggest that the more 
an employee’s colleagues expect to experience a high-quality (i.e., an 
enjoyable and energizing) interaction when receiving advice from her or 
him, the more likely is that employee to become a source of advice for 
many colleagues within the organization. 
We propose that employees are more likely to expect high-quality 

interactions when seeking advice from colleagues who have an intrinsic 
motivational orientation. Wild and co-authors argue that intrinsically 
motivated individuals behave in ways that are conducive to satisfying the 
basic psychological needs of others (Wild et al., 1997). In a model that 
links social perceptions, expectancy formation, and motivational orien-
tation, the authors posit that when employees perceive a colleague to 
be intrinsically motivated, they anticipate feelings of enjoyment from



32 G. Carnabuci et al.

engaging in work-related interactions with that colleague. Furthermore, 
because intrinsically motivated employees find it enjoyable and inher-
ently gratifying to engage in work-related activities (Ryan & Deci, 
2000), colleagues are likely to experience more authentic and ener-
gizing interactions when seeking work-related advice from intrinsically 
motivated individuals than when seeking advice from less intrinsically 
motivated employees. Insofar as colleagues expect advice-seeking inter-
actions to be of higher quality when the advice giver is intrinsically 
motivated, employees characterized by higher levels of intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation should become a source of advice for a larger number 
of colleagues relative to employees with a low intrinsic motivational 
orientation. Consequently, their centrality in the organization’s informal 
advice network should increase. 

In sum, the arguments above suggest that employees who have an 
intrinsic motivational orientation are more likely to become central 
in the informal advice network because colleagues experience them as 
offering (i) more valuable advice; (ii) greater willingness to help; and 
(iii) higher-quality interactions. We therefore advance the following 
hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1 Everything else constant, higher levels of intrinsic moti-
vational orientation lead to increased centrality in the organization’s 
informal advice network 

Network Centrality and Innovative Performance 

Whereas our first hypothesis links an employee’s intrinsic motivational 
orientation to her or his centrality within the informal advice network, 
our second hypothesis posits that advice network centrality has a posi-
tive effect on employee innovative performance. Prior studies argued that 
central network positions are conducive to superior employee innova-
tion (see Baer et al., 2015 for a comprehensive review and meta-analysis 
of the literature). As we elaborate below, this research highlights that 
advice network centrality provides employees with two main advan-
tages—better access to other employees’ knowledge and greater influence
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within the organization—that are less easily available to employees in less 
central network positions. As a result, employees who are more central 
within the informal advice network are more likely to generate creative 
ideas and to get those ideas implemented within the organization, that 
is, they have a higher innovative performance. 

Several streams of literature indicate that advice network centrality is 
conducive to generating more creative ideas. Scholars examining the link 
between network structure and employee creativity have argued that, 
once formed, advice relationships act as “pipes” through which knowl-
edge flows within organizations (Podolny, 2001). According to this view, 
employees who gain more central network positions are exposed to a 
wider set of knowledge stemming from multiple sources throughout the 
organization and, therefore, are more likely to envision creative knowl-
edge combinations compared to employees who hold less central network 
positions (Fleming et al., 2007). This structural view dovetails with 
micro-level research on the link between advice giving and employee 
creativity. This latter line of research finds that, as they provide advice to 
many colleagues, central employees do not merely help those colleagues 
by transferring knowledge to them. They also acquire knowledge from 
those colleagues and become more creative because of their advice-giving 
efforts (Sparrowe et al., 2001). Thus, although providing generic help 
sometimes detracts from an employee’s own performance, Shah et al. 
(2018) show that providing problem-solving advice to many colleagues 
fosters the provider’s own learning and expands her or his knowledge 
base. 

Creativity and innovation scholars concur that employees’ ability to 
generate creative ideas requires enough cognitive flexibility to be able 
to combine seemingly disparate perspectives and ideas (Fleming, 2001; 
Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). By engaging with multiple advice 
seekers, central employees learn to deal with different viewpoints and to 
apply their own knowledge to disparate contexts, problems, and oppor-
tunities, which increases their cognitive flexibility and sustains creativity 
through conceptual combination, expansion, and reframing (Singh et al., 
2016). Furthermore, engaging with multiple advice seekers helps central 
employees identify analogies between the tasks facing the advice seekers
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and their own and, thereby, facilitates creative transfers of solutions to 
one’s own tasks (Hargadon, 1999). 

Holding a more central position within the organization’s informal 
advice network not only aids employees to generate creative ideas. It also 
increases their effectiveness at promoting and implementing those ideas 
so they are actually put to use by the organization. Ensuring that one’s 
creative ideas find use within the organization requires key stakeholders 
to buy into those ideas (Baer, 2012). Sometimes, it also requires orga-
nizational decision makers to mobilize scarce resources, such as money 
and personnel, to support those ideas and turn them into organizational 
action (Kanter, 1983). Being central in the organization’s advice network 
facilitates this process in two main ways. On the one hand, central 
employees engage in conversations with a broader set of colleagues; 
consequently, they receive more comprehensive and accurate information 
about who is more likely to see their ideas favorably within the organi-
zation or, by contrast, who might oppose them (Krackhardt, 1990). As 
they have a better purview of the interests with which their ideas might 
interfere, or which it might facilitate, centrally positioned employees can 
frame their novel ideas in ways that are more likely to be supported or at 
least accepted by relevant organizational stakeholders. 

On the other hand, being a source of advice for many of their 
colleagues increases central employees’ influence within the organization 
(Brass, 1984). One reason is that providing advice to others is a form of 
help and, as such, it is based on a norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). 
Since central employees regularly provide advice to many colleagues, 
they can potentially elicit reciprocity-based support from a broad set of 
contacts throughout the organization. A second reason is that seeking 
advice is a form of deference that confers status to the advice provider 
(Agneessens & Wittek, 2012; Borgatti & Cross, 2003). Because central 
employees are a source of advice for many colleagues, their status within 
the organization tends to be higher than that of colleagues holding 
comparable formal positions (Flynn et al., 2006), resulting in two main 
advantages. First, central employees have greater informal power than 
do less central employees (Baer, 2012; Ibarra, 1993). Second, the good-
ness of their ideas is systematically overrated (Podolny, 2010). Therefore, 
the more central an employee becomes in the advice network, the more
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effective she or he should be at promoting creative ideas among rele-
vant organizational stakeholders and ensuring they get used by the 
organization. 

In sum, the above arguments suggest that holding a more central posi-
tion within the organization’s informal advice network leads employees 
to both generate more creative ideas and to get the organization to put 
those ideas to work, i.e., it enhances employees’ innovative performance. 
Accordingly, we advance the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2 Everything else constant, employees who hold a more 
central position within the organization’s informal advice network 
exhibit higher levels of innovative performance 

Considered together, the hypotheses put forward so far imply a 
mediation path linking intrinsic motivational orientation to employee 
innovative performance through advice network centrality. Specifically, 
our third hypothesis is that higher levels of intrinsic motivational orien-
tation lead to superior innovative performance via increasing employee’s 
centrality within the organization’s informal advice network. 

Hypothesis 3 Advice network centrality mediates the positive relation-
ship between employees’ intrinsic motivational orientation and innova-
tive performance 

Data and Methods 

Research Settings 

We test our hypotheses using data from two distinct organizations, 
which we dub Energetica and Metallica to preserve anonymity. Prior to 
designing and administering our surveys, we carried out extensive inter-
views in each organization, across departmental and hierarchical levels, 
and consulted all accessible archival records. The two organizations are 
similar in several important aspects. They are both based in the same
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northern Italian region (Lombardy) and their workforce size is compa-
rable: Energetica has 134 employees, while Metallica 142. Furthermore, 
both organizations explicitly recognize the value of employee innovation. 
Despite these similarities, as we summarize below, there are important 
differences in the task environment, structure, and culture across the two 
organizations. Recent research argued that differences in organizational 
contexts may influence the effect of informal networks on individual 
innovation (Soda et al., 2019). Therefore, replicating our analyses across 
both organizations is important to test the generalizability of our results. 

Founded in 2008, Energetica is a leading consulting firm active in the 
Italian energy market. Its mission is to provide clients with innovative 
and customized solutions for optimizing energy consumption. Ener-
getica resembles the ideal type of an “organic” organization (Burns & 
Stalker, 2011), in which extensive lateral communication and mutual 
adjustment mechanisms form the basis for coordinating decision making 
and work processes. Confirming this description, our analysis shows that 
over 60% of all advice-seeking relationships span departmental bound-
aries. Energetica makes extensive use of teams of experts from different 
specializations whose goal is to design and generate new, customizable 
solutions. Metallica, by contrast, is a manufacturing company producing 
quick disconnect couplings for all varieties of sizes and port config-
urations for fluid connections and control. Its products are used for 
machineries and systems across multiple industries including oil and 
gas, hydraulic tools, vehicles, and agriculture. Founded during the so-
called “Italian industrial revolution” in the 60s, Metallica is a family-run 
company that conforms relatively well to the “mechanistic” organization 
ideal type (Burns & Stalker, 2011). It features clearly defined functional 
boundaries and a high degree of formalization and standard operating 
procedures. Unlike Energetica, advice-seeking relationships in Metal-
lica are largely confined within formal organizational units, with only 
28.54% of those relationships spanning across departmental boundaries. 
We followed the same data collection process in both organizations. 

The only exception is that in Energetica all surveys were administered 
through an online questionnaire, whereas in Metallica this was possible 
only for white-collar employees but not for blue-collar ones. For the 
latter (50.70% of the total sample in Metallica), we collected survey data
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through paper and pencil questionnaires. We administered two surveys in 
each organization. The first survey was administered to all employees and 
was designed to collect information on a wide range of individual-level 
characteristics as well as people’s workplace social networks (described 
later). The second survey was administered only to employees with a 
supervisory role; in this survey, supervisors were asked to evaluate each 
of their reports using a validated scale of employee innovative perfor-
mance. The second survey was administered two weeks after the first. 
We obtained a very high response rate in both organizations. For the 
first survey, the response rate was 89% (119/134) in Energetica and 83% 
(118/142) in Metallica. For the second survey, the response rate was 97% 
(30/31) in Energetica and 100% (10/10) in Metallica. Recent studies 
that analyzed complete social networks have drawn their empirical data 
from samples of similar or smaller size (e.g., Carnabuci & Diószegi, 
2015). 
We collected network data through a “roster method.” Specifically, 

we presented each respondent with the following text (here translated 
from Italian): “At work, people often turn to colleagues or supervisors 
for advice. Looking back to the last year, whom among your colleagues 
or supervisors did you turn to for advice on technical or work-related 
matters?” We then provided a roster with the name and surname of all 
the employees in each respective company. For each selected colleague, 
respondents were then asked to report the frequency of advice seeking, 
and for this purpose, we asked the following question: “How often did 
you turn to this colleague for advice?” The provided answers were: 3 = 
“At least once a week”; 2 = “At least once a month”; and 1 = “Less than 
once a month.” We emphasize three methodological aspects inherent in 
our approach. First, prior research has shown that the roster method is 
preferable to the “free-recall” approach as it produces more accurate and 
reliable data (Marsden, 1990). Second, we followed Marsden’s recom-
mendation (1990) and did not impose any restriction on the number of 
contacts that could be nominated by a respondent, as such restrictions 
result in less complete and more biased responses. Third, we phrased 
the question to emphasize a stable, relatively long-term relationship 
(“Looking back at the last year, whom among your colleagues did you 
turn to for…”), which prior research has shown to yield high respondent



38 G. Carnabuci et al.

accuracy unlike phrasings that emphasize short-term events (Marsden, 
1990). 
We then coded this data into an adjacency matrix for each organiza-

tion (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) and used UCINET 6.651 to analyze 
the resulting valued, directed networks. 

Measures 

Innovative performance. We measured employee innovative perfor-
mance using the original 9-items scale adopted by Janssen (2000). 
The assessment was carried out by each employee’s supervisor. Super-
visory ratings have higher validity and reliability relative to self-reported 
ones (Heidemeier, 2005), and are widely accepted as a way to measure 
employee innovative performance (Anderson et al., 2014). A sample item 
included “Searches out new working methods, techniques, or instru-
ments.” The response format was a value scale that ranged from 1 
“Strongly disagree” to 8 “Strongly agree.” (If not differently stated, 
such a format was used for all the scales in this study.) Similar to 
Janssen (2000), we constructed our dependent variable as a sum of all 
item responses. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94 and 0.96 in Energetica and 
Metallica, respectively. 
Intrinsic motivational orientation. Employees completed the 15-

items intrinsic motivational orientation scale developed by Amabile et al. 
(1994). Sample items included “The more difficult the problem, the 
more I enjoy to solve it,” and “I prefer to figure things out for myself.” 
Cronbach’s alphas were 0.70 and 0.71 in Energetica and Metallica, 
respectively. 

Network centrality. Prior to calculating network centrality, we 
dichotomized tie strength values so that 1 referred to a reported rela-
tionship and 0 reflected no relationship. An employee’s centrality in the 
informal advice network is measured as the number of colleagues who 
nominated him or her as a source of advice. Since our focus is specif-
ically on the informal advice network, and seeking task-related advice
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from one’s supervisor can be an inherent part of formal supervisory rela-
tions, we excluded nominations directed toward supervisors (Oh et al., 
2006). 

Control variables. We controlled for a number of demographic, 
contextual, and personal characteristics that might influence our esti-
mates of interest. We controlled for Age because several studies argued 
that younger employees are more innovative (but see Ng & Feldman, 
2013a, for a meta-analysis that challenges this view). We control for 
Gender (male = 1) because it may affect both an individual’s creativity 
ratings and her/his network characteristics (Ibarra, 1993). Similarly, we 
kept the level of education constant as it has been associated with 
greater creativity (Ng & Feldman, 2009). Reflecting the Italian educa-
tional system, we operationalize Educational level as follows: 1 = junior 
high school; 2 = high school; 3 = bachelor’s degree; 4 = master’s or 
post-graduate degree. We control for Organizational tenure because the 
years spent with a company may affect an employee’s innovative perfor-
mance (Ng & Feldman, 2013b), and centrality in the informal advice 
network (Rollag, 2004). Hierarchical level was included as prior research 
has shown that it relates to network position and innovative performance 
(Ibarra & Andrews, 1993). This variable in our study ranged from 1 to 
4 in an ascending order, where 1 = employees without supervisory roles, 
2 = middle managers, 3 = top managers, i.e., managers with no direct 
supervisor other than the CEO, and 4 = the cofounders and CEO (in 
Metallica) or the CEO (in Energetica). 

Extant research has shown that friendship ties affect an individual’s 
performance (Baldwin et al., 1997) and may influence her or his advice-
seeking choices (Rank et al., 2010). We therefore collected data on 
friendship relations. To construct the variable Number of friends, we  
used a roster method and asked employees to indicate “…the colleagues 
you regard as your friends”). We imposed no restriction on how many 
friends could be nominated and, following prior research, we consider 
two employees as friends only if both reported to be friends (Balkundi 
et al., 2007). We also control for Out-degree centrality, which indicates 
the number of colleagues a focal employee turns to as sources of work-
related advice. We include this variable because prior studies suggest



40 G. Carnabuci et al.

that having many sources of advice may enhance one’s creativity (Perry-
Smith, 2006). Furthermore, by seeking advice from many colleagues the 
focal employee may trigger a reciprocity cycle whereby those colleagues 
ask for advice in return, thereby influencing our variable of theoretical 
interest—Network centrality. By controlling for Out-degree centrality, we  
eliminate this potential confound. 
We also control for three individual-level variables that prior studies 

suggest might influence employees’ workplace networks. The first, 
Self-monitoring , captures an employee’s ability to adapt and relate to 
different kinds of people and social situations. As a result of this 
ability, extant literature shows that high self-monitors tend to gain more 
central network positions (Oh & Kilduff, 2008). We operationalize Self-
monitoring using the 12-items scale by O’Cass (2000). Cronbach’s alphas 
were 0.84 and 0.78 for Energetica and Metallica, respectively. Following 
Vissa (2012), we also measure two key aspects of employees’ networking 
styles. The first, called Network broadening , pertains to actions aimed 
at expanding one’s professional network, such as reaching out to new 
contacts and establishing interpersonal knowledge about new contacts. 
This variable was measured using the 6-items scale developed by Vissa 
(2012); Cronbach’s alphas were 0.78 and 0.71 for Energetica and Metal-
lica, respectively. The second, Network deepening , pertains to actions 
aimed at strengthening one’s existing professional network and was 
measured using an adapted 7-items scale developed by Vissa (2012). 
Cronbach’s alphas were 0.62 and 0.59 for Energetica and Metallica, 
respectively. While these values are not high, Hair et al. (2006) consider 
a Cronbach’s alpha close to 0.60 to be an acceptable indicator of internal 
reliability. 

Results 

Tables 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics and correlations for Ener-
getica and Metallica, respectively. At Energetica, 63% of the employees 
are men; the average employee is almost 34 years old, holds a master’s 
or post-graduate degree, and has been with the company for little over 
2 years. The range of advice-seeking ties in Energetica is 32, and on
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average, an employee nominates 6.18 colleagues as a regular source of 
advice (SD = 6.01). Correlations (highlighted in bold when signifi-
cant at the 0.05 level) provide preliminary evidence for our hypotheses. 
Intrinsic motivational orientation is positively correlated with both Inno-
vative performance and Network centrality and the latter, in turn, is 
positively correlated with Innovative performance. Correlations among 
our independent variables are relatively low and the few significant 
ones are in the expected directions. For example, Network centrality is 
positively correlated with Organizational tenure, Hierarchical level , and  
Number for friends, and  Self-monitoring is positively correlated with both 
Network deepening and Network broadening . Intriguingly, we also find 
a positive correlation between these three variables and Intrinsic moti-
vational orientation. We are not aware of any prior study relating these 
variables and find this to be a potentially interesting lead, although we 
have no strong theoretical interpretation.

Compared to Energetica, Metallica’s workforce is more male-
dominated (82% is male), older (average age is over 40), less educated 
(modal degree is high school diploma), and has longer tenure (average 
tenure is close to 10 years). The range of advice-seeking ties in Metal-
lica is 57, and on average, an employee nominates 6.20 colleagues 
as a regular source of advice (SD = 8.28). Looking at correlations, 
Intrinsic motivational orientation is associated with Network centrality and 
the latter, in turn, is positively correlated with Innovative performance, 
which provides preliminary evidence for our hypotheses. The correlation 
between Intrinsic motivational orientation and Innovative performance is 
positive but, unlike in Energetica, not significant. Pairwise correlations 
among the independent variables are generally low also in the case of 
Metallica and the pattern of significant correlations is remarkably similar 
across both organizations. Gender and Age appear to matter more in 
Metallica than in Energetica, which might reflect the more traditional 
culture of the  former.
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Hypotheses Test 

Table 3 shows the results of OLS estimations within Energetica and 
Metallica, respectively. In the table, we present a sequence of three 
models following the logic of mediation analyses: in Model 1, Innova-
tive performance is regressed on Intrinsic motivational orientation plus the 
full set of control variables; in Model 2, we regress Network centrality 
on Intrinsic motivational orientation; and in Model 3, we augment 
Model 1 with Network centrality. Since  Innovative performance is assessed 
by supervisors and each supervisor assesses several reports, we present 
models with robust standard errors clustered at the supervisor level 
(White, 1984).

Confirming prior literature, Model 1 shows that Intrinsic motivational 
orientation is positively associated with Innovative performance (In Ener-
getica, b = 0.24, p = 0.031; in Metallica, b = 0.16, p = 0.015). 
Model 2 tests our first hypothesis, which posits that intrinsically moti-
vated employees tend to become more central within the organization’s 
informal advice network. We find support for Hypothesis 1 in both Ener-
getica and Metallica. The estimated coefficient is 0.12 (p = 0.004) in 
Energetica and 0.15 (p = 0.006) in Metallica. These coefficients indi-
cate a noticeable effect size: a one standard deviation increase in Intrinsic 
motivational orientation is associated with a 1.14 (in Energetica) and 
1.50 (in Metallica) more colleagues who turn to the focal employee as a 
source of advice. Moving to the control variables, Model 2 shows several 
effects that are consistent with prior literature. Specifically, we find that 
in both organizations, an employee’s Network centrality increases with 
Organizational tenure, Hierarchical level, and Number of friends (Ibarra, 
1993; Rank et al.,  2010; Rollag, 2004). Besides these similarities, we also 
observe a few differences across the two organizations. Network broad-
ening has a marginally significant negative effect on Network centrality 
in Energetica but not in Metallica. By contrast, males and more highly 
educated employees tend to be more central in Metallica but not in 
Energetica. We do not have a strong theoretical interpretation for these 
different findings. However, we notice that prior studies found men 
and more highly educated employees to gain higher levels of network 
centrality (e.g., Ibarra, 1993).
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Model 3 tests our second hypothesis, which posits that employees who 
hold a more central position within the organization’s informal advice 
network exhibit higher levels of innovative performance. We find broad 
support for Hypothesis 2 in both organizations. The effect of Network 
centrality on Innovative performance is both larger and reaches a higher 
statistical significance level in Metallica (b = 0.85, p = 0.000) than in 
Energetica (b = 0.71, p = 0.071). Specifically, a one standard deviation 
increase in Network centrality leads to a 27% of a standard deviation 
increase in Innovative performance in Energetica and to a 58% of a 
standard deviation increase in Metallica. 
Our third and final hypothesis posits that intrinsic motivational orien-

tation has an indirect positive effect on innovative performance via 
increasing employee’s network centrality. Baron and Kenny (1986) devel-
oped what is perhaps the most widely used approach to test indirect 
effects such as the one we hypothesized. According to the Baron and 
Kenny test, Network centrality mediates the effect of Intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation on Innovative performance when the following four 
conditions occur. First, Intrinsic motivational orientation has a positive 
effect on Innovative performance when the mediator variable (Network 
centrality) is not part of the model. Model 1 shows that this is the case. 
Second, Intrinsic motivational orientation has a positive effect on Network 
centrality, as shown by Model 2. Third, the effect of Network centrality on 
Innovative performance is positive after controlling for Intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation, as shown in Model 3. Fourth, the coefficient estimate 
of Intrinsic motivational orientation on Innovative performance is smaller 
when controlling for Network centrality than when not controlling for it. 
Comparing the estimate of Intrinsic motivational orientation on Innova-
tive performance in Model 1 versus Model 3 shows that also this fourth 
condition is met (in fact, introducing Network centrality entirely wipes 
away the positive effect of Intrinsic motivational orientation on Innova-
tive performance in both Energetica and Metallica). Based on Baron and 
Kenny (1986), we can therefore conclude that Hypothesis 3 is supported. 

Albeit widely used, the test developed by Baron and Kenny (1986) 
has been criticized and several scholars called for supplementing this 
approach with alternative testing strategies (e.g., MacKinnon et al., 
2002). In particular, the so-called Sobel product of coefficients test
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Table 4 Sobel test of significance of the indirect effect 

Indirect effect p CI (lower) CI (upper) 

Energetica 0.09 0.104 0.00 0.21 
Metallica 0.13 0.026 0.06 0.21 

The estimates are based on standard errors at the supervisor level; CI confidence 
interval 

(Sobel, 1982) has gained increasing recognition as a viable alternative 
for testing mediation processes. We therefore tested Hypothesis 3 also 
using the Sobel test. As shown in Table 4, in Metallica, the Sobel test 
indicates that Network centrality mediates the effect of Intrinsic moti-
vational orientation on Innovative performance. The mediation effect is 
significant at the 5% level in Metallica and at the 10% level in Ener-
getica. In interpreting these results, it is important to remember that a 
feature of the Sobel test is that it has low statistical power, meaning that 
it produces overly conservative estimates of mediation effects in small 
samples. According to MacKinnon et al. (2002), a sample of 1000 is 
necessary to detect small mediation effects, whereas with sample sizes 
like the ones used here one may detect only medium-to-large media-
tion effects. Thus, we can safely interpret the results of the Sobel test as 
providing support to Hypothesis 3. 

Discussion 

We proposed and tested empirically a novel theoretical link between 
employees’ motivational orientation, defined as the extent to which indi-
viduals are inclined to focus on and value intrinsically rewarding aspects 
of their job, and employee innovative performance. Specifically, we theo-
rized that intrinsically motivated employees are more likely to gain 
central positions within their organization’s informal advice network, 
which in turn enhances their innovative performance by aiding them 
in the generation, promotion, and implementation of innovative ideas. 
We tested our hypotheses in two independent organizations which, albeit 
similar in size and geographical location, are markedly different in terms 
of task environment, structure, and culture. Energetica is a consulting
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service resembling the ideal type of an “organic” organization; Metallica 
is a production company based on a more “mechanistic” organization 
(Burns & Stalker, 2011). In both organizations, we found support for 
our argument. First, employees with an intrinsic motivational orienta-
tion tended to occupy a more central position within the informal advice 
networks. Second, advice network centrality enhances employees’ inno-
vative performance, as assessed by supervisors. As a result, and third, 
advice network centrality mediates the effect of intrinsic motivational 
orientation on employee innovative performance. 

Limitations 

In designing this study, we tried to maximize our ability to produce 
valid and generalizable results. To this end, we developed a research 
design involving two independent organizations in which we collected 
an unusually rich combination of individual and social network data, 
ensuring that the same constructs could be measured in a fully compa-
rable fashion in both organizations. In collecting network data, we used 
the roster method because it has been shown to be significantly more 
accurate than the less time-consuming alternative, the so-called ego-
network approach (Hammer, 1984). An important tradeoff for such 
intensive data collection effort is that we were unable to collect longi-
tudinal data. This represents a limitation because it hampers our iden-
tification strategy, that is, our ability to demonstrate causality through 
our empirical tests. In particular, in the absence of longitudinal data, it 
is hard to account for possible sources of unobserved heterogeneity and 
endogeneity that might affect our results. 
This acknowledged, we notice that our key independent variable— 

intrinsic motivational orientation—captures a stable (i.e., time-invariant) 
trait of individuals. This consideration is important because it indicates 
that the empirical relationship we found between intrinsic motivational 
orientation and advice network centrality runs in the direction we theo-
rized. That is, given that intrinsic motivational orientation is a fixed 
trait that does not change over time, then it must be the case that 
intrinsic motivational orientation affects advice network centrality, not
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the other way around. Similarly, because employees’ intrinsic motiva-
tional orientation is stable over time, then we can safely rule out the 
possibility that the association between intrinsic motivational orientation 
and network centrality is driven by common unobserved factors. While 
these considerations alleviate endogeneity concerns with regard to the 
test of our first hypothesis, the test of our second hypothesis—that advice 
network centrality increases innovative performance—is susceptible to 
endogeneity. For example, it is in theory possible that more innova-
tive employees become more central over time. Unfortunately, we have 
no way to conclusively rule out this possibility empirically within the 
context of this study. Indeed, doing so would require a different research 
design altogether, notably a natural or a field experiment, enabling 
the researcher to create an exogenous source of variation in employees’ 
network centrality. In the absence of such designs, caution must be used 
in interpreting correlational associations as evidence of causality. 
We focused our attention on the role of intrinsic motivational orien-

tation because it offers a useful and logically straightforward point of 
integration between psychological and social network perspectives on 
employee innovation. By so doing, however, we did not consider the 
possible role of individuals’ extrinsic motivational orientation. Contrary 
to widespread beliefs, individuals’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivational 
orientations are not opposite ends of a bipolar dimension but, rather, 
orthogonal dimensions (Amabile et al., 1994). Intriguingly, a recent 
study by Gong et al. (2017) found that intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vational orientations interact in complex ways in shaping individual 
creativity. Whereas examining these interactions was beyond the scope 
of this study, doing so might help us develop a more complete under-
standing of how social networks mediate the link between employees’ 
motivational orientation and innovative performance. 
The paper integrates insights from social network theory into the 

motivation literature. In so doing, our goal was to delineate a clear and 
logically straightforward basis for theoretical integration. Toward this 
end, we focused our theory and empirical analysis on a well-established 
network concept—centrality—and left aside other potentially relevant 
aspects of workplace social networks that might affect individual innova-
tion. Furthermore, we adopted a broad conceptualization of innovative
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performance that considers not only idea generation but also idea 
promotion and implementation. However, we did not examine if and 
under what conditions an intrinsic motivational orientation may lead to 
diverging outcomes across these three components of individual innova-
tion. In light of these limitations, we highlight three directions in which 
our arguments may be fruitfully extended. First, extant research suggests 
that tie strength matters for innovation and, specifically, that strong and 
weak ties may be beneficial in different phases of the creative process 
(Baer, 2012; Perry-Smith, 2014; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). When 
considered in light of our proposed mediation model, this consideration 
prompts the question, are intrinsically motivated employees more likely 
to attract strong or weak advice ties? Second, we focused on employees’ 
network centrality but did not consider whether employees’ contacts 
are mutually connected or separated by structural holes. However, 
evidence suggests these structural differences affect employees’ innova-
tive performance and, once again, that each type of network structure 
may be beneficial in different phases of the innovation process (Obstfeld, 
2005; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017). Finally, and third, we exam-
ined employees’ networks from a static perspective, but it is possible that 
employees’ motivational orientations influence the dynamics through 
which interpersonal interactions unfold and evolve over time (Quin-
tane & Carnabuci, 2016). While it was impossible to examine these 
directions within the context of the present paper, we hope that our study 
will spur research around these important questions. 

Contributions 

The theory and evidence presented in this study advance the extant liter-
ature in several ways. By showing that intrinsic motivational orientation 
affects employee innovative performance via advice network centrality, 
the study extends and qualifies current understandings of how intrinsic 
motivational orientation affects innovative performance. Our results 
dovetail with and extend recent research emphasizing the pivotal role 
of other-focused processes in shaping the relationship between intrinsic
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motivation and individual innovation (George, 2007; Grant  & Berry,  
2011). By emphasizing the role of “perspective taking,” Grant and 
Berry (2011) examined other-focused processes from an intra-individual, 
psychological perspective. Complementing their approach, the present 
paper examined the role of other-focused processes from a network-
structural perspective, namely, it showed that intrinsic motivational 
orientation shapes the network of interpersonal relations within which 
employees are embedded and through which they relate to others. 
We argued that intrinsic motivational orientation affects employees’ 

innovation by helping them become a valued source of work-related 
advice for others in the organization and, hence, a central node in the 
organization’s informal advice network. Although psychological literature 
on intrinsic motivation has recognized the importance of interpersonal 
relationships (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010), to the 
best of our knowledge ours is the first study to theorize employees’ 
networks as a mediating factor linking intrinsic motivation to individual 
innovation. Whereas we focused on employee innovative performance, 
there are theoretical reasons to believe that employees’ networks may 
play a similar mediation role with respect to other performance outcome 
variables. Indirect evidence for this conjecture comes from a recent 
meta-analysis by Fang et al. (2015) showing that network position, 
and in particular network centrality, partially mediates the relation-
ship between several personality and performance variables. Insofar as 
employees with an intrinsic motivational orientation are perceived to be 
more attractive exchange partners, it seems theoretically plausible that 
networks may mediate the effects of intrinsic motivational orientation 
on other outcome variables of organizational interest, such as produc-
tivity or turnover. We hope that our study will spur new research in this 
promising direction. 
Our study contributes to a growing stream of research aimed at 

building a micro-founded, psychologically informed theories of informal 
networks in organizations (Casciaro et al., 2015; Kilduff & Krackhardt, 
2008). Research in this area has identified several psychological attributes 
affecting how individuals mentally represent, build, and use networks 
(Oh & Kilduff, 2008; Simpson et al., 2011). Still, the extant litera-
ture lack knowledge on “Why do some individuals have social networks
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that appear to foster creativity to greater extent than other individuals” 
(George, 2007, p. 460). Responding to Tasselli and colleagues’ call for 
studies that examine the relation between individual-level motivational 
dispositions and networks (Tasselli et al., 2015), we argued and showed 
that the position employees come to occupy within the organization’s 
informal advice network reflects, at least in part, their motivational orien-
tation. Whereas network research has traditionally assumed away the role 
of individual motivation (see Burt, 1992, p. 36), our study testifies to the 
importance of accounting for motivational factors in network studies. By 
illuminating what drives people’s cognitive and affective responses, the 
literature on motivation is rich in insights that may help us shed light 
on why there are such large differences in the kinds of networks people 
build around themselves and in how they use them (Tasselli et al., 2015). 
We see our study as a first step in the direction of integrating motivation 
theories into current network explanations. 

An important feature of our study is that it was designed to repli-
cate its empirical tests across two different organizations. Collecting 
high-quality primary data from independent organizations is highly 
time-consuming and, sometimes, unfeasible. This is especially true when 
collecting network data, since network questionnaires require respon-
dents to answer questions not only about themselves but also their 
contacts. Furthermore, complete-network studies such as the ones we 
carried out necessitate very high response rates, since low response rates 
may lead to inaccurate network representations (Wasserman & Faust, 
1994). For all these reasons, replication analyses are extremely rare in 
management and even rarer in organizational network studies. This is 
a major hurdle in the way of scientific progress because scholars often 
make universalistic arguments but the estimated network effects may be 
contingent on the characteristics of the particular organizational setting 
examined (Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994; Soda et al.,  2019). We were 
able to collect the exact same data in two distinct companies and to 
obtain a very high response rate in both. The fact that our hypotheses 
are confirmed in different organizational settings adds credibility to our
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empirical results and reassures us about the general validity of our argu-
ments. As multiple scholars emphasized (Bettis et al., 2016a, 2016b; 
Hubbard et al., 1998), developing research designs that enable empir-
ical replication is crucial for the advancement of rigorous evidence-based 
management knowledge. 

Practical and Managerial Implications 

Our findings bear practical implications for managers and firms aiming 
to enhance employees’ innovative performance. Whereas prior research 
identified intrinsic motivation as an important antecedent of employee 
innovation (Amabile, 1985; Amabile et al., 1994; Gong et al.,  2017; 
Prabhu et al., 2008; Tierney et al., 1999), it failed to recognize the 
mediating role of networks in this process. We argued and showed that 
intrinsically motivated employees are more innovative partly because 
they tend to occupy more central positions in the informal advice 
network. This finding is important because it suggests that to maximize 
employee innovative performance, having intrinsically motivated indi-
viduals may not be sufficient. It is also important to help employees 
grow a network of informal advice relationships with colleagues across 
the organization. We argued that intrinsically motivated individuals have 
a natural inclination to become central in the organization’s informal 
advice network because they are both able and willing to provide valued 
work-related advice, which induces others to turn to them as preferred 
sources of advice. However, managers and organizations may facilitate 
the effects of this natural inclination through a range of both formal and 
informal levers. 
For example, we reckon that intrinsically motivated employees are 

more likely to increase their network centrality when their managers 
afford them greater job autonomy or provide them with enough time 
and opportunities to interact with and provide advice to colleagues. 
Furthermore, recent research on “semi-formal” organizational design 
suggests another way in which managers may help intrinsically moti-
vated employees gain network centrality (Biancani et al., 2014). This
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research highlights how semi-formal organizational arrangements— 
formally sponsored projects or groups that employees elect to join on 
a purely voluntary basis—are an important innovation driver because 
they enable employees to forge new interpersonal ties and knowledge 
exchange patterns from the bottom up. Although the authors did not 
explicitly consider employees’ motivational orientation as part of their 
explanatory framework, it is interesting to notice that their analysis 
presumes that employees who join semi-formal arrangements will often 
do so “because they have the greatest motivation for the work” (Bian-
cani et al., 2014, p. 1312), i.e., because they are intrinsically motivated. 
In addition to highlighting a potentially useful theoretical connection 
with the work presented here, this observation suggests that semi-formal 
organizational arrangements may represent a powerful managerial lever 
to help intrinsically motivated employees expand their network centrality 
and, thereby, maximize their innovative potential. 
More generally, our results suggest that to leverage the creative poten-

tial of intrinsically motivated employees, managers and organizations 
should create work environments conducive to expanding the informal 
workplace network. This can be done, for example, by designing physical 
spaces for employees to interact with each other and socialize, by orga-
nizing social events and party mixers (Ingram & Morris, 2007), or by 
imparting executive education programs designed to sensitize employees 
to the importance of networks and how to build them (Burt & Ronchi, 
2007). With the rapid shift to remote work that followed the Covid-
19 pandemic, a question of increasing practical importance is, what 
approaches or tools can managers use to help intrinsically motivated 
employees working remotely to gain centrality in the informal workplace 
network? Even as virtual collaboration and networking tools become 
increasingly powerful as a way to interact with colleagues, a hybrid setup 
involving a modicum of face-to-face interaction remains likely to be the 
most effective pathway to network centrality (Kirkman et al., 2004).
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Conclusion 

We hypothesized that employees with a high intrinsic motivational orien-
tation tend to be especially innovative because they have a natural 
inclination to become central within the organization’s informal advice 
network. Using intra-organizational network data from two distinct 
organizations, we found support for this hypothesis. A key implication 
of our study is that, to unleash the full creative potential of intrinsically 
motivated employees, managers and organizations should afford intrin-
sically motivated employees with greater job autonomy and more oppor-
tunities to expand their networks through semi-formal organizational 
arrangements and informal socializing. 
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Brokering One’s Way to Trust 
and Success: Trust, Helping, and Network 

Brokerage in Organizations 

Andrew Parker , Don Ferrin, and Kurt Dirks 

Introduction 

Over the last two decades, research on trust has accelerated dramati-
cally to the point that trust is now one of the most frequently studied 
concepts in organizational research (e.g., Ferrin, 2013). Interest in trust 
is based in part on the recognition that organizations are systems that
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require collaboration between individuals, and trust is a key facilitator of 
this collaboration. Existing research has extensively examined the poten-
tial importance of trust for individuals and organizations, as well as 
the determinants of trust (e.g., Dirks et al., 2022; Fulmer & Gelfand,  
2012; Gillespie et al., 2020; Lyu & Ferrin, 2018). A widely accepted 
definition of trust, “a psychological state comprising the intention to 
accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions 
or behavior of another” (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395), has helped to 
guide this research. As highlighted by the definition, trust involves a 
trustor, a trustee, and the relationship between them. Thus, researchers 
have focused on these three factors—the trustor, the trustee, and particu-
larly the relationship between them—to understand its determinants and 
outcomes. Organizations, however, are larger social systems comprised of 
relationships between many individuals who are (or are not) connected 
to each other in complex ways. This observation provides a different 
and potentially important way of understanding trust: as a concept that 
involves the broader social network. 

A handful of studies has utilized a social network perspective to under-
stand trust (McEvily et al., 2020). For instance, research has found that 
two individuals who are linked via trusted third parties are more likely 
to trust each other (Ferrin et al., 2006), and that an individual’s repu-
tation for trustworthiness among his or her peers is associated with the 
density and heterogeneity of the networks of the individuals’ advocates 
(Wong & Boh, 2010). However, the literature presently lacks insight into 
how one’s position within an organization—the structure of the rela-
tionships surrounding the interpersonal tie—may influence both trust 
and the outcomes of trust. Understanding this effect may be important 
because it implies that it’s not only who you are and what you do (both of 
which are suggested by prior research), but also where you are located— 
or have proactively located yourself—in the organizational network, that 
determines your perceived trustworthiness and your effectiveness and 
success within an organization. 
We address this gap by examining the role of a structural position, 

“brokerage,” that may simultaneously explain how individuals develop 
trust and derive benefits from their relationships. An individual who 
occupies a network position in which he or she connects two otherwise 
unconnected others is said to occupy a position of “brokerage,” in that
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the individual can transfer or withhold resources such as information 
and assistance between the two others (Burt et al., 2013; Simmel, 1950; 
Stovel & Shaw, 2012). Some researchers have referred to the broker as 
a “bridge” between two unconnected people (Granovetter, 1973), or as 
an individual who spans a “structural hole” in the network (Burt, 1992, 
2004, 2005; Burt & Merluzzi, 2014). It is important to note that it is not 
the case that some individuals are brokers and others are not. Due to their 
structural positions, some people have more brokerage opportunities 
than others, and such opportunities afford people more opportunities 
to act as a broker. Despite being one of the most frequently studied 
constructs in the network literature, brokerage has been ignored in the 
trust literature, perhaps because many researchers have assumed that 
brokers are strategic or calculative operators, and thus brokerage appears 
antithetical to trust. However, our analysis suggests that brokerage may 
in fact be positively associated with trust as well as with performance. 
Applying a social exchange perspective, we propose that individuals who 
have relatively more structural holes are in a comparatively better posi-
tion not only to broker information and control between dependent 
parties but also to identify the needs of those parties (i.e., how those 
parties may benefit from being connected) and provide assistance to 
address those needs. To the extent brokers help others, they will be 
perceived as trustworthy in that they care about and tend to others’ 
needs and interests. And by being trusted, brokers are more likely to 
receive valuable resources such as information and assistance, which may 
facilitate their own performance. 

Our study makes two contributions to the literature. First, it provides 
insight into how trust is shaped by social structure, focusing on one 
of the most frequently studied networks concepts, brokerage. Specifi-
cally, we consider how being a broker provides opportunities for helping 
other individuals, which in turn determines the degree to which one is 
trusted. Second, our study provides insight into how trust acts as a mech-
anism through which brokerage impacts individual performance. Thus, 
the paper integrates insights from the literature on trust and network 
brokerage: two prominent research areas that until now have developed 
in relative isolation from each other. Two empirical studies are reported
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that examine the ideas. In Study 1, we tested whether brokerage is posi-
tively related to the degree to which an individual is trusted, including 
the mechanism by which this occurs, specifically the mediating role 
of interpersonal helping. In Study 2, we tested whether the effect of 
brokerage on work performance is mediated by the degree to which 
an individual is trusted. Although individual parts of our model have 
been considered elsewhere, the present paper brings these disparate ideas 
together into a full, coherent process which has not yet been explored in 
existing research. 

Theoretical Foundations 

The concept of interpersonal trust reflects a family of distinct but related 
constructs manifested in two commonly used trust frameworks, Mayer 
et al.’s (1995) model of organizational trust, and McAllister’s (1995) 
model of affect- and cognition-based trust (Ferrin et al., 2008). In this 
paper, we focus on a form of trust that is recognized in both frame-
works: an individual’s belief that another has his or her best interests at 
heart (“perceived benevolence” in the Mayer et al. (1995) framework)  
and will act in ways that advance those interests (“affect-based trust” in 
the McAllister (1995) framework). Consistent with Ferrin et al.’s (2008) 
recommendations for how discrepant trust definitions and operational-
izations should be addressed, throughout this paper we will use the terms, 
“trust,” “perceived benevolence,” and “affect-based trust” to refer to this 
concept. 
Over the last two decades, researchers have made great strides in 

understanding the causes and consequences of interpersonal trust. In 
general, determinants of trust can be understood as comprising trustee 
factors (e.g., leadership behaviors, communication, and other behaviors 
performed by the target of trust), trustor factors (e.g., propensity to trust, 
emotions), relationship factors (e.g., relationship history, demographic 
similarity), and organizational factors (e.g., hierarchical or work status 
differences, monitoring and control, communication medium, goals and 
rewards) (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012; Lyu & Ferrin, 2018). In turn, inter-
personal trust has been associated with numerous positive outcomes
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including cooperative behaviors, positive work attitudes and intentions, 
and individual performance (see Costa et al., 2015; Lyu & Ferrin, 2018, 
for reviews). 

In organizational settings, interpersonal dyads seldom if ever exist 
in isolation. Instead, they are embedded in a complex network of 
other actors who interact with each other in a range of dyadic, triadic, 
and group relationships. Thus, interpersonal dyads are embedded in a 
social context that is likely to influence the development and outcomes 
of dyadic trust. Given this reality of trust within organizations, it is 
surprising that while research on contextual factors surrounding inter-
personal trust is accumulating, relatively little research has focused on 
how the social context influences interpersonal trust and its outcomes. 

Social exchange is one of the key theories used to describe the processes 
by which trust develops and operates (Blau, 1964; Konovsky & Pugh, 
1994). Social exchange describes the pattern of informal exchanges that 
individuals engage in with others to pursue their individual interests. 
In social exchange, parties help and share resources with each other, 
which fosters implicit agreements based on trust and personal obligations 
that govern the relationship. Individuals benefit from social exchange by 
having access to resources that others hold, as well as enjoying the social 
emotional bonds that develop. 

Social exchange theory overlaps with but is distinct from social 
network research. Commenting on the connection between the two 
perspectives, Cook and Whitmeyer (1992) observed that the two 
perspectives hold similar views of actors (individuals pursue self-interest, 
and are motivated by rewards and punishment). Sparrowe and Liden 
(1997) extended this insight by noting that “Exchange processes consti-
tute the relationships whose structure is the focus of social network 
analysis precisely because the ties joining individuals in social networks 
are exchange relationships” (1997, p. 532). In contrast, Cook and Whit-
meyer (1992) pointed out that a key difference is that whereas social 
exchange research is interested in the content of ties and exchanges (e.g., 
trust), social network research is more interested in the existence or 
strength of those relationships, as opposed to their specific basis. As such, 
the two perspectives present different, but potentially complementary 
insights.
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model 

We consider how social exchange can provide insight into how and 
why trust develops from brokerage relationships and ultimately facilitates 
performance. In short, the idea is as follows. Brokers are in positions that 
make them attractive exchange partners. They hold resources—unique 
relationships, information, perspectives—from which others can benefit. 
To the extent that brokers share these resources by helping others, they 
earn others’ trust. Because they share their unique resources and are 
trusted, partners reciprocate by giving brokers access to needed resources. 
This in turn helps them to perform at a higher level. And beyond dyadic 
reciprocation, to the extent that brokers develop a reputation for having 
valuable resources and for being trustworthy, they may gain even more 
resources from others who seek to develop a relationship with them. 
This chain of logic is summarized in Fig. 1. In the sections below, social 
exchange acts as a broader concept, and we draw on relevant research on 
trust, helping, and brokerage to describe the details. 

Social Networks, Brokerage, and Trust 

The dyad is the building block of an intraorganizational network, and 
organizations typically include clusters of dyads that are linked by occa-
sional bridging ties between clusters (Burt, 2005). These clusters can 
represent formal groups such as the members of departments, or informal 
groups such as friends or like-minded experts. The ties between indi-
viduals represent flows of resources such as advice and information, or
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relational states such as friendship and demographic similarity (Borgatti 
et al., 2009). 

Although trust is often mentioned as relevant in the context of social 
networks, the discussion of trust in the network literature has tended 
to be theoretical, perhaps best exemplified by Coleman’s (1988, 1990) 
and Granovetter’s (1985) extensive theoretical discussions of how closed 
network structures should create trust. Unfortunately, as Kilduff and 
Brass (2010, p. 331) state in reflecting on the empirical literature on 
networks, “Closed networks are assumed to engender shared norms and 
trust, but seldom are these flows of communal feeling measured or 
tested.” 

In recent years some trust researchers have responded to Kilduff 
and Brass’s observation by exploring the influence of social network 
constructs, and/or operationalizing interpersonal trust as a social network 
construct, using trust concepts and measures operationalized from well-
validated trust frameworks such as those described above. These studies 
have found that individuals earn the affect- and cognition-based trust of 
their coworkers via friendship, task advice, economic resource, and career 
guidance ties (Chua et al., 2008), interpersonal integrity perceptions are 
predicted by trust transitivity, structural equivalence, and interpersonal 
helping (Ferrin et al., 2006), individuals tend to place higher trust in a 
fellow team member to the extent the team member is also trusted by 
the formal team leader (Lau & Liden, 2008), individuals’ reputations for 
integrity are predicted by the network qualities of their advocates within 
the organization (Wong & Boh, 2010), trust is amplified by the exis-
tence of third parties (Burt & Knez, 1996), and individuals’ “dormant” 
ties (ties that have been inactive for several years), when reactivated, can 
display moderate levels of trust and generate useful knowledge and novel 
insights (Levin et al., 2011). 

Researchers have also utilized a network approach to examine how 
trust network variables influence outcomes such as information receipt 
and performance. Levin and Cross (2004) found that individuals’ 
network tie strength within organizations predicted the receipt of useful 
information, with the effect mediated by affect- and cognition-based 
trust. Chou et al. (2006) found that the positive effect of individ-
uals’ guanxi networks on individual performance was mediated by their
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cognition-based trust network centrality. And Chung and Jackson (2011) 
found that scientists’ level of knowledge creation was positively related to 
their in-degree trust centrality within research scientist teams. 
In sum, by incorporating strong conceptualizations and measures of 

trust into network research and methodology, researchers have uncov-
ered how the presence of ties surrounding an actor, for example, the 
number of inward trust ties, can produce positive benefits such as 
increased performance, and also how different tie types and strengths, 
as well as how closed a network is, can impact trust or its consequences. 
Researchers have not, however, yet considered how the absence of ties in 
the surrounding network might create opportunities for trust to develop. 
Stated more starkly, researchers have yet to consider how brokerage 
may influence interpersonal trust and related variables. This is a crit-
ical omission given that brokerage is one of the most-studied constructs 
in social network research to date. For instance, Burt (2004) traces the 
idea back to Simmel ([1922] 1955), Merton ([1948] 1968), Adam Smith 
([1766] 1982), and John Stuart Mill ([1848] 1987). Furthermore, review 
articles on social networks consistently highlight brokerage as one of 
the most important theoretical constructs within the network literature 
(Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Borgatti et al., 2009; Brass et al., 2004; Burt  
et al., 2013; Kilduff & Brass, 2010). The recent research on brokerage 
has become particularly influential because of its association with the 
advantages it provides individuals in organizations, e.g., performance, 
promotion, recognition and pay (Burt & Soda, 2017; Burt et al.,  2013). 
The recognized importance of brokerage in organizational settings 

leads us to consider the specific implications of brokerage for inter-
personal trust. However, those implications are enigmatic. One key 
proposition within brokerage research is that a network position in which 
an individual connects two individuals or groups becomes increasingly 
advantageous, and imbues more power onto its occupant, to the extent 
there is an absence of other ties connecting the two individuals or groups 
(Burt, 1992; Stovel & Shaw,  2012). The absence of other ties, termed a 
“structural hole” between the other two individuals or groups, provides 
the broker the opportunity to transmit, modify, or withhold informa-
tion or other resources between the two individuals or groups, and to 
exert or withhold influence (Fernandez & Gould, 1994). While some
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researchers have suggested that brokers are likely to exploit their posi-
tion for personal advantage (Burt, 1992; Simmel, 1950), others have 
suggested that brokers might use their position to connect others for 
mutual advantage (Obstfeld, 2005; Obstfeld et al., 2014). Therefore, the 
literature is unclear on what brokers may do given their position, and 
what the ramifications are for earning others’ trust. For instance, struc-
tural holes theory implicitly assumes that individuals who are connected 
to the broker will collaborate with the broker. Such collaboration is 
presumably motivated by individuals’ opportunities for gain or by their 
dependency on the broker. While these motivations should indeed influ-
ence individuals to engage with brokers, if individuals believe that the 
broker will use the position to pursue his or her self-interest or exploit 
others, in the short run they may be wary of engaging with him or her, 
and over the long run, they may develop and pursue alternate routes 
for gaining needed resources. Thus, these considerations could suppress 
or even negate the potential performance and other professional benefits 
of being a broker. Consequently, it makes sense to question whether a 
strategic and self-interested portrayal of the broker perhaps misses some 
factors that may enable these relationships to function effectively and be 
viable over time. 

Effects of Brokerage on Helping, Trust, 
and Performance 

We propose that the brokerage construct provides a useful and important 
way to understand how an individual’s position within a social structure 
provides opportunities for social exchange activities that enable people 
to gain performance and other benefits. Our core argument is that indi-
viduals high in brokerage, i.e., those whose structural position affords 
them relatively more opportunities to act as a broker between otherwise 
unconnected pairs of fellow actors within an organization, may obtain 
performance advantages in organizations because they cultivate trusted 
relationships that enable them to increase their performance over time. 
And, they earn this trust, at least in part, by helping others within the 
organization.
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We begin by considering why individuals high in brokerage might 
earn greater trust. Being in a position of brokerage facilitates the social 
exchange process for three reasons: (1) their network position affords 
them increased opportunities to identify coworkers’ needs, (2) they are 
likely to behave in ways that meet those needs, and (3) by doing so they 
may demonstrate trustworthiness to others. We elaborate below. 
The very ideas of brokerage and structural holes highlight that when 

individuals and groups are disconnected from others in an organization, 
they are likely to lack necessary information and assistance that might 
otherwise be available if they were not disconnected (Burt, 1992). An 
individual who bridges that structural hole should, via his or her inter-
actions with the otherwise disconnected individuals or groups, be better 
able to identify which individuals may benefit from information or assis-
tance, and he or she should also be better able to identify whether such 
information, assistance, opportunities, or ideas are available elsewhere in 
the organization. In addition, such individuals are likely to be seen as 
attractive exchange partners by others because they have access to unique 
relationships and information, and thus others may approach them for 
help. Thus, a high brokerage position enables the individual to better 
identify the unmet needs of others. And, by extension, as an individual’s 
level of brokerage increases (i.e., the individual bridges more structural 
holes relative to others), he or she is likely to identify more needs of more 
individuals in the organization. 
Social exchange helps explain how and why brokers provide such 

information and assistance. In this paper, we represent assistance to 
others using the concept of interpersonal organizational citizenship 
behaviors (OCBIs). Organizational citizenship behaviors are discre-
tionary behaviors that are not explicitly incorporated into the formal 
reward system but nevertheless promote the effective functioning of 
the organization (Organ, 1988). OCBIs are voluntary and cooperative 
behaviors that are specifically directed at helping another individual with 
an organizationally relevant task or problem (Williams & Anderson, 
1991). Examples include helping a colleague who has a heavy workload, 
giving innovative suggestions or advice, and helping to connect others to 
resources they need. Researchers have recognized that voluntary, coop-
erative interpersonal behaviors can be both a cause and consequence of
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interpersonal trust (Ferrin et al., 2007, 2008), including a predictor of 
integrity perceptions in organizational networks (Ferrin et al., 2006). 
OCBIs are also predicted by strength of friendship, and relationship 
quality (Bowler & Brass, 2006; Settoon & Mossholder, 2002). 
Individuals may engage in these exchanges by helping others for 

multiple reasons. Specifically, individuals may help others due to proso-
cial motivations (the “good soldier”) to help those in need, and/or they 
may do so for impression management (the “good actor”) motivations 
to gain reputational or other benefits (Bolino, 1999). Recent evidence 
suggests that people are motivated by both prosocial and impression 
management motivations, and in fact these motivations interact to 
predict OCBIs (Grant & Mayer, 2009). Thus, individuals who spot 
coworkers in need may be motivated to assist them via OCBIs in order 
to provide genuine assistance, to gain reputational benefits, or both. 
OCBIs performed by individuals toward others should influence those 

others to trust the individual, specifically to influence the extent to which 
others perceive the individual to be benevolent. According to existing 
research, individuals diagnose another’s trustworthiness by referring to 
his/her behavior in their dyadic relationship. Consistent with attribution 
theory (e.g., Heider, 1958), behaviors that are performed voluntarily, 
as opposed to being formally required or rewarded, are considered to 
be particularly diagnostic of trustworthiness because they provide valu-
able insight into the internal character and motives of a coworker 
(Ferrin & Dirks, 2003). More specifically, when an individual high in 
brokerage voluntarily helps another with a heavy workload, covers the 
other’s absences, and provides innovative suggestions, such behaviors are 
likely to signal that the individual cares for the other’s interests, thus 
engendering perceived benevolence. 

Furthermore, OCBIs performed toward a specific other are often 
visible to or become known to more distant actors in the network. For 
instance, if an individual were to provide needed resources to a specific 
member of a work group that was otherwise disconnected from the 
source of those resources, and those resources were useful not only to 
the specific member but to the group as a whole, members of the group 
would be justified in concluding that the individual also cares about their 
interests. This effect could occur even if those group members were not
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in direct communication with the individual. Thus, helping behaviors 
can attract the trust of first-order others (direct recipients of the helping 
behavior) and also attract the trust of second-order others (who are not 
direct recipients). 

In combination, the above arguments suggest that (1) individuals 
high in brokerage occupy positions in the network that enable them 
to identify coworkers who can benefit from information and assistance 
such that as the level of brokerage increases, the number of opportuni-
ties to provide information and assistance also increases, (2) individuals 
address these needs by providing increased information and assistance for 
prosocial and/or instrumental motivations, and (3) the provision of such 
information and assistance is likely to earn coworkers’ trust. Thus, 

Hypothesis 1 Brokerage is positively related to the degree to which an 
individual is trusted; the effect is mediated by OCBIs performed by the 
individual toward others. 

How Might Individuals High in Brokerage Obtain 
Performance Benefits via Trust? 

Organizations are, at their essence, cooperative systems (Barnard, 1938); 
they function, survive, and thrive in large part via cooperation. Cooper-
ation entails individuals working together to advance their joint interests 
rather than individuals’ own, competitive interests (Deutsch, 1949). 
People who are trusted are, by definition, considered to have others’ 
interests at heart and are likely to act toward those interests. Thus, 
people who are trusted are likely to be viewed as more cooperative, 
i.e., more likely to be perceived as behaving in the interests of their 
fellow coworkers in pursuing organizational objectives, which should be 
reflected in higher performance. 
At a more specific level, interpersonal trust is associated with 

numerous outcomes that should increase an individual’s performance via 
social exchange processes. Performance-related resources may come from 
others whom the individual has directly helped and who can trust them 
to continue to reciprocate when needed. And/or, resources may come
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from others who may want the individuals’ help in the future (because 
of their reputation) and therefore provide resources to the individual 
proactively. Trust is key to both effects. Extensive research has shown that 
in organizational settings, trusting another individual (whether a leader 
or a coworker) increases the likelihood that one will share information 
with that individual, follow instructions and advice from the individual 
even if doing so is risky, believe information from the individual, and 
assist that person voluntarily (see Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012; Searle et al.,  
2011 for reviews). Accordingly, individuals who are surrounded by others 
who share information, believe the individual’s information, follow the 
individual’s advice and instructions, and provide voluntary assistance to 
the individual, have a powerful social resource that is likely to substan-
tially boost their individual performance. In contrast, individuals who 
are surrounded by others who withhold information, disbelieve informa-
tion from the individual, are unwilling to follow the individual’s advice 
and instructions, and are unwilling to voluntarily assist the individual, 
lack important resources for delivering performance. Thus, to the extent 
an individual is trusted by others, he or she is likely to perform at a 
higher level due to the resources made available through social exchange 
relationships. 
Based on the above, we predict that the effect of an individual’s level 

of brokerage (defined as the extent to which the individual bridges struc-
tural holes in a network) on an individual’s performance is mediated, at 
least in part, by the extent to which the individual is trusted by others 
within the organization. 

Hypothesis 2 Brokerage is positively related to work performance; the 
effect is mediated by the degree to which an individual is trusted.
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Methods and Results 

Study 1: Nutek (a Pseudonym) 

In Study 1 we examine whether brokerage is positively related to the 
degree to which an individual is trusted. We also examine the mecha-
nism by which this occurs, specifically the mediating role of interpersonal 
helping. 

Sample, method, and measures. The data for Study 1, which were 
part of a broader study on determinants and consequences of multiple 
dimensions of trustworthiness in network settings, were collected via a 
network survey sent to all 74 white-collar employees of the U.S. head-
quarters of a European-owned high-tech manufacturing company. Of 
these, 68 (92%) responded (average age = 40, 8.6 years tenure with the 
company, 62% were male). The sample included department/division 
heads (11), professional staff (53), and administrative staff (4). Ten 
employees were European and the rest were from the USA. 
The survey utilized the roster method (Marsden, 1990), in which each 

employee is asked to provide information about every other employee, 
to gather social network data for interpersonal communication ties (the 
measure used to create our brokerage variable), outward OCBIs, and 
inward trust ties. Interpersonal communication was measured with a 
question adapted from Labianca et al. (1998): “In a typical work-
week, how many times do you personally communicate with each of 
your fellow employees? For example, how many times do you have a 
work-related discussion, a social conversation, a telephone discussion, 
an e-mail conversation, or some kind of meeting with each person? 
Next to each person’s name, indicate the number of times you interact 
with that person during a typical workweek” (responses could range 
from 0 to 25+). The responses were formed into a matrix in which 
the value of each cell reflected the level of communication that each 
employee reported toward each other employee. Using the communi-
cation network dichotomized at ≥1, we operationalized brokerage by 
calculating a structural holes value for each respondent using Burt’s 
(1992) constraint measure in UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002). Of the 
several structural hole measures provided by Burt (1992), we selected the
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constraint measure because it not only takes into account the extent to 
which there are connections between an individual’s network ties (which 
increases redundancy), but also the extent to which their network ties 
are themselves all connected to one person. We calculated structural hole 
constraint only by considering ties in the ego’s immediate network (Burt, 
2007, 2010). 

OCBIs were measured using the wording from the OCB-altruism 
scale (Smith et al., 1983): “How frequently does each of your fellow 
employees give you assistance beyond what their job role requires? For 
example, how frequently does he or she (1) help you when you have a 
heavy work load or are absent; (2) help you with your work even though 
it’s not required; or (3) give you innovative suggestions? Please use the 
following scale to rate how often each person gives you voluntary assis-
tance during a typical work week: never, rarely, occasionally, often, very 
often” (scale of 1–5). This formed an OCBI matrix in which the value 
of each cell reflected the level of OCBIs that each employee performed 
toward each other employee, as reported by the recipient of OCBIs 
(thus minimizing self-report bias). We then created a Freeman (1979) 
degree centrality measure that quantified the gross (non-dichotomized) 
level of outward OCBIs for each individual (OCBIs performed by each 
individual toward others as reported by others). 
Consistent with the conceptual definition of trust provided above, we 

used wording from the perceived benevolence dimension of the Mayer 
and Davis (1999) trustworthiness scale: “To what extent do you perceive 
that each person is concerned about your own personal welfare? For 
example, do you perceive that your individual needs and desires are 
important to the person, the person looks out for what is important 
to you? Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you 
agree that the person is concerned about your personal welfare:” disagree 
strongly, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, agree strongly (scale 
of 1–5).” We also included a response option of “X—This person does 
not know me at all.” Since X scores reflect an absence of trust, not low 
trust, we scored X responses as a 3. We formed the responses into a 
matrix in which the value of each cell was the trust that each employee 
reported to each other employee, then we dichotomized the matrix so 
that values ≥4 were coded as 1, values <4 were coded as 0. This provided
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a matrix of the ties in which each trustor agreed or strongly agreed 
that the trustee was trustworthy. We then created a Freeman in-degree 
centrality measure capturing the number of individuals who trusted each 
employee (Freeman, 1979). 

Finally, we formed control variables for hierarchical status (0 = admin-
istrative; 1 = professional; 2 = managerial) and cultural background (1 
= European; 0 = local). 

Analyses and results. As noted in Table 1, structural holes (constraint) 
were significantly correlated with outward OCBIs (r = −0.62, p < 0.01) 
and inward trust ties (r = −0.53, p < 0.01). The negative coefficients 
indicate that people with less constraint in their network are more likely 
to give OCBIs and be trusted by others. 
We used the Baron and Kenny (1986) criteria to test for mediation 

(Table 2). Hypothesis 1 predicted that the effect of brokerage on inward 
trust ties would be mediated by outward OCBIs. First, as observed above, 
the independent variable, structural holes, had a significant effect on 
the hypothesized mediator, outward OCBIs. Second, after controlling 
for cultural background and hierarchical level, the independent vari-
able, structural holes, had a negative effect on the dependent variable, 
inward trust ties (B = −33.88, p < 0.001). Third, when testing the 
effect of the mediator on the dependent variable, outward OCBIs had 
a significant positive effect (B = 0.45, p < 0.001). Finally, when the 
mediators and independent variable were included in the same equa-
tion, outward OCBIs remained significant (B = 0.40, p < 0.001), while 
the independent variable structural holes declined to B = −8.17 (ns),

Table 1 Study 1: means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1 Cultural 
background 

0.15 0.36 

2 Hierarchical 
level 

1.10 0.46 0.36** 

3 Structural holes 
(constraint) 

0.19 0.14 0.06 −0.05 

4 Outward OCBIs 102.44 15.24 −0.07 0.05 −0.62** 
5 Inward trust 16.88 9.44 −0.02 0.12 −0.53** 0.72** 

N = 68. **p < 0.01  
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Table 2 Study 1: mediation analysis 

Dependent variable Inward trust centrality 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors 
Cultural background −1.92 −0.70 −0.05 0.04 
Hierarchical level 2.90 2.02 1.64 1.56 
Structural holes (constraint) −33.88*** −8.17 
Outward OCBIs 0.45*** 0.40*** 
R2 0.02 0.29 0.53 0.54 
Preacher & Hayes indirect effect 

Lower bound −49.56 
Upper bound −10.00 

N = 68. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 

suggesting full mediation. Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping tests 
(with 1000 bootstrap samples) supported this conclusion, with lower 
(−49.56) and upper (−10.00) bounds of the 95% bias-corrected confi-
dence interval excluding zero. These findings thus provide support for 
Hypothesis 1’s prediction that the effect of structural holes on inward 
trust ties is mediated by outward OCBIs. 

Study 2: InfoTec (a Pseudonym) 

In Study 2, we test the idea that the effect of brokerage on work perfor-
mance is mediated by the number of individuals who trust the focal actor 
(inward trust ties). 

Sample, method, and measures. The data for Study 2 were collected 
via a social network analysis survey sent to all 2039 employees of 
the engineering division of the information technology business unit 
of a large North America-based technology firm. We received 1701 
responses (83.4%). Forty responses were removed from the final analysis 
because the individuals left the organization before the annual perfor-
mance review was completed and a further 14 respondents were removed 
because annual review information was not available for them. Thus, the 
dataset used for our analyses consisted of 1647 employees; 80.6% were 
male.
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The survey utilized a bounded egonet design with an information 
name generator question worded as follows: “Please identify up to ten 
people within the engineering division that are effective in providing 
you with information that helps you to learn, solve problems and do 
your work.” Consistent with past research on brokerage, this question 
identifies the important resources, such as information, within an orga-
nization that brokers can harness (Burt, 1992, 1997). The survey tool 
then employed a type-ahead functionality that allowed people to indi-
cate names and then select from a name list of all employees in the 
engineering division. In this fashion, we had unique identifiers for each 
individual listed and were able to construct a full network data matrix 
(2039 × 2039). We used this matrix to construct our brokerage measure 
which we detail below. 
The trust data were collected through a name interpreter question 

which asked the respondents to indicate their agreement with the 
following question derived from the McAllister (1995) affect-based trust 
scale: “In my interactions with this person I assume that he or she will 
always look out for my interests.” Responses were measured on a 7-point 
Likert scale with endpoints of strongly agree and strongly disagree. A 
network matrix (2039 × 2039) was then constructed for the trust data. 
Respondents also provided demographic data, including hierarchical 
level, location, and department within the engineering division. 

Employees’ performance ratings, obtained directly from the Human 
Resources department, were generated through an annual employee 
performance evaluation process that utilized supervisor ratings and hard 
measures relevant to each position in order to arrive at each individual’s 
rating. These ratings were conducted approximately three months after 
the survey so as to be consistent with the causality implied by the 
hypotheses. The ratings differentiated high performers (top 10%) from 
those who were not high performers. Being a high performer was seen as 
being a notable achievement within the organization. Thus, we note that 
this type of performance rating created incentives for competition among 
employees, which should be conducive to the competitive view of how 
brokers operate and therefore allow for a strong test of the hypotheses. 
We coded high performers as one and non-high performers as zero. We 
also ran a set of analyses that included previous performance as a control
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variable in the regression models. In these analyses, the direction and 
level of significance of the regression coefficients remained unchanged. 
Including prior performance reduced the number of cases by 17.7% due 
to new hires in the engineering division, hence we chose to omit prior 
performance from our models. 
We calculated the independent variable, brokerage, for each respon-

dent using Burt’s (1992) structural hole constraint measure, considering 
ties in ego’s immediate network (Burt, 2007, 2010). The measure was 
based upon the name generator question “Please identify up to ten 
people within your department that are effective in providing you with 
information that helps you to learn, solve problems and do your work.” 
To construct the structural holes variable, and also the inward trust ties 
measure to be described below, we used data for all surveyed employees 
(N = 2039) as removing non-respondents and those for whom we had 
no performance data would have biased the number of inward trust ties 
as well as the structural holes measure. However, the final regression 
analyses included only respondents for whom we had performance data. 
We calculated the mediating variable, inward trust ties, via a Freeman 

in-degree centrality measure (Freeman, 1979) using UCINET (Borgatti 
et al., 2002). The measure of inward trust ties captures the extent to 
which each person was considered trustworthy by the other respondents 
within the engineering division of the organization. While we collected 
valued data using a 7-point Likert scale, we dichotomized the data so 
that an individual was only considered trustworthy when there was posi-
tive agreement with the question, i.e., somewhat agree and above. This 
ensured that people who were not considered positively trustworthy were 
not given a higher value than those who few individuals nominated in 
the name generator question. 
Considering that employees were geographically distributed in five 

departments across three continents, we controlled for department and 
location. We used the largest department and the largest location, North 
America, as the reference categories. Thirty-eight percent of employees 
were in the largest department and 53% of employees were in North 
America where the company was based. In addition, we controlled for 
hierarchical level as those in a managerial role are likely to have different 
networks than non-managers.
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Analyses and results. To test for mediation, we followed the proce-
dures outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). Since the dependent variable 
was binary, we used a logistic model to predict the association between 
structural hole constraint and performance as well as between our medi-
ating variable, inward trust ties, and performance. In addition, we 
applied the Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping test for mediation 
to minimize the potential for bias in the results. 
In Table 3, we present descriptive statistics and correlations. The 

Pearson correlation coefficients for structural hole constraint and inward 
trust ties is as expected negative and significant (r = −0.48, p < 0.01). 
Structural hole constraint is also negatively correlated with performance 
(r = −0.14, p < 0.01). 
The results of the mediation analysis are presented in Table 4. In  

Model 1 we entered the control variables and found that only the 
manager variable was significant (B = 1.06, p < 0.05). In Model 
2 we added the independent variable, structural hole constraint, and 
found that it was significantly associated with the dependent variable

Table 3 Study 2: means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 

1. Structural holes (constraint) 0.29 0.15 
2. Inward trust ties 5.32 5.88 −0.48** 
3. Performance 0.11 0.31 −0.14** 0.24** 

Location 
North America 0.53 0.50 
India 0.42 0.49 
China 0.03 0.19 
Europe 0.02 0.13 

Department 
Dept. 1 0.07 0.25 
Dept. 2 0.19 0.39 
Dept. 3 0.34 0.47 
Dept. 4 0.03 0.16 
Dept. 5 0.38 0.49 

Hierarchy 
Manager 0.02 0.14 
Individual contributor 0.98 0.14 

N = 1647. **p < 0.01  
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performance (B = −5.29, p < 0.001). The negative coefficient indi-
cates that people with less constrained networks are likely to be higher 
performers, thus supporting Hypothesis 2’s prediction that brokerage 
affects subsequent employee work performance. 

Using an OLS regression (not shown) we found that the structural 
hole constraint variable also had a significant association with the medi-
ator variable, inward trust ties (B = −15.79, p < 0.001). In Model 3 
we found that the mediator variable, inward trust ties, was positively 
associated with the dependent variable (B = 0.11, p < 0.001). Finally, 
as shown in Model 4, when both structural hole constraint and inward 
trust ties were included as predictors, inward trust ties remained a strong 
predictor (B = 0.09, p < 0.001), while structural hole constraint declined 
in magnitude and became insignificant (B = −1.76, ns). Thus, the 
effect of structural holes constraint on performance was fully mediated 
by inward trust ties.

Table 4 Study 2: logistic regression and mediation analyses 

Dependent variable Performance 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Predictors 
Constant −2.17*** −0.87*** −2.93*** −2.38*** 

Locationa 

India 0.14 0.15 0.30 0.28 
China −0.19 0.35 0.20 0.35 
Europe −0.44 −0.25 −0.21 −0.17 

Departmenta 

Dept. 1 0.57 0.67* 0.90** 0.89** 
Dept. 2 0.05 0.02 −0.06 −0.06 
Dept. 3 −0.30 −0.23 −0.26 −0.24 
Dept. 4 −0.92 −0.95 −1.12 −1.09 

Managera 1.06* 0.34 −1.17* −1.06* 
Structural holes (constraint) −5.29*** −1.76 
Inward trust ties 0.11*** 0.09*** 
Log-likelihood 1091.66 1051.09 1019.49 1015.52 
Preacher & Hayes indirect effect 

Lower bound −1.95 
Upper bound −0.95 

N = 1647 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
aReference categories are North America; Department 5; Individual Contributor 
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We also applied the Preacher and Hayes (2008) test of mediation. We 
found that when we calculated the bootstrap confidence intervals (with 
1000 bootstrap samples), the lower bound of the 95% bias-corrected 
confidence interval was −1.95, and the upper bound was −0.95. As this 
confidence interval excludes zero, we conclude that the analysis indicates 
a significant mediation of inward trust ties on performance. 

In combination, utilizing a design in which the criterion variable, 
performance, was obtained three months after, and from sources inde-
pendent from, the predictor and mediator variables, our analyses support 
the prediction of Hypothesis 2 that work performance is positively 
related to brokerage, and the effect is fully mediated by inward trust ties. 
These findings can be considered conservative given the dichotomous 
nature of the criterion measure. 

Discussion 

Over the past two decades, scholars have made substantial advances in 
understanding how individuals develop trust within their organizations, 
and as a result, accrue benefits from trust. Over the same period, a largely 
separate group of other scholars has examined how network brokerage 
provides a basis for success within organizations. These two prominent 
streams of research have developed mostly independently from each 
other, and in some ways even include perspectives that appear to be 
at odds with each other. In the present paper, we consider how these 
two areas inform and may complement each other. The subsequent para-
graphs discuss the contributions of the present paper, including insights 
into how interpersonal helping by brokerage can provide the basis for an 
individual to earn trust, and how trust represents a mechanism via which 
brokerage can impact individual performance.
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Research Contributions and Implications 

The trust literature to date has seen extensive progress in understanding 
the trustor, trustee, and relationship factors that influence interper-
sonal trust within organizations has also seen progress in understanding 
contextual factors that influence interpersonal trust but has seen much 
less progress in understanding the effects of social context on inter-
personal trust and downstream variables. This is somewhat ironic, and 
a critical omission in the literature, considering that organizations are 
made up not of isolated interpersonal dyads, but interconnected inter-
personal dyads. The interconnections surrounding interpersonal dyads 
provide a complex social context that, without doubt, influences the 
trust perceptions and behaviors of trustors and trustees within organiza-
tions, and therefore warrants extensive study if we are to truly understand 
interpersonal trust within organizations. 
A relatively small number of studies have considered how different 

aspects of social networks impact trust between individuals (e.g., Burt & 
Knez, 1996; Chua et al.,  2008; Ferrin et al., 2006; Lau & Liden, 2008; 
Wong & Boh, 2010). The present study provides an important advance 
beyond those existing studies because it is the first to specifically examine 
the role of brokerage—the extent to which individuals connect otherwise 
disconnected others—in influencing interpersonal trust and ultimately 
individual performance. Specifically, our conceptual model and empir-
ical findings indicate that individuals who are in a position of brokerage 
are more likely to earn the trust of others because they are in a compara-
tively better position not only to broker information and control between 
dependent parties, but also to identify needs of those parties (e.g., how 
those parties may benefit from being connected, or resources those 
parties may lack) and provide assistance to address those needs. To the 
extent brokers help others, they are likely to be perceived as trustworthy 
in that they care about and are tending to others’ needs and interests. 
And to the extent they are perceived as trustworthy, they are likely 
to demonstrate higher levels of performance. Brokerage is one of the 
most theoretically powerful and frequently studied constructs in organi-
zational network research, and yet the implications of brokerage for trust
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within organizations are debatable theoretically and understudied empir-
ically. The present paper is, to our knowledge, the first to present and 
empirically validate a conceptual model of the trust- and helping-based 
mechanisms through which brokerage can influence performance. 
The paper also advances understanding on an important question 

involving networks and trust. In their review of the brokerage litera-
ture, Stovel and Shaw (2012, p. 154) observed “…an inevitable dilemma 
that is rarely addressed in theoretical models oriented toward under-
standing brokers’ gains…: Given that a broker—due to her greater access 
to information, control over resources, or structural power—has a clear 
opportunity to gain at the expense of either or both of the groups for 
whom she is brokering, how does she maintain the trust necessary to 
continue brokering between them?” Our paper answers that question 
by taking a different view on an assumption inherent in this issue that 
brokers gain at the expense of others. Our theorizing and data suggest 
that while brokers inhabit a position that provides the opportunity to 
gain at others’ expense, that same position also affords them the oppor-
tunity to identify and address the needs of others, and by doing so 
earn their trust. In combination, the findings from our two studies 
suggest that, consistent with past research, brokers are indeed superior 
performers. However, one important mechanism through which they 
outperform their peers is by earning the trust of others, and more specif-
ically being perceived as concerned about others and looking after their 
interests. Our analyses suggest that they earn that trust, at least in part, 
by providing interpersonal citizenship behaviors to others. 

Research on brokers has made substantial progress in identifying the 
potential opportunities presented by structural holes and the benefits 
enjoyed by brokers, however, the literature provides considerably less 
insight into the mechanisms through which the benefits occur, and the 
motivations that may drive brokers’ behavior. Thus our paper adds to 
recent research to expand understanding of activities that brokers may 
undertake such as theorizing separately the opportunity to broker from 
the motivation to do so (Obstfeld et al., 2014). A key contribution of 
the present study is identifying the mechanisms by which individuals 
in brokerage positions attain higher performance. Specifically, brokers 
are in a structural position to identify individuals who are in need of
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information and other resources, when they act to satisfy those needs 
by performing OCBIs toward those individuals, they earn others’ trust. 
And it is this trust that enables brokers to gain performance advantages 
by maximizing the resource benefits of their structural position. 

In addition, the present paper contributes to the literature on proso-
cial behavior in organizations. That literature suggests that individuals 
engaging in prosocial behavior (e.g., helping others) experience positive 
outcomes for themselves and create positive outcomes for others (e.g., 
Grant, 2013; Grant  & Mayer,  2009; Penner et al., 2005). Prior network 
research on trust and helping (Ferrin et al., 2006) has focused on the 
interpersonal relationship as the unit of analysis, reporting that interper-
sonal helping predicts interpersonal integrity perceptions. The present 
study extends knowledge by focusing on a different unit of analysis—the 
individual—and a different criterion variable—perceived benevolence 
centrality—finding that individuals’ level of brokerage predicts their 
centrality in the perceived benevolence network via their centrality in 
interpersonal helping. In short, the present study extends prior knowl-
edge by suggesting that individuals may use their network position— 
which puts them in a situation to focus on personal gain—in a way that 
can help others and earn their trust. 

Finally, this paper advances the application of social exchange theory 
to the understanding of interpersonal trust within organizations. Social 
exchange theory is one of the most frequently used theoretical founda-
tions for studying and understanding the development and operation 
of interpersonal trust within organizations. However, such research has 
nearly always assumed that social exchange is manifested dyadically, 
between two members of an organization. The present paper extends the 
application of social exchange theory by presenting and testing predic-
tions about the development of interpersonal trust via relationships 
involving three or more actors who have differentiated structural posi-
tions that may differentially influence their patterns of exchange with 
each other, and the trust that develops from such exchanges.
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Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Of course, as with all studies, ours also leaves a number of questions 
unresolved, some of which are due to study limitations. The two studies 
in combination provide support for our conceptual model, and in partic-
ular both studies supported our prediction that structural holes would be 
related to inward trust. However, while one of the studies was longitu-
dinal in nature, both studies incorporated non-experimental designs and 
therefore provide limited evidence of causality. Additionally, some tests 
of our hypotheses (though not all) necessarily included data provided by 
the same respondents and are therefore susceptible to common method 
variance. Thus, additional research will be worthwhile to provide further 
evidence and insights on processes, causality, and validity. 

A second unresolved question is the internal motivation of brokers. 
As noted earlier, individuals might engage in helping behaviors for altru-
istic, prosocial motivations, they may do so for impression management 
purposes, or perhaps even other reasons or multiple reasons. The present 
study cannot directly reveal participants’ motivations, as we measured 
the patterns of their behavior, not their motives. While opportunities 
and behaviors may be used to infer motives, it is important to recognize 
that they are distinct. Importantly, however, individuals clearly reported 
perceiving the brokers as having concern for them and their interests. 
While this could derive from the brokers being good actors or good citi-
zens, it seems unlikely that the brokers would be able to achieve this 
outcome if they were seen to be exploiting their network ties. In addi-
tion, although it may be possible for brokers to mask intent in particular 
instances, it would be difficult for them to do so on a continuing basis 
that would likely be required for developing trust based on perceived 
caring. In any case, in future research it may be useful to specifically 
examine the motives of brokers and then consider the linkages between 
motives, behavior, and performance.
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Implications for Practice 

Our research has implications both for individuals attempting to succeed 
within organizations, and for the leaders of organizations who adopt a 
network view toward organizational effectiveness. For individuals, there 
is increasing recognition that one’s network position provides many 
potential opportunities. But it is reasonable to ask, “opportunities to do 
what?” The bulk of existing research on brokerage has suggested that 
low constraint provides information and control advantages to gain at 
others’ expense. Our paper provides additional evidence of the perfor-
mance advantages, including insights into how individuals can personally 
benefit and perform at a higher level due to their structural positions. 
In doing so, our paper explores an alternate path whereby brokers use 
their position to increase performance by helping others, which in turn 
creates higher trust. In sum, individuals can benefit by benefiting others 
first. We suspect that many individuals find the approach of using their 
network position for gain at the expense of others to be distasteful 
and thus opt not to optimize or leverage their network position. The 
present paper highlights an alternate strategy that may make network 
optimizing and leveraging more attractive to many individuals. While 
many actors may not be aware of their level of brokerage and/or they 
may haphazardly find their way into brokerage roles, savvy actors can 
assess their level of brokerage and strategically make their way into posi-
tions of more brokerage. While such activities may be seen as strategic, 
our analysis suggests that they should also be seen as prosocial and 
pro-organizational, as they contribute to the transmission of needed 
resources, greater collaboration, and higher trust within the organization. 

For organizations, Burt (1992) noted that networks high in structural 
holes are also more efficient in that they can transmit more non-
redundant information than organizations with fewer structural holes. 
While this efficiency is certainly an attraction for managers focused on 
organizational design and effectiveness, the view that structural holes also 
expand the opportunities for political behavior (advancing one’s inter-
ests at others’ expense) is likely to cause many managers to be skeptical 
about the value of a structurally more efficient organization. Our view 
provides managers confidence that a structurally efficient organization
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is also one where individuals can behave very prosocially in uniting 
others, helping others in need, and earning their trust. And this confi-
dence should encourage managers to guide their employees to shape their 
networks in a way that increases the number of brokering ties between 
unconnected clusters in the organization (Cross & Thomas, 2011). 

Conclusion 

There has been considerable recent research on interpersonal trust within 
organizations. Yet, relatively little has examined how the social context 
within which trust is embedded influences its development. This paper 
examines how interpersonal trust is developed across one type of struc-
tural context—brokerage ties. Prior research has associated brokerage ties 
with positive performance outcomes as a result of maximizing resource 
gains. We develop an alternative explanation that suggests that indi-
viduals with high numbers of brokerage ties can obtain performance 
advantages by cultivating interpersonal trust. Being a broker allows them 
to see opportunities to help other individuals, and by helping these indi-
viduals they earn trust and ultimately gain performance benefits. These 
perspectives present a network perspective for understanding how indi-
viduals’ pro-social behaviors in organizations can earn trust and gain 
organizational rewards. 
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Women Alone in the Middle: Gender 
Differences in the Occupation 

and Leverage of Social Network 
Brokerage Roles 

Inga Carboni 

Introduction 

For decades, researchers have known that professional networks that 
are characterized by brokerage—connections to otherwise unconnected 
subnetworks within the organization—provide important advantages. 
Brokerage refers to the situation in which an individual serves as an inter-
mediary or, broker, between individuals who have no direct relationship 
with each other but who do each have a direct relationship with the 
broker (Gould & Fernandez, 1989; Simmel, 1950). People who occupy 
the powerful brokerage role reap significant career rewards, including 
faster rates of promotion, larger bonuses, more involvement in innova-
tion, and greater likelihood of being identified as top talent (Halevy et al., 
2019). In one study of brokers in a financial institution, brokers—with
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the same level of education and experience—were 40% more likely than 
non-brokers to be promoted (Burt & Ronchi, 2007). In fact, more than 
half of the predicted differences in career success were explained by the 
extent to which a person was a broker, far exceeding the impact of any 
other predictor. However, mounting evidence suggests that women are 
less likely than men to occupy the brokerage position and, even when 
they do occupy it, are less likely to leverage it for career success (Fang 
et al., 2020; Woehler et al., 2021). 
The brokerage principle, as it has been called (Burt, 2000), is derived 

from structural hole theory which states that individuals in organizations 
naturally tend to form relationships with similar others, especially around 
functional areas, and that this natural tendency eventually causes the 
whole network to become marked with disconnected others whose (non) 
relationship constitutes a structural hole. By providing access to other-
wise disconnected individuals, brokerage confers information, control, 
and referral advantages (Burt, 1992). 

Information advantages arise as a result of access to more and more 
diverse information. Compared to everyone else in the network, brokers 
get the latest organizational “news” faster. They are among the first 
to hear about recent opportunities, organizational events, and political 
actions. At the same time, they are exposed to more diverse information 
because the brokerage position usually lies between clusters of inter-
woven relationships among similar others, within which people hold a 
similar worldview based on shared personal, professional, and educa-
tional experiences. By virtue of being exposed to more worldviews, 
brokers gain a “vision advantage” which contributes to their tendency 
to be more likely to come up with new ideas, less likely to have their 
ideas rejected by others, and more likely to have their ideas evaluated 
as valuable (Burt, 2004). Brokers, for example, are better-positioned 
to understand the potential impact of an organizational initiative on 
different areas within the organization which may be why managers 
responsible for initiating and attempting to implement change initiatives 
were significantly more likely to successfully implement major change 
initiatives when they were brokers (Battilana & Casciaro, 2012).
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Control benefits arise from the broker’s ability to control the flow 
of information between clusters by hoarding or selectively distributing 
it to their own advantage. For example, a broker might share valuable 
information held by one party with another party, thereby increasing 
their social capital. Conversely, they could withhold valuable information 
to increase the “payment” others must pay for their brokering services. 
They could even use their position to play parties off one another in a 
bidding war, although this form of brokering risks negative reputational 
outcomes. 

Lastly, referral advantages arise from the fact that brokers can benefit 
when they connect formerly unconnected individuals, as long as it adds 
value to both parties when they do so. Forming or strengthening rela-
tionships in this way increases the broker’s social capital, resulting in 
greater trust and status (Halevy et al., 2020). Making these connections 
does not necessarily diminish the broker’s structural position. Instead, 
because brokers tend to continually refresh their networks by occu-
pying new structural holes (Sasovova et al., 2010), they can retain their 
brokerage position while still brokering connections between otherwise 
unconnected individuals. 
While brokerage offers potential advantage, the full benefit of the 

position only emerges when that brokerage is leveraged to realize that 
advantage. Brokering behaviors capture the actions individuals take to 
influence, manage, or facilitate others’ interactions and relationships 
(Obstfeld et al., 2014). Brokering involves a wide range of activities, 
including introducing two people to each other, sharing gossip gleaned 
from one person with another, and mediating a conflict between two 
people. Yet, individuals differ in their willingness and ability to engage in 
brokering behavior. For example, an individual may occupy a brokerage 
role but be unwilling to activate diverse connections or refer previously 
unconnected people to each other (cf. Greguletz et al., 2019). Similarly, 
brokers may lack the ability to broker. Likely interpersonal skills needed 
to broker include forming and managing positive relationships, building 
trust, translating information, cultivating competition, facilitating coor-
dination, and managing conflict (Halevy et al., 2019). A broker who can
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interpret information and translate to others, for example, can leverage 
this ability to bridge the worldviews of different clusters and connect 
ideas across clusters in such a way that even complex knowledge becomes 
meaningful and acceptable to others (Boari & Riboldazzi, 2014). Differ-
ences in individual willingness and ability to broker may explain why 
“there is wide variance in the extent to which individuals benefit from 
bridging structural holes” (Burt, 2012, p. 587). 

Women and Brokerage 

While the benefits of brokerage clearly accrue to men, they may not 
accrue equally to women (Burt, 1998; Fang et al.,  2020; Woehler 
et al., 2021). In some sense, this is a puzzling situation. Women are 
often assumed to be “relational experts” (Gottman & Carrere, 1994), 
to prioritize relationships, have greater emotional intelligence (Joseph & 
Newman, 2010), and, more generally, to display highly developed inter-
personal skills such as listening, empathizing, building intimacy, and 
fostering collaboration. Brokerage requires the willingness and ability to 
form relationships with members of multiple groups, an ability that has 
been associated with higher levels of social skills (Wölfer et al., 2012). 
So why are there gender differences in occupying and leveraging the 
brokerage and why do those differences favor men? 
There have been several mechanisms proposed to account for gender 

differences in brokerage, most of which broadly fall into one of two 
categories: structural constraints and gender role expectations. A third cate-
gory, socio-emotional experience, may also explain gender differences. 
These categories are conceptually distinct but, in practice, mutually 
constitutive. Socio-cultural forces shape and constrain the structures in 
which women are located, often reinforcing gender role expectations. 
Conforming (or not) to gender role expectations influences women’s 
socio-emotional experiences which, in turn, reinforces gender role expec-
tations and the structuring of organizational spaces and networks.
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Structural Constraints 

Structural constraints arise from socio-cultural norms that result in (a) 
a disproportionately low percentage of women occupying senior-level 
positions in organizational hierarchies, (b) the clustering of women in 
so-called “pink-collar” jobs and industries, and (c) greater non-work 
demands on women’s time and focus. 
The disproportionately higher number of men at higher levels in orga-

nizations means that men are more likely than women to be appealing as 
relationship partners because they have higher status and greater access 
to valued resources, such as insider information. In other words, the rela-
tionship opportunity structure is different for women (Ibarra, 1993). 
This situation is exacerbated by the well-known tendency to prefer rela-
tionships with similar others (Ibarra, 1992). This tendency, also referred 
to as homophily, is one of the strongest and most enduring findings 
in the social sciences (McPherson et al., 2001). Homogenous relation-
ships increase the ease of communication and ensure the predictability of 
behavior and can thereby encourage reciprocity. Both men and women 
are more likely to form same-gender relationships than they are to form 
relationships across gender lines, although men are even more likely than 
women to do so (Woehler et al.,  2021). 
When men form relationships, the opportunity structure favors the 

formation of relationships with relatively higher status individuals. In 
contrast, women are more likely to be low status themselves, to form 
relationships with other women who have similar low status, and to 
preferentially seek help and support from other women (Ibarra, 1992, 
1993). As a result, when men occupy brokerage positions, their networks 
are more likely than women’s networks to include critical work-related 
resources, such as jobs, budget, references, and high-visibility projects 
whereas women who occupy the brokerage position are less likely to have 
access to these valued resources, reducing their information, control, and 
referral advantages (Ibarra, 1992, 1993). Thus, even if they try to leverage 
their brokerage position, women may not reap the same benefits as men. 
When women are able to successfully leverage their networks, their 

networks tend to have contacts who are relatively higher in status than 
those in men’s successfully leveraged networks (Woehler et al., 2021),
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suggesting women may need to have more influential contacts than men 
do in order to access the same brokerage-related outcomes. In short, 
simply eliminating gender differences in number or proportion of high-
status contacts may not benefit women because gender parity seems to 
be a necessary yet insufficient condition for providing men and women 
with equal opportunities to develop and leverage brokerage positions. 
Women are also more likely than men to be concentrated in so-

called “pink-collar” jobs that are in gendered industries and occupations. 
Pink-collar jobs include teachers, nurses, administrative assistants, and 
social workers. Men, in contrast, are more likely to be concentrated 
in construction trades, transportation, and manufacturing professions 
(Das & Kotikula, 2019). Pink-collar jobs tend to be paid less than 
other fields that require similar levels of education and training (Blau & 
Kahn, 2017; Levanon et al., 2009). The gender segregation of occu-
pations means that women are more likely than men to be in lower 
status positions or in functions that are not core to the business, such 
as legal services, human resources, public relations, and communications 
(Levanon et al., 2009). Women enter these support functions as a result 
of subtle career tracking, more women-friendly policies (e.g., flex time), 
lack of sponsorship, and negative recruitment experiences (Brands & 
Fernandez-Mateo, 2017). In contrast, men predominate in positions that 
have profit-and-loss responsibility or are focused on core operations such 
as finance and operations (Helfat et al., 2006). These jobs are closer to 
the core of the business, giving these individuals greater access to tangible 
resources such as staff and budget, and greater visibility to senior lead-
ership. Not surprisingly, a higher percentage of C-suite executives come 
from core business functions (Helfat et al., 2006). 
Lastly, fewer women than men have the time to participate 

in relationship-building activities that occur outside of work (e.g., 
networking events, client dinners) because women are more likely than 
men to have competing demands for their time to be spent on home and 
childcare duties, reducing the time they have available for work-related 
socializing (Thompson & Walker, 1991). A 2017 study (Women in the 
Workplace, 2017) found that 54% of women (as compared to 22% 
of men) report doing all or most of the household work, reducing the 
time they have available for outside-of-work socializing. The same study
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found that women with a partner and child are 5.5 times more likely 
than their male counterparts to do all or most of the household work, 
a trend that has been exacerbated by the covid pandemic (Hamel & 
Salganicoff, 2020). Men do not shoulder the majority of these unpaid 
responsibilities, freeing them up mentally and physically to engage in 
social interactions. Extra-work networking activities are also less likely to 
appeal to women’s interests (e.g., sports-focused) and more likely to be 
organized around male schedules that, typically, allow more flexibility for 
after-work and weekend socializing. 

Gender Role Expectations 

Perhaps the most commonly referenced mechanism to explain gender 
differences in the occupation and ability to successfully leverage the 
brokerage position is derived from gender role theory (Eagly, 1987). 
Gender role theory posits that boys and girls are socialized in different 
ways and that these predispositions have enduring effects throughout 
the life course. These different socialization processes produce gendered 
role expectations in which men are expected to be agentic, assertive, 
achievement-oriented, and competitive whereas women are expected to 
be communal, relationship-oriented, other-centered, and collaborative. 
A recent meta-analysis found consistent empirical support for gender 
differences in agency and communion (Hsu et al., 2021). For example, 
compared to men, women are more likely to place a higher value on 
emotional connections (Ryan et al., 2005), experience themselves more 
relationally (Cyranowski et al., 2000), focus more on relationships than 
rules (Gilligan, 1982), be more attuned to the needs of others and feel 
responsible for meeting those needs (Miller, 1976), have higher expecta-
tions of communality in relationships (Hall, 2011) and, more generally, 
seek to form intimate, interdependent, and closely knit connections with 
others (Cross & Madson, 1997; Eagly,  1987; Hall, 2011). 
Through socialization, gender roles become internalized and incor-

porated into gender identity, along with descriptive, prescriptive, and 
proscriptive cultural beliefs about men and women (e.g., that women 
are nurturing, that they should be even more nurturing, and that they



108 I. Carboni

must not neglect opportunities to nurture). Gender roles then become 
a way to manage one’s own behavior and to engage with the gendered 
expectations of others (Wood & Eagly, 2009). Note that gender roles do 
not necessarily align with individual personality traits or characteristics, 
or with assigned sex. But when they do, and when others perceive that 
they are acting in ways that are gender role-consistent, individuals tend 
to feel more positive affect, such as positive emotions and higher self-
esteem (Bem, 1981). Gender normative behavior is further enforced by 
the approval or disapproval of others, as well as through cultural rituals, 
stories, and symbols, such as the media portrayal of men and women. 
Within the workplace, the penalty for gender role inconsistency can be 

high, as violators may be perceived as threatening the existing social order 
(Rudman et al., 2012). Women, especially White women, who display 
dominant, aggressive, or agentic behavior are more likely to experience 
career penalties such as being judged as less competent, unworthy for 
promotion, and less desirable as job candidates (Livingston et al., 2012; 
Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010; Rudman et al.,  2012; Williams & Tiedens, 
2016). Social sanctions are equally costly. Women who do not adhere to 
gender role norms tend to be evaluated less favorably than men demon-
strating the same behaviors by both men and women (Rudman et al., 
2012; Williams & Tiedens, 2016). Likability is not merely a predictor 
of social status, it also has direct career consequences. A person must 
be seen as likable as well as skilled to be hired or promoted; competence 
alone is insufficient (Fuchs et al., 2004). For example, compared to other 
individuals, well-liked individuals receive higher performance evaluations 
(Ahuja et al., 2003; Brass, 1984). 
In male-dominated industries and occupations, gender may be partic-

ularly salient, increasing the pressure on women to adhere to gender 
norms. Not surprisingly, women tend to be more distressed than men 
when confronted with ambiguous or conflicting role expectations and 
the possibility of experiencing social disapproval or even rejection by 
failing to meet these role expectations (Thoits, 2010). In short, women 
have a strong incentive to avoid violating social norms. They can achieve 
this through displays of warmth, communality, and non-dominance, 
and by avoiding explicit displays of social dominance, competitiveness, 
aggression, or agency (Williams & Tiedens, 2016).
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As a result of gender role expectations, women may be less willing 
to occupy and leverage their brokerage role because doing so may be 
perceived as gender role-inconsistent. While focusing on and managing 
relationships is gender role-consistent for women, the perception that 
one is doing so for personal gains is not and could result in back-
lash. Occupying a brokerage role often requires proactively initiating 
professional relationships in order to combat relational tendencies 
toward homophily and subsequent clustering (Goodreau et al., 2009; 
McPherson et al., 2001). Women who purposefully build professional 
networks are more likely to be perceived as acting primarily out of gender 
role-inconsistent selfish interests and not out of a gender role-consistent 
interest in the welfare of the other person. Professional women who are 
perceived as having a deficit in socially sensitive communal attributes are 
rated as less likable and are more likely to be the target of interpersonal 
hostility (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). In contrast, when men network, 
they are perceived to be sincere (Flynn et al., n.d.). Purposefully occu-
pying a brokerage role, therefore, violates gender norms which dictate 
that men, but not women, can take self-interested (versus commu-
nally oriented) action. Not surprisingly, women who are perceived as 
occupying a brokerage role are rated as less warm than women who 
are perceived as occupying a more interconnected network (Brands & 
Kilduff, 2014). In this way, gender role expectations regarding agency 
may lead to men feeling social approval and acceptance in brokerage 
positions, whereas women who occupy brokerage positions may feel 
anxious, undermining their successful performance of brokering behav-
iors and their performance on work-related tasks (Brands & Mehra, 
2019). 

Of course, simply occupying the brokerage position is not enough. 
Successfully leveraging the brokerage role requires that the broker engage 
in purposeful brokering activities. Again, taking purposeful relational 
action may lead to being perceived as valuing agency over communality, 
potentially sparking backlash against women who seek to leverage their 
brokerage role. 

Brokering activities are of two main types: separating and joining 
(Kwon et al., 2020; Obstfeld et al., 2014). A broker who separates keeps
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unconnected people unconnected by either controlling the flow of infor-
mation from one person to another (e.g., by offering a solution found 
by one person to a problem facing another person) or by mediating the 
flow of information and serving as a conduit (e.g., by facilitating the 
transfer of information for one source to another). The key aspect of 
separating brokering is that the unconnected people stay unconnected. 
In contrast, joining brokering activities involve introducing or otherwise 
facilitating a relationship between two previously unconnected parties. 
Joining brokering is an essentially collaborative strategy, a strategy that is 
gender role-consistent for women. 

Recent work suggests that the impact of brokering on individual-
level performance may only be realized through separating activity 
(Soda et al., 2018). Joining brokering may have only an indirect effect 
on performance. Collaboration can be time-consuming for the broker 
and invisible to people evaluating performance/contribution, potentially 
reducing the value of the brokerage position (Burt, 1992). For example, 
while joining brokering has the potential to facilitate the integration 
and implementation of new and diverse ideas in teams and organi-
zations (Lingo & O’Mahony, 2010), which may translate to better 
overall team—or organizational-level outcomes (e.g., more innovative 
products), it does not necessarily accrue individual performance bene-
fits to the broker. In short, it may be that women who enact a gender 
role-consistent tendency toward collaboration undercut the performance 
advantages of brokering activities that rely upon a more competitive 
or individualistic brokering strategy, such as exploiting gaps between 
connections and controlling the flow of resources across those gaps (Soda 
et al., 2018). 

Gender role inconsistency may also affect the willingness of others 
to provide resources to women brokers, further reducing the returns to 
their brokering activities. This explains the finding that even in networks 
in which men and women are equally likely to occupy brokerage posi-
tions, men are more likely than women to reap the performance benefits 
of being a broker (Woehler et al., 2021). Women in male-dominated 
industries or in professional roles that are gender-inconsistent may even
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rely upon others to “legitimize” them and choose instead to form strong 
connections with influential others rather than occupy a brokerage role 
(Burt, 1998). Over time, the need to signal legitimacy may become a self-
reinforcing loop as the embedding strategies that helped women cope 
at lower levels of the organization (or when first entering an organiza-
tion) may lead them to continue applying such strategies, despite having 
moved to positions with higher autonomy in the organization, where the 
negative consequences of network closure are apparent (Gargiulo et al., 
2009). 

Relatedly, women are less likely than men to provide help to so-called 
“weak” ties—acquaintances and work colleagues with whom they do not 
have a strong relationship—either by helping them form new relation-
ships or through helping repair strained relationships (Halvey & Kalish, 
2022). Research shows that both kinds of helpful brokering increase 
brokers’ social capital, resulting in greater trust and status (Halevy et al., 
2020). This may be because gender role expectations call for women to 
invest highly in strong, intimate relationships (Hall, 2011) which could 
arguably be interpreted as requiring less investment in more distant or 
“weak” relationships. It may also be spurred by gender differences in self-
construal as it relates to a relational versus a collective orientation toward 
interdependence (Halevy & Kalish, 2022; see also, below). Because ties 
to otherwise unconnected parties are more likely to be weak—or, put 
another way, less likely to be strong—men may more be more likely to 
realize value from their brokerage position. 
To summarize, both occupying and leveraging the brokerage role 

require demonstrations of agency and rejection of communality, quali-
ties that fit gender role expectations for men but violate them for women. 
Gender thus transforms the meaning and value of the brokerage position 
(Stewart & McDermott, 2004). To avoid backlash in the form of social 
disapproval or rejection, gender role theory suggests that women in the 
workplace have a strong incentive to avoid occupying or leveraging the 
brokerage role.
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Gendered Socio-Emotional Experience 

While less explored, a gendered socio-emotional experience of the 
brokerage role may also contribute to systematic disadvantage for 
women. Individuals who occupy brokerage positions may pay psycholog-
ical costs (Burt, 2005; Dekker et al., 2000, 2004; Friedman & Podolny, 
1992). Situated as they are between different social groups, brokers may 
face conflicting sets of preferences (Podolny & Baron, 1997), different 
languages or perspectives (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003), unclear expecta-
tions (Dekker et al., 2000), and multiple demands on their time and 
energy (Burt, 2005). People who feel relatively powerless—as women 
often do in workplace settings—may be even less willing to engage 
in brokering behaviors because they perceive brokerage “not as oppor-
tunities but as signs of discord to be avoided” (Landis et al., 2018, 
p. 935). 

Managing the tensions associated with brokerage poses a number of 
challenges to brokers, placing them at risk for higher levels of stress 
and lower life quality (Dekker et al., 2004). For example, adolescents 
who occupied brokerage positions reported higher levels of social stress 
and lower self-esteem compared to adolescents embedded in clusters; 
this was true even when the brokers were generally well-liked (Borowski 
et al., 2016). In contrast, individuals who are embedded in a tightly 
connected group of friends tend to experience fewer stress reactions and 
lower anxiety levels, perhaps as a result of clear and consistent expec-
tations for behavior (Haines et al., 2002; Kadushin, 1982; Totterdell 
et al., 2004). There is some evidence that, compared to men brokers, 
women brokers may have a more negative emotional experience. For 
example, compared to adolescent boys, adolescent girls in a brokerage 
position tend to report lower levels of life satisfaction and higher levels of 
social stress (Carboni & Gilman, 2012) as well as more suicidal ideation 
(Bearman & Moody,  2004). Women may experience the brokerage 
position as especially distressing for several reasons. 
One, women who occupy the brokerage position may be more 

likely than men to experience it as a threat to their self-concept. This 
proposition builds upon evidence that men and women tend to define
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themselves differently in relation to their social world (Cross et al., 2000; 
Gabriel & Gardner, 1999). Overall, and consistent with gender role 
expectations, men are more likely to favor an independent self-construal 
whereas women are more likely to favor an interdependent self-construal 
(Cross et al., 2000). However, the evidence suggests that men also incor-
porate some elements of interdependence into their self-concept; more 
specifically, men tend to define their interdependent self in relation to 
large-group memberships (e.g., organization) whereas women are more 
likely to define their interdependent self in terms of dyadic relationships 
(Baumeister & Sommer, 1997). Relatedly, women tend to value a group 
based mainly on their attachment to other group members whereas men 
value groups, partly because of their attachment to other members, but 
also because of their attachment to the larger group identity (Seeley et al., 
2003). As a result, women’s self-concept may be more likely than men’s to 
be influenced by the presence or absence of specific dyadic relationships. 
Within a personal network characterized by brokerage, the “absent” 

tie is the one between two parties who are connected to the focal person 
but are not connected to each other. Compared to men, women may 
feel pressure to convert the indirect dyadic relationship to a direct dyadic 
relationship or risk identity threat by not forming the relationship. In 
contrast, men who tend to identify more strongly with the collective, 
may be less distressed by the presence or absence of dyadic-level ties. 
This argument receives some support from studies that have found that 
adolescent girls in mixed gender settings have more of their friendship 
ties generated by triadic closure when compared to the friendship ties 
of adolescent boys (Goodreau et al., 2009; Kirke,  2009) and that their 
networks tend to be characterized by higher degrees of transitivity (Ko 
et al., 2015). At least one study has found similar tendencies toward 
closure among women (Carboni et al., 2022). 
Two, women who occupy the broker position may be exposed to more 

distressing information than male brokers and be more distressed by the 
information they receive. Brokers, who have access to more informa-
tion about diverse others as a function of their position in the network, 
may be more likely than non-brokers to be exposed to a fuller array of 
network events (cf. Burt, 2005). Given that people are much more likely 
to seek out women than men as confidants (Kessler & McLeod, 1984),
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women brokers may be particularly likely to receive such information. 
As a result of their tendency to be more relationship-oriented, women 
may be predisposed to experience a “contagion of stress” when people in 
their affective networks encounter stressful events (Kawachi & Berkman, 
2001). For example, women are more likely than men to be affected by 
the loneliness of their friends and neighbors (Cacioppo et al., 2009). 

A third reason why women may experience more distress than men 
in the brokerage position arises as a function of the fact that brokers 
are more likely to bridge otherwise unconnected clusters (Granovetter, 
1973). Clusters may be disconnected for many reasons, including 
different foci of activity (Feld, 1983), but, in at least some proportion 
of cases, clusters will be disconnected because they are in intergroup 
conflict. In this situation, a broker may be called upon to be a medi-
ator or serve as a messenger between hostile groups. Without careful 
management of this position and advanced mediation skills, the broker 
could easily become a target of hostility and be rejected as biased in 
favor of one side or another. Even when they possess well-developed 
brokering skills, women may suffer a performance penalty as a result of 
engaging in collaborative brokering behaviors (Soda et al., 2018). This 
may contribute to the performance anxiety that some women experience 
when they believe themselves to occupy a brokerage position (Brands & 
Mehra, 2019). 

Lastly, women may be more likely than men to experience networking 
as relationally immoral (Greguletz et al., 2019). Both men and women 
may experience networking as distasteful or “dirty” (Casciaro et al., 
2014). Most people share a deep-seated belief, as expressed by the 
philosopher Kant (1785/2012), that people should not be a means to an 
end but, instead, should always be an end in themselves. In the purely 
social realm, it is clear that relationships are pursued for their own ends. 
However, unlike personal relationships, professional relationships do not 
carry an expectation of mutuality or symmetry. For example, an indi-
vidual may turn to another for career advice but not be sought out 
for advice by the same person. Proactively seeking a relationship may 
therefore appear self-serving (i.e., a means to a selfish end), even to 
the individual seeking the relationship. For women, who are socialized
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to value communality and the interests of others, proactively seeking— 
and certainly leveraging—a relationship may feel even more relationally 
immoral than it does to men (Greguletz et al., 2019). 

In summary, as a result of structural constraints, gender role expecta-
tions, and socio-emotional experience, women are less likely than men 
to occupy the powerful brokerage role and, even when they do occupy 
it, are less likely than men to leverage it to advantage. 

Practical Applications 

There are several reasons why organizations should care about fostering 
brokerage and women’s brokerage in particular. For one thing, brokerage 
not only benefits individuals, it benefits the organization as a whole. 
Like many relational systems, organizational networks tend to be pocked 
with clusters of like-minded individuals (Burt, 1992). Being embedded 
within one of these clusters supports feelings of engagement, connection, 
support, and positive mental health among the individuals within them 
(Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010; Totterdell et al., 2004). However, embed-
dedness can also contribute to the formation of echo chambers, the 
rise of intergroup conflict, challenges in cross-cluster knowledge transfer, 
and inequities in access to opportunities. Brokers create boundary-
spanning bridges between clusters that can reduce these potential nega-
tive outcomes. Brokers can use their position to distribute the benefits 
of diverse perspectives, promote collaboration, transfer knowledge, and 
provide equitable access to opportunities throughout the organization 
by leveraging their positive relationships with each cluster, their under-
standing of how each cluster perceives events, and their own relative 
neutrality. 
Teams also benefit from brokerage. Project teams in which individuals 

are tightly connected to each other maximize the relationships that facil-
itate coordination, information-sharing, and successful implementation 
of team endeavors but may find themselves isolated from stakeholder 
input and external resources/expertise resulting in flawed decisions, 
innovation failures, and misalignment with the organization (Cross & 
Carboni, 2021). Brokerage helps closely knit teams thrive, because in
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addition to the benefits of internal connection, brokers connect them to 
disparate others, including those that bring in new and diverse infor-
mation (Reagans et al., 2004). In short, brokerage not only benefits 
individuals, it benefits the teams and organizations in which they reside. 
Yet, without intervention, the value that brokers accrue as a result of 
their brokering “services,” may contribute to gender inequities by falling 
mainly to men rather than women for all of the reasons mentioned 
previously. 

Organizations invested in the success of women, as well as in the 
success of their overall enterprise, will benefit when they nurture women’s 
ability to effectively occupy and leverage the brokerage role. They can 
do this by taking a three-pronged approach: (1) raise awareness about 
the opportunities and challenges associated with occupying and lever-
aging the brokerage position, (2) offer individuals specific action steps 
for successfully occupying and leveraging the brokerage role, and (3) 
provide structured opportunities for developing brokerage relationships. 
While women are the primary target of intervention attempts, both 
women and the people who work with them could fruitfully participate 
in all of these organizational activities. 

Raise Awareness 

Individuals are likely to benefit from increased awareness of (a) the 
value and power of the brokerage position, (b) the extent to which 
their personal networks include brokerage, and (c) specific challenges 
that women face regarding the occupation of the brokerage position. 
To communicate the value and power of the brokerage position, educa-
tors could simply share empirical findings. Many people experience this 
knowledge as eye-opening. Awareness of the value of occupying and 
leveraging the brokerage position should be a necessary first step in 
any education and training program. In general, evidence suggests that 
professionals who learn the properties of an effective network, achieve 
greater performance and career advancement (Burt & Ronchi, 2007). 

Raising awareness of one’s own network structure offers the oppor-
tunity to increase its effectiveness. Women may have a perceptual
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advantage in this regard. Theorizing on power relations suggests that 
those low in power may be more motivated than those high in power 
to perceive their social world more accurately (Russell & Fiske, 2010). 
Relatedly, individuals who have lower levels of formal power tend to 
perceive their organizational network more accurately (Simpson et al., 
2011). Given that women are more likely to be in low power positions 
within their organizations, they may already have a relatively accurate 
perception of their network structure. In any case, one strategy that orga-
nizations can take to raise awareness of existing network structure is to 
actually present individuals with their network structure, obtained either 
by extracting personal networks from an organizational network analysis 
(Schweer et al., 2012) or by asking them to generate their networks via 
a mapping exercise (e.g., Ibarra, 2002) or online survey. Unfortunately, 
while people who feel powerless are more likely to perceive opportunities 
to broker, they may also be less willing to engage in brokering behaviors 
(Landis et al., 2018). Thus, awareness of one’s brokerage position (or 
lack thereof ) is a necessary but not sufficient first step to spurring actual 
brokering activity. 
Individuals should also be made aware of the specific challenges that 

women face in occupying and leveraging the brokerage position, such 
as the available opportunity structure, backlash from exhibiting gender 
role-inconsistent behavior, and socio-emotional discomfort. These chal-
lenges are intertwined. For example, the natural tendency to form 
homophilous relationships means that, without intention, both men and 
women will naturally drift into relationships with similar others. With 
increased awareness of structural constraints, women might select their 
relationship-building opportunities more strategically. Despite a rise in 
the acceptability of women in agentic roles (Hsu et al., 2021), back-
lash in the form of being liked less is still more likely to occur when 
women do not assume nurturing or communally oriented roles (Rudman 
et al., 2012). Understanding the nature of gender role expectations and 
backlash can help women anticipate and prepare for responses to their 
more intentional networking behavior and can also help others examine 
and shift their own biases to be more supportive of women who behave 
in role-inconsistent ways. Lastly, understanding that the brokerage role
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may be associated with emotional discomfort for women may help them 
develop targeted coping strategies and provide managers with additional 
insight into the stress associated with the brokerage role. 

Action Steps 

Building on awareness-raising efforts, organizations could also provide 
individuals with action steps designed to support intentional network 
development and strategies for coping with backlash and distress. 

Intentional Network Development 

There are at least three general strategies for occupying a brokerage 
role: engaging in activities with brokerage potential, proactively forming 
boundary-spanning relationships, and activating dormant relationships. 
Activities with brokerage potential are activities in which the following 
facilitating conditions are met (cf. Allport, 1954): participating indi-
viduals represent different professional groups (e.g., different industries, 
different organizations, different functions), individuals share common 
goals, individuals must work together to achieve those goals, and the 
surrounding context (e.g., organization) supports building boundary-
spanning relationships. Examples of activities that meet these criteria 
include industry work committees, board memberships, cross-functional 
teams, event-planning, and even sports teams. In each case, the activities 
bring different people together to work toward shared goals, facilitating 
relationship formation (cf. Feld, 1983). Note that typical networking 
events usually do not include the need to work together to achieve shared 
goals which reduces their brokerage potential. Individuals who seek to 
occupy a brokerage position can do so by strategically choosing to engage 
in activities with high brokerage potential. Likewise, their managers can 
support their efforts by offering opportunities to participate in high 
brokerage potential activities. 

Individuals who seek to form boundary-spanning professional rela-
tionships may need to actively reach out to others from different 
professional groups (e.g., different industries, different organizations,
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different functions). The key is for individuals to pursue these relation-
ships strategically. Boundary-spanning relationships have the potential 
to add value to the teams in which the individuals belong (Carboni 
et al., 2021). Team leaders can therefore support both team perfor-
mance and the development of the professional networks of individuals 
within the team by identifying individuals with whom they or other 
team members should connect. For example, a team lead may seek 
to build a boundary-spanning relationship by reaching out to another 
team lead who faces a similar environment or problem but who resides 
in a different unit or geography. The similarity in role offers obvious 
points of connection. Discussing successful and unsuccessful attempts 
to solve common problems enhances the learning of both individuals, 
making a mutually rewarding relationship more likely which, in turn, 
increases the brokerage potential for both parties. Relatedly, individuals 
seeking to occupy a brokerage position can reach out to individuals who 
hold complementary or adjacent expertise. For example, a person who 
specializes in content marketing may want to reach out to someone who 
specializes in social media marketing. 

Activating dormant relationships is another strategy for occupying 
brokerage roles. Dormant relationships are those between two individ-
uals who have not communicated with each other for a long time 
(Levin et al., 2011). Especially when relationships had once been strong, 
dormant ties can be valuable sources of knowledge and other resources 
(Levin et al., 2011). There are at least two types of dormant ties that 
might be particularly valuable when seeking to occupy a brokerage posi-
tion. The first type are individuals who already occupy a brokerage 
position. These individuals can connect the focal individual to people in 
different professional groups and often greatly enjoy doing so (cf. Glad-
well, 2000). The second type are individuals who belong to different 
professional groups. For example, they may have been former co-workers 
and now work in a different organization or industry. Women have an 
advantage over men in this regard because they are more likely than men 
to maintain strong external networks of relationships, often staying in 
contact with former co-workers for years after they stop working together 
(Carboni et al., 2020; Groysberg, 2008).
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Women have a particularly difficult time leveraging the brokerage role 
to their advantage, even when they occupy the role (Fang et al., 2020; 
cf. Woehler et al., 2021). As suggested earlier, this may be because they 
tend to enact collaborative brokering strategies which are not associ-
ated with higher levels of individual performance, anticipate backlash 
when taking purposeful brokering activities, be less likely than men to be 
connected to people with resources and power, and receive less help than 
men from their network contacts. In addition to raising general aware-
ness about these issues, organizations can help women address some of 
these challenges by helping them reframe the meaning of brokerage both 
for themselves and for others. 
Women could be encouraged to align their networking motivations 

with communal values by reframing personal networking as networking 
for the common good. The “common good” could mean all women, 
their team, or the organization as a whole. Taking action in support of 
communal values is gender role-consistent. In conflict negotiations, for 
example, women are more likely to negotiate their salary if they believe 
that they are doing so on behalf of all women and are more likely to be 
perceived positively by others if they evoke that communal value (Kolb & 
Kickul, 2006). Relatedly, women could be encouraged to perceive them-
selves as primarily organizational members (versus relational partners), 
thereby potentially leading them to offer more help and support to work 
colleagues with whom they do not have a strong relationship. The effect 
of this self-construal shift could lead to women receiving more bene-
fits from their brokered relationships. At the same time, managers could 
be instructed to consider if bias might be influencing their perceptions 
when assessing the activities and performance of brokers. Organizations 
could also seek to find more ways to recognize and celebrate collabora-
tive brokering activities through, for example, stories, awards, and visible 
pictures. 
Women could also be encouraged to transform apparent broker-

related disadvantages into advantages. For example, being more likely 
to hear about distressing organizational events through network connec-
tions can be advantageous when it provides insights into communication
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breakdowns, unethical behavior, intraorganizational conflict, and disen-
gagement. These insights can help women access resources more strategi-
cally, avoid social liabilities, and become more adept at navigating social 
interactions (Marineau, 2017). A more wholistic understanding of orga-
nizational climate could also benefit women who are involved in change 
initiatives, turnover reduction, or performance assessment. 

Strategies for Coping with Backlash and Distress 

Processes to help women who are brokers manage their position success-
fully, or at the very least to develop personal coping strategies when 
tensions arise, should be the first step in larger efforts to help women 
occupy and leverage that powerful position. For example, instead of 
perceiving the brokerage role as one of disconnection and rejection, 
women could be urged to view the position as an indicator of the 
ability to form positive relationships with diverse individuals. Because 
women are more likely than men to experience networking as relationally 
immoral (Greguletz et al., 2019), it may also help to reposition brokering 
as a positive and morally unambiguous opportunity to promote collabo-
ration, integration, the reduction of conflict, and the ability to distribute 
useful and valuable resources to others. To help them reframe, women 
might find it useful to identify an actual or historical networking 
role model who expresses positive networking motivations such as, for 
example, Lois Weisberg (Gladwell, 2000) or Heidi Roizen (Flynn et al., 
n.d.). 
Women may also benefit from an awareness of gender role-consistent 

strategies. For example, women could be encouraged to engage in activ-
ities that demonstrate the gender role-consistent skills of building rela-
tionships and nurturing intimacy. Conveying warmth in their commu-
nications might also reduce backlash because it countermands the 
tendency to perceive women as either competent or warm/likable, a 
dichotomy that is not a gender role expectation for men (Carboni 
et al., 2020; Cuddy et al., 2011). The development of self-monitoring 
skills may be particularly useful for women facing potential backlash 
(O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2011). Monitoring the socio-emotional context
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in order to project situationally appropriate responses is called self-
monitoring (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). Self-monitoring skills may be 
easier for women to acquire and use than men because being attuned to 
socio-emotional context is congruent with women’s gender role expec-
tations. Women—in contrast to men—are often socialized to be adept 
at decoding and responding to the emotional expression of others. 
Self-monitoring may be particularly helpful for women who demon-
strate role-incongruent tendencies, such as aggressiveness, assertiveness, 
or confidence (O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2011). It may also be especially valu-
able when occupying and leveraging the brokerage position because high 
self-monitors—men and women—are more likely to build bridges in 
their networks than are low self-monitors (Sasovova et al., 2010). Not 
all women are high self-monitors but those that are may benefit more 
from it than men who are high self-monitors (O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2011). 
Mentors and executive coaches can help women develop all of these 
gender role-consistent skills. 

Structured Opportunities 

Organizations invested in the success of women can also provide them 
with structured opportunities for developing brokerage relationships in 
several ways. One, organizations can implement mentoring and sponsor-
ship programs that include training on brokerage for mentors, sponsors, 
and protégées (Creary et al., 2021). While women may be “over-
mentored and under-sponsored” (Ibarra et al., 2010, p. 82), mentors 
can play an important role in helping women at all levels (a) under-
stand the significance of occupying and leveraging the brokerage role, 
and (b) develop specific and tailored plans for action. Mentors who work 
with managers can also help them understand the important role they 
have to play in facilitating network development among the women they 
lead. Too, organizations could consider a “smart mentoring” approach 
(Carboni et al., 2022). “Smart” mentors are selected through an orga-
nizational network analysis as people in the center of organizational 
networks; they can be thoughtfully paired with women at the edges of
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the network, pulling them into the hub of organizational discourse and 
connecting them to new and different professional groups. 

Mentors can also help women develop networking strategies that are 
appropriate for their career stage. Individuals may become proficient at 
a networking style that no longer aligns with their career objectives. 
Women, for example, may be more likely than men to gain “legiti-
macy” by forming strong connections with a few others (Burt, 1998). 
Their early successful experience with embedding strategies in coping 
with their dependence may result in a networking style that leads to a 
professional network that can’t support their subsequent senior roles in 
the organization. The persistence of prior successful strategies beyond the 
situation that allowed for their success is akin to the “competence trap” 
(Ahuja, 2016). The early success of these strategies may lead individuals 
to continue applying such strategies, despite having moved to positions 
with higher autonomy in the organization, where the negative conse-
quences of network closure are apparent. As a result, managers embedded 
in a closely knit social network are less willing or able to develop new 
relationships required by the changing nature of their tasks. 

In contrast to mentors, who may be external to organizations and 
functions, or are relatively low level, sponsors—by definition—occupy 
positions of power. Sponsors can open doors for the people that they 
sponsor and they can encourage them to walk through them. The data 
suggest that women are less likely to benefit from formal sponsorship 
programs than are men (Ibarra et al., 2010). Organizations can change 
this by providing targeted training for both sponsors and those spon-
sored to understand expectations and possible challenges (Ibarra et al., 
2010). Sponsors could be explicitly advised on how to use their position 
to create brokering opportunities for women. Similarly, women could 
lobby for and expect that sponsors would connect them to people with 
resources, influence, and access to different professional groups. Internal 
diversity champions, such as Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) could 
fruitfully both drive and amplify these efforts (Creary et al., 2021). 
Publicly identifying and celebrating the efforts of internal diversity 
champions—e.g., through stories, pictures, and visibility in organiza-
tional communications—could further support organizational efforts to
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promote active and effective sponsorship of women and reduce the 
backlash that some women brokers experience (cf. Creary et al., 2021). 
Two, organizations can provide women with opportunities to build 

brokerage relationships through interdependent activities with different 
professional groups. Organizational structures often serve as barriers to 
connection, due to the clustering of women in non-core and pink-collar 
jobs, and the likelihood that relatively few women are in senior leader-
ship positions. To break down these barriers, organizations can institute 
a number of activities. For example, they can match small groups of 
women with senior executives to work on projects, such as how to facili-
tate gender equity. Working together on a project toward shared goals 
not only fosters relationship-building but also offers senior executives 
an opportunity to see demonstrations of women’s talents. Research has 
shown that when women occupy positions that give them opportunity 
to interact with high-status employees, they are just as likely as men to 
include high-status people in their network (McGuire, 2000). Similarly, 
organizations can more thoughtfully offer opportunities to women to 
speak at industry events or serve as panel moderators. These events place 
women in highly visible roles and make it more likely that they will form 
brokering relationships with others in their industry. 

Gig rotations may also help break down structural barriers (Carboni 
et al., 2022). Internal gig rotations are short-term—sometimes part-
time—positions that allow opportunities for individuals to work in other 
areas of the organization. Gig rotations allow women to build relation-
ships in areas of the organization in which they are particularly sparse 
(e.g., production). When coupled with support from immediate super-
visors and a concurrent relief of some primary role work responsibilities, 
gig rotations allow women (and men) to build brokerage relationships 
and showcase their talents. 

Conclusion 

Professional networks that are characterized by brokerage—connec-
tions to otherwise unconnected subnetworks within the organization— 
provide important advantages. However, women are less likely than men
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to occupy the brokerage position and, even when they do occupy it, are 
less likely to leverage it for career success (Fang et al., 2020; Woehler 
et al., 2021). Several mechanisms have been advanced to explain these 
findings, including structural constraints caused by systemic discrimina-
tion, gender role expectations, and a gendered socio-emotional experi-
ence of the brokerage role. Organizations can further the career success of 
women through training and restructuring activities that raise awareness 
of the value and challenges associated with the brokerage role, provide 
concrete tools for strategic network development, and offer structural 
opportunities for developing brokerage relationships. 
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Introduction 

Relationship-based approaches to leadership research engendered a shift 
from an analytical focus on the traits and behaviors characteristic of 
leaders to the social processes of leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2006). The most 
prominent relationship-based approach is the Leader-Member Exchange 
theory (hereafter LMX) which examines the quality of the relation-
ship between leaders and followers (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). LMX 
theory prescribes that effective leadership occurs when supervisors and
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subordinates develop high-quality relationships that can be characterized 
by higher levels of mutual trust, respect, liking, and loyalty. High-
LMX relationships are envisioned as resource passageways through which 
supervisors and subordinates exchange and accumulate tangible and 
intangible resources (Halbesleben, 2006; Kalish et al., 2015), which are 
then related to employee effectiveness and positive work attitudes (for 
reviews of the outcomes of LMX see Anand et al., 2001; Dulebohn et al., 
2012; Liden & Graen, 1980; Martin et al.,  2016). 

A critical resource likely to be exchanged in high-LMX relationships 
is relational energy. Relational energy is defined as “the heightened level 
of psychological resourcefulness generated from interpersonal interac-
tions that enhances one’s capacity to do work” (Owens et al., 2016, 
p. 37). In other words, energizing social interactions at work stimulate 
a sense of vitality, vigor, and enthusiasm (e.g., psychological resource-
fulness) which, in turn, allow employees to accomplish their work tasks 
and achieve their goals (Quinn et al., 2012). Relational energy is a unique 
form of energy that created in social interactions with other people rather 
individual factors such as sleep, nutrition, and exercise. As high-LMX 
relationships are defined as positive and effective relationships between 
supervisors and subordinates, it has been argued that LMX enhances 
subordinates’ levels of relational energy which, in turn, affects employee 
creativity (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009) and performance (Yang et al., 
2017). 
Yet, not all subordinates maintain a high-LMX relationship with their 

supervisor. Constrained by limited time and resources, supervisors tend 
to establish different quality relationships with different subordinates 
(Henderson et al., 2009; Liden et al., 1997). In contrast to high-LMX 
employees, low-LMX employees establish a contractual, task-related 
rapport with their supervisor (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). As low-LMX 
relationships are characterized by lower levels of support and trust 
provided by leaders (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), low-LMX employees 
are likely to possess limited, even insufficient, resources. Restricted from 
resources such as relational energy, low-LMX employees might lack the 
necessary psychological resources to achieve their work objectives and 
hence are less likely to perform well and be satisfied at work. We argue 
that, although placed at a resource disadvantage, low-LMX employees
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can still achieve positive workplace outcomes as supervisors are not the 
only source of relational energy at work. Relational energy can flow 
through positive social interactions with co-workers as well. Indeed, 
accumulating evidence from social network studies has found that being 
embedded in a network of energizing ties at work helps employees to 
stay engaged and perform better (Baker et al., 2003; Cross  & Parker,  
2004; Cullen-Lester et al., 2016). Hence, being embedded in a network 
of energizing relationships with co-workers should therefore counterbal-
ance the lack of relational energy low-LMX employees obtain from their 
supervisor. 

In this chapter, we develop and empirically test a second-stage 
moderated-mediation model refining our understanding of the relational 
energy—job satisfaction relationship (Fig. 1). We argue that relational 
energy from the employee’s supervisor partially mediates the relation-
ship between LMX and employee job satisfaction (i.e., in part explaining 
the positive effect of high-quality supervisor relationships on employee 
job satisfaction). Furthermore, we argue that relational energy from 
co-workers will moderate the relationship between the quality of the 
supervisor relationship and job satisfaction, such that the strength of 
the relationship will be weaker when focal employees have more ener-
gizing relationships with their co-workers. We demonstrate that, while 
low-LMX employees receive less energy from their relationship with their 
supervisor, they can still be satisfied at work thanks to energy accumu-
lated, replenished, and protected through their informal relationships 
with other co-workers. 
The present study makes several contributions to the literature. First, it 

refines our understanding concerning the relationship between LMX and

Job Satisfaction Relational Energy from 
Supervisor 

LMX 

Relational Energy 
from Co-Workers 

Fig. 1 Moderated-mediation model 
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relational energy. Owens and colleagues (2016) were the first to theoreti-
cally distinguish LMX from relational energy. LMX evokes the reciprocal 
exchange of resources between a leader and a follower and refers to the 
cognitive evaluation of relational quality between leaders and followers; 
on the other hand, relational energy is not necessarily a reciprocal 
construct (e.g., my leader can energize me but not vice-versa) and yet 
denotes the outcome of a dyadic interaction (i.e., enhanced motivation 
to do one’s work). Owens et al. went on to suggest that relational energy 
is an outcome of the LMX relationship and provided initial evidence 
that they are distinct but related constructs. Yet, their investigation did 
not examine whether the relational energy experienced in high-quality 
LMX relationships (in part) explains the positive effects of LMX on 
job satisfaction. This paper hence extends previous understanding of the 
relationship between LMX, relational energy, and workplace attitudes 
by demonstrating that relational energy acts as a mediating mechanism 
explaining the LMX—job satisfaction relationship. 
Our investigation further contributes to the literature on energy in the 

workplace. While the concept of energy benefits from strong theoretical 
foundations (e.g., Cross & Parker, 2004; Quinn & Dutton, 2005; Quinn 
et al., 2012), surprisingly few empirical studies have been conducted to 
support its theoretical claims. To date, most of this research has related 
levels of energy (not relational energy) to a variety of outcomes such as 
creativity (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009), performance (Fritz et al., 2011), 
and thriving (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). Thus, despite the growing 
evidence regarding the positive work outcomes of energy, the role of 
different sources of energy in the workplace remains unclear. This is 
particularly problematic because if the aim is to better understand how 
to improve employee work attitudes and performance through relational 
energy, then the drivers of relational energy must be better articulated 
and empirically examined. In this paper, we examine two sources of rela-
tional energy—one’s leader and co-workers at work—and discuss how 
the interaction between these potential relational energy sources affects 
employee job satisfaction. 
While previous studies have investigated the effect of relational energy 

on employees’ job performance (e.g., Owens et al., 2016; Parker &  
Gerbasi, 2016;  Yang et al.,  2017), considerably less is known regarding
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attitudinal outcomes of relational energy. We focus our interest on 
employee job satisfaction, which is the overall evaluation of the favor-
ability of one’s job. By demonstrating that relational energy impacts 
outcomes other than performance, our work sheds light on the impor-
tance of relational energy in benefiting employees and, therefore, the 
workplace in general. 

Theory 

Leader-Member Exchange & Job Satisfaction 

LMX is a theory of leadership based on dyadic exchanges between super-
visors and subordinates. Its central tenet states that supervisors establish 
different quality relationships—ranging from high to low—between 
themselves and each subordinate. High-LMX relationships are charac-
terized by high levels of trust, frequent interactions, and mutual support, 
which result in supervisors and subordinates establishing reciprocal trust, 
liking, respect, and loyalty (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). Low-LMX rela-
tionships, on the other hand, are limited exchanges prescribed by the 
employment contract and are mainly task-related in nature (Graen & 
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden & Graen, 1980). 
From a resources theory perspective, employees’ relationships with 

their supervisors are a primary means by which they accumulate, 
replenish, and protect resources (Halbesleben, 2006; Harris et al., 2011). 
Early research identified several types of resources—money, goods, 
service, status, information, and affiliation (Foa & Foa, 1980)—that 
can be exchanged within the context of the LMX relationship (Wilson 
et al., 2010). While high-LMX relationships facilitate such exchange of 
resources, low-LMX relationships constrain them (Epitropaki & Martin, 
2013). In turn, these resources are likely to lead to job satisfaction, 
which is defined as a positive affective state that is linked to employees’ 
appraisals of their job experiences as enjoyable and pleasant (Locke, 
1976). Extensive evidence supports a positive association between LMX 
and job satisfaction (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Golden & Veiga, 2008; 
Rockstuhl et al., 2012).
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The Mediating Role of Relational Energy 

Human energy consists not only of physical energy (e.g., “the capacity 
to do work”) but also of energetic activation, that is, the degree to 
which people feel energized (Quinn et al., 2012). Energy is defined 
as a “type of positive affective arousal, which people can experience as 
emotion– short responses to specific events – or moods – long-lasting 
affective states that need not be a response to a specific event” (Quinn & 
Dutton, 2005, p. 36) and is considered an important resource because it 
helps people regulate their behaviors and emotions to meet performance 
expectations and organizational norms. Yet, like a battery, human energy 
can be depleted over time if not regularly recharged (Hobfoll, 1989; 
Hobfoll & Shirom, 2001). To recharge batteries, people can engage in 
a variety of initiatives. At the individual level, people can obtain, build, 
and protect their energy level by adjusting their personal routines such 
as eating better, exercising, sleeping longer, taking micro-breaks at work 
(Fritz et al., 2011), or practicing mindfulness exercises (Bush, 2015). At 
the organizational level, a series of well-being initiatives (e.g., wellness 
programs, daycare, flexible work schedules, or ergonomic workspaces; 
Owens et al., 2016) have been implemented in order to respond to the 
“human energy crisis” (Loehr & Schwartz, 2003) and allow employees 
to maintain and boost their energy levels during the workday. Finally, 
day-to-day human interactions are a potential source of energy, that is, 
we can feel energized thanks to our relationships with others. 

According to Quinn and Dutton’s (2005) Theory of Coordination, 
positive social interactions between two individuals are likely to increase 
levels of energy. Relational energy, defined as “the heightened level of 
psychological resourcefulness generated from interpersonal interactions 
which enhances one’s capacity to do work” (Owens et al., 2016, p. 36), 
has been established as a unique resource that flows through social 
relationships. When energized, employees experience feelings of vitality 
(Ryan & Frederick, 1997), vigor, and enthusiasm (Miller & Stiver, 
1997). They feel more capable and eager to undertake a task (Dutton, 
2003; Quinn &Dutton,  2005). Benefiting from a higher level of psycho-
logical resourcefulness, employees’ capacity for action and motivation 
is increased which, in turn, enables them to do their work and attain
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their goals (Quinn et al., 2012). In other words, energy helps provide 
employees the required motivation to direct their efforts toward work 
tasks and hence improve their performance and job satisfaction. 

Accumulating evidence suggests that relational energy, that is, energy 
experienced following social interactions with others, is associated with 
a range of positive attitudinal and performance outcomes (Baker et al., 
2003; Cross  & Parker,  2004; Owens et al., 2016; Parker & Gerbasi, 
2016; Parker et al.,  2013). For example, employees who are energized 
by their supervisors perform at higher levels (Baker et al., 2003; Cross  &  
Parker, 2004). Parker and Gerbasi (2016) found that perceived social 
interactions that were energizing resulted in higher performance, which 
reduced involuntary turnover but increased voluntary turnover. Owens 
and colleagues (2016) showed that relational energy leads to greater 
job engagement which in turn increases job performance. On the other 
hand, experiencing de-energizing ties is associated with higher turnover 
(Parker & Gerbasi, 2016; Parker et al.,  2013) and decreased performance 
(Gerbasi et al., 2015). 

As relational energy emanates from positive dyadic exchanges and 
as LMX reflects the quality of the social exchange between super-
visors and subordinates, we argue that high-LMX employees obtain 
greater energizing psychological resources from their supervisors, that 
is, they are more likely to report higher levels of relational energy 
(Dutton, 2003) than low-LMX employees. Our argument is in line 
with previous research suggesting that employees experience higher 
levels of energy when they have positive interactions with their super-
visors (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009). The energy high-LMX employees 
experience is a psychological resource that, in turn, increases their satis-
faction with their job. In sum, we argue that relational energy from an 
employee’s supervisor will mediate the relationship between his or her 
LMX and job satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 1 Relational Energy from Supervisor Will Mediate the 
Relationship Between LMX and Job Satisfaction.
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The Moderating Role of Co-Worker Relational Energy 

Although we have argued that the relationship between LMX and job 
satisfaction is mediated by relational energy from the employee’s super-
visor, we expect the strength of this relationship to differ depending 
on the relational energy employees receive from other organizational 
members. Indeed, relational energy is not limited to leader–follower 
dyads only. Since energy is transmitted through engaging in conver-
sations with others that lead to a sense of progress and a feeling of 
momentum in one’s work (Dutton, 2003; Quinn & Dutton, 2005), 
conversations between any two organizational members have the poten-
tial to boost employees’ energy levels (Cole et al., 2012). Hence, we argue 
that relational energy from co-workers will moderate the strength of 
the relationship between LMX and job satisfaction via relational energy 
from a supervisor, such that the mediated relationship will be weaker for 
employees who are embedded in a larger relational energy network. 

Decades of intra-organizational network research have discussed how 
informal relationships form the underlying structure of most organiza-
tions (e.g., “the organization behind the chart”; Krackhardt & Hanson, 
1993) and how these informal networks facilitate access to valuable 
information, resources, and opportunities outside of formal work struc-
tures (Brass et al., 2004; Labianca & Brass, 2006; Sparrowe & Liden, 
2005; Venkataramani & Dalal, 2007). Informal networks give access to 
a variety of resources (e.g., information, support, advice, emotions, etc.) 
that, in turn, translate into facilitated actions and rewards within that 
social structure (Oh et al., 2004, 2006; Zhang & Peterson, 2011). For 
example, research by McCarthy et al. (2016) suggests that the greater the 
quality of the social exchange between two organizational members, the 
greater aid employees receive in their daily work activities. 

Relational energy, by definition, occurs within personal interactions. 
It has been suggested that relational energy can be transmitted as soon as 
people start interacting with each other. Whether interacting with other 
co-workers leaves employees feeling energized or drained depends on the 
quality of that particular social exchange (Cole et al., 2012). Exchanges 
that are challenging, irritating, frustrating, or even rude (Demerouti 
et al., 2001) are more likely to drain the energy out of people (Fritz et al.,
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2011). On the other hand, members of a dyad whose exchanges are char-
acterized by positive interactions, mutual dependency, momentum, and 
progress toward achieving one’s goals and objectives (Quinn & Dutton, 
2005) are more likely to generate higher levels of relational energy. 
Evidence suggests that the larger the number of energizing relationships 
one experiences at work, the greater one’s participation, involvement, 
and performance in the workplace (Dutton, 2003; Gerbasi et al., 2015). 
In other words, employees embedded in a larger network of energizing 
relationships are more likely to report heightened level of psychological 
resourcefulness which enhances their capacity to do work and ultimately 
feel satisfied with their work. 
We, therefore, argue that energizing relationships with co-workers 

can help employees accumulate, boost, and protect energy resources 
necessary to enhance their job satisfaction. Employees who have other 
sources of relational energy in their workplace, beyond their supervisor, 
will be less dependent on the energy derived from a high-quality LMX 
relationship to be satisfied with their job. Further, although low-LMX 
employees may receive limited relational energy from their supervisor, 
energizing relationships with co-workers have the potential to help low-
LMX employees make up this energy deficit. In sum, we postulate that 
the relational energy employees experience in their co-worker relation-
ships will moderate the strength of the relationship between LMX and 
job satisfaction via relational energy from their supervisor, such that 
the mediated relationship will be weaker when employees have a more 
energizing network of relationships with their co-workers. 

Hypothesis 2 Relational energy from co-workers will moderate the 
strength of the relationship between LMX and job satisfaction via rela-
tional energy from supervisor, such that the mediated relationship will 
be weaker when employees’ have energizing relationships with their 
coworkers.



146 A. Gerbasi et al.

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

A social network analysis survey was conducted with the engineering 
department (211 participants) of a large multinational Fortune 500 
manufacturing corporation in early 2017. The work of this department 
requires information sharing and decision-making by interacting with a 
variety of individuals both within and across 17 work groups (ranging 
from five to twenty members each). Participants were presented with 
the entire roster of employees in the engineering division and asked to 
“Identify those people you personally know (i.e., you have actually inter-
acted with or met).” This roster method of data collection was used 
because it has been shown to result in more accurate and reliable data 
(Marsden, 1990). The response rate of 87.7% is comparable to other 
network studies (e.g., Sasovova et al., 2010; Sparrowe et al., 2001). 
Non-respondents were dropped from the study (including outgoing ties 
from participants to non-respondents) resulting in a final sample of 185 
employees. In this sample, the majority of employees were male (92%), 
individual contributors (52%, i.e., did not have supervisory responsi-
bilities), and had an average tenure of 15.51 years of service (SD = 
8.29). Non-respondents did not significantly differ from respondents 
with respect to gender, managerial responsibility, or tenure. 

Measures 

Lmx 

Each participant completed the LMX-7 scale (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 
1995). This scale is the most widely used measure of the relationship 
quality between the participant (subordinate) and his or her supervisor 
(manager). The scale consists of seven items that are answered on a 5-
point scale. An example item is: “To what extent does your manager 
understand your work problems and needs” (α = 0.86).
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Relational Energy 

To assess the extent to which the employees’ network connections 
provided them with relational energy, participants were asked, “People 
can affect the energy and enthusiasm we have at work in various ways. 
Interactions with some people leave you feeling drained while others 
leave you feeling enthused about possibilities and/or can help to re-
energize you in your work when you have had a bad day. When you 
interact with each person below, how does it typically affect your energy 
level?” The response scale was (1) Strongly De-energizing, (2) De-
energizing, (3) Neutral, (4) Energizing, (5) Strongly Energizing (Cross & 
Parker, 2004; Gerbasi et al., 2015). 

Relational Energy from Co-Workers 

To measure how energizing participants found each of their network 
contacts, we computed their total outgoing energy score, that is, how 
energizing their network connections are aside from their supervisor. 
This is the sum of the individual evaluations participants made of their 
co-workers, thus it combines both the valance of each tie and the total 
number of ties. 

Relational Energy from Supervisors 

To assess the energizing nature of employees’ relationships with their 
supervisors, we took a subset of the energy network described above. We 
extracted each employee’s rating of their supervisor from their network 
data and included that as the rating of relational energy with their 
supervisor. 

Job Satisfaction 

We measured job satisfaction using the three-item measure from Zablah 
et al. (2016). Participants responded on a 5-point Likert-type scale
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ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5). An example 
item is “All in all, I am satisfied with my job.” We computed the average 
of the three items. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.82. 

Control Variables 

We included three demographic variables (tenure, gender, and manage-
rial responsibility) to control for individual characteristics of employees 
in this study. We also included each employee’s performance rating from 
the prior year. Prior research has shown the relationship between rela-
tional energy and performance (e.g., Cross & Parker, 2004; Gerbasi 
et al., 2015; Owens et al., 2016) thus it is important to control for 
the fact that an individual’s level of performance can influence that 
individual’s relationships with their supervisor, colleagues, and their job 
satisfaction. Individual performance ratings were collected from the HR 
department. Each employee who participated in this study was rated 
annually by their supervisor. The performance scale ranges from1 (low 
level of performance) to 4 (exceptional performance). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all variables used in the analysis 
are presented in Table 1.
To test our hypotheses, we estimated a series of multivariate linear 

regressions (presented in Tables 2 and 3), with robust standard errors 
(Huber, 1996; White,  1980) to account for our observations not being 
fully independent. In Model 1, we included the control variables. In 
Model 2, we added the effect of the LMX relationship. In Model 3, 
we added the main effect of relational energy from the supervisor rela-
tionship. In Model 4, we added the effect of relational energy from 
co-workers. Finally, in Model 5 we include the mean-centered interac-
tion between relational energy from the supervisor and relational energy 
from co-workers. To test Hypothesis 1, we also included a set of models
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations 

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Tenure 15.51 8.29 
2 Gender (1 = 

female) 
0.08 0.27 –0.15 

3 Hierarchy (1 = 
supervisor) 

0.54 0.50 0.20 –0.06 

4 Current year 
performance 

2.69 0.55 0.14 –0.07 0.30 

5 LMX 0.03 0.76 0.03 –0.09 0.19 0.25 
6 Relational energy 

from supervisor 
3.97 0.95 0.05 –0.02 0.11 0.05 0.69 

7 Relational energy 
from 
co-workers 

111.12 75.46 0.25 –0.11 0.16 0.05 0.11 0.18 

8 Job satisfaction 3.98 0.63 0.05 0.03 0.18 0.03 0.46 0.49 0.21 

N = 185, all values ± 0.15 are significant at p < 0.05, all values ± 0.20 are 
significant at p < 0.01.

that predicted the effect of LMX on the relational energy of the super-
visor. As recommended by Preacher et al. (2007), we derived the direct 
and indirect effects of the independent variable on the dependent vari-
able through the mediators at various levels of the moderator based on 
a family of equations that comprise the moderated mediation model. To 
estimate these effects, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 
2013) and tested the effects for statistical significance using 95% boot-
strapped confidence intervals based on 1000 samples to avoid concerns 
regarding inflated Type 1 error rate (cf. Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

In  Model 1 of  Table  2, only hierarchy had a significant effect on job 
satisfaction (b = 0.28, p < 0.05), such that those with managerial respon-
sibilities reported higher job satisfaction. In Model 2, we find that LMX 
has a positive and significant effect on job satisfaction (b = 0.375, p 
< 0.01), reaffirming previous findings that individuals with higher LMX 
relationships experience higher levels of job satisfaction (Gerstner & Day, 
1997; Rockstuhl et al., 2012). To test Hypothesis 1, we estimated Model 
3 in  Table  2 (adding the main effect of the energy level of the super-
visor to our model of job satisfaction) and find that the relational energy 
from the supervisor has a positive and significant effect on their own 
job satisfaction (b = 0.301, p < 0.05). After including the mediator, we 
find that LMX still has a positive and significant effect on job satisfac-
tion, although the magnitude of this effect is weakened (b = 0.186, p <
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Table 3 Estimates of LMX on relational energy from supervisor 

Model 1 Model 2 

B SD B SD 

Tenure 0.007 0.010 0.007 0.008 
Gender (1 = female) 0.012 0.353 0.202 0.276 
Hierarchy (1 = supervisor) 0.044 0.189 –0.114 0.149 
Performance 0.089 0.184 –0.102 0.146 
LMX 0.687** 0.089 
Intercept 3.580 0.530 1.580 0.488 
R2 0.010 0.400
∆R2 0.390 

N = 185, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

0.01). Additionally, we tested Model 2 in Table 3 (testing the effect of 
LMX on the relational energy from the supervisor) and found that LMX 
is positively associated with the relational energy from the supervisor (b 
= 0.687, p < 0.01). Finally, we tested the indirect effect of LMX on 
job satisfaction through the relational energy from the supervisor. The 
significance of the indirect effect is indicated by the exclusion of zero 
from the 95% unstandardized confidence interval. We found that the 
indirect effect of LMX on job satisfaction via the energy level of the 
supervisor was significant [unstandardized indirect effect = 0.158; 95% 
CI (0.0220, 0.2996)], thus supporting Hypothesis 1. 

In order to test Hypothesis 2, that the mediation of the effect of 
LMX on job satisfaction via relational energy from the supervisor will 
be moderated by relational energy from network connections, we esti-
mated a mediated moderation, with the moderation at the second stage. 
The results are presented in Model 5 of Table 2. There is a significant 
direct effect of LMX on job satisfaction (b = 0.199, p < 0.05). There 
are positive direct effects of relational energy both from the supervisor 
(b = 0.2061 p < 0.05) and from co-workers (b = 0.018, p < 0.05). 
The mean-centered interaction between relational energy from the super-
visor and the relational energy from network connections is negative and 
significant (b = -0.010, p < 0.05). We present a graph of the interac-
tion effect in Fig. 2. We also estimated the conditional indirect effect at 
three different levels of the moderator (one standard deviation below the 
mean, at the mean, and one standard deviation above the mean). Again,
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energy from co-workers on job satisfaction 

the significance of the indirect effect is indicated by the exclusion of zero 
from the 95% unstandardized confidence interval. We find evidence to 
support our Hypothesis 2 at one standard deviation below the mean 
[unstandardized indirect effect = 0.2407; 95% CI (0.1150, 0.4155)], 
and at the mean [unstandardized indirect effect = 0.1487; 95% CI 
(0.0486, 0.2906)], but not at one standard deviation above the mean 
[unstandardized indirect effect = 0.0567; 95% CI (–0.0847, 0.2285)]. 
These findings provide support for our hypothesis that energizing rela-
tionships with co-workers can help attenuate the effect of LMX-quality 
on employees’ job satisfaction through the relational energy of the super-
visory relationship. An implication of this is that even employees with 
low-quality relationships with their supervisor can be satisfied if they 
experience energy in the relationships they have with other colleagues. 

Discussion 

In this study, we set out to better understand the relationship between 
LMX, relational energy, and employee job satisfaction. We tested our
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second-stage moderated-mediation model using organizational network 
data. Our results suggest that relational energy mediates the relation-
ship between LMX and employee job satisfaction. Furthermore, we 
found empirical support for relational energy from co-workers moder-
ating the strength of the relationship between LMX and job satisfaction 
via relational energy from supervisor, such that the mediated relationship 
was weaker (and not significant) under high relational energy from co-
workers than low or average levels of relational energy from co-workers. 
A closer examination of the interaction effect reveals that although low-
LMX employees receive less relational energy from their supervisor, they 
can still be satisfied at work when they acquire relational energy through 
their informal relationships with other co-workers. 

Our findings offer important theoretical and practical implications. 
First, these findings further demonstrate the importance of relational 
energy within the workplace. Second, they offer hope for employees who 
are not receiving energy as a resource from their supervisory relationship: 
these employees can find the energy they need to be satisfied with their 
job through their relationships with other colleagues in the workplace. 
Given the importance of relational energy to employee job satisfaction, 
supervisors and employees should pay attention to the energy they are 
experiencing in their interactions and seek ways to maximize it. Such 
interactions are characterized by a sense of progress and momentum 
and thus, provide the motivational resources employees draw on to 
experience job satisfaction. 
This study refines our understanding of the LMX–relational energy 

relationship. We provide new evidence that relational energy emanates 
from the LMX relationship hence confirming Owens and colleagues’ 
(2016) original findings. Our investigation goes a step further and 
demonstrates that the relational energy experienced in high-quality LMX 
relationships (in part) explains the positive effects of high LMX on job 
satisfaction. We offer, to our knowledge, the first empirical evidence 
that relational energy is a mediating mechanism explaining the LMX— 
job satisfaction relationship. Furthermore, while the effect of relational 
energy on employees’ job performance has been documented in the liter-
ature (e.g., Owens et al., 2016; Parker & Gerbasi, 2016; Yang  et  al.,
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2017), considerably less is known regarding attitudinal outcomes of rela-
tional energy. We focus our interest on employee job satisfaction, which 
is the overall evaluation of the favorability of one’s job. By demonstrating 
that relational energy impacts outcomes other than performance, our 
work sheds light on the importance of relational energy in benefiting 
employees and, therefore, the workplace in general. 

Our investigation further contributes to the literature on relational 
energy in the workplace. Prior research has tended to focus on rela-
tional energy within leader–follower dyads (Atwater & Carmeli, 2009; 
Owens et al., 2016) or more broadly on the positive benefits of ener-
gizing relationships. Hence, whether different actors (e.g., supervisors 
and co-workers) had a different role to play in energizing employees 
was left unaddressed. In this paper, we examine two sources of rela-
tional energy—leader and co-workers—and discuss how their interaction 
affects employee job satisfaction. We report the first study to attempt 
to disentangle the sources of relational energy within the workplace to 
better understand how co-worker energizing relationships may serve as 
a supplement to bolster job satisfaction for employees in low-LMX rela-
tionships who do not receive energy from their supervisor relationship. 
We extend previous research by demonstrating how the different sources 
of relational energy (from supervisor, from co-workers) interact together. 

Limitations 

As is the case for any empirical investigation, there are several limi-
tations that should be taken into consideration when interpreting the 
results of this study. First, we acknowledge that our field data were self-
reported and cross-sectional. Even though we took several initiatives to 
minimize its effects (Podsakoff et al., 2003), the common method vari-
ance is a potential concern here as systematic bias could occur. Second, 
we must consider the generalizability of the study, as surveys were only 
distributed to a single organization. The ability to make a more general-
ized statement can only come from replications of our findings in other 
organizational and cultural contexts. Third, consistent with previous 
research (Cross & Parker, 2004; Gerbasi et al., 2015), we took a network
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approach to measure relational energy. That is, we used a roster method 
asking each respondent to report how energizing (or not) their relation-
ship is with each of their colleagues (i.e., the 211 other employees who 
worked for the engineering department we surveyed). This approach 
allowed us to get a fine-grained network representation of all energizing 
ties within the department, revealing information that a general measure 
of relational energy could not. To minimize time constraints for our 
participants and preserve the quality of our data, we had to rely on a 
single-item measure of relational energy (see item description). Future 
research may use a multi-item measure of relational energy, perhaps 
when working within smaller work units (e.g., teams) where the response 
burden would not be so high for participants. 

Future Directions 

Only a handful of antecedents of relational energy have been empirically 
investigated in the literature: employee-extraversion (Cullen-Lester et al., 
2016), spiritual leadership (Yang et al., 2017), leader humor (Yang et al., 
2021). We echo Yang and colleagues (2017) who call for more research 
examining the antecedents of relational energy both at the individual and 
dyadic levels. At the dyadic level, future research might explore the effects 
of power, status, or perceived relationship value/importance on relational 
energy. Indeed, one might question whether the level of relational energy 
experienced is contingent on how much a person values a particular rela-
tionship. Take the example of an employee who gives great importance 
to the relationship that he/she maintains with his/her supervisor. It is 
plausible that this employee will be more “receptive” to relational energy 
from their leader and less receptive to relational energy emanating from 
interactions with other organizational members such as peers. For those 
employees who give greater value, importance to formal relationships in 
the workplace, it is possible that our results would not hold, that is, that 
relational energy from co-workers would not be sufficient to compensate 
for the lack of relational energy from a low-LMX relationship.
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Although supervisors have been identified as an important source of 
relational energy, we demonstrate that other social contacts, namely co-
workers, can be a relational substitute providing that relational energy. 
In other words, leaders are not the only source of relational energy avail-
able to employees. Yet, we do not know whether relational energy can be 
replaced with other relational resources such as friendship or emotional 
support. The Conservation of Resources theory suggests that resources 
can be substituted; meaning that an individual might be able to compen-
sate for lacking resources by leveraging his or her access to another 
resource (Hobfoll & Leiberman, 1987). We call for future research 
to examine the interchangeability of resources accessed through social 
relationships. 

Social network research has informed us that not only direct, but 
also indirect, relationships matter. For example, Rosenquist et al. (2011) 
recently demonstrated that depressive symptoms are partially explained 
by person-to-person and by network-level spread: results showed both 
symptoms of depression in a given period were strongly correlated 
with such scores in one’s friends and neighbors and this association 
extended up to three degrees of separation (to one’s friends’ friends’ 
friends). Similar findings hold for loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2009) and  
happiness (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). This line of enquiry raises the 
following question: does the relational energy that our connections expe-
rience matter? In other words, is it possible that our own relational energy 
is dependent on the relational energy that our contacts obtain from their 
respective social connections? 

Individual and Organizational Strategies to Promote 
Relational Energy 

Check-In: Conduct Relational Energy Audits 

Our research highlights that managers are not the only source of rela-
tional energy in organizations: people should never forget that alternative 
sources of relational energy exist in their co-workers both within and 
outside their work team. We recommend that individuals regularly
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perform a relational energy audit: take stock of who energizes them and 
think of ways to maximize their interactions with that person and mini-
mize time spent with people who fail to energize or worse drain them of 
their energy. 

Search for Relational Energy: Expand Your Network 

Having a low-quality relationship with one’s manager can affect within-
group relationships. For example, research has shown that low-LMX 
employees can experience feelings of distrust, dislike, and envy toward 
high-LMX co-workers (Duffy & Shaw, 2000; Sias & Jablin, 1995), and 
report lower levels of dyad cohesion (Sherony & Green, 2002). Low-
LMX employees are hence more likely to withdraw from team dynamics. 
Low-LMX employees who socially distance themselves from their team 
members face a double energy penalty: their team members might not 
provide them with the relational energy sufficient to keep them moti-
vated and satisfied. When restoring relationships with team members 
has become complicated or impossible, low-LMX employees should seek 
relational energy outside of the workgroup, for example, by joining 
employee networks or informal groups within their organizations. 

Construct a Relational Energy Battery: Create a Positive 
High-Energy Climate 

Relational energy comes from positive interactions with people. Theo-
retically, every team member represents a source of relational energy to 
somebody else. It is hence important to establish a high-energy climate 
so that people not only feel energized but also share some of that energy 
with others. Leaders can put simple initiatives in place to create a posi-
tive and high-energy team. For example, they should build a sense of 
community: people who feel part of something special are more likely to 
bond with each other and experience a feeling of camaraderie. 

Relational energy can also be acquired through positive social inter-
actions with co-workers, thus, human resource practitioners might 
consider promoting a positive organizational climate beneficial that
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provides for positive, energetic relationships to occur, recognizing the 
boost to relational energy and thus job satisfaction that can come from 
informal relationships across the organization. 

Recharge Leader’s Energy Batteries 

The LMX relationship is instrumental in developing employee rela-
tional energy, which increases employee job satisfaction. This implies 
that managers need to have their own energy levels replenished in order 
to be energetic, positive, friendly, and approachable to their followers. 
Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a dramatic detrimental effect 
on managers’ energy levels and overall well-being: reports suggest that 
about 80% of managers experienced mental health issues in 2020 and 
38 percent turned to drugs or alcohol to cope with their stress (Jackson, 
2020). Leaders cannot be a source of relational energy to others if their 
own energy levels are depleted: they must put their own oxygen mask 
first if they want to be able to energize others. It is therefore essential for 
organizations to support their managers by offering wellness initiatives 
and greater support. 

Conclusion 

Research on relational energy has gained momentum in the literature. 
As it stands, this literature has theoretically refined the concept of rela-
tional energy (Owens et al., 2016) and empirically demonstrated that 
relational energy is positively associated with greater employee perfor-
mance (Cross & Parker, 2004; Gerbasi et al., 2015; Owens et al., 2016; 
Parker & Gerbasi, 2016; Yang  et  al.,  2017). Yet, as emphasized by Yang 
and colleagues (2017), more work is necessary to refine our under-
standing of how energy transfers between individuals. As the literature 
remains obscure regarding the different sources of relational energy, we 
shed light on this process and investigate how relational energy derived 
from different types of social partners (supervisors, co-workers) interacts 
to influence an employees’ job satisfaction. This study extends knowledge
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about the relationship between LMX and job satisfaction by probing the 
mediating role of relational energy from one’s supervisor and the moder-
ating effect of relational energy from one’s co-workers. We demonstrate 
that, while low-LMX employees receive less relational energy from their 
supervisor, they can still be satisfied at work thanks to energy accumu-
lated, replenished, and protected through their informal relationships 
with other co-workers. 
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Introduction 

A large body of work has investigated organizational change processes, 
and scholars have come to agree that new work practices become estab-
lished in organizations through either macro- or micro- level processes 
(Reay et al., 2006). Macro-level mechanisms contend that the uptake 
of new practices is due to external forces and leads to organizational 
development over a long period. Here, scholarship has been criticized 
for ascribing a disproportionate emphasis at this level of analysis and
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ignores the purposive actors who are responsible for changes in the orga-
nizations in which they are embedded (Harmon et al., 2019). Further, 
a macro-level emphasis prevents developing theories that would support 
deeper insights into the role that individuals and collective action play in 
the uptake of novel practices. As such, the dominance of this perspective 
has sparked interest in gaining a deeper understanding of the micro-
level influences responsible for the acceptance and spread of new ideas 
(Reay et al., 2006). At this level, the uptake of new practices involves 
workplace relationships such as the interactions and negotiations of 
various actors (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016). In practical terms, actors use 
workplace relations to make modifications to their practice (Gray et al., 
2015) or search for and implement “new ways of carrying out specific 
activities” (Smets et al., 2012, p. 894) in their efforts to complete jobs 
or accomplish a common goal. 
Specifically, in the initial stages, when a new practice is shared and 

enacted, actors acknowledge that they are “doing things in new ways” 
(Reay et al., 2006) and evaluate the suitability of a new practice in 
addressing a problem with which they are faced (Bridwell-Mitchell, 
2016; Dorado, 2005). New ways of working may require actors to move 
away from the influence of the macro-level by persuading others to 
adopt and engage in new practices that may diverge from the estab-
lished norms in their organizational environment (Battilana & Casciaro, 
2012). However, due to the interplay of macro-level influences and 
the micro-level interactions, a puzzle emerges that raises a cause for 
concern for the acceptance and spread of new practices. If actors are 
embedded in workplace relations and are subject to “processes that struc-
ture their cognitions, define their interests and produce their identities, how 
are they able to envision new practices and then subsequently get others to 
adopt them?” (Garud et al., 2007, p. 961). We know that embedded 
actors develop dense networks of relations and affiliate with organiza-
tional norms (Granovetter, 1985) and that the adoption of new practices 
acquires a sense of inevitability (Garud et al., 2007). However, we know 
very little about how embeddedness in workplace relations supports the 
adoption and spread of new practices. 

In particular, one specific avenue for research to grapple with this 
puzzle is to understand the nature of workplace relations, particularly
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the interactions and behavior that are likely to influence the acceptance 
or rejection of existing practices, and effects on the spread of new prac-
tices within an organizational setting (Tolbert & Zucker, 2019). While 
organizational research has been enriched with insights from studies on 
workplace relations and organizational change, there is much to learn 
about the potential mechanisms of workplace relations that could explain 
how they influence the uptake of new practices. This is a concern for the 
process of structural embeddedness of individuals (Granovetter, 1985) 
in workplace social networks, and how this embeddedness may support 
or constrain the opportunities for actors and organizations to bring 
about organizational change (McGrath & Krackhardt, 2003). However, 
we have little understanding of how actors use their embeddedness 
in workplace relations in their attempts to influence changes within 
their organizational environment when new practices are introduced. 
In particular, the key concept of structural embeddedness is greatly 
overlooked for its potential to explain such an influence (McGrath & 
Krackhardt, 2003). Therefore, we explore how structural embedded-
ness serves as a foundation to support micro-level change. Our research 
attempts to shed light on the features of structural embeddedness among 
actors who seek to introduce and integrate new practices within their 
organization that sits between the macro-level and micro-level influences 
(Kilduff & Tsai, 2003), i.e., the way in which actors affect organizational 
outcomes and how macro features affect actors. In this study, we pose 
the following research question: how do actors’ embeddedness influence the 
acceptance and spread of new practices in organizations? 

In the next section, we introduce our notion of structural embedded-
ness and a social network perspective as our starting point to elaborate 
on the role of workplace relations and organizational change, and then 
develop hypotheses on the relationship between actors’ relations and the 
uptake of new practices. To conduct our inquiry, our empirical sites 
selected are NHS hospital trusts (in the UK) that are partnered with the 
Virginia Mason Institute (VMI) to introduce and integrate novel Lean 
methods within these organizations, where new practices are expected 
to enhance the quality and provision of patient care, generate opera-
tional efficiencies and to create a culture of continuous improvement. 
We then describe our social network approach. As such, for the study, we
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collected social network data from a range of health professionals with 
different statuses and operating at different levels within the organiza-
tion. We test our hypotheses on structural embeddedness generated from 
this data. The data is analyzed with Exponential Random Graph Models 
(ERGMs), an emerging social network analysis method, to examine joint 
effects between actor roles and relationships to understand embedded-
ness and interactions among organizational actors. In the final section, 
we discuss our contributions to the literature and practice. 

Perspectives on Embeddedness 

To explore the adoption of new practices in organizations, this study 
draws upon two streams of scholarship: embeddedness and a social 
network perspective. Embeddedness provides a key link between actors’ 
relationships and micro-level change (Tolbert & Zucker, 2019). If we 
assume that actor embeddedness and interactions are related to the like-
lihood of micro-level change (Garud et al., 2007), a counter-argument 
can be presented which explains that due to the interplay of actor embed-
dedness and organizational structure, actors can change the organizations 
in which they are a part of (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016). Dacin et al. (1999) 
explain that embeddedness can allow individuals to shape their context 
in ways that allow actions to occur by serving as “means of stratification 
by opening windows of opportunity for some while erecting barriers” 
for others (p. 335). This perspective widens the scope and contrasts 
the long-standing argument that individuals’ actions are constrained by 
their embeddedness and existing organizational arrangements (Battilana, 
2006). 

Social network perspectives have a long tradition in examining embed-
dedness and how social structures, groupings, and positions among actors 
influence both opportunities and constraints for action (Burt, 2001). 
A core assumption for this perspective is that patterns of relationships 
matter because actors take on identities and give meaning to social action 
through their relatedness to others (Kilduff & Brass, 2010). A social 
network notion does not give prominence to actors’ inherent character-
istics or attributes, but rather the emphasis is placed on the relationships



Structural Embeddedness and Organizational Change … 171

among a group of actors. Based on this understanding, social relation-
ships and interactions have been comprehensively examined in the past, 
and it is widely accepted that the informal networks of actors are built 
from the day-to-day interactions and communication within an organi-
zational setting (Tasselli, 2015). These social structures both shape and 
explain organizational outcomes and processes. Thus, extant research 
emphasizes that social structures emerge from patterns of social interac-
tions and relationships, where different structures and ties have distinct 
functions that play a significant role in the achievement of organizational 
outcomes (Ibarra et al., 2005). 

Regarding embeddedness, at one extreme, there are over-socialized 
accounts of actors who lack agency, are constrained by their environ-
ments, and do not envision and enact change (Felin et al., 2012). 
At the other extreme, there are heroic accounts of actors who single-
handedly envision and enact change, despite their embeddedness and 
the surplus of forces responsible for an organization’s persistence and 
stability (Powell, 2019). These contrasting perspectives suggest that tradi-
tional views regarding the embeddedness of actors are exaggerated and 
conflated and that by distinguishing a form of embeddedness, we can 
argue that it does not just constrain agency or action, but it also 
serves as a fabric to support change (Reay et al., 2006). Likewise, our 
understanding of the micro-level forces of change is incomplete since 
“heroic actors and cultural dopes are a poor representation of the gamut 
of human behaviour” (Powell & Colyvas, 2008, p. 277). These over-
socialized and heroic narratives ignore the complex social processes at 
play and the diverse interests and perspectives within organizations. 
Therefore, new work is needed that strikes a balance between these two 
extremes and accounts for a more inclusive dialogue regarding actors, 
embeddedness, and practices within organizations. When we focus on 
embeddedness and draw on social network concepts, we see that struc-
tural embeddedness gives attention to the types of relationships and struc-
tures that influence social action and organizational outcomes (Dacin 
et al., 1999). As such, structural embeddedness focuses on examining the 
social patterns and structures that emerge within the network to under-
stand the specific social processes present in a network (Moran, 2005).
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It, therefore, becomes a fundamental source and necessary precondition 
for the adoption of new practices. 

Structural embeddedness is a conceptualization of social structure 
based on actor ties and direct relationships (Dacin et al., 1999). It refers 
to the extent of connectivity, the likelihood of interactions among actors 
within a social space, and the extent to which individuals are anchored 
in closely knit social communities (Goldberg et al., 2016). Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal (1998) extend this definition to incorporate the configu-
ration of interpersonal linkages between people or groups, including the 
presence or absence of network ties between actors and other structural 
features such as cohesion. Social networks and structures are consid-
ered to be built from local patterns and configurations of relationships 
that arise from social processes among actors (Lusher et al., 2013b). As 
such, structural embeddedness from a micro-perspective has centered 
on two broad structural forms, closure and bridging , and these have 
varying consequences for adopting practices among actors (Reagans & 
McEvily, 2008). Closure is associated with cohesive groups of closely 
connected actors, and bridging is associated with spanning the gap 
between disconnected actors; however, it is unclear what role these struc-
tures play in the adoption of new practices. We also know that closure 
mediates concerns among actors when they are faced with conditions 
of ambiguity and uncertainty (Möllering, 2014). Research points to the 
importance of closure as it builds interpersonal trust, which garners 
support for undertakings that are new to the organization (Zhelyazkov, 
2018). When closure is high, actors are less likely to question behav-
iors, increasing the likelihood of sharing and engaging in new practices 
(Bridwell-Mitchell, 2015). Cohesive workplace relations also influence 
collective interpretations more deeply than individual actors (Beckert, 
2010). 

However, findings on the extent of influence of closure on the uptake 
and spread of new practices are equivocal. For instance, Battilana & 
Casciaro (2012) examined the link between structural embeddedness and 
varying degrees of organizational change. They found that low levels 
of closure in a healthcare professional’s network facilitated the initia-
tion of changes that diverged from their organizational status quo but 
hindered their adoption. In another study, Birdwell-Mitchell (2016)
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found that patterns of interactions in large, cohesive, homogeneous 
groups supported the process of micro-level change compared to several 
small groups as professionals could converge on widely shared under-
standings of appropriate practice (Birdwell-Mitchell, 2016, p. 183). It 
was observed that the large cohesive groups fostered strong social pres-
sures that encouraged conformity regarding new practices and reinforced 
feedback about how to address practice dilemmas. The smaller frag-
mented groups, which were considerably diverse, produced weak social 
pressures that did not support the spread of new practices within the 
various groups. These differences highlight that the uptake of new prac-
tices depended on the extent of socialization and patterns of interaction, 
either cohesive or diverse that allowed actors to develop more consis-
tent and shared understandings of new practices’ technical requirements 
(Birdwell-Mitchell, 2016, p. 174). This work revealed that, in some 
contexts, professional networks are organized to allow the uptake of new 
ideas and practices, whereas, in others, the patterns of interactions result 
in “social disorganization”. Therefore, new ideas and practices “do not 
take root or spread” (Birdwell-Mitchell, 2016, p. 162) in low cohesive 
groups. We, therefore, suggest the following hypothesis. 

H1 Professionals in high cohesive networks will take up new ideas or 
practices more so than those in low cohesive networks. 

Bridging has been a major theme within social network research in 
recent years (Parkhe et al., 2006) building on Burt’s “structural holes” 
theory (1992), which focuses on benefits outside the group structure 
rather than within (Burt, 1992, 2004). Burt describes a structural hole 
as the “separation … or a relationship of non-redundancy” between two 
actors that enable them to “provide network benefits that are … addi-
tive rather than overlapping” (Burt, 1992, p. 18). While disconnection 
between actors and groups provides an essential requirement for the 
existence of a structural hole, some explanations are underpinned by 
the opportunity, ability, or motivation to bridge information or advice 
between disconnected actors and groups (Kleinbaum et al., 2015). This 
bridging behavior is represented by an open triad, where two discon-
nected actors are connected through their relationship with a third actor.
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When bridging a hole between disconnected actors, the focal actor is 
bestowed with distinct positional advantages between groups, as they 
bridge between actors or groups (Quintane & Carnabuci, 2016). Unlike 
closure, much more emphasis is placed on the individual, and value 
comes from the position and ability to efficiently span the structural 
hole and exploit the opportunities it creates. From this perspective, bene-
fits, such as the uptake of new practices, accrue for both the actor and 
the network, as structures rich in holes capture diversity and novelty 
by accessing the proficiencies of actors who are disconnected from each 
other and who have different perspectives, skills, and expertise (Zaheer & 
Soda, 2009). To the extent of professional networks, we hypothesize that: 

H2 In professional networks, actors will link to bridging actors and will 
take up new ideas or practices more so than those who do not link to 
bridging actors. 

The outcomes are understood to be determined by the focal actor’s ability 
to identify opportunities, bridge the gap, and create value for themselves 
and disconnected groups. However, these opportunities to control the 
access to resources and control benefits between disconnected groups are 
risky, as this position is associated with the ambiguity surrounding coor-
dination and tensions due to conflicting norms, practices, and perspec-
tives between the groups (Obstfeld, 2005). In considering bridging in 
networks as a mechanism to support the uptake of practices among 
actors, we see another level of interaction and engagement among actors 
to share and adopt new practices within an organizational context. 
Professional groups tend to display varying patterns of interactions 

that support and inhibit change initiatives. For example, West et al. 
(1999) found that nursing networks are centralized, allowing them to 
gather and disseminate information more effectively. In contrast, clin-
ical directors and doctors have more hierarchical networks that are more 
densely connected than nursing networks, which allows them to be 
“more potent instruments for changing, or resisting changes, in clin-
ical behaviour” (p. 633). Therefore, professional roles have a significant 
relationship with social structure and influence varying organizational 
outcomes and healthcare change initiatives (West et al., 1999, p. 633).
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Thus, we need to account for the role attributes of the actors. The domi-
nant hypothesis in social network research is that actors with similar 
roles will be more likely to form network ties than actors with different 
roles. Referred to as homophily, it is consistently identified as a vital 
determinant of network structure (McPherson et al., 2001). The theory 
predicts that similarities in the attributes of actors lead to similar organi-
zational preferences and predispose actors to cooperate (Cole & Teboul, 
2004). Professional roles are important in shaping patterns of inter-
actions within a network (Evans & Scarbrough, 2014; Fitzgerald & 
Harvey, 2015). However, it is unclear how the presence of both actors 
with similar role attributes and dissimilar characteristics will influence 
the context that shapes the uptake of new practices. We might predict 
that the uptake of new practices will be enhanced by homophilic ties. 
Therefore, 

H3 Actors who share similar roles (homophily) are more likely to create 
links across structural holes, and this will lead to the uptake of new 
practices. 

Study Context 

This study is aligned with a broader research initiative that seeks to eval-
uate the impact of the Virginia Mason Production System (VMPS) in 
five NHS hospital trusts. In 2015, a five-year partnership between the 
NHS Improvement (NHSi), the Virginia Mason Institute (VMI), and 
the five hospital trusts was established to develop a culture of continuous 
improvement, to enhance the organizational culture and quality and 
efficiency of healthcare services within each trust (Health Foundation, 
2018). The Virginia Mason Institute (VMI) specializes in a health-
care management system that promotes lean principles, developed from 
Toyota’s Production System (VMI, 2019). The VMPS is a lean manage-
ment method that aims to change practices through small, incremental 
changes within the work environment that are consistently applied and 
sustained over long periods. This initiative intended to provide healthcare
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professionals with new knowledge, tools and approaches to healthcare 
provision, which essentially challenged the existing norms, practices, and 
approaches to daily work within their respective organizations. 
This study focuses on two NHS Trusts (NHS-A and NHS-E) and 

the Trust Guiding Team (TGT), Kaizen Promotion Office (KPO), Lean 
for Leaders (L4L), and rapid process improvement workshops (RPIW) 
levels of the partnership within each organization to narrow this context’s 
scope due to this partnership’s complex nature. In sum, the Transforma-
tion Guiding Board (TGB) is an inter-organizational group comprised 
of five chief executives and senior members from the Virginia Mason 
Institute (VMI) and NHS Improvement (NHSI). The Trust Guiding 
Team (TGT) is an organizational group comprised of the chief exec-
utives of each trust, the Kaizen Promotion Office Lead (KPO Lead), 
and other senior trust members and directors. The TGT strategically 
align improvement plans and formal training that are translated to the 
Kaizen Promotion Office (KPO), which are the implementation teams 
that oversee the improvement work’s execution. The KPO has many 
duties, one of which involves training organizational leaders in the Lean 
methodology. These Lean for Leaders (L4Ls) are expected to apply and 
share the new methods, knowledge, and practices, with the expectation 
of creating a culture of learning and change that leads to efficiencies and 
savings within their work environments. The rapid process improvement 
workshops (RPIWs) refer to the specific improvement initiatives identi-
fied from the value stream mapping process, where specific interventions 
are suggested and initiated within a five-day period and then tracked 
over time, for example, ninety (90) days. The L4Ls and RPIWs collec-
tively mobilize teams to eliminate delays, redundancies, errors and waste 
within the healthcare delivery process by applying the Virginia Mason 
Production System (VMPS). 
Prior to this investigation, varying contextual influences are observed. 

First, there are differences in organizational performance, based on Care 
Quality Commission (CQC) ratings, and differences in improvement 
progress, based on the number of the value stream and RPIWs conducted 
between 2015 and 2018. NHS-A, is an “Outstanding” rated organi-
zation, therefore delivering a high level of patient care. NHS-A has 
average improvement progress, as they conducted a similar number of
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values streams (6, 5), RPIWs (23, 21), and training a similar number of 
L4Ls (218, 205). NHS-E, however, has a lower organizational perfor-
mance rating, “Inadequate” but above-average progress, as it conducted 
the highest number of value streams (8) and RPIWs (38) among the 
networks. One explanation for this dynamic is that since NHS-E was 
the lowest-performing organization among the networks, it conducted 
more improvement initiatives to achieve an acceptable performance level. 
Therefore, this setting is a suitable empirical context to examine profes-
sionals’ structural embeddedness to introduce and encourage the uptake 
of new practices in organizations. 

Method and Data 

This research employs a standardized cross-sectional network analytic 
methodology to systematically examine the nature and structure of social 
relationships from local and global perspectives (Wasserman & Faust, 
1994). This design is standard as it determines the prevalence of an 
issue, attitude, or behavior, provides a snapshot of a subject at a specific 
point in time (Kumar, 2011), and allows multiple concepts to be simul-
taneously measured to examine the underlying relationships and relevant 
patterns of association between them (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). The 
network boundary was specified to include members from the four orga-
nizational levels of the partnership TGT, KPO, L4Ls, and RPIWs. The 
research adopted an ego-network approach to data collection, which 
identifies actors within the network boundary and directly asked by an 
interview or survey with whom they interact regarding advice around 
practice (Ibarra, 1992). For example, the respondent was asked, “Who 
do you go to for advice about work matters relating to new VMPS?” 
The sample includes clinical and non-clinical healthcare professionals 
at all levels of the partnership in each organization, including senior 
executives, clinical managers, consultants, matrons, nurses, pharmacists, 
radiologists, dieticians, physiotherapists, and non-clinical management 
professionals.
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Data Collection 

The study used two self-reporting instruments to collect ego-network 
social network data. The first approach was to gather social network data 
from the KPO & TGT via a paper-based socio-metric survey, and the 
second approach was administered via a web-based survey that captured 
L4L ego-networks and attributes data. Both survey instruments were 
designed using the method discussed by White et al. (2014, 2016), where 
a 5-point Likert scale is used to measure the subjective evaluations of 
relationships among actors. This instrument’s use in previous studies 
contributes to the items’ validity and robustness and has been used as 
the standard approach for socio-metric survey data collection (Ibarra & 
Andrews, 1993; Morrison, 2002). The surveys asked persons to list the 
name, role, and organization of at least five persons who are in some 
way involved in their improvement work regularly. Next, a network of 
relationships is constructed based on their responses. The survey instru-
ments allowed respondents to list and rate the relationships with whom 
they share knowledge about improvement work. 
The web-based survey was administered via Qualtrics to the Lean for 

Leaders (L4Ls) level of the network with the dual purpose of capturing 
their attitudes and perceptions regarding the Lean Methodology and 
their knowledge-sharing networks, as they were the actors trained to 
use the Lean Methodology in their daily work. In this data collection 
mode, the L4L respondents were actively engaged in applying the Lean 
Methodology in their daily work and environment, whereas persons at 
the TGT and KPO levels have a more strategic and administrative role 
in guiding improvement work. In terms of the population, the L4L 
represents healthcare professionals from various levels and backgrounds 
within each organization, including non-clinical and non-managerial 
roles. Finally, the web-based socio-metric survey gathered 54 responses 
from NHS-E and 80 from NHS-A. In the paper-based survey, a total 
of 16 were collected from NHS-E, and 14 were collected from NHS-A. 
Together, this uncovered 387 ties in NHS-A, and 279 ties in NHS-E.
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Exponential Random Graph Models (ERGM) 

ERGMs are used to analyze interdependencies of relationships within 
social networks and test the hypotheses (Lusher et al., 2013a). The use 
of ERGMs allows researchers to explicitly model the observed organi-
zation’s networks against theoretically informed and supported network 
configurations to estimate their effects. ERGMs are tie-based models that 
can examine multiple hypotheses regarding network-generating processes 
while simultaneously making no assumptions about independence 
among the dyads (Lusher et al., 2013a). Estimations and simulations 
of the observed networks are conducted using well-established statis-
tical approaches such as Maximum-likelihood estimation, undertaken 
through Markov chain simulation-based approaches (MCMCMLE). In 
this approach, parameter estimates are determined based on differences 
between observed data and simulated distributions until parameter esti-
mates achieve convergence (Robins, 2011). A more in-depth discussion 
of ERGMs, the model specification, the selection of structural param-
eters, and the model estimation is provided elsewhere (Robins et al., 
2007). 

Estimation Procedure 

After the models are specified and the configurations are determined, 
the model is estimated in the PNet software package, simulating and 
conducting the stochastic analysis of social networks (Wang et al., 2009). 
It is an iterative process where configurations are included and excluded 
from the model until model convergence is achieved. A large posi-
tive parameter indicates that a hypothesized configuration appears with 
greater frequency in the observed network than expected by a random 
graph, given the presence of configurations related to other effects in 
the data and a negative parameter indicates that the configuration occurs 
less frequently than it would by chance (Robins et al., 2009). Since this 
estimation technique produces approximated estimates, model assess-
ment and fit are based on predetermined criteria and heuristics, such
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as the parameter estimates, standard errors, convergence statistics, and 
goodness-of-fit ratios that compare the observed values with the fitted 
values (Hunter & Handcock, 2006). 

Dependent Variable 

Our dependent variable is the extent of advice exchange between partic-
ipants. For each dyad in the network relations were derived by asking 
in the survey whether actor j advised actor i with regards VMPS. For 
each dyad, we asked each respondent to rate the strength of the rela-
tionship for each dyad (according to a 1–5 scale). Since our analysis 
need binary data, the scale scores were dichotomised as follows: if i 
reported a response about j which was greater than or equal to 4, this 
was coded as 1; otherwise, it was coded as 0. As a strategy, we tested 
several dichotomisation criteria (Conaldi & Lomi, 2013) and  did not  
find any difference from the corresponding degree distributions of the 
original valued network. 

Network Effects Variables 

In terms of our hypotheses on closure, traditionally, scholars of SNA have 
employed aggregate level parameters to examine the level of interaction 
between individuals. Thus, we include density, spread, and reciprocity in 
our model (Hansen, 1999; Reagans & McEvily, 2003). First, the basic 
connectivity tendencies in a network (see Fig. 1) were captured by the 
density or arc parameter. We also specified Reciprocity (Reciprocity) 
parameter which estimates the actors’ tendency to engage in reciprocated 
relations with their connected actors. Next, four star-based parameters 
are selected to model cohesion via centralization and degree distribu-
tion effects within the network. The Two Out Star (2-out-star) and 
Three Out Star (3-out-star) model outgoing ties to two and three actors 
respectively and captures the tendency of an actor to collaborate with and 
seek advice or information regarding improvement from two or three
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persons (Fig. 1). The popularity Spread (AinS) parameter estimates 
prestige and influence within the network, and a negative or small esti-
mate indicates that most actors have similar popularity levels. Activity 
Spread (AoutS) parameter estimates outgoing contact and interaction 
with other actors and indicates the extent to which an actor may seek 
out information or advice from connected actors. In this case, a negative 
activity spread parameter indicates that most actors have similar levels of 
activity, and the network is not centralized around a few key actors.
We also specified four parameters selected to examine the bridging 

hypotheses representing the possibility of structural holes co-existing in 
the network (Fig. 1). The Simple Connectivity (Path2) measures the 
extent to which actors who send ties also receive them and equates 
to an actor’s likelihood to broker information or advice with another 
actor. The One-In-Alternating Out Star (1inAout-star) measures the 
extent to which a connected actor sends ties to multiple other actors, 
which equates to the likelihood of an actor disseminating information or 
advice across a range of contacts and indicates the sharing of informa-
tion and advice within the network. The Alternating-in-One-Out Star 
(Ain1out-star) measures the extent to which an actor who receives ties 
from multiple actors to be connected to at least one other actor, whereas 
the Alternating-in-Alternating Out Star (AinAout-star) measures the 
extent to which an actor who receives ties from multiple actors to be 
connected to multiple other actors. These parameters also have hierar-
chical connotations and influences. For example, the One-In-Alternating 
Out Star (1inAout-star) configuration can indicate a traditional bridging 
relationship and formal and informal superior and subordinate rela-
tionships, where one connected actor can efficiently communicate and 
distribute information across their network of contacts. This social 
process is expected in a healthcare setting to evidence communication 
and interaction between organizational leaders and their collaborative 
contacts.
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Parameter (PNet Name) Structural 
Configuration Description of Social Process 

Purely Structural Effects 

Arc (arc) This is a baseline propensity for tie formation. 

Reciprocity (Reciprocity) Models the tendency for ties to be reciprocated in the 
network. 

Centrality Effects 

Two Out Star (2-out-star) 
Models the tendency for actors to collaborate with and seek 
advice or information from two other actors regarding 
improvement work. 

Three Out Star (3-out-star) 
Models the tendency for actors to collaborate with and seek 
advice or information from three other actors regarding 
improvement work. 

Popularity Spread (AinS) Models popularity and the tendency for an actor to be a key 
collaborator or source of information and advice. 

Activity Spread (AoutS) 
Models activity and the tendency for an actor to seek 
collaborators or share information and advice regarding 
improvement work. 

Brokering Effects 

Simple Connectivity (Path2) 
Models simple brokering and measures the extent to which 
actors who receive information and advice regarding 
improvement work to share this information. 

One-In-Alternating Out Star (1inAout-
star) 

Models complex and top-down brokering and measures the 
extent to which an actor who receives information and 
advice regarding improvement work to share this 
information with multiple connected actors.  

Alternating-in-One-Out Star (Ain1out-
star) 

Models hierarchical brokering and measures the extent to 
which an actor receives information and advice regarding 
improvement work from multiple connected actors to share 
this information with one connected actor. 

Alternating-in-Alternating -Out Star 
(AinAout-star) 

Models the extent to which an actor receives information 
and advice regarding improvement work from multiple 
actors to share information with multiple actors. 

Closure Effects 

Transitive Path Closure (AT-T) 

Models the actor's tendency to choose an improvement 
work collaborator who also collaborates with their existing 
network. It is also interpreted as a tendency for structural 
holes to close when there are multiple independent paths 
between two collaborators. 

Popularity Closure (AT-TD) 

Models the tendency for a high degree of closure to be 
present around an actor similar in terms of their popularity. 
It indicates hierarchical connectivity or the extent to which 
status-based homophily is present in the network. 

General Transitivity (AT-TDU) 

Simultaneously models three transitive triadic effects: path, 
activity, and popularity closure and a tendency for 
hierarchical-based network closure without distinguishing 
the three effects. 

Actor-Relation Effects 

Homophily ([Attr]-Interaction) Models the tendency of actors to interact with colleagues 
with the same attribute (E.g. Professional Group, Leader etc.) 

Sender Effects ([Attr]-Sender) Models the tendency of an actor having more outgoing 
connections because of the actor attribute. 

Receiver Effects ([Attr]-Receiver Models the likelihood of an actor having more incoming 
connections because of a specific actor attribute. 

Circles denote actors, and an arrowed line denotes the presence of a directed tie between pairs of actors. 

Fig. 1 Configurations & parameters for ERGMs
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Actor Effects Variables 

Next, organizational roles were identified as relevant to the empir-
ical context, focusing on the clinical and non-clinical nature of these 
roles, and the scope of these roles. Respondents were categorized based 
on their clinical role, where all respondents involved in direct patient 
care were in clinical roles, including traditional roles such as nurses, 
doctors, and allied healthcare professionals. In contrast, the non-clinical 
staff was defined as administrative and supportive roles that do not 
involve patients’ direct treatment or care (Seto et al., 2011). These are 
non-clinical management roles such as finance and human resource 
professionals who work in a healthcare setting. The respondents’ roles 
were captured from the survey, documents, and records. Using these 
roles, we considered actor-relation effects, i.e., the tendency for actor 
attributes to affect tie formation is modeled. As such, three actor-relation 
parameters are included in the model: Homophily ([Attr]-Interaction), 
Sender Effects ([Attr]-Sender), and Receiver Effects ([Attr]-Receiver). 
The Homophily ([Attr]-Interaction) configuration models the tendency 
for ties to be more or less likely between actors similar in both profes-
sional and managerial hierarchy. In this case, homophily is indicated by 
a positive parameter value for these effects. Next, the Sender Effects 
([Attr]-Sender) and Receiver Effects ([Attr]-Receiver) configurations 
are included to model the likelihood of an actor attribute promoting 
an actor to be more active, therefore having more outgoing or incoming 
connections because of a specific actor attribute. By considering these 
effects, both network dependencies and actor attributes are examined 
rather than overestimating the role of either effect in the network (Lusher 
et al., 2013b, pp. 26–28).
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Results 

Descriptive Results 

From Table 1, NHS-A has the largest network size with 247 actors, 389 
ties, and a density of 0.006 (SD = 0.08). NHS-E has 279 ties, and a 
density of 0.008. From Table 2, NHS-E has an outdegree centralization 
statistics higher than NHS-A, indicating higher activity and information-
seeking behaviors. However, the indegree centralization statistics for 
NHS-A is larger than for NHS-E. First, this result suggests higher 
levels of incoming ties in these networks than outgoing ties, which 
suggests that actors in this network tend to be receivers of information 
and advice. The non-clinical healthcare professionals have higher group 
outdegree and indegree centralization, suggesting higher popularity and 
information-seeking behaviors in this group. However, this finding is 
unsurprising as most TGT and KPO actors who have strategic roles 
regarding improvement work are included in the non-clinical healthcare 
professionals’ category. Additionally, there are more actors in the non-
clinical healthcare professionals’ group than in the other categories due to 
the composition of those professional roles. Therefore, this finding may 
be aligned with the categories’ size and composition rather than other 
underlying relational dynamics.

Exponential Random Graph Models (EGRMs) Results 

The ERGM results are presented in Table 3. The table contains the 
estimate of the parameters and the associated p-value. For each organiza-
tional network, there are strong negative arc parameters for the density 
effect (NHS-A [estimate = −7.210, SE = 0.584, p ≤ 0.05] and NHS-E 
[estimate = −7.826, SE = 0.316, p ≤ 0.05]). This parameter measures 
the baseline propensity for a tie to be formed, and the significant negative 
parameters indicate that ties are rare and occur at random.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics 

NHS-A NHS-E 

Network size (Actors) 247 187 
Number of ties 389 279 
Network density 0.006 0.008 
SD density 0.08 0.089 
Arc reciprocity 0.149 0.093 
No. of Actors Professional 
Group 

Nurses 81 36 
Drs & Consultants 31 19 
Allied Healthcare Pro 37 34 
Clinical Professionals 149 89 
Non-Clinical & MGMT 98 98 

No. of Actors 
Partnership Roles 

TGT 5 6 
KPO 8 7 
L4L 89 55 
RPIW 79 90 

Professional Group Density Nurses 0.010 0.017 
Drs & Consultants 0.018 0.026 
Allied Healthcare Pro 0.018 0.021 
Non-Clinical & MGMT 0.011 0.013 

Professional Group Arc 
Reciprocity 

Nurses 0.158 0.045 
Drs & Consultants 0.167 0.138 
Allied Healthcare Pro 0.122 0.189 
Non-Clinical & MGMT 0.145 0.077 

Table 2 Centralization measure 

NHS-A (%) NHS-E (%) 

Outdegree Centralisation 2.6 6.2 
Indegree Centralisation 10.4 6.8 
Nurses 23.5 16.1 
Drs & Consultants 18.5 13.2 
Allied Healthcare Professionals 14.3 12.4 
Non-Clinical & Management 22.1 28.1 
Nurses 16.3 9.5 
Drs & Consultants 13.4 13.2 
Allied Healthcare Professionals 6.2 5.2 
Non-Clinical & Management 26.2 24.7
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Closure Effects 

The two-out-star (2-out-star ) parameter effect is not observed in either 
NHS-A or NHS-E networks, indicating that actors in these networks 
do not commonly interact with only two actors. However, the three-
out-star (3-out-star ) parameter is small, negative, and significant for 
both networks. NHS-A (estimate = −0.316, SE = 0.043, p ≤ 0.05) 
and NHS-E (estimate = −0.089, SE = 0.02, p ≤ 0.05) are large but 
less than 1. This result indicates a tendency for actors to interact with 
three collaborators. Popularity Spread (AinS) estimate is significant 
and negative in NHS-A (estimate = −1.493, SE = 0.236, p ≤ 0.05). 
The results indicate a decentralized approach to improvement-related 
collaboration and that most actors have similar popularity levels. This 
parameter is not present in NHS-E, suggesting that unusual levels of in-
degree centrality do not characterize this network. The activity spread 
(AoutS) estimate is positive and significant in both NHS-A (estimate = 
2.831, SE = 0.398, p ≤ 0.05) and NHS-E (estimate = 1.614, SE = 
0.267, p ≤ 0.05). The large, positive estimates suggest cohesion, where 
few actors are particularly active regarding outgoing contact and inter-
action with many collaborators. Practically, these actors either seek or 
provide improvement work information from many healthcare profes-
sionals. Compared to popularity spread, this result’s magnitude is much 
larger and more dominant within the networks. This result also indi-
cates that activity is centralized around a few key actors in NHS-A and 
NHS-E. Therefore, we find support for hypothesis H1 in NHS-A and 
to some extent in NHS-E. In NHS-A, many actors seek advice regarding 
new practices and improvements from many of their colleagues and these 
relationships are not concentrated around a few key actors at the network 
level. NHS-A is a high cohesive network, and we expect the uptake of 
new ideas or practices more so than in NHS-E, which is relatively lower 
in cohesion.
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Bridging Effects 

Four parameters were selected to examine bridging effects within the 
network, as these configurations have two levels of connectivity and 
an intermediary or brokering actor. Simple Connectivity (path2) has 
one incoming and one outgoing tie from an actor and is present in the 
networks with varying results. For both networks, this parameter is nega-
tive and non-significant (NHS-E [estimate = −0.012, SE = 0.040], and 
NHS-A [estimate = −0.176, SE = 0.104]), indicating that there is little 
evidence that people who send more ties also receive them. 
The One-In-Alternating Out Star (1inAout-star) measures the 

extent to which a connected actor sends ties to multiple other actors. 
Practically, this equates to an actor receiving information or advice about 
new practices from one actor disseminating information or advice across 
a broad range of contacts within the network. In NHS-A (estimate = 
0.782, SE = 0.315, p ≤ 0.05), the effect is positive, suggesting that 
actors have a higher tendency to share and disseminate information 
about new practices among multiple connected actors. 
The Alternating-in-One-Out Star (Ain1out-star) examines the 

extent to which a broker receives information from multiple actors and 
shares information with at least one other actor. In NHS-A (estimate = 
−0.152, SE = 0.279) and NHS-E (estimate = −0.014, SE = 0.158), 
but was not significant. Similarly, the Alternating-in-Alternating Out 
Star (AinAout-star) this effect is observed in both networks NHS-A 
(estimate = −0.930, SE = 0.759) and NHS-E (estimate = −0.214, SE 
= 0.352), but was not significant. Overall, we found no evidence of hier-
archical effects such as bottom-up interactions where improvement work 
information is communicated from the lower levels of the organization 
to actors at higher levels of the organization. 

Overall, three of the four bridging parameters are present in NHS-
E; however, none of these estimates is large or significant. This result 
suggests that although varying forms of brokering activities are present in 
this network, they do not occur more than expected, and the magnitude 
of these effects is weak compared to other parameters within the model. 
All the bridging parameters tested are present in NHS-A’s network; 
however, three are negative and not significant, which indicates that
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they do not occur more than expected. Thus, we find some support for 
hypothesis H2 for NHS-A (1inAout-star) and not for NHS-E. 

Actor-Relation Effects 

In our study, actor-relation effects are used to provide insights into the 
presence and dominance of macro effects by dissecting relationships 
among actors based on their professional and partnership roles. In this 
case, homophily models the tendency for ties to be more or less likely 
between actors similar in the professional and partnership hierarchy, and 
this was detected in our networks. In NHS-A, the parameter was not 
significant among nurses (estimate = 0.726, SE = 0.138) and doctors 
and consultants (estimate = 0.814, SE = 0.144). However, it was posi-
tive and significant among the allied healthcare professionals (estimate = 
0.916, SE = 0.155, p ≤ 0.05), non-clinical management professionals 
(estimate = 0.760, SE = 0.155, p ≤ 0.05), and actors in leadership 
roles (estimate = 0.284, SE = 0.114, p ≤ 0.05). This result indi-
cates that actors in the same professional group or organizational status 
tend to communicate; however, it occurred more than expected among 
allied healthcare, non-clinical management professionals, and those in a 
leadership role. 

In NHS-E, homophily is observed (positive and significant) in all the 
professional roles except nurses (estimate = 1.384, SE = 0.207). These 
effects are significant among doctors and consultants (estimate = 1.721, 
SE = 0.4282, p ≤ 0.05), the allied healthcare professionals (estimate = 
1.335, SE = 0.180, p ≤ 0.05), non-clinical management professionals 
(estimate = 0.647, SE = 0.129, p ≤ 0.05), but not among those in lead-
ership roles. The findings indicate that these professionals communicate 
more than expected within the network. The magnitude of the nurses, 
doctors, and allied healthcare professionals’ groups is large indicating 
that interaction regarding improvement work among these professional 
groups is more dominant than most of the structural effects observed. 
TGT, KPO, and RPIW actors’ tendency to communicate with each other 
is also detected, as these effects are all positive and significant in NHS-E.
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The TGT (estimate = 2.184, SE = 0.369, p ≤ 0.05) and KPO (esti-
mate = 1.384, SE = 0.348, p ≤ 0.05) estimates are significantly larger 
than most of the structural effects and are larger than most of the profes-
sional role effects, indicating that the network is dominated by TGT and 
KPO interactions. A surprising finding is that there are no homophily 
effects among the L4L participants, and this group was the main category 
surveyed to conduct this research. This finding suggests that L4L actors 
in NHS-E are unlikely to interact with each other regarding improve-
ment work and may have more diversity in their networks. Overall, we 
find support for hypothesis H3 in NHS-E, but somewhat less so in 
NHS-A. 

Discussion 

This research sought to employ an embeddedness lens to investigate 
workplace relations among the networks of professionals involved in 
improvement work. The analysis and results revealed synergies among 
the networks and broad themes that are important in understanding 
the uptake of new practices among professionals. Overall, our research 
confirms that embeddedness exemplified by two structural forms, closure 
and bridging, has varying consequences for the uptake of new prac-
tices among professional actors (Burt, 2001; Reagans & McEvily, 2008). 
We find that closure emerging from actors who are directly connected 
to members of a subgroup, and with closely knit ties are more likely 
to endorse behaviors or actions regarding new practices, if they share 
joint partners (Simmel, 1955). Closure among professional actors also 
promotes normative justification and influences the professionalization 
of practice, which further encourages practitioners and organizations 
to adopt and implement new practices (Smets et al., 2012). Accord-
ingly, our findings confirm the link between closure and the uptake of 
new practices is that closure engenders strong social pressures that foster 
familiarity and shared values that determine the way actors create, use 
and share new practices (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Tortoriello et al., 
2012).
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In terms of bridging, the NHS-A network is exemplary. Multiple 
forms of bridging are present within the network, where professionals 
broker information and advice to and from several sources and collabo-
rators. Our findings suggest that multifaceted bridging relationships are 
a distinctive feature of this network, where professionals are engaged 
in various interactions to receive and share information and advice 
with multiple collaborators. As previously mentioned, bridging is asso-
ciated with network spread, the diffusion of innovations (Ingold et al., 
2021) and having multiple forms of bridging activities that are bene-
ficial when attempting to disseminate information about new practices 
in the wider network. Bridging is thus facilitated as actors broker infor-
mation or advice between disconnected actors and groups that emerge 
from closure among actors (Mehra et al., 2001). Our findings show 
positive homophily effects are found in the networks, suggesting actors 
from similar professional groups tend to form relationships. In NHS-
A, relationships among allied healthcare professionals and non-clinical 
and management professionals have a more pronounced effect on the 
network. In contrast, relationships among doctors, allied healthcare 
professionals and non-clinical and management professionals have a 
more pronounced effect in NHS-E. This finding is important as it signals 
that NHS-E is more susceptible to macro-level (institutional) influences 
for the uptake of new practices. This confirms the findings by West et al. 
(1999) that clinicians in these settings have more influence on changing 
or resisting the adoption of new practices. 

Our findings make further contributions to the literature. First, we 
observed a form of structural embeddedness combining both closure 
and bridging activities simultaneously, we call here collective embed-
dedness, in NHS-A and NHS-E. The name is derived from the high 
degree of structural embeddedness among the strategic change agents, 
which fosters collective action that supports the uptake of new practices. 
This collective embeddedness, combining closure and bridging activities, 
provides a foundation to support the adoption and spread of new prac-
tices since actors’ relationships support interactions. Closure promotes 
normative justification and influences the professionalization of prac-
tice and encourages practitioners to adopt and implement new practices. 
Similarly, a high degree of bridging facilitates sharing information and
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advice about new practices within and across professional groups. Our 
observation shows that collective embeddedness, as a high degree of 
structural embeddedness, is a key mechanism underpinning the uptake 
of new practices. In order to suggest what organizations should do, we 
describe two exemplars of this form of embeddedness. 
The first exemplar is broker-driven; as its name suggests, brokers 

have more prominent relationships in the network. This was observed 
in NHS-A, where most brokering roles and cohesive relationships are 
held by clinical professionals who are actively engaging with new prac-
tices in their everyday work. In contrast, this behavior, however, was 
not observed in NHS-E. The practical implication is that clinicians 
as brokers are vital for promoting the uptake of new practices. The 
second exemplar of collective embeddedness is conjointly-driven, where 
no change-oriented group supersedes another. This behavior is again 
observed in NHS-A, where there is a high degree of interaction among 
both brokers and other change agents. In this case, homophily effects 
were observed non-clinical professions. The practical implication is that 
conjointly-driven activities among non-clinicians is vital for promoting 
the uptake of new practices. However, when homophily effects are 
high for clinical professionals, this hinders conjointly-driven activities 
(as seen in NHS-E). Finally, our study confirms that whether networks 
are characterized by broker-driven or conjointly led, the critical point 
is that structural embeddedness highlights the extent of workplace rela-
tions among actors, which establishes the context of and likelihood 
of peer learning among and socialization among professionals. Ideally, 
organizations and practitioners should cultivate collective embeddedness 
among all groups, however, their focus should be to first introduce and 
encourage peer learning and socialization among brokers, then within 
departments and environments when seeking to enhance the uptake of 
new practices, as a high degree of cohesive and brokering relationships 
must be present to increase the likelihood of practice change.
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Conclusion 

Overall, our study shows that the combination of macro and micro 
processes results in a shift, where change amplifies from the micro to 
macro levels through the process of enacting, sharing, supporting, and 
participating in the practice itself (Smets et al., 2012). When actors 
encounter new practices, they tend to provide information and seek 
advice from colleagues to understand the purpose, relevance, and suit-
ability of new practices within their immediate work environment. 
This research confirms that social interactions influence the uptake of 
new practices through professional norms and relationships, thereby 
providing an alternative explanation of organizational change processes 
based on social phenomena and collective actors. 
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Business Before Pleasure? Bringing 
Pleasure Back into Workplace 

Relationships 

Christine Moser , Dirk Deichmann , and Mariel Jurriens 

Introduction 

Research on workplace relationships typically focused on how organiza-
tional outcomes can be enhanced. For example, scholars have studied 
how relationships between people can boost individual (Granovetter, 
1983) and organizational performance (Uzzi, 1997). Others have shown 
that workplace relationships can foster creativity (Perry-Smith, 2006), 
organizational attachment (Venkataramani et al., 2013), and intraorga-
nizational mobility (Podolny & Baron, 1997). However, many of these 
studies have privileged the instrumental value of these relationships;
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that is, workplace relationships have oftentimes been conceptualized as 
a means to other ends. Yet, workplace relationships are more than just a 
vehicle to achieve organizational goals. In this chapter, we aim to shine a 
light on the pleasure that can be associated with workplace relationships. 
With pleasure, we refer to the activities and associated emotions and 
impressions that people can experience in the workplace, whenever they 
engage in workplace relationships. Pleasure at work, in short, is the pure 
experience of enjoyment without the direct or indirect gain of money, 
material, status, or prestige. 
While the management literature tends to focus on rational and 

concrete organizational goals and how to achieve those, there are some 
streams of research that address the opposite: seemingly useless and 
unplanned activities that serve no particular purpose. Examples include 
scholarly work about accidents (Austin et al., 2012), play (Hjorth et al., 
2018; Vesa et al., 2019), improvisation (Vesa et al., 2017; Zack, 2000), 
surprises (Cunha et al., 2006), serendipity (Andriani et al., 2017; Dew,  
2009), and bricolage (Duymedjian & Rüling, 2010; Perkmann & Spicer, 
2014). These studies indicate what also constitutes organizing and orga-
nizations—despite the seemingly purposelessness and inefficiency of the 
topics addressed. 
This attention to the more intangible side of organizing and organiza-

tions, although not dominant in management studies, should come as no 
surprise. Building on the work of sociologists and philosophers including 
Weber, Dewey, and Parsons, management scholars have over decades 
emphasized the importance of the intangible and social values that enable 
us to organize. For example, early institutionalists have conceptualized 
the co-constitution of organizations as technical and institutional enti-
ties (Selznick, 1957). The institutional dimension of organizations is 
embodied by values, morality, and informal relationships (Kraatz et al., 
2020) which are at the core of how people organize. Likewise, prag-
matist scholars have long recognized the importance of “sensitivity to 
ethics and democracy” (Simpson & den Hond, 2022, p. 127) which 
enables scholars to understand “the everyday practicalities of living in 
an uncertain and ever-changing world.” And while these insights have 
long lain dormant, we recently witness a renewed interest in the role of 
values (Kraatz & Flores, 2015), informal relationships (Weller, 2017),
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emotions, and passion (Zietsma et al., 2019), and morality (Moser et al., 
2021)—in short, the very human side of organizing. This human side 
of organizing has been identified as particularly relevant in light of the 
grand challenges of our time, including climate change, global security, 
the ethics of artificial intelligence, and growing inequality. 

Leveraging the insights from the mentioned streams of literature, we 
will in the following investigate the different forms of pleasure that have 
been associated with workplace relationships. Unpacking the concept of 
pleasure, and theorizing about how pleasure can materialize in workplace 
relationships, we will then propose ways to facilitate pleasure in work-
place relationships. In doing so, we make a plea for paying attention to 
pleasure as an end in itself, instead of a vehicle to meet other ends. We 
believe that organizations should commit to pleasure in the workplace 
and in workplace relationships, and, most importantly, decouple pleasure 
from outcomes thereof. 

A Brief Review of the Pleasures of Work 
and Workplace Relationships 

Philosophical Roots in Hedonism 

Pleasure and work seem to have become somewhat estranged from 
each other. Scholars have previously presented conceptualizations where 
the experience of pleasure is completely detached from work (e.g., 
Dandridge, 1986), and leisure activities ought to be enjoyed in one’s 
private times; or pleasure was treated as a critical source to control and 
optimize work performance (Starkey & Hatchuel, 2002). However, plea-
sure at work—that is, the pure experience of enjoyment without the 
direct or indirect gain of money, material, status, or prestige—equips a 
much more essential dimension of work than either of these two views 
to account for. Not only does the enjoyment of pleasure at work coun-
teract the ever-progressive rationalization, control, and pressure often 
associated with work (e.g., Suddaby et al., 2017), it also increases job 
satisfaction (Abramis, 1990), triggers “flow” as an antidote to boredom 
and anxiety (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975), sparks creativity and enhances
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more complex task performance (De Dreu et al., 2008; Hunter et al.,  
2010). More fundamentally, pleasure for the sake of pure enjoyment 
represents a basic tenet of what it means to be human—a prime mover of 
life activity and a detailing and organizing principle of social and working 
life. 

In fact, the existential need for pleasure has been a serious subject of 
examination starting with ancient thinkers such as Aristippus of Cyrene 
and Epicurus. Most baseline, these thinkers sew the first seeds for a 
view that takes happiness as the ultimate goal of human life in which 
the perception of pleasure and pain are infallible criteria. This line of 
thinking has been further developed by more contemporary writers such 
as Jeremy Bentham and Henry Sidgwick. Philosophical traditions such 
as epicureanism and utilitarianism, commonly grouped together under 
the header of hedonism, view the seek for pleasure as a basic human 
need running through the entire trajectory of human life. Here, philoso-
phers usually distinguish between psychological hedonism and ethical 
hedonism. Psychological hedonism views the desire for pleasure as purely 
psychologically wired through the arousal of the hedonic tone (see, for 
example, reversal theory: Apter, 2001). Ethical hedonism goes beyond 
the confines of psychological activity and views the seek for pleasure as 
the fundamental and moral obligation of humans to maximize happiness. 
The pursuit for pleasure is viewed as an essentially ethical and normative 
value and utility of living a virtuous life. Sidgwick (1907), building on 
John Stuart Mill, marks the contrast between the latter two views—i.e., 
individual happiness versus happiness for the “greater good” or collective 
happiness. 

Pleasure and Pain 

An apprehension to pleasure is intensified by its strong association with 
pain. It was Jeremy Bentham who once made life appear simple and 
dichotomous when he asserted that “nature has placed mankind under 
the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure” (Bentham, 
1879, p. 1). According to Bentham, the only thing good in and of itself 
is pleasure and the only bad thing that exists is pain. However, pain and
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pleasure have a less forked and unbranched coexistence than Bentham’s 
idiom, at first glance, asserts. The relationship between pain and pleasure 
can be conflicting and tensioned. This is because both embody more than 
mere oppositions, but also live in apparent harmony as each other’s most 
faithful confidants. Pleasure and pain in this sense are both sides of one 
coin and moreover, part of a constant continuum. 

A well-known example to illustrate this coexistence is found in profes-
sional games or in sports in general. Sports and games are essentially 
social activities of play, organized into disciplinary systems with their 
own sets of norms and rules which are in turn also historically associated 
with pleasure, freedom, and fun (Pringle et al., 2015). Accordingly, the 
disciplinary system of a game ultimately exists by the virtue of pleasure-
seeking, whether that is for the audience, the players, or both. However, 
within the rules of the game, pain and pleasure can be triggered simul-
taneously for both body and mind (one can win or lose: conflict and 
rivalry). This twin imperatives of pleasure and pain can occur first, in 
the moment in and of itself (the embodied and situated experience of 
pleasure/pain); and second, in the vision of its acquired outcome (the 
mindful pursuit for pleasure through instant pain). This is also referred 
to as “the pleasure paradox:” the procrastination of immediate pleasure— 
creating a momentary state of pain—for acquiring pleasure in the long 
haul. As such, the organization of games and plays are forms of (pain and 
self-) discipline exercised in the pursuit of pleasure. 

Pleasure at Work 

Pleasure at work for the sake of pleasure alone, remains a bit of an 
untouched taboo in organization studies. Arguably, there is research 
that addresses topics or concepts that are related to pleasure. For 
instance, there is increasing scholarly interest in better understanding 
work passion, which broadly speaking is concerned with peoples’ posi-
tive feelings toward work. In a recent review, Pollack and colleagues 
(2020) differentiate between research on passion more generally; research 
building on the so-called dualistic model which distinguishes harmo-
nious and obsessive passion; and research looking at role-based passion.
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Other exemplary research focused on the relationship between work 
passion and organizational and family citizenship behavior (Wan et al., 
2021), the antecedents of work passion (Ho et al., 2021), and work 
passion in entrepreneurial teams (Uy et al., 2020). 
While related, these studies rarely mention the actual word “pleasure.” 

Currently, spontaneous and uncontrolled pleasure at the workplace— 
especially in many Western cultures—is often seen as shameful and 
perverse, a distraction from work, or as merely frivolous, and therefore 
irrelevant and folly. Pleasure means the absence of shame, and shame 
cuts deeply through contemporary Western society’s work and workplace 
relationship culture. The traditional viewpoint is, as the mantra “to never 
mix business with pleasure” conveys, that work stands for discipline and 
control. Therefore, work should be dense, purely rational, difficult and to 
at least some extent, a pain to endure. Playfulness, fun, jokes, and other 
frivolities do not belong on the work floor. If they are allowed at all, they 
should at least not be seen as an integral part of the accountable logic of 
work but rather as distracting and cheating from rationality and order: 
pleasure is guilty. Consequently, pleasure and work are often seen as anti-
thetical to each other, either as a workplace deviant, distorting sense into 
nonsense, that ought to be restricted and sanctioned, or as activity that 
should exploited (Starkey & Hatchuel, 2002). 
This love/hate relationship with pleasure, especially in the work 

context, is not very surprising. Besides the take on pleasure as “guilty,” 
a threat against surveillance, civility, and control, it is often primarily 
associated with sensory experiences. This is what Feldman (2004) refers 
to as “sensory hedonism:” the seek for pleasurable sensation such as the 
indulgence of food and drinks, listening to music, or the joy of having 
sex (aphrodisia). In a more general sense, pleasure, or what is referred 
to as “attitudinal hedonism,” can include various types of enjoyment, 
in which “a person takes intrinsic attitudinal pleasure in some state of 
affairs” (Feldman, 2007, p. 405). This can include the enjoyment of 
sports, flirting and dancing, and appreciating the beauty of nature or 
arts. It can also include intellectually satisfying and shared activities such 
as brainstorming, a heated debate, or writing together.
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In this vein, work pleasures have often been studied in the light of 
play (Hjorth et al., 2018; Vesa et al., 2017). Play takes on many forms, 
but at the heart of play lies pleasure. Put simply, pleasure concerns the 
experience (or the virtue and goal), and play concerns the act (its orga-
nizing form). Being serious about play roots back to theorist such as 
Huizinga (1955) and Bateson (2000), who understand play as a primal 
element of organizing culture and society as a whole. Although play, or 
free activity, delimits itself from a world (cage) of purposeful labor and 
control, it does not occur haphazardly or without any form of organi-
zation. Contrariwise, as Huizinga explains, “it is an activity connected 
with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds 
within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed 
rules and in an orderly manner” (Huizinga, 1955, p. 13). 
Playful activities that induce the experience of pleasure contain an 

inherent sense of lightness and agility. Playfulness lifts the heavy weights 
of control, pressure, and performance of work. These activities have the 
profound quality of enabling a feeling that Csikszentmihalyi (1975) calls 
“flow:” activities that merge concrete and tangible experiences to the 
lifting of awareness of oneself; people gain control over the task while 
reducing ego and self-consciousness. The lightness of pleasure in this 
sense is not mere jolly, but can only manifest because of, and through, 
the weight of its substance. This substance has at least three distinguished 
qualities: (1) the activities are light and playful; therefore, (2) they are 
able to generate motion and work; as (3) vectors of information enabling 
exchange between actors/players. In turn, the main function of play and 
pleasure is to give meaning to activities, making them light and enjoyable 
to provide common experience, facilitate informal knowledge sharing, 
strengthening professional bonds, and building camaraderie. 

It is precisely this duality of play (play as an organizing principle 
versus the socially significance of playfulness at work), that makes the 
dichotomy between work and play a messy one: the difference between 
“work as play” or “framed play within work.”
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The Important Role of Workplace Relationships 

While the above testifies to the basic human need for pleasure, and its 
interconnectedness with work, scholars have been largely silent about 
the role that workplace relationships play in this regard. Yet, work and 
workplace relationships cannot be viewed separately, as one constitutes 
the other and vice versa. In opposition to the means to an end take 
on pleasure, when understanding pleasure as a basic human need and 
as a default setting for living a happy life, pleasure-seeking comes with 
a frank naturalness to it. Here, pleasure is a means in and of itself, 
which henceforth decouples itself from forms of mere instrumentality. 
Therefore, by taking pleasure seriously, we begin to take notice of the 
significance of looking at the intersection of pleasure and workplace rela-
tionships. What is more, studying pleasure as a mere tool to enhance 
work relationships, and ultimately business performance, means that 
such studies draw on an incomplete conceptualization of the concept. 
Consequently, conclusions drawn from these studies should be met 
with caution. The particular focus of studying workplace relationships 
against the backdrop of pleasure offers a more comprehensive view on 
the experience and implications of enjoyment, the commitment, and 
the passion for one’s work and the importance of workplace relation-
ships. Workplace relationships are crucial, because they encompass the 
excitement of collaborative “camaraderie” communities and the impor-
tance of understanding pleasure as a co-constructed communicative 
phenomenon. 

And indeed, some strands of the management literature have clearly 
pointed toward the importance of enjoyment in workplace relationships. 
For example, scholars of online communities have frequently shown 
that joy and enjoyment as part of a community is a crucial driver of 
work participation (e.g., Füller et al., 2007; Moser et al., 2013; von  
Krogh et al., 2012). Others have pointed toward the importance of rela-
tionships in enjoying the meaningfulness of work (Lysova & Khapova, 
2019) or, conversely, to the de-energizing effects that relationships can 
have (Gerbasi et al., 2015)—the antidote to pleasure. Here, we want
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to make a start on synthesizing these different fragments in the liter-
ature. Departing from the observation that pleasure operates through 
people, rather than it being a disembodied practice, identifies pleasure 
as a relational phenomenon. 

Practical Implications: How to Facilitate 
Different Forms of Pleasure at Work 

Pleasure in the work context can be facilitated in many different ways. In 
the following, we discuss a select number of examples and interventions 
which we hope will encourage discussions among individuals, teams, 
and managers about how they could (re-) ignite workplace pleasure—for 
themselves or for others. 

Creating an Aesthetic Environment 

Obviously, managers have a significant impact on the workplace plea-
sure of their employees and teams through their leadership and the 
policies and initiatives that they launch and implement. For instance, 
prior research found leadership generally impacts employee well-being 
(Inceoglu et al., 2018) and that specifically transformational leaders have 
a positive effect on employee optimism (McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 
2002). Similarly, by acting as a coach and by offering a supportive work 
context, transformational leaders support the individual development 
needs of their employees (Deichmann & Stam, 2015) and hence also the 
pleasure that employees experience at—and with—their work. Undoubt-
edly, the type of leadership style that a manager practices can therefore 
make a big difference for workplace pleasure. Yet, it remains difficult for 
managers to adapt their leadership style as this is determined to a large 
extent by relatively stable personality characteristics (Rubin et al., 2005). 

Hence, we focus here on interventions in the work environment with 
which managers can facilitate workplace pleasure for themselves and 
others—in the short- and long-run. We suggest that the creation of an 
aesthetic working environment may be such an intervention that can
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critically shape the extent to which employees and teams experience 
workplace pleasure. Prior research shows that aesthetic environments can 
have a positive effect on different outcomes such as collaboration and 
creativity (for a review see Elsbach & Pratt, 2007). But more generally, 
aesthetic environments can also trigger sensory experiences of pleasant-
ness (Elsbach & Bechky, 2007). In their review, Elsbach and Pratt (2007) 
warn though that people have different ideas about what is aesthetically 
pleasing. For instance, while some might find a naturally lit office to be 
pleasing and relaxing, others could experience it as less pleasing and even 
stressful (Boubekri et al., 1991). 
Concretely, this means that managers should take a highly individ-

ualized approach to maximize the effect of an aesthetic environment 
and office design for workplace pleasure. They can do so by allowing 
employees to flexibly adjust their environment such that it creates a 
positive and pleasant sensory experience for themselves. Sensorial expe-
riences may emerge as a result of (a combination of ) stimuli, such as 
visuals, sounds, textures, and scents (Baldessarelli et al., 2022). Rather 
than seeing an office as a place of productivity, our recommendation 
for managers is that they should support employees in (co-) designing 
a personalized environment which they find inspirational and pleasing. 
For instance, staff and faculty at Erasmus University can select a piece 
of art from the university’s art collection and rent it free of charge for 
display in their office. Many other organizations also give their employees 
the option to buy plants and green up their office. We believe that 
giving employees and teams the flexibility and resources to design their 
offices in a way that creates aesthetically pleasing environments can trans-
late directly to an increased level of workplace pleasure and improved 
workplace relationships. 

Getting Back to Water Cooler Talks 

Informal networks provide a powerful way for individuals to find and 
experience pleasure at their work. On the one hand, spending time with 
friends is, at least in the short-term, associated with favorable experi-
ences and offers individuals a way to escape from mundane daily realities
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(Larson et al., 1986). Indeed, already some 2300 years ago, Aristotle 
emphasized the importance of virtue friendships “because the individ-
uals in these relationships are beneficial and pleasurable” (Anderson & 
Fowers, 2020, p. 262). On the other hand, there is a strong tendency 
for individuals to form friendship relationships with others like them-
selves. This so-called homophily principle may constrain people not only 
in terms of the information they receive, but also in terms of the inter-
actions they have with others and, therefore, the workplace pleasure they 
can experience (McPherson et al., 2001). 
The informal networks that people build up as a result of, for instance, 

randomly meeting colleagues at the water cooler or coffee machine, have 
long been found to be essential in bringing different people together 
(Oh et al., 2004). While many encounters with distant and new people 
might be of short-lived nature, their long-term consequences for expe-
riencing pleasure at work should not be underestimated. Indeed, during 
the Covid-19 pandemic it has become clear that these types of relation-
ships are critical not only to get work done but also to experience pleasure 
at work. How else could one learn about fun projects of colleagues or 
get tips about the next TV series that you definitely should watch? That 
said, the pandemic has also shown that it is difficult for people to get 
to know or connect with new colleagues or arm’s length relationships. 
When people started to work remotely from home, informal encoun-
ters with colleagues at the water cooler or coffee machine were no longer 
possible, and were indeed greatly missed. 
There are some examples of companies who experimented with set-

ups to enable random encounters between employees. For instance, 
employees at Teamwork have set up dedicated social chat channels to 
share, for instance, recipes and weekend tips (Vozza, 2020). Another way 
how employees can facilitate random encounters with other colleagues 
they do not know yet is by scheduling informal coffee breaks or by using 
a web-based platform such as Mystery Coffee which randomly matches 
different colleagues for a short coffee break. While it remains difficult 
to facilitate truly random encounters between colleagues in a virtual 
environment, the overall message here is that it nevertheless is worth 
a try. Informal networks, chance encounters, and socializing with new 
colleagues are critical drivers of workplace pleasure.
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Engaging in Passion Projects 

When we think of facilitating pleasure in teams, what frequently comes 
to mind are team outings or other types of social events. They are usually 
fun, offsite activities but their effects on workplace pleasure are arguably 
often short-lived. One reason for this is that these social events only take 
place occasionally and that it is difficult to keep the mojo running when 
back at work. Another reason is that people likely have different ideas 
about how pleasurable it is for them to participate in, for example, a 
mindfulness workshop or a laser game with colleagues. The social—and 
“fun”—activities are often superimposed on employees and there is little 
leeway to choose what type of activities one would like to do, when, and 
with whom. 

A more durable way to increase workplace pleasure could be to allow 
team members to choose the kind of activities and tasks they deeply care 
about. For instance, they could get the option to create—or sign up to 
others’—innovation projects (Deichmann & Jensen, 2018; Deichmann 
et al., 2021a). While the goal of these initiatives is often to facilitate 
innovation (Deichmann et al., 2021b; Fuchs et al., 2019; Piezunka &  
Dahlander, 2015), allowing employees to self-initiate projects has bene-
fits for workplace pleasure itself. This is because team members can 
sign up for projects that they really care about. Research shows that 
employees are particularly motivated to sign up for long-shot projects 
(Deichmann et al., 2021a). These projects are often more uncertain and 
risky but, at the same time, more rewarding for those who work on them 
(Deichmann & Jensen, 2018). 

One way how firms can enable that employees self-initiate projects, 
experiment, and learn new skills is by providing them with a certain 
amount of time that they can dedicate to projects and ideas that they 
care about. For instance, Gore experimented with the idea of giving 
employees about 10% of their time to initiate and work on “passion 
projects” (Deutschman, 2004). Google allowed employees to spend 20% 
of their time on side projects with the condition that these projects 
and skills should be of benefit for the company (Clark, 2021). The 
reason why many of these initiatives have been discarded is because 
they have not led to a significant increase in measurable innovation
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output (Schrage, 2013; Trimble,  2010). Another problem is that compa-
nies often have not adapted their performance expectations regarding an 
employee’s normal tasks and duties which effectively resulted in a situ-
ation where employees had to do passion projects in their free time in 
order to still get their usual job done (Nisen, 2013). 
Rather than seeing side projects as a means to achieve innovation, 

however, our argument is that working on these passion projects can 
facilitate workplace pleasure in and of itself. It can result in innovation, 
learning, and the like but it does not have to. By allowing employees 
to follow their curiosity and passion, managers can facilitate that these 
employees will experience more moments of pleasure at their work. For 
this to pan out, managers should avoid linking the work on passion and 
side projects to some form of expected or quantified output. At the same 
time, when allowing employees to spend, for instance, 20% of their time 
on passion projects, new performance agreements about an employee’s 
regular tasks and activities should be made, too. With these considera-
tions in mind, we call for managers and organizational decision-makers 
to (re-)consider the introduction of policies that provide employees with 
more flexibility regarding the projects that they want to dedicate their 
time and energy to. The pleasure that they will draw from these passion 
projects will hardly be measurable but will provide employees, we believe, 
with invaluable experiences and joy that they carry with them for a 
long period of time—and not least, greatly enhance their dedication and 
commitment to the company. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have made a plea for bringing back pleasure into 
work and workplace relationships for the sake of pleasure. Going back 
to early and more recent philosophers and sociologists, we claim that 
pleasure is part and parcel of our human nature—which, therefore, we 
should fully understand, not only in our private lives but also in the 
workplace. And given that pleasure operates through people, rather than 
it being a disembodied practice, we identify pleasure as a relational
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phenomenon. Reviewing different strands of the management litera-
ture allows us to formulate an actionable intervention plan designed to 
enhance the pleasure at work, and in workplace relationships. 
This chapter adds to work on the more intangible and indeed human 

side of organizing and organizations. While others have focused on 
values, emotions, and morality, to name but a few examples of recent 
scholarship, we propose that the notion of pleasure should receive more 
attention, for at least two reasons. First, pleasure in workplace relation-
ships, as we have argued above, should be taken seriously on its own 
regard. This is because pleasure is indeed part of the same continuum 
as pain—which, arguably, has been intensely studied by management in 
many different instantiations. Second, pleasure has usually been studied 
as a functional tool to enhance work relationships, and ultimately busi-
ness performance. However, unpacking the pleasure concept has shown 
that such limited conceptualizations are incomplete because they reduce 
pleasure to its instrumental role, rather than acknowledging the role and 
importance of attitudinal pleasure in its own right, as well. 
Future research could address the insights that we present in this 

chapter. To start with, we have argued that creating an aesthetic envi-
ronment can greatly enhance workplace pleasure, and that leaders can 
facilitate this process. However, it may well be that different ways of 
experiencing aesthetics (Boubekri et al., 1991) may negatively influence 
workplace relationships. And since pleasure is inherently relational, thus 
preceding workplace pleasure, all leadership efforts to improve work-
place pleasure might be in vain. Researchers might address this challenge 
and identify the antecedents and boundary conditions of facilitating an 
aesthetic environment, particularly in large flex space offices. 
Second, we have argued that facilitating informal interactions between 

colleagues in the workplace can help to improve the pleasure that people 
in these relationships can experience. This can happen on a dyadic level, 
for example during meetings at the water cooler or coffee machine; or on 
a team level, for example during department outings or while working 
on team passion projects. While there is some (anecdotal) evidence that 
people indeed derive pleasure from dyadic and team level “fun” encoun-
ters, the business community is skeptical because “hard” outcomes are 
lacking. However, there is strong evidence for the important role of other
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forms of informal aspects of work and workplace relationships, including 
for example gossip (e.g., Beersma & Van Kleef, 2011) and friendship 
(e.g., Dokko & Kane, 2014). 
Third, in this chapter we have focused solely on pleasure. However, 

as argued by Bentham (1879), pleasure can only exist on the other 
end of a continuum with pain, or displeasure. And while pain and 
displeasure have oftentimes been studied in management scholarship, in 
different instantiations (e.g., dark leadership, abusive behaviour, intimi-
dation, misconduct, unethical management, corruption, to name but a 
few topics), it is unclear if these frequently studied topics should indeed 
be seen as part of the pleasure-pain continuum. For example, if we were 
to adopt the continuum perspective, dark leadership might be an expres-
sion of pain or displeasure. However, if there is indeed a pleasure-pain 
continuum, leaders could be able to move toward the pleasure end of the 
continuum, instead of accepting their fate as dark leaders at the pain end 
of it. In other words, taking serious the relationality of pleasure as well as 
its co-constitution with pain and displeasure might shed a different light 
on concepts and phenomena that we have previously perceived as stable 
and more or less given. Researching these phenomena from a different 
angle might help us explore previously hidden mechanisms and processes 
and deepen our understanding of workplace relationships. 

Epilog 

True to the aim of this chapter, we would like to end with a plea 
for pleasure. Quoting Rabelais (from “The life of Garguantua and of 
Pantagruel”), pleasure is really at the heart of what it means to be human: 

To the Readers 

My friends who are about to read this book, 
Rid yourselves of all prejudice as you read, 
And do not here for harm or scandal look; 
You’ll find nothing to shock you. For indeed,
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There’s nothing here to which you need pay heed, 
Except this lesson: laughter’s good for you. 
And that’s the best of arguments, since few 
Advantages come from the sorrow and grief 
That harass you. Writing should laugh, not weep: 
The essence of humans is to laugh. 
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Introduction 

Labor markets are increasingly diversifying in terms of working time 
patterns and nature of employment relationships. These changes are 
driven both by socioeconomic trends, as labor markets are responding to 
workers’ demands for flexible work arrangements that fit with their career 
aspirations and non-work activities (Ashford et al., 2007), and by the
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increasing need to coordinate work activities across different continents 
and time zones in multi-national firms (e.g., Mell et al., 2021). One of 
the main implications of these changes is that companies are outsourcing 
key functions and tasks by recurring to freelancers (Boland et al., 2020). 
Alternatively described as independent workers or contractors (Barley & 
Kunda, 2006), freelancers represent a classic example of boundaryless 
careers (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Leung,  2014) that makeup today’s 
labor markets in great capacity (Smit et al., 2020). In addition, free-
lancers have also been recently conceptualized as multiple jobholders, 
who typically “hold a combination of full- and part-time jobs” (Campion 
et al., 2020, p. 166). 
Almost two decades of scholarly interest have shown that freelance 

work meets the expectations of a particular segment of workforce that is 
driven by specific attitudes and values—for instance, women who want 
to emancipate themselves from power imbalance (Burke & Ng, 2006). 
Freelancers are seen as interested in fluid work arrangements, better 
work-life balance, and higher levels of job satisfaction, rather than in 
security and stability (Bosch, 2004). Freelance work also serves organiza-
tions’ need to react quickly to labor market changes, recruit talents with 
a more adaptable approach (Barley & Kunda, 2006), and reduce the risks 
and costs of managing internal workforce. Adding to existing theoretical 
conceptualizations and empirical evidence, the focus on freelance work 
has increased in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic acute phase, 
as a consequence of a massive and distributed organizational effort to 
invest in digital transformation and implementation of long-term remote 
or hybrid working arrangements (Smit et al., 2020). 
This upsurge in freelance work has called for a more critical under-

standing of its dynamics and implications. One issue that has surprisingly 
received little attention concerns the assimilation of freelancers into more 
traditional organizational work environments and, consequently, their 
access to different kinds of social capital (Kuhn, 2016). Networking 
behavior—i.e., “the network-related behavior that is associated with 
building social capital” (Forret & Dougherty, 2004, p. 419), and knowl-
edge seeking in particular have repeatedly proven crucial to the perfor-
mance and career of most freelancers. Yet, little is known about how they 
tap into their social capital to build and maintain relationships that give
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them access to relevant knowledge. In this exploratory study, we aim to 
take a first step at answering this question, by providing a preliminary 
empirical examination of how freelancers engage in knowledge-seeking 
behavior within the multiple social settings—and networks—to which 
they have access. 

Specifically, we argue that a better understanding of freelancers’ 
knowledge-seeking behavior starts from acknowledging that freelancers 
are embedded in a variety of interdependent social settings. They consist 
in (a) the organizations that employ freelancers on a temporary basis; 
(b) the coworking spaces where freelancers may choose to be based 
and work from; and (c) former workplaces, colleagues, and—more in 
general—fleeting and variegate work experiences that freelancers have 
still access to through their personal networks. We investigate how 
the propensity to tap into relevant social capital across these different 
social settings is related to how freelancers perceive themselves at the 
workplace—i.e., how they identify as entrepreneurs rather than orga-
nizational employees—in relation to both their own career goals and 
their relationships with others (Bouncken & Aslam, 2019; Zuckerman 
et al., 2003). Identity is a cognitive characteristic of individuals that is 
known to affect the structure of their informal networks (Dokko et al., 
2014; Menon & Smith, 2014). Furthermore, scholars have long recog-
nized that individuals have multiple, coexisting identities which may 
simultaneously affect their behavior within organizations (Ramarajan, 
2014). Despite being even more salient for freelancers who experience 
frequent transitions across social settings (Leung, 2014), the relationship 
between multiple identities and individual knowledge-seeking behavior 
in pursuit of accessing relevant social capital has been—to the best of our 
knowledge—so far neglected by the existing literature. 
We find empirical evidence for these arguments in a cross-sectional 

study based on a sample of 38 freelancers employed in the media 
industry. Our analysis of the relationship between freelancers’ multiple 
identities and knowledge-seeking behavior across multiple settings 
reveals that the more freelancers identify themselves as organizational 
employees, the more likely they are to seek knowledge within their orga-
nizations or the coworking spaces where they are based. In contrast, the
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more freelancers identify themselves as entrepreneurs, the more likely 
they are to seek knowledge by means of their own personal networks. 
The contributions of this study are twofold. First, we advance the 

debate on multiple jobholding (Campion et al., 2020) and boundaryless 
careers in the modern business environment (Kost et al., 2020; LoPresti 
et al., 2018) by investigating the degree to which freelancers exploit 
the breadth of the social settings to which they have access to engage 
in knowledge seeking. We do so by focusing on the variety of work 
settings (i.e., organizations, coworking spaces, and personal networks) 
in which freelancers operate and build their professional relationships. 
Within these contexts, we examine knowledge-seeking relationships that 
are directly linked to the accomplishment of daily tasks, thus capturing 
the extent to which freelancers actually tap into their social capital for 
professional purposes. Because these relationships have been frequently 
overlooked in favor of career-related relationships (Swab & Johnson, 
2019) or collaboration on shared projects (Lee & Gargiulo, 2021), our 
study clarifies the distinct behaviors that freelancers adopt to access 
relevant information and counteract the risk of social isolation. 

Second, we shed light on the role that multiple identities (Ramarajan, 
2014) play in explaining freelancers’ knowledge-seeking behavior, adding 
to the existing literature on the interplay between organizational identifi-
cation and knowledge network formation (Lomi et al., 2014). We show 
that the degree to which freelancers identify as embedded in organiza-
tional settings—thus conforming to the role of traditional organizational 
employees—and, on the other hand, in professional settings—thus 
conforming to the role of entrepreneurs—bear important implications 
for knowledge-seeking behavior. While a higher identification with an 
employee role helps freelancers accessing organizational social capital 
without harming the effectiveness of seeking knowledge in professional 
networks, a higher identification with an entrepreneurial role leads to the 
opposite result. This result has theoretical and practical implications, as 
organizations face the constant struggle of effectively assimilating knowl-
edge workers with boundaryless careers (Kuhn, 2016) by providing them 
full access to organizational social capital (Lin, 1999, 2002).
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Theoretical Background 

Freelancers and Multiple Jobholding 

Freelance work refers to the idea of working multiple jobs for multiple 
organizations, rather than working permanently for a single one (Allen, 
1998; Campion et al., 2020). Despite outlining that the precise defini-
tion of the term freelance work is still subject to some debate (Fox, 2014; 
Kuhn, 2016), most organizational scholars agree that the main trait 
of freelancers is being independent workers—frequently skilled profes-
sionals—who are contracted by organizations on a fixed-term project 
basis, and are considered self-employed as they work for themselves going 
from project to project (Wood et al., 2019). These arrangements result in 
a combination of full-time and part-time jobs, which differ in contract 
length, roles, companies, and supervisors, and distinguish freelancers 
from the conventional workforce (Allen, 1998). 

By holding multiple jobs—frequently at the same time—freelancers 
experience a lower level of work stability than more conventional 
workers. Yet, this drawback is counterbalanced by the higher level of 
autonomy and control over their career that most freelancers typically 
enjoy (Lee & Gargiulo, 2021; Leung,  2014). Holding multiple jobs 
also presents freelancers with a variety of work environments (Inness 
et al., 2005) and opportunities for serendipitous encounters, which 
promote the forging of social relationships with colleagues. Through 
social relationships, freelancers have access to the knowledge resources 
they need to accomplish their work—i.e., the social capital (Lin, 1999, 
2002). Knowledge helps freelancers not only to enhance creativity and 
performance but also to adjust to the company’s specific tasks and 
complete them effectively (e.g., Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Daskalaki, 
2010). Because freelancers spend limited time at a company and are just 
partially involved in the organizational processes, social relationships— 
and knowledge seeking in particular—are essential tools for coordinating 
their work with colleagues. 

An organization provides legitimacy to the competence and trust-
worthiness of their members, thus encouraging freelancers contracted
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by the same organization to build relationships with them (Baer et al., 
2018; Lee & Gargiulo, 2021). However, the potential of these relation-
ships is reduced by the temporary and not exclusive nature of the jobs. 
This results in a limited attachment to each employer (Campion et al., 
2020) and, most importantly, in the tendency to build relationships 
with different content, from collaboration on projects to information 
seeking on career opportunities—outside the organizational boundaries, 
in different social settings. Two types of social settings appear particularly 
salient. 
The first consists of coworking spaces, which have been identified by 

a wide body of literature in the latest decade as the pinnacle of collabora-
tive models of work for freelancers (e.g., Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2011). 
Numerous studies have found that freelancers tend to use coworking 
spaces as an alternative or additional setting to the conventional work-
place (Gandini, 2015). This is particularly the case of freelancers who— 
differently from conventional employees—enjoy the freedom to decide 
their working arrangements, and are allowed to work in remote or 
hybrid mode (Jakonen et al., 2017). Coworking spaces are shared work-
places, where a variety of professionals—from start-ups to employees 
of small and large companies that can rent fixed and temporary desks 
(Gandini & Cossu, 2021)—work side by side. Unlike organizations, 
coworking spaces do not entail any collective economic interests, hier-
archical structures, or superimposed directives (Bianchi et al., 2018). 
Yet, coworking spaces provide freelancers with a resemblance to work-
place dynamics in terms of norms, routines (Bouncken & Aslam, 2019), 
and a holding environment of normalcy that help reducing the uncer-
tainty inherent in freelancers’ career paths (Petriglieri et al., 2018) and  
the risk of social isolation (Gerdenitsch et al., 2016; Weijs-Perrée et al., 
2019). Indeed, in coworking spaces, freelancers can find peers employed 
in a variety of companies and even industries—who are not their direct 
competitors—, with whom they can build business-based trust relation-
ships (Bianchi et al., 2018) that are instrumental to collaboration on 
joint projects (Jakonen et al., 2017) and knowledge exchange (Butcher, 
2018). 
The second setting consists of a variety of former workplaces and work 

experiences that freelancers have still access to through their personal
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networks of peers. Extant literature has shown that freelancers actively try 
to entertain informal relationships and collaborations with their peers in 
the industry (Lee & Gargiulo, 2021). Freelancers typically meet through 
a common third party, or when they collaborate on a project for a client 
company, share the same workplace or coworking space for a period, or 
attend the same networking events (e.g., Wood & Lehdonvirta, 2021). 

From professional photography (Giuffre, 1999), to performing arts 
(Uzzi & Spiro, 2005), and television shows (Clement et al., 2018; Soda  
et al., 2021), the literature is replete with examples of freelancers who 
exploit social relationships with peers to improve performance and secure 
career success (Van den Born & Van Witteloostuijn, 2013). Evidence 
exists that these relationships are used to divide labor and work on 
projects that a freelancer would have not been able to complete on their 
own. Also, freelancers rely on relationships with peers for sharing infor-
mation—for instance, on job opportunities. This is the case of contexts 
such as the media industry, where deregulation has led to increased 
competition and the extensive use of a referral system to secure jobs 
(Storey et al., 2005). 
These personal relationships are accumulated over time through 

a trial-and-error process, whereby freelancers form and assess these 
contacts, retaining only the most useful ones, with whom they collabo-
rate repeatedly. For instance, various scholars have observed that song-
writers forge and maintain a small and closely knit network with a 
trusted group of collaborators to secure their support, and occasion-
ally expand their network by reaching out to distant peers for exploring 
alternatives and being exposed to new ideas (Daskalaki, 2010; Lee  &  
Gargiulo, 2021). Unlike interaction happening at the workplace or in 
coworking spaces, relationships with peers in the industry are based 
on more personal grounds and require the joint efforts of the involved 
parties to be maintained and nurtured, since they are not embedded in 
a community with routines and opportunities for interaction. 
Because of the heterogeneity in freelancers’ characteristics as well as in 

the content of the relationships examined by extant studies, there is scant 
evidence on the reasons why freelancers may favor seeking knowledge in 
one social setting over another. Ashford and coauthors (2007), among 
the others, claim the freelancer’s work arrangements at the workplace
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contribute to explain the knowledge-seeking behavior. Being assigned a 
highly autonomous role is likely to make it difficult for freelancers to 
seek knowledge from colleagues at their temporary workplace and from 
peers in general. Likewise, working remotely can reduce the levels of 
trust and decrease collaboration (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Janowicz-
Panjaitan & Noorderhaven, 2009). This is the case because freelancers 
that are not based at the company’s headquarters are frequently seen 
by their employer and behave as independent teams of one (Mesmer-
Magnus & DeChurch, 2009) or as small, independent businesses who 
operate outside employment norms (Celia & Stanworth, 1997). 
Though relevant, all these studies are partial and unsatisfactory. 

They provide some evidence on the freelancers’ tendency to engage 
in social relationships of different contents but do not clearly investi-
gate knowledge-seeking behavior. Nor do they distinguish among the 
different social settings where freelancers are embedded. In the next 
section, we address this gap in the literature by bringing to bear the 
concept of identity and investigating the role of multiple identities in 
shaping knowledge-seeking behavior. 

Freelancers’ Identity 

Professional identity is defined as “the relatively stable and enduring 
constellation of attributes, beliefs, values, motives, and experiences in 
terms of which people define themselves in a professional role” (Ibarra, 
1999, p. 764). In other words, professional identity represents people’s 
schematic knowledge about who they are at the workplace (Alvesson & 
Willmott, 2002; Markus,  1977), making “people’s inner and social 
worlds intelligible and manageable” (Petriglieri et al., 2018, p. 126). 
Professional identity constitutes a key psychological attribute which is 
known to impact several behaviors of employees in organizations, such 
as career choices (Leung, 2014), socialization (Becker & Carper, 1956), 
and resistance to technological change (Tripsas, 2009) to name just a few.  
People can define themselves in various ways. For most employees, 

their individual sense of identity is intertwined with the identity of 
their organization (Tajfel, 1978), so they tend to echo their values,
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work towards a shared goal (Connelly & Zweig, 2015), and embrace 
their strategy (Dokko et al., 2014). This is not the case of freelancers, 
who often struggle to find their own identities. As freelancers move 
from one organization to the next, they do not have an a priori 
strong organizational identity to conform to (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 
2015). Instability in contracts and roles can also cause freelancers stark 
emotional tensions and a lack of confidence in their ability and contribu-
tion to projects, both of which exacerbate the uncertainty they experience 
around identity (Caza et al., 2018). More importantly, the engagement 
in multiple roles, workgroups, professions, and jobs across several organi-
zations (e.g., Ashforth & Johnson, 2001; Leavitt et al., 2012; Ramarajan 
et al., 2017) gives freelancers freedom in crafting their identity (Alvesson, 
2001), and typically leads them to develop multiple and coexisting iden-
tities (Caza et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2006) that are attached to the 
multiple roles that freelancers typically play (Stryker & Burke, 2000). 

Freelance work contains elements of both employment and 
entrepreneurship roles (Petriglieri et al., 2018)—i.e., freelance work 
consists in performing an autonomous activity like entrepreneurship, yet 
under the control and directions of an organization like conventional 
employment (Lo Presti et al., 2018). Henceforth, freelancers’ identity 
is reasonably expected to consist of both dimensions: entrepreneur and 
employee identity. The entrepreneur identity implies that freelancers see 
themselves as similar to entrepreneurs (Van den Born & Witteloos-
tuijn, 2013) and aspire to core qualities of enterprise (Storey et al., 
2005), prioritize their goals (Celia & Stanworth, 1997; Kitching & 
Smallbone, 2012) and see autonomy, personal initiative, and constant 
instability as unavoidable attributes of their role (Brachert et al., 2019). 
The employee identity implies that freelancers see themselves as workers 
who are assigned a specific role, are expected to comply with organiza-
tional routines, norms, and shared values (Wood & Lehdonvirta, 2021), 
are interested to fit in with the organizational culture, and become part 
of a community (Bouncken & Aslam, 2019). 
The various theoretical perspectives on identity have taken a specific 

stance on the relationship between multiple identities (Ramarajan, 
2014). A wealth of studies—mostly rooted in social identity theory— 
argue that the multiple identities which an individual possesses are
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distinct and separate from one another. Hence, they operate indepen-
dently (e.g., Cooper & Thatcher, 2010; Johnson et al., 2006). Other 
studies claim that multiple identities may be combined, interact with, 
and modify one another (Bartel et al., 2007). Studies comparable to ours 
seem to prefer the first assumption. For instance, Chattopadhyay and 
George (2005) illustrate how contract workers—of which freelancers are 
an example—independently identify with their home and host organiza-
tions. Likewise, Stets and Harrod (2004) outline that the verification of 
academic and worker identities independently influences self-esteem. 
To the best of our knowledge, the association between freelancers’ 

identities and knowledge-seeking behavior has never been examined. 
However, previous studies in similar fields have hinted at the existence 
of a possible relationship between the two. For instance, freelancers 
who exhibit a high employee identity display interest to become part 
of a community of colleagues and tend to place trust in them (Liu 
et al., 2020). Entertaining relationships with colleagues offer exactly 
these opportunities. Therefore, we would expect that a high employee 
identity is associated with a high likelihood to entertain relationships 
with colleagues at a temporary employer. 
The causal relationship between identity and networking behavior 

may be conceived as bidirectional. While traditional studies have claimed 
that identities are socially constructed, and therefore are the by-product 
of networking behavior (Fleming et al., 2007; White,  2008), a wealth 
of more recent studies have shown that the opposite happens as well 
(Dokko et al., 2014; Lomi et al.,  2014; Menon & Smith, 2014). These 
studies are based on the assumption that identity is characterized by 
inertia, and changes more slowly than the social relationships that it 
fosters. Therefore, social identities are likely to explain how individuals 
shape their social networks (Menon & Smith, 2014). This considera-
tion extends to a variety of relationships, such as knowledge seeking 
and collaboration more broadly defined (Gagné et al., 2019; Milton &  
Westphal, 2005; Srivastava & Banaji, 2011). In this chapter, we remain 
agnostic about the direction of the causal effects underlying these two 
constructs, both for data-related limitations and in light of the aforemen-
tioned theoretical arguments. Instead, we take an exploratory approach
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which simply aims to investigate, in a more correlational fashion, the 
association between multiple identities and knowledge-seeking behavior 
in multiple professional settings. Therefore, we ask: 

What role do the multiple identities of freelancers play in their propensity to 
seek knowledge from peers in different social settings? 

Empirical Setting 

We collected our data among a sample of freelancers employed in the 
media industry in the Republic of Ireland. The availability of techno-
logical infrastructures, broadband capabilities, and diversity of industries 
have made the Dublin area in particular well suited for independent 
workers and rich in coworking hubs (Crowley & Doran, 2020). The 
sample includes writers and content creators who were active freelancers 
at the time of data collection. The media industry, and creative fields 
more broadly, represent a suitable setting for studying freelancers as they 
rely significantly on contract work (Faulkner, 1983). The creative fields 
are also knowledge intensive and competitive, therefore, making free-
lancers reliant on informal networks to perform their tasks and advance 
their careers (Lee & Gargiulo, 2021). The original sample consisted of 
87 writers and content creators registered in two coworking spaces in 
the Dublin area. The list of respondents was compiled with the help 
of the coworking space managers. To observe comparable behaviors, 
we did not include freelancers who rented desks in coworking space 
for their own company. We also excluded those whose career has been 
entirely online as they typically display different characteristics in terms 
of number of simultaneous jobs (e.g., Leung, 2014). The 87 freelancers 
were contacted through the coworking space managers and administered 
an online survey in June–July 2021. 
This sampling design was suitable for two reasons. First, it allowed 

surveying freelancers who were—at least potentially—exposed to the 
opportunity of accessing social capital in all three contexts of interest. 
Also, because the data collection happened at a time when the COVID-
19 restrictions limited the operating capacity of office spaces, we could
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circumvent the constraint of recruiting participants directly within orga-
nizations. 
The questionnaire was developed jointly with a small team of free-

lancers (not included in the study as respondents) and included questions 
on informal knowledge relationships, identity, work arrangements, and 
a variety of professional and personal characteristics. Questions on the 
current employment status were used to filter out ineligible respon-
dents—i.e., those who did not have at least one full-time contract at 
the time of the data collection. Forty-nine freelancers (response rate: 
56.3%) took the survey. After additional checks, we excluded from the 
analysis eleven of them (12.6%) as they decided not to provide any 
answers to the relational part of the survey. We verified that these eleven 
freelancers do not differ from other respondents with respect to any rele-
vant demographic attributes. The final sample of respondents consists of 
38 freelancers (response rate was 43.7%). This response rate—although 
fairly moderate—is in line with previous sampled network studies based 
on survey data collections (e.g., Tindall, 2004). 

Variables and Measures 

Dependent variable. To collect the names of contacts across social 
settings, the network data were collected using a name generator 
approach. Respondents were asked to list the name of contacts they 
seek advice from to address work-related matters. Advice-seeking rela-
tions are particularly suitable to capture knowledge seeking because they 
are generally considered as the main social infrastructure through which 
knowledge flows among people within and across organizations (Cross 
et al., 2001). For this reason, advice-seeking relations have been repeat-
edly used to capture informal ties that entail knowledge creation, transfer, 
and adoption (Phelps et al., 2012). In detail, we asked: “It is common 
to share knowledge with others on work-related matters at the work-
place. Think of the people whom you go to for advice, and list their 
names”. To avoid biases in responses we did not set a maximum number 
of contacts to name. We followed the name generator question with 
more detailed questions on the contacts named, asking respondents to
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distinguish between “People at your current company/ies”, “People at the 
virtual/physical coworking space(s) where you work from”, and “Personal 
work-related contacts—e.g., former colleagues, friends in the industry, 
people you met at courses, events, etc”. 
The average number of contacts reported by respondents was 4.18 

(st.dev. = 3.42), with a range between 0 and 12. In details, the number 
of contacts was on average 1.66 (st.dev. = 1.36, min = 0, max = 4) 
for colleagues at the company, 1.05 (st.dev. = 1.21, min = 0, max = 4) 
for peers at coworking space, and 1.47 (st.dev. = 1.62, min = 0, max 
= 5) for remaining work-related contacts. Interestingly enough, these 
figures confirm our assumption that freelancers seek knowledge from 
peers outside coworking spaces. For each respondent, we computed the 
ego-network size in each social setting. These represent our dependent 
variables (e.g., Menon  & Smith,  2014). 
Independent variable. We captured professional identity using an 

open-ended question. Participants in our study were asked to write a 
short piece of text in response to the question: “How do you identify 
yourself at work? Write a short text (max 2500 characters) where you 
describe your own self-definition or identity at the workplace”. 

In using an open-ended question, we differentiated our study from 
previous ones (e.g., Feng et al., 2022), where respondents were asked 
about the extent of identification with “an entrepreneur” and “an 
employee” at the workplace. Primary data collection of texts written by 
respondents facilitates the analysis and the emergence of relevant themes 
that capture professional identity and, consequently, inform contextual 
processes of interpersonal collaboration (Vaara et al., 2016). Overall, we 
gathered a corpus of 38 texts, whose length is on average of 38.32 (st.dev. 
= 29.72) words per person, and highly heterogeneous. The values range 
from a minimum number of 4 words for a respondent who wrote only 
keywords to a maximum of 115 words. Though moderate, this length 
is not unusual for texts collected through open-ended questions with 
the purpose of extracting keywords (e.g., Carley, 1997). Examples of 
sentences written by respondents include:
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I aim to be self-sufficient in my work, and to be independent when working 
on new goals for my department. I also look at how my department can help 
the business as a whole. 

And. 

Self-Motivated, happy to work alone or in a team, self-started and indepen-
dent thinker. 

Texts were analyzed with a quantitative approach to extract recurring 
concepts in the definition of entrepreneur and employee professional 
identities. This analysis consisted of three steps, following Dunn and 
Jones (2010) on the analysis of multiple logics. In the first step, we 
collected the definitions of entrepreneur and employee identity used 
in the five top ABS 4 and 4* articles published between 2002 and 
2022, where both entrepreneur and employee identity are referred to 
explicitly (e.g., Feng et al., 2022; Hoang & Gimeno, 2010; Stepherd &  
Haynie, 2009a, b). From these definitions, we extracted the key dimen-
sions that informed our text analysis. We ensured the same level of 
detail for both entrepreneur and employee identity by selecting the 
same number of most recurrent dimensions—i.e., four dimensions—for 
either type of identity. They were, respectively, “achievement (motiva-
tion)”, “autonomy”, “personal initiative”, and “leading ” for entrepreneur 
identity, and “colleague/community”, “workplace”, “paid job”, and “role” 
for employee identity. In order to identify and include synonyms, we 
cycled iteratively between the definitions and our lists of dimensions. For 
instance, “drive” was equated to “achievement motivation”, and “owner-
ship” was equated to “leadership”. Table 1 displays selected articles and 
concepts on identity.
The second step consisted of linking these theoretical dimensions to 

the concepts used in the freelancers’ own texts. To this purpose, we inves-
tigated common semantic patterns for the words used by respondents, 
by bringing back semantically similar words to their common semantic 
root and reducing concepts to their common stem (e.g., Jones & 
Livne-Tarandash, 2008). We then generalized concepts that have a similar 
meaning in our context. We used a semantic dictionary—i.e., the Oxford
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English dictionary—to identify synonyms, which we combined into 
common concepts (e.g., Krippendorff, 2004). We manually checked the 
texts for all possibly ambiguous cases to verify that words which can have 
multiple meanings were not assigned to the wrong concept. At the end 
of this text preparation phase, the list of concepts was reduced from the 
initial 322 words contained in the original texts to a list of 61 concepts— 
in line with previous studies. From this list, we selected the concepts in 
each text that can be linked directly to the dimensions of entrepreneur 
and employee identity. Again, we cycled iteratively between the theoret-
ical dimensions and the empirical lists emerged from the text analysis to 
ensure that synonyms are identified. For instance, “(being ) self-sufficient ” 
was equated to “autonomy”, and “peer ” was equated to “community”. 
Finally, for each of the eight words, we summed up the frequencies in 

each of the 38 texts. To ensure comparability among texts—and respon-
dents—we normalized the frequencies, dividing them by the number of 
words in each text (e.g., Dunn & Jones, 2010). We calculated Cron-
bach’s alpha of the four dimensions selected for entrepreneur identity to 
determine the reliability—or internal consistency—of a single scale. The 
alpha coefficient is 0.71, slightly higher than the accepted threshold of 
0.70 which indicates a sufficient level of scale reliability (DeVellis, 2003). 
This indicates that the selected words consistently capture entrepreneur 
identity. The analysis was repeated for the four words on employee iden-
tity and yielded similar results (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66). The values 
of the identity measures range between 0 and 1. Figure 1 displays 
the 38 freelancers in the two dimensional space of “Employee identity” 
and “Entrepreneur identity”. The scatterplot suggests that the freelancers 
included in our sample exhibit a fairly heterogenous combination of 
the two dimensions of identity: while some freelancers display high/low 
values of both dimensions, the majority appears to score higher in one 
dimension and lower in the other.
Drawing on this evidence and on Stets and Harrod (2004), we enter 

the two types of identity as independent variables—i.e., they are included 
in the same model, but as separate effects. As a robustness check, in the 
additional analysis, we also specify an interaction effect. 
Control variables. We included professional, individual, and network 

controls.
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Fig. 1 Employee and entrepreneur identity

As professional characteristics, we specified variables capturing the 
characteristics of the freelancer’s contract with the client companies. This 
is because freelance work includes a variety of work arrangements, which 
differ in terms of the number of simultaneous clients and projects a free-
lancer commits to (Gold & Mustafa, 2013). Contract length was specified 
as a set of dummy variables, i.e., “one week to one month” (M = 0.29, 
SD = 0.46), “one month to six months” (M = 0.26, SD = 0.45), “six 
months to one year” (M = 0.11, SD = 0.31), and “one year or longer” 
(= 0.24, SD = 0.43)—“less than one week” was set as the reference 
category. With Contract length, we controlled for the potential embed-
dedness of the freelancer in their current client organization (Gold & 
Mustafa, 2013). Contract type, i.e., the number of client companies with 
whom the freelancer works simultaneously (one client organization = 0; 
more than one = 1; M = 0.68, SD = 0.47), captures the attention that 
the freelancer devotes to each organization and, potentially, to building 
relationships with colleagues. 

As individual characteristics we included Education (undergraduate 
degree, M = 0.46, SD = 0.51; master degree or higher, M = 0.46, SD 
= 0.51; high school diploma or lower was set as the reference category),
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Gender (male = 0; female = 1; M = 0.31, SD = 0.47), and Tenure 
in the industry (continuous variable specified as number of years; M = 
5 and  SD = 4.58). We did not check for nationality, considering that 
all respondents had the same European Union citizenship rights. Finally, 
we included in the models each freelancer’s Network size (M = 4.18; SD 
= 3.42), as it is a possible indicator of the ability to communicate with 
others at work (e.g., Mehra et al., 2001). 

Analysis. We used negative binomial regression models to test the 
association between identity and knowledge-seeking behavior, as our 
dependent variable is a count variable (i.e., number of advice-seeking 
ties). Analysis repeated with Poisson regression yielded consistent results. 
Because we were interested in comparing knowledge-seeking behavior 
across the three different contexts, we specified the same model for each 
of them. We included control and independent variables using a stepwise 
procedure. We checked for multicollinearity by computing the variance 
inflation factor (VIF) for each model. The VIF displayed a value lower 
than 2.22, well below the threshold of 10 which can indicate serious 
concerns of multicollinearity. 

In additional analyses, we specified the dependent variables in an alter-
native way to make data directly comparable across settings—i.e., we 
divided the values of ego-network size in each setting by the overall ego-
network size. We obtained three measures of normalized ego-network 
size whose values range between 0 and 1, extreme values included. 
We conducted the analysis using fractional regression—and the related 
procedure specified in STATA 16.0. Fractional regression is recom-
mended when the outcome variable is a proportion and includes the 
extreme values 0 and 1 (e.g., Papke & Wooldridge, 1996), like in 
our case. This alternative specification yielded similar results to those 
reported below. 

Results 

Table 2 displays descriptive statistics and correlations for the vari-
ables. Table 3 presents the results of the negative binomial regression, 
with all independent and control variables in place. Model 1 shows
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knowledge-seeking behavior from colleagues at the client organization. 
The coefficient for Employee identity is positive and significant (B = 
1.29; p < 0.001) to suggest that the more freelancers see themselves as 
employees, the more likely they are to seek knowledge from colleagues 
at their temporary employer. By contrast, the coefficient for Entrepreneur 
identity is positive and non-significant, indicating that identifying them-
selves with an entrepreneur’s condition and values does not foster—nor 
harm—the propensity to seek knowledge at the workplace. It is also 
worth noticing that knowledge-seeking behavior is not affected by the 
contract length and, therefore, the time potentially available for building 
ties with colleagues. 

Model 2 led to similar results for knowledge-seeking in coworking 
spaces. The coefficient for Employee identity is positive and signifi-
cant, thus outlining the tendency to seek knowledge from peers at 
the coworking space (B = 1.36; p < 0.001). The coefficient for 
Entrepreneur identity is positive and non-significant. Finally, Model 3 
displays knowledge-seeking behavior from personal contacts. According 
to our definition, these are work-related contacts that a freelancer accu-
mulates over time but are not related to any current workplace. Model 
3 yields the opposite results to the previous models: while the coefficient 
for Employee identity is positive but non-significant, the coefficient for 
Entrepreneur identity is positive and significant (B = 3.06; p < 0.001). 
Again, the coefficients of work-related control variables—i.e., the average 
length of the contract with the client organizations and the commitment 
to a number of work contracts—are non-significant. A freelancer’s iden-
tity appears to affect knowledge-seeking behavior above and beyond the 
specific work arrangements. 
The correlation between Employee identity and Entrepreneur identity— 

as displayed in Table 2—is positive and marginally significant (r = 0 
0.11, p < 0.10), indicating that freelancers exhibit elements of coex-
isting identities that pertain to the professional sphere. To test whether 
this translates into a joint effect of Employee and Entrepreneur identity 
on knowledge-seeking behavior, in additional models we included an 
interaction term between the two. The coefficient was non-significant
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in all models, thus providing support to the assumption of indepen-
dence between the multiple identities. Nevertheless, it is worth outlining 
that the small sample size might limit our capability to test interactions 
effectively.

Discussion and Practical Implications 

[The career a young man should choose should be] one that is most conso-
nant with our dignity, one that is based on ideas of whose truth we are 
wholly convinced, one that offers us largest scope in working for humanity 
and approaching that general goal towards which each profession offers. (Karl 
Marx, Reflections of a Young Man on the Choice of a Profession, 1835) 

In this exploratory study, we approached a very diffused yet under-
studied organizational topic, i.e., the way by which freelancers “do their 
work,” in terms of (i) identity approach to their organization and to 
themselves (as free professionals and/or entrepreneurs) and of (ii) their 
knowledge-seeking behavior. Interestingly, yet not surprisingly, we found 
the presence of an association between these two dimensions, such that 
the degree of overlap that people have with the “social fabric” for which 
they work is also reflected in the extent and modality by which they 
interact with others. Yet, given the many limitations in the data (single 
study, cross-sectional) we cannot infer causality directions between these 
constructs, which should be eventually addressed in future work. 
This research entails two kinds of implications, of both conceptual 

and practical nature. Conceptually, the idea itself of freelances as a 
nuanced combination of “employment” and “entrepreneurship” iden-
tities has attracted a great deal of attention of organizational design 
scholars in the last two decades (LoPresti et al., 2018). However, despite 
clear evidence that firms are evolving towards flatter, agile structures that 
empower employees’ creative freedom in developing their own projects 
while working in full-time employment contracts (i.e., the Google 20% 
rule, according to which Google employees had 20% of their working
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time allocated to personalized and creative projects), it is undoubt-
edly true that the topic of freelancing is still at a nascent phase of 
exploration in organizational scholarship. One reason for this aporia is 
empirical—the diffusion of this form of employment has only recently 
met the necessary threshold of diffusion that is needed to gain empir-
ical scholarly attention and popularity. A second reason is theoretical: 
from a principal-agent perspective, which has implicitly dominated the 
scholarly divide between “organizational” and “entrepreneurial” scholar-
ship (e.g., Braun & Guston, 2003), freelancers lie in a middle-ground 
that risks being perceived as a metaphorical no-men’s land between the 
two disciplines. By nature, freelancers are indeed not fully employees— 
they lack indeed the requisite of direct hierarchy and task coordination 
that separate organizations from other social settings (March & Simon, 
1958). However, because they are hired to accomplish superordinate and 
organizationally-relevant goals, freelancers are not even entrepreneurs, 
nor independent professionals who navigate through autonomously led 
projects. 

Hybridization of professions is a common trend in many labor 
markets, including healthcare and high-tech, where firms increasingly 
look for figures who can combine technical and managerial skills (e.g., 
Shimoni & Bergmann, 2006). To what extent do freelancers contribute 
to the hybridization of “employment” and “entrepreneurialism”? In this 
study, we sketch two issues that are at the core of this question. One 
concerns identity. As identity defines important features of one’s work, 
including role adaptation (Ibarra, 1999) and career paths (Leung, 2014), 
the extent to which freelances identify themselves more with their 
autonomous activity or with the organization for which they accom-
plish work can move the pendulum of hybridization either towards a 
freer form of employment (i.e., the freelancer can be seen as a detached, 
project-led member of the extended organization) or towards free profes-
sionalism (i.e., the freelancer is an entrepreneur who maintains freedom 
in choosing and mastering projects at their choice). The binary corre-
lations shown in this study (including the non-significant association 
between contract type and employee-typed identity, reported in Table 
2) fall short in providing convincing, organizational-based explanations
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for this pendulum. We cannot rule out that the links between identifi-
cation and knowledge-seeking behavior can be explained by the personal 
characteristics of the freelancers, including motivation and personality. 
But this intuition must be matched by empirical work.

On the practical side, one question is paramount: What should 
companies and, more in general, societies do to empower freelancers 
and maximize both their personal satisfaction and their contribution? 
To answer this question, we first should dig deeper in the investigation 
of the antecedents of freelancing. The aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis 
has led mainly young professionals to the so-called great resignation, a 
phenomenon by which an increasing number of high-skilled individuals 
are leaving well-paid, company jobs to secure more independence and a 
different work-life balance. It is not absurd to hypothesize that a good 
percentage of these resigning professionals could decide to experience, 
at least for a while, freelancing. What kind of individual characteristics 
explain this choice? And how do individual propensities explain success 
in freelancing, i.e., is it a career choice for everyone, or just for a specific 
kind of people? On the process side of the question, we do not know 
yet precisely how freelancers do their work. Here, we showed that there 
are at least some connections between their identity propensities and the 
ways they approach others for communication, knowledge, and advice. 
Does this have a consequence for how they build their personal networks, 
and consequently, for the possible outcomes of their networking? In 
most studies of informal organizational networks, there are two relevant 
issues that shape our interpretation of how networks function. One of 
them is the formal organization. The way people interact (informally, 
for either instrumental or expressive purposes) is necessarily dictated, at 
least partially, by the structure of formal organizing, including the divi-
sion of work between subunits and formal hierarchical patterns (e.g., 
Tasselli et al., 2020). A second element is the private vs. public nature of 
networking. In organizations, networking is above all a private game—in 
the race to know about opportunities, those who gain easier and quicker 
access to knowledge benefit from a structural advantage (Burt et al., 
2013). These two elements are reverted in the context of freelancing, 
where the formal organization is absent (freelancers collaborate with the 
organization but are not members of the organization) and where the
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information game is mostly public (freelancers access the knowledge they 
explicitly receive for completing their project, but tend to be outside 
the political games of organizing). It would be interesting to investigate 
whether these two characteristics that distinguish employees from free-
lancers make their networking more efficient, for example cutting off 
the degree of redundancy that hampers innovation; or whether the de-
contextualization of networking elements of embeddedness still preserve 
the overall functioning of the network. More broadly, this consideration 
leads to a general question on the network agency of freelancers (e.g., 
Tasselli & Kilduff, 2021). To what extent their freelancing status make 
them relatively more independent and agentic in defining and steering 
the compositions of their personal network? Or to what extent, on 
the opposite, their precarious and fleeting status hampers opportunities, 
especially in the long time, to consolidate potentially beneficial networks 
of coworkers? This outcome-oriented question is beyond the scope of 
this preliminary, exploratory study but should guide future research on 
this topic. 
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In the Mind of the Beholder: Perceptual 
(Mis)alignment About Dyadic Knowledge 

Transfer in Organizations 

Robert Kaše and Eric Quintane 

Introduction 

Knowledge transfer is a critical element of organizational learning, and 
an important basis for competitive advantage, that still represents a 
major challenge for organizations (Argote & Ingram, 2000; Grant,  1996; 
Kogut & Zander, 1992; Van Wijk et al., 2008). The challenge lies in the 
fact that effective knowledge transfer in organizations is inherently diffi-
cult, especially when tacit or complex knowledge is concerned (Hansen, 
2002; Szulanski, 1996). Although previous research has generated a 
better understanding of the knowledge transfer process by examining
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factors that impact its effectiveness—the level of knowledge tacitness 
(Nonaka, 1994; Haldin-Herrgard, 2000; Von Krogh et al., 2000), the 
characteristics of actors involved in the transfer (Osterloh & Frey, 2000; 
Tsai, 2001), the quality of the relationship between the parties (Chowd-
hury, 2005; Hansen, 1999; Levin & Cross, 2004), and the broader 
network in which the process is embedded (Reagans & McEvily, 2003)— 
some of the more fine-grained mechanisms remain underexplored (Van 
Wijk et al., 2008). 

A notably absent lens for studying knowledge transfer in organiza-
tions has been the socio-cognitive approach (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008). 
Indeed, despite a rich research tradition recognizing the importance of 
social cognition and sensemaking in organizational life (e.g., Fiske & 
Taylor, 1991, 2013; Weick, 2001), we know surprisingly little about 
perceptions of parties involved in intra-organizational knowledge transfer 
and the impact of these perceptions on knowledge transfer in organiza-
tions. Specifically, while previous research has examined perceptions of 
exchange partners about the content of what was being transferred (i.e., 
cognitive dimension of social capital needed for knowledge transfer; e.g., 
Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Tsai  &  Ghoshal,  1998), it has been silent 
about the perceptions of the occurrence of knowledge transfers per se. 
The predominant view of dyadic knowledge transfer in the literature 
has followed a realist ontology assuming that exchange partners are in 
agreement about the knowledge flow between them and thus looked at 
knowledge transfer as a consensual objective reality (cf. Levin & Cross, 
2004; Reagans & McEvily, 2003). 

In this chapter, we argue that perceptions of the existence of 
complex knowledge transfer between the sender and the recipient can 
be misaligned. We find support for this stance in the related litera-
ture on interpersonal communication (McCroskey & Richmond, 1995), 
where lack of consensus over whether and what was communicated has 
been a core phenomenon of interest, and in the literature on cogni-
tion of social networks, where the emphasis has been on exploring 
(in)consistencies in cognition of relational ties (Brands, 2013; Brands  
et al., 2015; Carley & Krackhardt, 1996; Casciaro, 1998; Kilduff & 
Krackhardt, 2008; Krackhardt, 1987). These literature contend that 
actors’ perceptions of the relational ties that surround them are likely
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to be biased in systematic ways.1 Moreover, they show that individuals’ 
cognition of the social world has important consequences (e.g., Brands & 
Kilduff, 2013; Smith et al., 2012). For instance, perceptions of knowl-
edge transfer may impact the extent to which organizational members 
are able or willing to exchange knowledge. Identifying misalignments in 
perceptions of knowledge transfer experiences, and their determinants 
can help us to better understand and manage the effectiveness of knowl-
edge transfer in organizations (Cannella & McFadyen, 2016; Carlile & 
Rebentisch, 2003). 

Perceptions of Dyadic Knowledge Transfer 

Although existing literature implicitly recognized the importance of 
perceptions for understanding knowledge transfer relations, it has not 
explored them directly. For example, Tsai (2001) assumed that inter-unit 
knowledge transfer existed only when both parties involved in the process 
confirmed the transfer, that is, when both the sender and the recipient 
of knowledge agreed on the existence of a transfer. Situations where 
actors had misaligned (asymmetric) perceptions of knowledge transfer 
had been mainly considered as a measurement error. While measure-
ment error could have been the cause for some of these misalignments 
(see voluminous literature on network accuracy such as Bernard et al., 
1981; Bondonio, 1998; Freeman et al., 1987; Kashy & Kenny, 1990), 
we contend that in the case of complex knowledge these misalignments 
can be meaningfully associated to a perceptual process. 
The literature on interpersonal perception (Jones, 1990; Kenny, 1994) 

provides a useful framework to conceptually explain how perceptions of 
the transfer of complex knowledge may differ between the sender and 
the recipient. It suggests that interactions between individuals should not 
be considered as perfectly objective (Bernieri, 2001) since individuals’ 
perceptual processes and subjective interpretations affect their experi-
ences of dyadic interactions. More specifically, individual perceptions

1 See also the rich literature on network recall and accuracy for the point that individuals’ recall 
of their own interactions are also systematically biased (e.g., Bernard et al., 1979, 1981, 1982; 
Freeman et al., 1987). 
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of knowledge transfer should be viewed as a composite form of percep-
tion because they are primarily composed of perceptions about others 
with whom one interacts (other-perception) and self-perceptions (Hall & 
Bernieri, 2001). As such, perceptions of complex knowledge transfer 
between A and B feature A’s and B’s perceptions of their knowledge 
sharing and knowledge receiving behaviour (self-perceptions), as well as 
A’s and B’s perceptions of knowledge receiving and knowledge sharing of 
their partners (other-perceptions). 

Perceptions of dyadic knowledge transfer are only aligned when there 
is self-other agreement about the knowledge transfer experience between 
the actors involved in the transfer (Kenny, 1994). This occurs when, for 
example, A claims that she shared knowledge with B and B confirms that 
A shared knowledge with her (or vice-versa). Alternatively, a misalign-
ment in perceptions is a lack of self-other agreement between the actors 
hypothetically involved in knowledge transfer(s). Hence, misalignments 
in perceptions of knowledge transfer refer to situations, in which A does 
not see her knowledge transfer behaviours (or more generally the knowl-
edge transfer relation between her and actor B) in the same way as B does 
(or vice-versa). 
There are two possibilities for misalignment between the actors: (1) 

actor A perceives that she shared knowledge with B, yet B feels that no 
knowledge flow occurred (Type 1 misalignment) and (2) actor A does not 
perceive that she shared knowledge with B, yet B feels that knowledge 
flow occurred (Type 2 misalignment). 

The Perceptual Process of Knowledge Transfer 
Experiences 

Perceptual process resulting in a mental representation of a dyadic knowl-
edge transfer consists of selecting, organizing, and interpreting external 
stimuli related to the knowledge transfer experience with the focal 
partner (cf. Eysenck & Keane, 2005). In this process, not only external 
stimuli but also pre-existing internal cognitive structures (i.e., mental 
models) play an important role in making sense of knowledge transfer 
experiences (Johnson-Laird, 1983). These cognitive structures, which are
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developed through interactions with the environment, provide the lens 
through which new information is filtered and represented in the mind. 
The literature distinguishes between two main modes of cognitive 

processing (Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Evans,  2008; Ringberg & Reihlen, 
2008): (1) a faster concept-driven top-down processing and (2) a slower 
stimulus-driven bottom-up processing. These two modes of cognitive 
processing differ based on the extent to which pre-existing cognitive 
structures influence the perceptual process. Top-down processing is 
dominated by one’s prior organized knowledge and experience about 
dyadic knowledge transfer. In this mode, external stimuli about knowl-
edge transfer experience immediately trigger activation of a relevant 
mental model, which then drives the perceptual process by guiding selec-
tive attention for further (mostly consistent) external cues as well as 
their organization and interpretation. This relatively automated mode 
is prevalent in familiar settings and for stimuli to which individuals are 
frequently exposed (Smith, 1984). The bottom-up processing mode, on 
the other hand, is dominated by salient external stimuli, which in turn 
lead to the sensemaking process. External cues in knowledge transfer 
experiences, which capture one’s attention are organized and interpreted 
in a more controlled and effortful manner in order to make sense of the 
experience. This mode is prevalent in atypical, unexpected contexts and 
in situations, where individuals are in need of control (Fiske & Neuberg, 
1990). 

Literature on dual modes in social cognition argues that people have a 
preference for ‘cognitive economy’, meaning that the automated response 
is the default mode and the controlled, slower processing, mode is only 
possible when a person is motivated enough to exert mental effort and 
when her mental processing capacities are available (Payne, 2012). While 
both modes of processing can work in parallel, the automated intuitive 
mode allows for a faster and more efficient perceptual process, because 
the stimuli fall within and reinforce existing mental models. By contrast, 
the slower, effortful processing is engaged when the stimuli are salient 
and incongruent with existing mental models. 
In the next section, we focus on the familiarity of exchange part-

ners as a driver of their perceptual alignment. We argue that familiarity 
between partners triggers automated processing of knowledge exchanges,
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which results in stronger cognitive alignment about these exchanges 
between the partners (cf. Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009). This is in 
line with the logic of shared mental models, which individuals likely 
develop with mutually familiar partners (cf. Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993; 
Espinosa et al., 2007). Mutually familiar partners perceive the existence 
of dyadic knowledge transfers through a shared mental model, which 
results in more aligned perceptions of their dyadic knowledge exchanges. 
We introduce and elaborate on three key elements of partners’ mutual 
familiarity—reciprocal work interactions, mutual meta-knowledge, and 
mutual trust—to develop our argumentation for perceptual alignment. 

Partners’ Mutual Familiarity and Dyadic Knowledge 
Transfer Perceptions 

Familiarity refers to having awareness, knowledge, or experience of some-
body—to know a person well (Zou & Ingram, 2013). It typically results 
from regular and repeated associations or interactions (Zheng & Yang, 
2015), even though the development of familiarity may be implicit 
(Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009; Jacoby et al., 1989). Familiarity with 
other organizational members has been related to the development of 
shared mental models about dyadic knowledge transfer between them 
(cf. Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993; Espinosa et al., 2007). That is, both 
partners develop a common mental model of the knowledge transfer 
relation that exists between them. The development of a shared mental 
model requires partners to be mutually familiar with each other. Once 
a shared mental model has been established, it is difficult to change 
and serves as a lens for making sense of knowledge transfer experi-
ences between the partners. Shared mental models imply the existence of 
shared knowledge structures (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994) and  more  
specifically a shared mental representation of a typical knowledge transfer 
between the two partners. Therefore, two familiar actors engaged in a 
knowledge transfer episode have a common mental representation of a 
typical knowledge transfer between them that has been developed over 
time.
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Any specific episode of knowledge transfer between familiar partners 
activates the shared mental model that actors have about a typical knowl-
edge transfer with this partner and triggers an automated processing of 
the knowledge exchange episode (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009). This is 
because in a familiar situation, shared mental models are more easily 
accessible in the mind of an individual and thus specific knowledge 
transfer experiences will primarily be checked for consistency with the 
existing shared mental model (including selective attention to external 
stimuli that confirm the model). Because the experience of knowledge 
transfer of both partners is processed through the lens of a shared mental 
model and triggers an automated perceptual process, their perceptions 
will likely fit the shared mental model. Since the mental model is shared 
between the partners of the exchange, individual perceptions of the 
dyadic knowledge transfer should also be aligned. 
Familiarity is a multidimensional concept, where stronger forms of 

familiarity with an exchange partner are typically related to (1) more 
frequent interactions, (2) better knowledge about the partner, and/or (3) 
the development of a trust relationship (cf. Krackhardt, 1992; Zheng  &  
Yang, 2015). Familiar individuals may have a varying degree of famil-
iarity with these three dimensions (cf. Espinosa et al., 2007). Based 
on the above, we propose that higher levels of mutual familiarity, as 
represented in an organizational context by intense reciprocal interac-
tions, mutual knowledge about others’ knowledge skills and abilities 
(KSAs) or mutual trust, all lead to more alignment (less misalignment) 
in knowledge transfer perceptions. 

Strong Reciprocal Work Interactions. Repetitive, high-intensity 
work interactions provide numerous opportunities for complex knowl-
edge transfer between partners (Hansen, 1999). Frequent interactions 
with a particular exchange partner also contribute to the development 
of a stable personal mental model of exchanges with this specific partner 
(Rinberg & Reihlen, 2008; Rouse & Morris, 1986; Walsh,  1988). Addi-
tional knowledge exchanges that are consistent with this model make it 
more elaborated and robust. Moreover, frequent reciprocal interactions 
provide opportunities for partners to discuss their knowledge transfer 
interactions and thus make them more aware of potential misalignments 
in their models. Should there be misalignments, the frequent reciprocal
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interactions will provide exchange partners with more opportunities to 
clear up misunderstandings and take action towards a stronger shared 
mental model (cf. Mathieu et al., 2000). In addition, knowledge transfer 
episodes with partners with whom one frequently interacts reciprocally 
are usually routinized and facilitate cognitive ease, which triggers auto-
mated cognitive processing, and makes corresponding dominance of 
shared mental model more likely. Hence, we posit: 

Hypothesis 1: More frequent reciprocal work interactions between actors A 
and B increase (reduce) the likelihood of alignment (misalignment) in their 
knowledge transfer perceptions. 

Mutual Meta-Knowledge. An important dimension of familiarity of 
exchange partners relates to an exchange partner’s knowledge of other’s 
knowledge. In organizations, this knowledge mostly refers to someone’s 
knowledge about others’ knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs). It is 
frequently referred to as meta-knowledge or knowledge of ‘who knows 
what’ and can be described as organizational members’ cognitions of the 
expertise of others (Ren & Argote, 2011). 

Meta-knowledge is essential for facilitating complex knowledge 
transfer and learning in organizations as it helps identify knowledge 
demands and sources (Bogenrieder, 2002; Nonaka, 1994). We argue that 
mutual meta-knowledge is also effective in developing shared mental 
models about dyadic knowledge transfer. If actors A and B are mutu-
ally aware of each other’s KSAs (Lane et al., 2006), then they will have a 
better overview of which knowledge transfers between them are feasible 
and have occurred. Narrowing down the set of potential knowledge 
transfers between actors makes misalignments between their cognitive 
representations of knowledge transfers less likely. Because sharedness of 
personal mental models between the exchange partners also determines 
how they perceive specific knowledge transfer episodes, we propose: 

Hypothesis 2: The more A and B know about each other’s knowledge, skills 
and abilities, the more (less) likely the alignment (misalignment) in their 
knowledge transfer perceptions.
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Mutual Trust. In organizations, the existence of frequent work inter-
actions and meta-knowledge can be accompanied by a trust relation-
ship (Chowdhury, 2005). In our conceptual framework, trust creates a 
potential for the strongest form of familiarity, which extends the more 
functional types of relations that we addressed before (work interac-
tion and meta-knowledge) into the expressive domain (Espinosa et al., 
2007). While intense interactions are important for establishing shared 
mental models, we argue that mutual trust between partners fosters a 
level of understanding that facilitates the elaboration of more robust 
shared mental models. 

Mutual trust implies that both the source and the recipient of knowl-
edge are willing to expose themselves to situations where they are 
vulnerable to the actions of the other party because they expect that 
the other party will not use it against them (cf. Mayer et al., 1995). 
This causes the trusting partners involved in a knowledge transfer to 
benevolently accept each other’s knowledge (Levin & Cross, 2004), 
it involves less suspicion in interpersonal interactions, and encourages 
the bridging of differences in partners’ views. All of these elements are 
essential for effective social learning, which facilitates the development 
and reinforcement of shared mental models (Mohammed & Dumville, 
2001). Further, a mental model shared with a trustworthy partner also 
improves the confidence in the shared mental model, which leads to 
a stronger representation of knowledge exchanges that are consistent 
with the model. Finally, mutual trust also creates conditions where indi-
viduals feel safe and at ease, especially when in-groups are concerned 
(Edmondson, 1999). They are thus more likely to process new experi-
ences in a routinized, automated way relying on existing shared mental 
models. Therefore, we posit: 

Hypothesis 3: A mutual trust-laden relationship between actors A and B 
increases (decreases) the likelihood of alignment (misalignment) in their 
knowledge transfer perceptions.
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Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

To explore the origins of (mis)alignments in perceptions of dyadic knowl-
edge transfer in organizations, we use data from a knowledge-intensive 
firm in the ICT industry. The data were collected as a part of an in-depth 
sociometric survey, where all 119 employees were potential respondents. 
Close cooperation with the top management of the participating firm 
and its support for the research project were critical for successful data 
collection (cf. Cross & Cummings, 2004), and we obtained a final 
response rate of 92% (110 employees), equivalent to 767 relational ties, 
representing employees’ perceptions of dyadic knowledge transfer. The 
majority of respondents in the firm were male (80%) with an average 
tenure of 69 months (SD = 53 months). Respondents span 4 hierar-
chical levels (with approximately 4.5% at the top two levels, 30% at the 
middle level, and 65.5% at the lowest hierarchical level) and 6 functional 
areas (amounting to 15, 21, 26, 7, 20, and 11% each). 
The sociometric questionnaire consisted of multiple name generators 

and corresponding name interpreters (Marsden, 1987; McCallister & 
Fischer, 1978). Respondents selected names of their contacts from a 
roster that included all employees, without restrictions on the number of 
nominations, and answered questions regarding the quality and intensity 
of their relationships (Marsden, 1987, p. 123). 
We collected employees’ perceptions of both knowledge sharing as 

well as knowledge receiving. Hence, we obtained a complete picture of 
their perceptions (self- and other-perceptions) of incoming and outgoing 
knowledge transfer ties within a dyad for a pre-specified time period. We 
constructed the knowledge sharing and knowledge receiving questions 
based on the relational knowledge transfer literature (Cross & Sproull, 
2004; Gray & Meister, 2004; Levin & Cross, 2004; Szulanski, 2000). In 
particular, respondents were asked to nominate co-workers who provided 
them with work-related advice in the six months period prior to the 
survey, with an emphasis that the advice inquiry reflected transfer of
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complex knowledge transmitted by means of observation or face-to-face inter-
action.2 We specifically asked them about the following action-oriented 
knowledge content: (a) knowledge that contributed to customer satis-
faction, (b) knowledge that created value for the company, and (c) 
knowledge that was useful for their personal performance improvement.3 

Each respondent was also asked to nominate co-workers, who they 
shared work-related advice with, representing outgoing knowledge flows. 
As above, employees also indicated the content of the knowledge transfer. 
Hence, for each pair of respondents, we gathered their perceptions 
about both directions of potential knowledge transfer. Our sociometric 
instruments produced complete social network data on two networks 
of perceived knowledge transfer, one representing knowledge sharing, 
and the other knowledge receiving. Both networks were represented as 
asymmetrical, binary,4 matrices. 

Additionally, we collected data work cooperation (‘how frequently 
do you interact with X at work’), knowledge of others’ KSAs (Knowl-
edge, Skills, and Abilities) (‘how well do you know KSA of X’), and 
interpersonal trust (‘to what extent do you generally trust X’). The instru-
ments we used for collecting this data were adapted from the knowledge 
transfer, social network, and social capital literatures (Cross & Sproull, 
2004; Levin & Cross, 2004; Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Tsai, 2002). 
Finally, we obtained individuals’ demographic information (i.e., gender, 
functional area, tenure) from company records.

2 We focus on complex knowledge because it is difficult to codify and the observability and 
traceability of its transfer between actors is not clearly observable and objectively verifiable 
because it usually occurs by means of face-to-face interaction or observation/imitation (Von 
Krogh et al., 2000). Transfers of complex knowledge are more exposed to perceptual processes 
of parties involved in the transfer. 
3 We empirically established high correlation among the three knowledge contents, which 
provided support for their aggregation. 
4 We binarized matrices above 0 in order to capture even weaker advice giving and seeking 
relationships and to avoid that our measure of alignment and misalignment relies on differences 
in the strength of the relationship. 
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Measures 

Our dependent variables are Alignment and Misalignment in perceptions 
of dyadic knowledge transfer. Both variables are binary, directed, square 
matrices, resulting from the combination between the advice receiving 
and sending matrices. The Alignment 5 measure was computed by multi-
plying the transposed advice receiving matrix with the advice sending 
matrix. Cells in the Alignment matrix take the value of 1 if A nomi-
nated B as a complex knowledge exchange partner and B nominated 
A as a complex knowledge exchange partner, and 0 otherwise. The 
Misalignment measure was developed by subtracting the advice sending 
matrix from the transposed advice receiving matrix. Nonzero values were 
recoded to one to obtain the Misalignment measure. As such, a 1 in 
the misalignment matrix that A nominated B as a complex knowledge 
exchange partner and B did not nominate A, or that B nominated A but 
A did not nominate B. To distinguish between these two possibilities, we 
also developed measures for Type 1 and Type 2 misalignments. The Type 
1 misalignment measure was constructed by calculating the difference 
between the transposed advice receiving matrix and the advice sending 
matrix for values lower than zero and the Type 2 misalignment measure 
was constructed from values higher than zero. 
The independent variables were used to operationalize exchange 

partner’s mutual familiarity. Consistent with our theory, mutual famil-
iarity was operationalized with three variables: Strong reciprocal work 
interactions (Reciprocal Strong Work Ties), Mutual trust (Mutual Trust 
Ties), and Mutual meta-knowledge (Mutual KSA Ties). Each of these

5 Conceptually, misalignment and alignment are the opposite of each other. Empirically, this 
is more complex due to the fact that alignment in not sending and receiving knowledge has 
no practical relevance (especially for dyads without any work interaction); while conceptually 
it still represents an alignment in perceptions. Therefore, in our data we define three mutually 
exclusive states for each dyad: (1) the dyad has an aligned perception of knowledge transfer 
(covered by our Alignment outcome variable), (2) the dyad has a misaligned perception of 
knowledge transfer (covered by our Misalignment outcome variable), or (3) the dyad has no 
perception of knowledge transfer (null value in our data). Moreover, we control for work 
interaction in the dyad (Work Tie) in all empirical models. 
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variables is a matrix obtained from a single-item question that respon-
dents had to answer using a 5-point Likert scale. Consistent with our 
theory, we binarized the reciprocal work tie matrix above or equal to 
4 and the Mutual Trust and KSA ties matrices above 0. The Reciprocal 
Strong Work Ties, Mutual Trust Ties, and  Mutual KSA Ties matrices were 
symmetrized using the minimum method so that we only considered 
reciprocal work, mutual trust, and mutual KSA ties to predict alignment 
and misalignments of knowledge transfer perceptions. 
We included several controls in our models. To understand the impact 

of familiarity above and beyond the existence of a simple work relation-
ship, we created a Work Tie measure. In order to compute this measure, 
we used the same initial matrix as for the Mutual Strong Work ties, 
but binarized above zero and not symmetrized. All results of our anal-
yses should thus be considered as ‘above and beyond having a work tie 
with a co-worker’ (cf. van der Vegt et al., 2010). We controlled whether 
employees were in a Different Organizational Unit . The variable takes 
the value 0 if both actors in the dyad are in the same organizational 
unit and the value 1 otherwise. We also created variables to control for 
homophily along several demographic dimensions. Gender Homophily 
takes the  value of one  if  both  actors in the  dyad  are of the  same  gender  
and zero otherwise. Tenure Differential is the absolute value of the differ-
ence between the tenure of the sender and the tenure of the recipient (in 
months). 
We also included a set of endogenous network configuration vari-

ables. The Density parameter can be interpreted as the extent to which 
ties (i.e., (mis)alignments of perceptions in dyadic knowledge transfer) 
tend to appear on their own or embedded with the other configura-
tions present in the model. Reciprocity indicates the extent to which ties 
in the alignment and in the misalignment networks tend to be recipro-
cated. We also control for the indegree and outdegree distributions (see 
Bondonio, 1998) and for the tendency of alignments and misalignments 
to be clustered (see Quintane, 2013).
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Data Analyses 

We used Exponential Random Graph Models (ERGM or p* modelling) 
to examine the determinants of the existence of a mis/alignment in 
perceptions between two actors. ERGM is a methodology designed 
to examine both local network microstructure and actor attributes 
conjointly in order to estimate the relative contribution of our variables 
of interest to the existence of an (alignment or misalignment) tie between 
each pair of actors in the network, accounting for actor attributes, as well 
as local and global network structure (for an introduction and review, see 
Robins et al., 2007). 

ERGMs are based on the statistical representation of an observed 
network using an autologistic model. The dependent variable is the 
presence or absence of a relational tie between two actors (in our case 
presence or absence of alignment/misalignment of knowledge transfer 
perceptions), which is modelled as a function of effects including the 
local structure of the network surrounding the two actors that are 
involved in the tie as well as the individual attributes of the actors them-
selves (Lusher et al., 2013). Unlike simpler logit models, the autologistic 
form of ERGMs ensures that careful account is taken of dependencies of 
observations typical in network data (Anderson et al., 1999). 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 show that there are more 
misalignments (519) than alignments (248) in perceptions between 
knowledge transfer partners. This means that in the observed company 
employees exhibit a considerable level of disagreement regarding the 
occurrence of dyadic knowledge transfer with only 32% of perceptions 
aligned.
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Table 1 Descriptive information about the variables included in the model 

Variables Value 

Alignment 248a (124) ties 

Misalignment 519 ties 
Type 1 303 ties 
Type 2 216 ties 

Mutual Familiarity 
Mutual KSA ties 182 ties 
Mutual Trust Ties 330 ties 
Strong Reciprocal Work Ties 190 ties 

Controls 
Work ties 972 ties 
Different Organizational Units 408 ties 
Gender Homophily Average = 0.66 

(66% of dyads are same gender) 
Max = 1 
Min = 0 

Tenure Differential Average = 61 months 
Max = 192 months 
Min = 0 

aComparable count is given; each aligned dyad consists of two dyads that are 
aligned (raw count is provided in parentheses) 

Hypotheses Testing 

Table 2 presents the results of two ERG models,6 where we test hypoth-
esized predictors of alignments and misalignments. Model 1 uses Align-
ment as a dependent variable, while Misalignment is used as a dependent 
variable in Model 2.

Our first hypothesis was that more frequent reciprocal work inter-
actions would increase the alignment and reduce misalignment (H1) 
in dyadic perceptions of knowledge transfer. Our results provide no

6 Goodness of fit of the models is not reported but is available from the authors. The goodness 
of fit is assessed by simulating 1,000,000 graphs based on the model and comparing the 
features of 10,000 graphs selected randomly to the observed data. The features of the graphs 
are compared across more than 50 indices. The models presented here had very good fit for 
all but 3 indices that represent degree distribution. Hence, our models capture only partially 
the degree distribution of the networks. Because modelling completely/perfectly the degree 
distribution of these networks is not a main aim of this paper and it does not affect the other 
results (all of which have an excellent fit), we prefer to present these simpler models. 
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Table 2 ERG models for alignment and misalignment of knowledge transfer 
perceptions 

Effects Model 1—Alignment 
Model 
2—Misalignment 

Mutual Familiarity 
Mutual Strong Work Tie 0.37 (0.34) 0.33 (0.21) 
Mutual Meta-Knowledge (KSA) Tie 1.20 (0.28) 0.58 (0.20) 
Mutual Trust Tie 1.22 (0.49) –0.46 (0.24) 

Controls 
Work Ties 1.69 (0.44) 2.17 (0.16) 
Different Organizational Unit –0.67 (0.53) –0.42 (0.14) 
Tenure Differential 0.00 (0.00) –0.00 (0.00) 
Gender Homophily 0.34 (0.20) 0.13 (0.07) 
Density –6.71 (0.39) –4.33 (0.45) 
Reciprocity 1.91 (0.58) 0.91 (0.26) 
Two Path -0.31 (0.08) 
Indegree Control 0.10 (0.21) –0.36 (0.22) 
Outdegree Control 0.94 (0.18) 0.38 (0.14) 
Transitive Clustering 1.27 (0.22) 0.79 (0.08) 
Cyclic Clustering –1.18 (0.37) –0.16 (0.06) 

Standard Errors reported in parenthesis; Substantial effects (the parameter 
estimate equals at least twice its standard error) are indicated in bold

support for this hypothesis. In our second hypothesis, we hypothesized 
that having mutual knowledge about the exchange partner’s KSAs would 
increase the likelihood of alignment in perceptions of dyadic knowl-
edge transfer and decrease the likelihood of misalignment. The empirical 
test provides only partial support for this hypothesis: mutual meta-
knowledge about partner’s KSAs increases both the likelihood of align-
ment and misalignment of dyadic knowledge transfer perceptions. Our 
third hypothesis proposed that the existence of mutual trust between two 
actors would increase the likelihood of alignment and reduce the likeli-
hood of misalignment. The empirical test shows a partial support for our 
hypothesis: the existence of mutual trust significantly increases the like-
lihood of alignment in perceptions of knowledge transfer; however, it is 
not significantly associated with the (lower) likelihood of misalignment 
of these perceptions. We note that the sign of the effect for misalignment 
is in the hypothesized direction (i.e., negative).
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Our controls show that gender homophily and tenure differentials are 
not important predictors of either alignment or misalignment in percep-
tions of knowledge transfer. We also find that reciprocity has a significant 
and positive effect on the alignment and misalignment of knowledge 
transfer perceptions. Further, we find that belonging to different func-
tional areas significantly reduces the likelihood of misaligned percep-
tions, but it does not significantly increase the likelihood of aligned 
perceptions. In both models we identified significant heterogeneity in the 
outdegree distribution (i.e., there are a few actors, who ‘send’ many align-
ments or misalignments), but not in their indegree distribution (all actors 
receive a relatively similar number of alignments or misalignments). 
These parameters suggest that individual differences might be helpful 
to further explain an individual’s propensity to be involved in percep-
tual alignments or misalignments. Finally, clustering and connectivity 
parameters were also significant. A situation featuring positive transitive 
clustering and a negative cyclic clustering effects (as is the case here) is 
typically interpreted as a hierarchical process of group formation. This 
implies that alignments and misalignments of perceptions of knowledge 
transfer beyond the dyad might be hierarchically arranged. 

Statistical Modelling of Different Misalignment Types 

In additional analyses, we distinguished between two types of misalign-
ments: Type 1 misalignment refers to the sender reporting the knowledge 
transfer while the recipient does not, and Type 2 misalignment refers to 
the recipient reporting the knowledge transfer while the sender does not. 

In Table 3 we show models where we explored how mutual famil-
iarity of exchange partners relates to Type 1 and Type 2 misalignments. 
In a similar way to the previous models, the likelihood of both types 
of misalignments is not affected by actors being involved in frequent 
reciprocal work interactions (H1). The different types of misalignments 
enable us to disentangle the effects of mutual meta-knowledge of KSA 
(H2) and mutual trust (H3). In the case of Type 1 misalignment, mutual 
meta-knowledge of KSA and mutual trust between the two partners are 
not significantly related to the existence of a misalignment between the
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two exchange partners. By contrast, for Type 2 misalignment, mutual 
meta-knowledge of KSA and mutual trust between the partners are 
significantly and positively related to the existence of a misalignment 
between them. 
The results of these additional analyses suggest that the two types 

of misalignments, which we introduced here, are affected by different 
patterns of predictors. While the result that mutual trust increases the 
Type 2 misalignments appears contradictory to our finding in Model 2, 
it is important to note that the focal parameter in Model 2 denotes an 
aggregated effect for both types of misalignments. Type 2 misalignments 
are also less frequent than Type 1 misalignments and they may have 
valence for both work relationships specifically and knowledge exchange 
in organizations more generally. Based on our findings we can argue that 
Type 1 and Type 2 misalignments are qualitatively different, with poten-
tially different implications for knowledge processes in organizations, and

Table 3 ERG Models for two types of misalignments of knowledge transfer 
perceptions 

Effects Misalignment Type 1 Misalignment Type 2 

Mutual familiarity 
Mutual Strong Work Tie 0.27 (0.31) –0.18 (0.35) 
Mutual Meta-Knowledge (KSA) Tie 0.31 (0.28) 1.10 (0.33) 
Mutual Trust Tie –0.18 (0.27) 1.68 (0.54) 

Controls 
Work Ties 2.72 (0.18) 0.12 (0.46) 
Different Organizational Unit –0.99 (0.21) –0.38 (0.61) 
Tenure Differential –0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 
Gender Homophily 0.20 (0.11) 0.02 (0.10) 
Density –5.12 (0.36) –6.21 (0.27) 
Reciprocity –1.10 (0.56) –1.27 (0.82) 
Two-Paths –0.15 (0.03) 
Indegree Control 0.02 (0.17) –0.96 (0.43) 
Outdegree Control 0.60 (0.13) 0.64 (0.15) 
Transitive Clustering 0.75 (0.11) 0.90 (0.13) 
Cyclic Clustering 0.09 (0.14) 1.22 (0.14) 
Transitive connectivity –0.12 (0.03) 
Activity-based connectivity 0.02 (0.01) 

Standard Errors reported in parenthesis; Substantial effects (the parameter 
estimate equals at least twice its standard error) are indicated in bold 
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should thus be interpreted differently as we do in more detail in the next 
section. 

Discussion 

This paper rests on the premise that individuals involved in dyadic 
transfer of complex knowledge can be misaligned in their perception of 
the existence of knowledge transfer. We developed a conceptual model 
based on the dual model of cognitive processing to propose that mutual 
familiarity of partners involved in the transfer of complex knowledge 
leads to perceptual alignment. The empirical tests of the model high-
light the role of mutual trust in fostering perceptual alignment. Beyond 
these straightforward findings, we also detected some more interesting 
patterns, which warrant a more nuanced discussion. 
First, a basic descriptive analysis of our data suggests that misalign-

ment of knowledge transfer perceptions in dyads is a pervasive phenomenon 
in organizations. More so, the ratio between perceptual misalignments 
and alignments in the observed company is approximately 2:1 in favour 
of misalignments. In other words, the respondents in our study were 
more often not in agreement with their partners about their perceptions 
of complex knowledge transfer, than they were. Although this result is 
surprising, similar observations can be traced back to the early litera-
ture on mental models, which reports that miscommunications are more 
likely in complex contexts (Rouse et al., 1992). 

Second, exchange partners’ mutual familiarity based on the inten-
sity of reciprocal work interactions and mutual meta-knowledge of each 
other’s KSAs proved to be an ambiguous factor of perceptual align-
ment. In particular, strong reciprocal interactions with exchange partner 
was not related to either alignment or misalignment, while mutual 
meta-knowledge of KSAs significantly predicted both alignment and 
misalignment in perceptions of complex knowledge transfer. Although 
mutual meta-knowledge might help individuals develop shared mental 
models of typical knowledge transfers with their exchange partners, 
they are not effective in preventing misalignments in perceptions of 
knowledge transfer episodes. A possible explanation for this finding may
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be that intense reciprocal interactions and mutual meta-knowledge as 
predominately functional ties are not profound enough to develop robust 
shared mental models of complex dyadic knowledge transfer. Only when 
mutual trust, a more expressive relational tie between exchange partners 
is present, such mental models can be developed and activated. 

Indeed, theoretical work (Healey et al., 2015) suggests that shared 
cognition among team members forms on two levels: the explicit (reflec-
tive) level and the implicit (reflexive) level. The main assertion is that 
these two levels are not necessarily aligned. Our study indicates that 
mutual familiarity of exchange partners, which is not based on mutual 
trust could indeed be related to what Healey et al. (2015) call illu-
sionary concordance—a situation, where partners’ cognitions are shared 
on the surface, while simultaneously they are not in agreement on a more 
profound, reflexive level. The existence of such an ambiguous situation 
provides an explanation for why in our study shared mental models based 
only on mutual meta-knowledge relate to both perceptual alignment and 
misalignment. Mutual trust, on the other hand, seems to facilitate robust 
shared mental models that make illusionary concordance less likely. 
Third, additional analyses shed light on the two types of misalign-

ment that we identified. Considering the knowledge transfer from the 
perspective of the sender and of the recipient enables us to propose a 
more substantive explanation of Type 1 and Type 2 misalignments. Type 
1 misalignment is characterized by a sender who perceives to have sent 
knowledge while the designated recipient does not confirm receiving it. 
This asymmetry in perceptions is potentially negative because the sender 
might expect some form of acknowledgement or reciprocation from the 
recipient, which is unlikely to occur since the recipient has not perceived 
that knowledge has been transferred. This lack of acknowledgement or 
reciprocation might jeopardize future knowledge transfer attempts from 
the sender to the recipient and could cause difficulties for knowledge 
transfer in the organization. Our results show that Type 1 misalignments 
are more likely to occur when a weak work relationship exists between 
the sender and the recipient who are not mutually familiar, implying an 
absence of a shared mental model in the dyad. We also know that this 
type of misalignment is significantly less likely with exchange partners 
who are salient due to their different organizational affiliation. As such,
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Type 1 misalignments, occur among colleagues who are aware of, but not 
necessarily familiar with each other and who are not mutually salient. 
Additional research is needed in order to understand better the determi-
nants and consequences of what seems to be a prototypical misalignment 
in perceptions of complex knowledge transfer within a dyad. 
Type 2 misalignment, on the other hand, refers to a situation, where a 

potential sender is not aware of sending knowledge, while the recipient 
confirms reception. We propose that this type of misalignment could be 
related to vicarious learning (cf. Bandura, 1965) and is more positive 
than Type 1 misalignment because it entails a potential for reciprocation 
(unexpected by the sender) of knowledge flow in the future. The latter 
could facilitate knowledge transfers between the actors in the future. 
Our findings suggest that Type 2 misalignment is more likely to occur 
between partners who are familiar with each other (i.e., having mutual 
meta-knowledge of other’s KSA and mutual trust) but not necessarily 
salient, which is consistent with the concept of vicarious learning. This 
is also one of the plausible explanations for the apparent inconsistency 
between Model 2 and findings of our additional analyses. This result 
might also explain the ambivalent role of meta-knowledge of each other’s 
KSA as a predictor of both alignments and misalignments. In our dataset, 
the ratio between Type 1 and Type 2 misalignments is approximately 2:3 
in favour of Type 1. 

Theoretical Contributions and Implications 

First and foremost, this chapter contributes to the social network view 
of knowledge management. We show that, in organizational settings, 
complex knowledge transfer perceptions are more often misaligned 
than not. Perceptual misalignments are multifaceted with significant 
(different) implications for knowledge-based processes in organiza-
tions. An implication for studying knowledge-based processes is that 
researchers should pay attention not only to the dynamics of knowl-
edge transfer or to the perceptions of the content being transferred but 
also to perceptions of knowledge transfers per se. This suggests consider-
ation of the socio-cognitive perspective (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008) and
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more careful conceptualization and measurement of knowledge transfer 
constructs, possibly collecting information about the flow from both 
actors involved in a complex knowledge transfer. 

Further, we adopt a new theoretical perspective to identify another 
reason for the important role trust plays in facilitating effective knowl-
edge transfer. Above and beyond what is reported in the literature (cf. 
Alexopoulous & Buckley, 2013; Van Wijk et al., 2008), our study 
demonstrates that mutual trust between partners involved in complex 
knowledge transfer makes an essential contribution to the development 
of robust shared mental models that facilitate perceptual alignment. 
Based on the recent theoretical developments on shared cognition 
(cf. Healy et al., 2015), we suspect that trust might be facilitating 
concordance between reflective and reflexive levels of cognition among 
individuals in organizations. 

Second, our work contributes to an emerging literature on asym-
metries in organizational behaviour. Recently, researchers have started 
questioning the symmetry logic underlying well-known constructs in 
organizational behaviour research that addresses relational phenomena 
such as trust and power (De Jong & Dirks, 2012; Korsgaard et al., 2015; 
Van der Vegt et al., 2010). Our paper speaks to the need to openly 
address asymmetries by building on the premise that misalignments 
in knowledge transfer exist and do not have an entirely symmetrical 
genesis to perceptual alignments. It also offers an example of how this 
can be done conceptually and methodologically. By addressing percep-
tions of dyadic knowledge transfer we show that asymmetries exist and 
have meaningful implications. Moreover, by recognizing that asymme-
tries exist we are able to define perceptual alignment and two types 
of perceptual misalignment (Type 1 and Type 2). We believe this has 
broader implications; based on our study we can propose that after asym-
metries are recognized as an essential feature of relational constructs at 
least three sub-constructs (i.e., general misalignment and two specific 
types of misalignment) can be conceptualized to offer additional insight 
into the explored relational phenomena. 
The logic adopted in this chapter could be extended to other areas 

in organization research that focus on understanding dyadic relation-
ships and their dynamics. For example, research in the Leader Member
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eXchange (LMX) typically examines the exchange from the viewpoint of 
either leaders or followers, while misalignments in their perceptions are 
rarely explicitly addressed (Gerstner & Day, 1997). Examining misalign-
ment would make it possible to explore the extent to which perceptions 
of the leader and/or of the followers regarding their relationships may 
affect the benefits that each derives from the relationship. In a similar 
vein, Černe et al. (2014) found that knowledge hiding can hurt one’s 
future creativity because of the implications of violating the norm of 
reciprocity. The authors assumed that actors have aligned perceptions 
of the potential exchange (and of the hiding). Following our results, it 
would be valuable to distinguish between cases in which there is agree-
ment about hiding from those, where one actor may not perceive that 
hiding is taking place. 

Finally, our research contributes to a better understating of individual 
cognition of relational ties in organizations and offers additional support 
for claiming that cognition of relational ties matters. Recent reviews of 
cognitive networks (e.g., Kilduff & Brass, 2010; Taselli et al., 2015) 
identified cognition of relational ties as one of the key challenges of the 
social network research programme. This work joins a stream of research 
(e.g., Brands et al., 2015; Carnabuci & Diószegi, 2015; DeRue et al., 
2015), which shows that mental representations of relational ties (or 
social structure) are relevant and can have important consequences. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Our results are based on the study of a single organization, which may 
limit their generalizability. However, we have to note that we have 
data for almost everybody in the complete network and a consider-
able amount of relations (over 700), which are essential for testing our 
conceptual model. 

In the current study, we focussed on complex knowledge transfer 
because it was considered most susceptible to perceptual misalign-
ments. However, what is being transferred and where could represent 
an important moderator of the examined mechanisms. Future research 
should thus address boundary conditions and examine how the extent of
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knowledge complexity, characteristics of knowledge content, and differ-
ences between knowledge characteristics that flow within and between 
organizational units affect the focal mechanisms. In addition, future 
research could also explore how organizational context features such 
as the extent of performance demands, type of work setting (phys-
ical, hybrid, or remote), intensity of internal competition, and tightness 
of time constraints affect the potential for perceptual misalignment in 
organizations. 

A closer inspection of some control variables (e.g., statistically signif-
icant indegrees and outdegrees) indicates that individual-level factors 
such as personality or motivation could play an important role in the 
focal mechanisms. Including specific individual constructs (e.g., self-
monitoring, extraverted personality, interpersonal sensitivity) would be 
beyond the scope of the current study. However, we encourage future 
research to explicitly address the effects of most relevant individual 
psychological constructs such as self-monitoring (Fang et al., 2015) on  
perceptual alignments and misalignments. 

Finally, building on our study further research could examine various 
relevant outcomes of alignment and misalignment of dyadic knowl-
edge transfer perceptions in organizations. For example, at the dyadic 
level (mis)alignments could have an effect on future knowledge transfers 
in the dyad and the quality of the relationship between the partners. 
At the individual (partner) level, on the other hand, (mis)alignments 
could affect an individual’s creativity, learning, preparedness to help co-
workers, and performance. We suggest experimental research designs as 
particularly suitable for empirically examining these effects. 

Implications for Practice 

Differences in perceptions of dyadic knowledge transfer are not only 
interesting per se but also because misaligned perceptions of knowledge 
transfer may result in behavioural responses that adversely affect (other) 
knowledge-based processes in organizations. For example, based on her 
perception of knowledge transfer with other organizational members an 
individual could reciprocate knowledge and offer help or refrain from
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doing so. In addition, we know from previous research on shared mental 
models that (shared) mental models can affect performance (Mathieu 
et al., 2000). Therefore, our research highlights the need for organi-
zations to pay attention to the issue of misalignment of perceptions 
of dyadic knowledge transfer because of its prevalence and potentially 
negative consequences for organizations. 
One activity to address this issue is having (periodical) targeted 

conversations about knowledge exchanges. Misalignments in knowledge 
transfer perceptions are namely subject to meta-accuracy problems. This 
problem refers to a situation where person A is wrong about how her 
knowledge transfer behaviours are seen by person B or vice-versa. In 
the absence of an explicit conversation about knowledge transfer expe-
riences, individuals involved in knowledge transfer interactions usually 
assume that other people’s perceptions of their behaviour are in line 
with their views. In the case of a misalignment in perceptions, actors 
are wrongly convinced that their view of how partners see their knowl-
edge transfer behaviours is the same as their partner’s views about their 
behaviour. When misalignments occur, they can frequently be unknown 
to the parties involved. Regular conversations about dyadic knowledge 
transfer (episodes), for example, as a part of retrospectives in agile 
work methodology, might contribute to better recognition of knowledge 
transfer misalignments and pave the way to their resolution before critical 
(negative) events that could have revealed them anyway. 

Another lever to pull is systematic work on strengthening mutual trust 
among organizational members. We know from the work on illusionary 
concordance (Healey et al., 2015) that some misalignments feature a 
level of disagreement too profound to be addressed with only regular 
conversations about misalignments. Offering mediation and coaching 
along with general development of organizational culture that empha-
sizes prosocial behaviour, perspective taking and empathy can contribute 
to less misalignments in knowledge transfer perceptions. In addition, the 
development of mutual trust-laden relationships also has a positive effect 
on the underlying knowledge transfer process (Hansen, 1999; Levin & 
Cross, 2004). 
Organizations experience two types of perceptual misalignment in 

knowledge transfer—Type 1 and Type 2. Whereas Type 1 is more
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frequently observed and has a stronger potential for negative conse-
quences, Type 2 is less frequent and potentially virtuous. For Type 1 
misalignments (i.e., the sender claims knowledge transfer occurred, but 
the receiver does not confirm it), the above suggested targeted conver-
sations are recommended. In addition, knowledge senders should be 
more careful in examining if the intended knowledge has actually been 
transferred in direct interaction with the targeted recipient after the 
(alleged) transfer. For example, the sender could prompt the receiver 
to reproduce in knowledge in their own words, use it in a relevant 
situation, and provide sufficient feedback. Type 2 misalignment (i.e., 
receiver confirms knowledge transfer that sender is not aware of ), on 
the other hand, should be embraced as a means for facilitating trans-
parency and open-learning in organizations. That said, organizations 
should find innovative means for recognizing the contributors to such 
vicarious learning, and recipients of knowledge could be encouraged to 
model knowledge-sending behaviour to leverage the learning effects and 
further enhance general reciprocity in the organization (Baker & Bulkley, 
2014). 
The recent acceleration in remote and hybrid work puts another 

perspective on misalignments of knowledge transfer perceptions for the 
future. In our study we have primarily addressed complex knowledge, 
that is ‘transmitted by means of observation or face-to-face interac-
tion’. The pandemic work experience in many organizations at least 
limited if not completely prevented physical observation and face-to-face 
interaction. Although we can expect that many aspects of face-to-face 
interaction will return in the future hybrid work experience, knowledge 
transfer has changed. Poorer channel bandwidth of synchronous elec-
tronic communication (and not being embedded in the same physical 
context) could result in more Type 1 misalignment. The lack of salience 
of knowledge exchange partners, facilitated by the shift to more in-silo 
interactions (see Yang et al., 2022) could further enhance this develop-
ment. Alternatively, spontaneous observations in a shared physical setting 
and thus Type 2 misalignments will be less likely. This will probably 
shift the Type 1/Type 2 ratio further in favour of (more negative) Type 1 
misalignments. Mutual trust, as a key lever for reducing misalignments,
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will be developed differently and a more superficial type of trust, the so-
called swift trust, might play a much bigger role in the future (Neely, 
2021). In organizations, this development calls for increased vigilance 
and attention to knowledge transfer difficulties and misalignments as 
they optimize their future work and interaction models. 
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on Perceptions of Knowledge Sharing 
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Introduction 

The importance of knowledge in organizations is well established, with 
theories highlighting the benefits of the knowledge-based firm (Grant, 
1996), including organizations gaining competitive advantage from 
having diverse knowledge (Argote & Ingram, 2000; Conner & Prahalad, 
1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992). While having employees with critical
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knowledge is important, it is not sufficient to create competitive advan-
tage. To be successful, organizations need knowledge to flow between 
individuals. As Kogut and Zander (1992) have highlighted, what orga-
nizations do better than markets is to facilitate the sharing of knowledge. 
The sharing of knowledge often occurs by one individual seeking knowl-
edge in the form of advice from another (Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Lomi  
et al., 2014; Tortoriello et al., 2012). The benefits of greater knowl-
edge sharing within an organization, through advice seeking, include 
increased levels of performance for individuals, teams, and the organi-
zation (Cross & Cummings, 2004; McDonald et al., 2008; Phelps et al., 
2012; Sparrowe et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 2011). 
Workplaces, however, are competitive arenas, and it is generally 

recognized that “competition is a fact of life; employees compete for 
promotions, groups of researchers vie for grants, and companies fight 
for market share” (Kilduff et al., 2010, p. 943). Rivalry occurs in most 
organizations, with individuals jostling for resources, opportunities, and 
recognition (Burt, 1992; Frank,  1985; Garcia et al., 2013; Podolny & 
Baron, 1997; To  et  al.,  2020). Resources that facilitate increased advan-
tage for individuals include the knowledge they can get from their social 
network (Burt et al., 2013). Existing research, however, tends to ignore 
how the competitive aspects of the workplace impact perceived willing-
ness or unwillingness to share knowledge. This leaves unanswered the 
question of to what extent the competitive internal environment of an 
organization reduces the likelihood of knowledge flow. In this paper, we 
examine how individuals in competitive situations at work—i.e., they 
are rivals for scarce resources and opportunities—relates to their percep-
tions of whether other colleagues are willing to share knowledge. Given 
the importance of knowledge sharing to organizations, it is important to 
have a better understanding of how rivalry between individuals can limit 
the transfer of knowledge. 

Competition occurs when there are scarce resources and one indi-
vidual gains at the cost of others (Deutsch, 1949; Kilduff, 2014). Rivalry 
differs from competition because it explicitly considers the direct rela-
tionships between individuals who are in competitive environments 
(Kilduff, 2014; Kilduff et al., 2010). Rivalry is based on competition,
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but it is between individuals who know each other instead of compe-
tition against anonymous others (Kilduff, 2014; Kilduff et al., 2010). 
Rivalry can occur when two individuals compete against each other to 
succeed and achieve outcomes such as bonuses and promotions. We seek 
to understand if rivalry results in perceptions of others being unwilling 
to share knowledge. To understand which individuals are most likely to 
be competing with each other we focus on the performance of each 
employee. First, we examine perceptions of knowledge sharing based 
on individual performance. We specifically examine those people who 
are high-performers as they are most likely to compete with others for 
scarce resources. Second, we examine if individuals who strive for high-
performance levels and who are more likely to be the most competitive 
see other high-performing individuals, who they perceive as rivals, as 
unwilling to share knowledge. Third, we seek a better understanding 
of the context of the work situation in which rivalry occurs. If indi-
viduals are competing for resources, recognition, and promotion, this 
is more likely to occur within an individual’s own location. Therefore, 
we examine if performance-based rivalry between individuals regarding 
knowledge sharing is more likely to operate locally within an employee’s 
work location (Lawrence, 2006). 
In this paper, we add to the literature on knowledge sharing 

(Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Tortoriello et al., 2012; Tsai, 2002) by  
highlighting how rivalry can affect individual perceptions of whether 
others are willing to share knowledge. We also add to the recent liter-
ature on competition and specifically a relational view of rivalry (Kilduff 
et al., 2010; To  et  al.,  2020). Specifically, we clarify how network-based 
rivalry mechanisms are heightened when individuals are co-located. We 
conducted a study within a global IT department of a large multinational 
manufacturing corporation to test our ideas. As our analysis is dyadic, 
we use multiple-regression quadratic assignment procedure (MRQAP) 
(Dekker et al., 2007; Krackhardt, 1988). Analysis of 185 employees with 
34,040 dyadic relationships indicates that high-performing individuals 
are more likely to perceive others as unwilling to share knowledge, and 
this effect is enhanced when those individuals are also high-performers, 
and in particular where individuals are co-located.
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Theory and Hypotheses 

The importance of having a better understanding of the impediments to 
the seeking and giving of advice in organizations is highlighted by the 
recent upsurge in research on knowledge hiding in organizations (Chat-
terjee et al., 2021; Connelly et al., 2019; Shrivastava et al., 2021). The 
hiding of knowledge has been linked to lower levels of creativity ( Černe 
et al., 2014), voluntary turnover (Serenko & Bontis, 2016), and future 
withholding of knowledge (Connelly & Zweig, 2015). The explanations 
for why people might withhold knowledge include cultural norms of 
secrecy (Webster et al., 2008) and distrust (Connelly et al., 2012); as 
well as individual-level explanations such as withholding knowledge for 
political gain (Webster et al., 2008) and territorial behavior around a 
knowledge domain (Brown et al., 2005). There has been limited research 
at the dyad level concerning why individuals choose to withhold knowl-
edge. Existing research, however, does find that when one individual 
perceives that another individual is hiding knowledge from them, they 
will, in return, hide knowledge from that person resulting in a ‘reciprocal 
distrust loop’ ( Černe et al., 2014, p. 174). However, this finding does 
not fully explain why an individual might perceive that another is hiding 
or unwilling to share knowledge with them in the first place. 

Knowledge-intensive organizations and business units are dependent 
on collaboration and the sharing of knowledge for innovation and the 
efficient operation of work (Brown & Duguid, 2000; Davenport & 
Prusak, 1998; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). While collaboration amongst 
employees is encouraged in organizations, it does not happen in every 
dyad. People fail to collaborate for reasons such as not being aware 
of another employee’s knowledge, not valuing what another employee 
knows, lacking timely access to a person, and perceiving that there would 
be too high a cost in asking a colleague for advice (Borgatti & Cross, 
2003). In many instances, employees compete for resources, recogni-
tion, bonuses, and promotion with the same colleagues they could be 
sharing knowledge with, creating resistance to knowledge sharing (Riege, 
2005; Swap et al.,  2001; Webster et al., 2008). Tsai (2002) suggests 
that this situation of cooperation and competition results in “coopeti-
tion”. In Tsai’s analysis of business units in a multiunit organization, he
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suggests that informal relationships positively affect knowledge sharing 
between units that compete for external market share but not for internal 
resources. This finding highlights, at least for internal resources, that 
competition is uppermost in people’s cognition despite the benefits of 
collaboration. 

Competition and Rivalry 

Deutsch (1949) defines competition as a situation in which the goal 
attainment of two individuals is negatively correlated with the success 
of one individual resulting in the failure of the other. Considerable 
research has examined competition in experimental conditions. For 
example, research indicates that competition decreases intrinsic moti-
vation (Deci et al., 1981); those who valued doing well had increased 
perceived confidence and self-determination (Reeve & Deci, 1996); and 
achievement-orientated individuals had greater enjoyment of compet-
itive games regardless of whether they received positive or negative 
feedback (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 1999). However, whether experimental 
research on competition is replicable in organizational settings is ques-
tionable as individuals have a relational history not captured using 
experiments (Kilduff et al., 2010). 
Kilduff and colleagues (2010) have differentiated rivalry from compe-

tition by specifying that rivalry is inherently a relational construct. Using 
NCAA men’s basketball data, Kilduff et al. (2010) found that perceptions 
of team rivalry have a high degree of variance at the dyadic level. Teams 
closer in geographic distance were more likely to be rivals. In addition, 
prior competitive interactions increased current rivalry. Rivalry has been 
shown to increase motivation and, subsequently, performance (Kilduff, 
2014; Kilduff et al., 2010). Rivalry results in greater unethical behavior 
by heightening “the psychological stakes of competition (by increasing 
actors’ contingency of self-worth and status concerns), which leads to the 
adoption of a stronger performance-approach orientation, which then 
increases unethical behavior” (Kilduff et al., 2016). Rivalry also increases 
risk-taking and a focus on winning (To et al., 2018). Overall, research 
on rivalry suggests that it is different from competition as rivals are
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individuals with a need to win but also rivals focus on specific others 
they perceive as competing for scarce resources. This finding begs the 
question, under what conditions is rivalry between individuals activated? 

High-Performance and Perceptions 
of Unwillingness to Share Knowledge 

One aspect of being successful at work is recognizing, accessing, and 
utilizing scarce resources. These resources include the social capital that 
resides in the network of relationships that individuals have in the work-
place (Lin, 2002). Individuals gain advantages from their social networks 
in various ways (Burt et al., 2013). These advantages are based on 
greater or timelier access to knowledge and new ideas. High-performing 
employees are motivated to do well and are likely to value and under-
stand the importance of scarce resources such as knowledge. Recognizing 
the importance of knowledge can result in a sense of “knowledge 
is power” (Hobbes, [1651] 1965). When high-performing individuals 
project their own view of knowledge as a scarce resource onto others, 
they are more likely to perceive others as being unwilling to share knowl-
edge. In addition, within organizations, there are limited opportunities 
for advancement. The top performers compete for these promotions. 
Thus, we expect high-performing employees to perceive others as less 
willing to share as they are aware they are engaged in a competition. 

Hypothesis 1 High-performing employees are more likely to perceive 
others as unwilling to share knowledge compared to low-performing 
employees
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Rivalry in Dyads: High-Performance Dyads 
and Perceptions of Unwillingness to Share 
Knowledge 

In the previous hypothesis, we suggest that high-performing individuals 
will generally perceive that others will be less willing to share knowl-
edge with them. We theorize that the relationship is more targeted than 
just general behavior. The perception of another person being unwilling 
to share knowledge is activated by rivalry between individuals. Social 
comparison theory explains why individuals perceive some others as 
rivals (Festinger, 1954). The key premise of the theory is that individuals 
are motivated to succeed, which results in a desire for improved perfor-
mance with respect to the performance of others (Festinger, 1954). This 
desire to perform better than others results in rivalry and competitive 
behavior (Johnson, 2012) and the desire to win (Malhotra, 2010). It 
also has other outcomes, such as lying (Argo et al., 2006) and biased 
recommendations (Garcia et al., 2010). Garcia and colleagues (2013) 
state that social comparison and the resultant rivalry between two indi-
viduals are partly based upon the individual performance level of two 
individuals. In an experiment, Dakin and Arrowood (1981) showed that 
rivalry with regard to shape recognition increased between individuals of 
similar performance levels. 
Our interest is specifically in whether certain individuals see others 

as rivals and whether this results in the perception of others being 
unwilling to share knowledge. If social comparison theory is correct, 
individuals with the same level of performance should see each other 
as rivals. However, this does not necessarily result in perceptions of 
others’ unwillingness to share knowledge. There is no clear reason for 
a low-performing person to see a high-performing person as unwilling 
to share knowledge. The high-performing person is not in competition 
with the low-performing person and hence has nothing to lose by sharing 
knowledge with them. Likewise, a high-performing individual is unlikely 
to perceive a low-performance actor as having useful knowledge. They 
are also unlikely to see them as being unwilling to share knowledge. 
A low-performing individual is unlikely to see another low-performing
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individual as having useful knowledge. They will not perceive them as 
being unwilling to share knowledge. The final combination is that of two 
high-performing individuals who are potentially competing for scarce 
resources, opportunities, and promotion and see each other as rivals. This 
rivalry can lead one individual to perceive the other as unwilling to share 
knowledge. This has obvious practical implications for organizations as 
knowledge sharing by their highest performers, sometimes referred to as 
star performers, would likely bring about enhanced problem-solving and 
innovation (Aguinis & O’Boyle, 2014). 

Based on the argument above, we theorize that high-performing 
employees are likely to see other high-performing employees as rivals. 
Hence, they are more likely to perceive those individuals as unwilling to 
share knowledge. 

Hypothesis 2 When both people in a dyad have higher performance 
levels, they are more likely to report that the other person is unwilling to 
share knowledge with them 

Co-Located Dyadic Rivalry and Unwillingness 
to Share Knowledge 

We theorize that physical closeness can also influence how individuals 
will become more competitive. Co-located individuals are more likely to 
cross paths with each other as part of their daily work lives, and hence 
they are more likely to know each other (Allen, 1977; Festinger et al., 
1950; Reagans,  2011). Propinquity—co-located individuals—increases 
the awareness of who knows what and increases the likelihood of inter-
acting with an individual. A considerable amount of research indicates 
that people are more likely to ask for advice from people with whom 
they are co-located (Cross & Cummings, 2004; Lomi et al.,  2014). 
We theorize that co-location brings about increased social comparison 

of others (Festinger, 1954). As noted in Hypothesis 2, it is between two 
high-performing individuals that perceptions of unwillingness to share 
knowledge are most likely to occur. High-performers are likely to see
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other high-performers in the same location as rivals for resources instead 
of people in different locations who are competing for a different pool 
of resources. Organizations are made up of structures created to coordi-
nate tasks throughout the organization (Thompson, 1967). These tasks 
are allocated to roles that are within units that managers oversee. These 
managers are allocated resources and perform assessments of staff that 
result in bonuses and promotions (Bower, 1972). People in the same 
location are more aware of who their colleagues are and how well they 
are doing with regard to getting access to a finite amount of resources 
and rewards. Therefore, the relationship between individuals who are 
both high-performers and perceptions of others being unwilling to share 
knowledge will be heightened for co-located individuals. This is particu-
larly problematic for organizations as it is within locations where valuable 
knowledge is frequently shared (Lomi et al., 2014). In contrast, low-
performers in the same location will be less likely to perceive other 
co-located low-performers as unwilling to share knowledge. In general, 
low-performers are perceived as less likely to have valuable knowledge. 
Therefore, we hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 3 The high-performer-unwillingness to share knowledge 
association is higher when the dyad is co-located 

Method 

Data 

We surveyed a large multinational corporation’s global IT department 
(200 employees). The IT department contained 11 global functional 
workgroups. The work of the IT department requires information 
sharing and decision-making by a variety of individuals both within their 
workgroups and across workgroups. This IT department was particularly 
relevant to our focus on rivalry as there was considerable competition 
between individuals with regard to promotion. We presented the entire 
roster of IT employees to participants as possible network connections.
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We chose to use this roster method of data collection as it has been 
shown to result in accurate and reliable data (Marsden, 1990, 2005). 
The response rate of 93% is comparable to other network studies (e.g., 
Sasovova et al., 2010; Sparrowe et al., 2001). In the final sample (N 
= 185), we analyzed 34,040 dyadic relationships. Employees averaged 
15.38 years of service (SD = 7.58) and resided across 17 locations. 
The majority of participants were male (79.5%) and had supervisory 
responsibilities (56%). Non-respondents did not significantly differ from 
respondents with respect to gender, hierarchy, or tenure. 

Measures 

Unwillingness to Share Knowledge. Participants first selected all the 
individuals they “interact with on a regular basis” from the roster of 
IT employees. Participants then rated their network connections on the 
remaining relationship interpreter questions. To assess perceived unwill-
ingness to share knowledge, we asked the participants to rate their 
network connections on the following question: “If you went to this 
person for help or advice on work-related matters, to what extent do 
you think they would be willing to share knowledge or information with 
you?” Respondents rated all of their contacts on the following scale: 1 
= not at all  to  5  = great extent. This measure was recoded so that 
higher values indicate that individuals were perceived as more likely to 
be unwilling to share information with the respondent (5 = not at all  
likely to share information to 1 = share a great extent of information) 
(Mean = 1.76, SD = 0.98). 

Performance. We collected individual performance ratings from the 
HR department. Each individual was rated annually by their imme-
diate supervisor on knowledge skills and people skills. Each dimension 
was evaluated on a scale of 1 (low level of performance) to 4 (excep-
tional performance). The overall score was based on the average of the 
two ratings. While the performance scores are based upon the subjective 
views of managers as opposed to being an objective measure, research 
on performance evaluations by managers indicates that they are rela-
tively valid measures of actual performance (Arvey & Murphy, 1998).
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We control for ego’s performance (the individual evaluating their dyadic 
partner about willingness to share knowledge) and the alter’s perfor-
mance (the individual whose willingness to share knowledge is being 
evaluated). To test our hypotheses, we use the mean-centered product 
of the performance of both dyad members to account for the level of 
performance within the dyad. 

Location Matching. Individuals were spread across 17 locations; most 
were located in the United States. Based on data provided by the Human 
Resources Department, we created a dummy variable that indicates if 
both dyad members reside in the same physical location (56% of dyads 
were co-located). 

Control Variables. We control for network and demographic variables 
that may account for unwillingness to share knowledge. First, we account 
for the frequency of communication within the dyad; this allows us to 
separate the effects of performance and co-location from the frequency 
of interaction (Allen, 1977; Festinger et al., 1950; Reagans,  2011). Our 
measure of the communication frequency network is based upon the 
survey question: “How often do you communicate with the following 
people?” Respondents rated their contacts on the following scale: 1 = 
rarely, less than every month to 5 = daily. We include the frequency of 
interaction within the dyad (average tie was rated 2.44, SD = 1.25). 
We also control for triadic closure, as previous studies have found that 
social cohesion increases knowledge transfer (Reagans & McEvily, 2003). 
To calculate this measure, we used the communication network as our 
source network; we dichotomized the network at 1, indicating a commu-
nication tie within the dyad. For triadic closure, we used Ucinet (Borgatti 
et al., 2002) to calculate the tendency for transitivity (if a is connected 
to b, and b is connected to c, the likelihood that c is connected to a). In 
addition, we controlled for friendship. Respondents indicated for each 
individual they know if that individual “is your friend or companion, 
someone you socialize with during your free time.” This was coded as a 
1 if the respondent indicated they were friends with that individual or 
0 if they were not (16% of ties indicated a friendship relationship was 
present).
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In addition, we control for individual demographics, which could also 
account for the likelihood of someone seeing another person as being 
unwilling to share knowledge (Garcia et al., 2013; Goethals & Darley,  
1977). We were given access to demographic records of all respondents 
by the HR division of the organization on gender, hierarchical level, age, 
and group membership (in addition to the performance records and loca-
tion records indicated above). We include several measures to account 
for how demographics could influence the perceptions of unwillingness 
to share knowledge. First, we include an indicator for whether dyad 
members are of the same gender (67% of dyads are of the same gender). 
Second, we control for group membership, including an indicator for 
dyads belonging to the same workgroup (19% of dyads are in the same 
functional group). Third, we include a measure of the hierarchical level 
for both the ego (the individual evaluating their dyadic partner) and 
the alter (the one being evaluated); higher values indicate a higher level 
within the organization. We also control for hierarchical level matching 
as individuals with the same hierarchical level may be more likely to be 
rivals. Finally, we control for the absolute difference in age within the 
dyad because social comparison theory (Garcia et al., 2013) suggests that 
individuals of a similar age are more likely to be competitive (absolute 
difference Mean = 7.27 years, SD = 6.07). 

Data Analysis 

Our data analysis involved observations at the dyadic level, which gave us 
34,040 (non-independent) observations (N × [N –1]). The dyadic rela-
tionships between members of the IT department are likely to be highly 
dependent. Therefore, the data do not meet a primary assumption of 
traditional analysis methods such as ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sion which requires cases to be independent. Therefore, we use quadratic 
assignment procedure (QAP) (Krackhardt, 1988). In a QAP analysis, 
the rows and columns of the dependent variable matrix are randomly 
permuted while taking into account the dependence structure. This 
results in a new dependent variable matrix from which regression coeffi-
cients can be calculated. This procedure was repeated 10,000 times, each



Networks, Knowledge, and Rivalry … 307

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of network variables 

Number 
of Ties Density 

Average 
Geodesic 
Distance 

Degree 
Mean 

Degree 
SD 

Communication 
Frequency 

4390 0.13 2.10 2.44 1.25 

Friendship 3006 0.09 4.30 0.16 0.37 
Unwillingness to 
Share 
Knowledge 

3159 0.09 2.30 1.76 0.98 

N = 185, Number of dyads = 34,040 

time using a different random dependent variable matrix. The coefficient 
values of the independent variables form a distribution. If five percent 
of the permuted coefficient values are larger than the observed coeffi-
cient, it is significant at 0.05 (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003). Specifically, we use 
multiple-regression quadratic assignment procedure (MRQAP) with the 
semi-partialing option recommended by Dekker and colleagues (2007) 
as it is more robust to autocorrelation and collinearity in the data.1 We 
used MRQAP for our analysis strategy as we were able to maintain the 
continuous nature of our dependent variable rather than dichotomizing 
the variable as would be necessary for alternative modeling strategies 
such as Exponential Random Graph Models (Robins et al., 2007) or  
linear probability models (Feiler & Kleinbaum, 2015). MRQAP is also 
an appropriate method of analysis for our interaction effects. Analysis 
was conducted using Ucinet software (Borgatti et al., 2002). 

Results 

Descriptive statistics of all network variables are presented in Table 1. 
The correlations and descriptive statistics of all variables are presented in 
Table 2.

1 We also estimated our models using Exponential Random Graph Models (or ERGMs) (Robins 
et al., 2007; Snijders et al., 2006; Wasserman & Pattison, 1996), with results similar in direction 
and significance. Results of the ERGMs are available from the authors upon request. 
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We estimated four models. The first model in Table 3 includes only 
the control variables. In Model 2, we add the independent variables for 
the ego’s performance. We also include alter’s performance. In Model 3, 
we test the two-way interaction effect between ego’s and alter’s perfor-
mance.2 In Model 4, we test the three-way interaction between ego’s 
performance, alter’s performance, and location.

In Model 1, we find that communication frequency is negatively asso-
ciated with perceived unwillingness to share knowledge (β = –0.18, p 
< 0.01): when individuals in a dyad communicate more frequently, the 
less likely an individual is to perceive their partner as being unwilling to 
share knowledge with them. Colleagues who are higher in the organiza-
tional hierarchy were perceived to be less likely to be unwilling to share 
knowledge (β = –0.05, p < 0.05). Colleagues viewed as friends were also 
less likely to be perceived as unwilling to share knowledge (β = –0.09, 
p < 0.01). All other control variables failed to reach significance. 

In Model 2, we add our ego and alter performance variables and find 
that high-performing individuals were more likely to perceive others as 
unwilling to share knowledge with them (β = 0.12, p < 0.05). This 
finding provides support for Hypothesis 1. The control variables main-
tain their direction and significance. In addition, the performance level 
of the alter is positive but not significant. In Model 3, we find a posi-
tive and marginally significant effect of the product of ego and alters 
performance (β = 0.03, p < 0.1); therefore, there is marginal support 
for Hypothesis 2. The higher the level of performance within a dyad, 
the more the focal individual perceives high-performing partners to be 
unwilling to share knowledge. The control variables maintain their direc-
tion and significance as in Model 1. In Fig. 1, we plot the interaction 
effect.
Model 4 includes the mean-centered three-way interaction effect of 

ego’s performance, alter’s performance, and co-location. We find there 
is a positive effect for this three-way interaction (β = 0.13, p < 0.01). 
When high-performing dyads are co-located, high-performers perceive 
co-located high-performing partners to be even more unwilling to share

2 All terms in the interactions are mean-centered. 
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Fig. 1 Unwillingness to share knowledge predicted by performance of ego and 
alter

knowledge (see Fig. 2 for a graphical depiction of the interaction effect). 
This finding supports Hypothesis 3. The controls maintain their signif-
icance. This finding suggests that the local effect of direct ties between 
high-performing individuals plays a role in predicting unwillingness to 
share knowledge. We review the implications of these findings in the 
discussion section.

Discussion 

Theoretical Implications 

We add to the literature on rivalry (Kilduff, 2014; Kilduff et al., 2010; 
To et al., 2018) by highlighting that when individuals compete for scarce 
resources, it can result in perceptions of others withholding knowledge. 
Specifically, we show that high-performing individuals are most likely to 
perceive others as unwilling to share information, especially when they 
are themselves high-performers and co-located. While scarce resources 
are important for most employees, high achievers likely understand the
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value of knowledge held by those they see as rivals and view them as the 
most reluctant to share knowledge. 
We also contribute to the literature on knowledge networks (Phelps 

et al., 2012). This literature has tended to focus on how advice seeking 
brings about the flow of knowledge within an organization (Lomi et al., 
2014). The connections between individuals are often seen as the pipes 
by which information, new ideas, and knowledge move throughout an 
organization (Borgatti & Halgin, 2011). An individual’s position in the 
structure of these pipes determines the network advantage that they 
receive. In this paper, we suggest that it is more than the structure of 
the pipes that determine where knowledge flows. Individuals compare 
themselves with those to whom they are connected. This comparison 
leads to perceptions of whether another employee is more or less likely to 
share knowledge with them. Ultimately, this perception is likely to influ-
ence their own likelihood of sharing knowledge. Our findings highlight 
that rivalry based upon performance and co-location results in increased 
perception of others being unwilling to share knowledge. We suggest that 
individuals control the taps that allow knowledge, information, and ideas
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to flow through the pipes that make up organizations’ social networks. 
In some instances, individuals will choose to partially or even fully close 
these taps, resulting in knowledge flow being impeded or even stopped. 
This finding has implications for individual, team, and organizational 
level outcomes. 

Research on propinquity—being co-located—has shown that people 
are more likely to know each other, ask for advice, and share knowledge 
when co-located (Allen, 1977; Festinger et al., 1950; Reagans,  2011). We 
add to this research by clarifying that co-location does not always lead to 
knowledge sharing. Our findings indicate that when individuals are co-
located, they are more likely to perceive their colleagues as unwilling to 
share knowledge. Specifically, when high-performing individuals are co-
located, they can see each other as rivals, resulting in a perception that 
these rivals will be unwilling to share knowledge. 

Limitations 

As with all research, ours is not without limitations. First, we only 
measure our performance and network variables in the IT department 
of one organization. Replicating our study in different organizational 
contexts would enhance the generalizability of our findings. Second, we 
do not explicitly measure rivalry at the dyadic level but infer rivalry 
based upon the level of performance and being co-located. There is 
an opportunity to develop a dyadic measure of rivalry that specifically 
measures rivalry based upon competition for resources, opportunities, 
and recognition. Third, an individual’s willingness to share knowledge 
may depend on the type of knowledge to be shared. For example, people 
may perceive others as more willing to share explicit knowledge than tacit 
knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Future research could identify 
how different kinds of knowledge affect the perceptions of willingness to 
share.
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Managerial Implications 

If individuals perceive others are unwilling to share knowledge, it creates 
barriers to knowledge sharing and has important consequences for orga-
nizations. This is especially important when high-performing employees 
are unwilling to share knowledge. It is high-performing individuals 
who are most likely to produce creative ideas if they are collabo-
rating with other high-performing employees. In addition, while star 
performers are very influential in the success of organizations (Aguinis & 
O’Boyle, 2014), these star performers do not create success by them-
selves but through collaboration with others. Individuals also look to 
star performers for role models and mentorship, and there is a danger 
that norms of unwillingness to share knowledge could develop. 
There are various options for managers when faced with staff who 

perceive others are unwilling to share knowledge. That high-performers 
have these perceptions suggests a norm of competition for resources, 
especially within locations. This norm can be broken by changing 
HR policies. For example, rewards could be team-based rather than 
individual-based. Individuals should not get merit raises, and perfor-
mance evaluations should allow employees who do well to receive 
the highest evaluation rather than forced distributions into categories 
(Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). In addition, there could be a redefinition of 
work and roles so that individuals have more autonomy which encour-
ages knowledge sharing (Gagné et al., 2019). Furthermore, leaders can 
develop office norms, including an open-door policy. It is much more 
likely individuals will perceive co-located others as hiding knowledge if 
they are hidden away behind closed office doors. 
The perceptions regarding unwillingness to share knowledge that we 

have shed light upon are very much at the dyadic level instead of neces-
sarily throughout the organization. Therefore, how perceptions can be 
challenged and potentially changed should also be at the dyadic level. 
In some cases, you can build trust within dyads by having colleagues 
work more closely on projects. In addition, having high-performing indi-
viduals interact through development reviews or 360 feedback could 
bring about better awareness of the challenges and opportunities that 
an individual faces. Opportunities to see the behaviors of others can



Networks, Knowledge, and Rivalry … 315

change inaccurate perceptions and result in giving behaviors that bring 
long-term reciprocal benefits (Grant, 2013). 

Managers can instigate some more general changes to move away 
from a competitive work environment and create a knowledge sharing 
culture through recognition and rewards for sharing knowledge. These 
may include monthly awards, such as monetary rewards or recognition in 
newsletters, meetings, and conference calls. Building knowledge sharing 
into annual reviews whereby individuals are evaluated on how they share 
knowledge is another option. Notably, it is important to use 360 perfor-
mance evaluations rather than rely on managerial assessment as this will 
highlight the extent to which an individual shares knowledge with their 
peers. 

Conclusion 

Considerable research has examined the antecedents and benefits of 
knowledge sharing in organizations, yet there has until recently been 
little attention on the unwillingness to share knowledge. We theorize 
and find empirical support that individuals perceive others as unwilling 
to share knowledge under some conditions—namely, when there is a 
rivalry between dyads. We focus on how employee performance can 
result in perceptions of others’ unwillingness to share knowledge, espe-
cially amongst high-performing employees. We highlight that conditions 
that have usually been seen as beneficial for knowledge sharing can, 
under some circumstances, actually amplify the tendency to perceive 
others as being unwilling to share knowledge. Specifically, we show that 
when high-performing employees are co-located, perceptions of others’ 
unwillingness to share knowledge are enhanced. Our perspective illus-
trates that rivalry between high-performing employees negatively affects 
perceptions of knowledge sharing and could result in a firm losing its 
competitive advantage.
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Workplace Friendships: Antecedents, 
Consequences, and New Challenges 
for Employees and Organizations 

Natalie A. David , James A. Coutinho , 
and Julia Brennecke 

Introduction 

Workplace friendships are a common phenomenon in organizations 
(Methot et al., 2016; Zarankin & Kunkel, 2019). They occur when 
work colleagues are friends at the same time. More precisely, a workplace 
friendship is defined as an informal, voluntary relationship between two 
coworkers that is based on reciprocal liking and mutual interest in each 
other as whole persons (Berman et al., 2002; Ingram & Zou, 2008).
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Although studies of friendship in the workplace have a long tradition 
(e.g., Blau, 1955; Lincoln & Miller, 1979), scholarly and practitioner 
interest in the topic has increased in recent decades due to two changes in 
the nature of work. First, tasks have become increasingly interdependent 
and reliant on teams (O’Neill & Salas, 2018), providing more oppor-
tunities for the development of friendships as employees work closely 
together and strive towards a common objective (Zhang et al., 2021). 
Second, the lines between employees’ work and private lives are more and 
more blurred (Olson-Buchanan & Boswell, 2006) due to, for instance, 
prolonged work hours encroaching on private time, social events outside 
work organized by management, and virtual working. As a result, indi-
viduals increasingly develop relationships that match this new reality, 
most notably friendships within the workplace (Whitman & Mandeville, 
2021). 

Mirroring the increasing prevalence of workplace friendships in many 
people’s daily lives, a considerable number of studies has investigated 
the implications of workplace friendships at the individual, group, and 
organizational level, and many of these studies have highlighted positive 
outcomes, such as enhanced employee well-being (Zhang et al., 2021) 
and job satisfaction (Cranmer et al., 2017) or organizational perfor-
mance (Krackhardt & Stern, 1988). Others, however, have examined 
potential drawbacks of workplace friendships, pointing, for example, to 
divergent and potentially conflicting norms ruling work and private rela-
tionships (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018) that increase perceived tensions 
for employees, eventually leading to emotional exhaustion and lower 
performance (Methot et al., 2016). These findings on upsides and 
downsides of workplace friendships underscore the need to further 
our understanding of this important and complex phenomenon in the 
contemporary workplace. 

In addition to their implications, we must also better understand what 
shapes workplace friendships to be able to identify levers that orga-
nizations can pull to manage them more effectively. Different studies
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have investigated the determinants of workplace friendships, taking into 
account individual-level factors such as personality, characteristics of 
pairs of employees such as perceived similarity, as well as organiza-
tional factors such as formal organizational structure and the spatial 
composition of organizations (Klein et al., 2004; Sias et al.,  2012a, 
2012b). 

Apart from implications and antecedents, more recent work investi-
gates multiplex workplace friendships, where a friendship tie overlaps 
with another relationship of a different kind (Methot et al., 2016; Schi-
noff et al., 2020). For instance, workplace friends are frequently tied to 
each other through some form of work-focused relationship, such as the 
exchange of work-related resources needed to execute a task (Umphress 
et al., 2003), or a competitive relationship where both employees target 
the same promotion. The fundamental idea underlying the study of these 
multiplex relationships is that work-focused and friendship ties are not 
independent but mutually influence each other. Work-focused relation-
ships provide the breeding ground for the formation of friendship, as 
regular task-related interaction fosters trust, leading to increased close-
ness between employees (Berman et al., 2002). Conversely, friendship 
influences the extent to which people seek each other out for work-
related input, even trumping performance-related considerations such 
as perceived competence as a determinant of cooperation (Casciaro & 
Lobo, 2008). Better understanding this phenomenon of mutual influ-
ence between friendship and work-related relationships has important 
implications for organizations, as it makes clear how affective and instru-
mental concerns are intertwined in employees’ relationships with their 
coworkers, and explains what forces are at play in employees’ interaction 
patterns at work. 

Against the backdrop of the overall practical relevance and research 
attention dedicated to workplace friendships, the objective of this chapter 
is threefold. First, we define the phenomenon of workplace friendships 
and clarify what differentiates friendships from other relationships at 
work. Second, we provide an overview of the existing literature on work-
place friendships, bringing together studies on their antecedents and 
consequences, and examining multiplex workplace friendships. Third, 
we engage in a critical discussion of the practical implications of work-
place friendships, focusing on recent developments including increases
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in virtual work, the growing focus on social inequalities at work, and the 
critical examination of work-life balance. We provide recommendations 
for organizations on how they can more effectively manage workplace 
friendships, reap the benefits arising from them, and avoid their potential 
drawbacks. 

What Are Workplace Friendships? 

Workplace friendships are characterized by four defining features that 
distinguish them from other relationships at work. First, workplace 
friendships are informal relationships, in that they are not subjected 
to predefined role prescriptions as is the case for formal work relation-
ships such as reporting lines (Berman et al., 2002; Pillemer & Rothbard, 
2018).  They  are voluntary, as employees  are free to engage in friend-
ship with coworkers whereas they are in general not able to choose with 
whom they work (Sias et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). Different from 
other informal, voluntary relationships that employees might maintain 
with coworkers, such as the exchange of task-related information, work-
place friendships are holistic and personalistic in that employees’ interest 
in and concern for their friends goes beyond instrumental considerations 
and recognizes them as whole persons with all their unique qualities (Sias 
et al., 2020; Silver,  1990). Finally, workplace friendships are character-
ized by reciprocal positive affect, as friends like each other, are mutually 
committed to one another and exchange emotional and other forms of 
support (Berman et al., 2002; Derfler-Rozin et al.,  2021; Zhang et al., 
2021).1 

Many studies investigating workplace friendships have emphasized 
beneficial aspects for individual employees and their organization. 
Having friends at work helps employees to fulfill fundamental needs

1 Similar but not synonymous concepts to workplace friendships that are used in the litera-
ture are affective and expressive workplace relationships, which both take a broader perspective. 
Affective relationships comprise behaviors, attitudes, and emotions which can be positive (e.g., 
friendship, liking, perceived enjoyment in the interaction with someone else) or negative 
(e.g., avoidance, disliking, strain) (Casciaro, 2014; 2020). Expressive relationships are a related 
concept and are defined as relationships in which individuals express affect towards each other 
(Umphress et al.,  2003). In this chapter, we focus on workplace friendships. 
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of belongingness and relatedness (Maslow, 1943; Ryan & Deci, 2000) 
that are essential for employee well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
From an organizational perspective, workplace friendships are the main 
components of the informal intra-organizational network that acts as a 
conduit for knowledge flows across the organization, helping to main-
tain connection across the organizational boundaries between teams or 
departments (Kilduff & Krackhardt, 1994; Krackhardt & Stern, 1988). 
They thereby complement formally defined work relationships and help 
employees get their work done (Krackhardt & Hanson, 1993). 
Despite their many upsides, critical views of workplace friendships 

can also be found in the literature. Taking an ethical perspective, several 
authors have questioned the extent to which true friendship, without 
any instrumental ulterior motive, can be part of business environments, 
as the qualities of this type of friendship are likely to be corroded by the 
pursuit of work-related goals (Cooley, 2002; Sommers, 1997). In soci-
ology, early works on bureaucracy emphasized that organizations should 
be impersonal and that friendship should be kept out of the work-
place to avoid compromising organizational effectiveness. These works 
promoted the separation of work and affective concerns as essential for 
organizational goal attainment and success (Weber, 1968). 
Although it has long been established that organizations are not 

affect-free and that friendship is an inherent part of organizational life 
which develops naturally from human interactions and collaboration 
(Casciaro, 2014, 2020; Lincoln & Miller, 1979), more recent literature 
has emphasized that the tensions and conflicts which might arise from 
workplace friendships should be better understood (Methot et al., 2016; 
Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018). These tensions and conflicts accrue mainly 
from different norms ruling work life and friendships. These divergences 
are particularly apparent in multiplex workplace friendships where work-
place friends also share a work-focused tie, such as the exchange of 
task-related resources, a competitive relationship, or a formal hierar-
chical relationship. Indeed, friendship is based on communal norms, 
meaning that support is given to a friend based on need instead of
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based on the previous receipt of support. This is opposed to the prin-
ciple of exchange based on reciprocity (Clark & Mills, 1979), which 
is the prevalent norm ruling instrumental relationships in organizations 
(Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018). When workplace friends exchange instru-
mental resources that they need for their work they are confronted 
with both norms—those relating to friendships and those relating to 
instrumental relationships—and might be unsure which one to give 
priority. 

As another illustration, when two workplace friends compete for the 
same promotion, the perceived conflict can be even more intense and 
lead to a real dilemma. Friendship requires that each friend wants the 
other to flourish and succeed (Sommers, 1997). At the same time, both 
friends pursue their own goal of getting ahead to satisfy their need for 
self-fulfillment. Giving priority to one of these objectives could mean 
giving up on the other one. 

In sum, workplace friendships force employees to take on different 
roles with regard to each other, to switch between these roles, and to 
reconcile conflicting expectations on the appropriate behavior to adopt 
in different work situations (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018). Experiencing 
this tension can lead to deleterious consequences for individuals, calling 
into question the common assumption that workplace friendships are 
always positive. 

Antecedents of Workplace Friendships 

A significant body of research has focused on the antecedents of work-
place friendships, including factors that precipitate friendship between 
colleagues, and how workplace friendships develop over time. In this 
section, we review these factors. Key antecedents are summarized in Table 
1.



Workplace Friendships 331

Ta
b
le
 1
 

O
ve

rv
ie
w
 o
f 
an

te
ce

d
en

ts
 o
f 
w
o
rk
p
la
ce

 f
ri
en

d
sh

ip
s 

A
n
te
ce

d
en

t
Ex

am
p
le
 s
tu

d
ie
s 

D
ya

d
ic
 a
n
te
ce

d
en

ts
 o
f 
w
o
rk
p
la
ce

 f
ri
en

d
sh

ip
s 

Pr
o
xi
m
it
y

Si
as
 a
n
d
 C
ah

ill
 (
19

98
) 

Si
m
ila

ri
ty

G
ib
b
o
n
s 
an

d
 O

lk
 (
20

03
),
 I
b
ar
ra
 (
19

92
) 
an

d
 S
ia
s 
et
 a
l. 
(2
01

2a
, 
20

12
b
) 

C
o
m
m
u
n
ic
at
io
n

El
lw

ar
d
t 
et
 a
l. 
(2
01

2)
 

Sh
ar
ed

 t
as
ks

Si
as
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
01

2a
, 
20

12
b
),
 S
ia
s 
et
 a
l. 
(2
02

0)
 a
n
d
 Y
ak

u
b
o
vi
ch

 a
n
d
 B
u
rg

 (
20

19
) 

In
d
iv
id
u
al
 n
et
w
o
rk
 p
o
si
ti
o
n
 

Pe
rs
o
n
al
it
y

B
h
ar
d
w
aj
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
01

6)
, 
K
le
in
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
00

4)
 a
n
d
 S
as
o
vo

va
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
01

0)
 

R
ac

e
Ib
ar
ra
 (
19

95
),
 L
in
co

ln
 a
n
d
 M

ill
er
 (
19

79
),
 L
eo

n
ar
d
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
00

8)
 a
n
d
 M

eh
ra
 e
t 
al
. 
(1
99

8)
 

Se
x

Ib
ar
ra
 (
19

92
) 
Li
n
co

ln
 a
n
d
 M

ill
er
 (
19

79
) 
an

d
 M

eh
ra
 e
t 
al
. 
(1
99

8)
 

C
o
n
te
xt
u
al
 i
n
fl
u
en

ce
s 
o
n
 w

o
rk
p
la
ce

 f
ri
en

d
sh

ip
s 

G
ro

u
p
/t
ea

m
B
al
ku

n
d
i 
et
 a
l. 
(2
00

7)
 a
n
d
 S
ch

u
lt
e 
et
 a
l. 
(2
01

2)
 

O
rg

an
iz
at
io
n

M
ao

 e
t 
al
. 
(2
00

9)
 

C
u
lt
u
re
/w

id
er
 c
o
n
te
xt

Jo
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
02

1)
 a
n
d
 M

o
rr
is
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
00

8)
 

M
u
lt
ip
le
x 
w
o
rk
p
la
ce

 f
ri
en

d
sh

ip
s 

D
ev

el
o
p
m
en

t
Ib
ar
ra
 (
19

93
),
 P
o
rt
er
 a
n
d
 W

o
o
 (
20

15
) 
an

d
 S
ch

in
o
ff
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
02

0)
 

St
ru

ct
u
re

La
ze

g
a 
an

d
 P
at
ti
so
n
 (
19

99
) 
an

d
 R
an

k 
et
 a
l. 
(2
01

0)
 

V
ir
tu

al
it
y

C
as
ci
ar
o
 a
n
d
 L
o
b
o
 (
20

08
) 
an

d
 S
ch

in
o
ff
 e
t 
al
. 
(2
02

0)



332 N. A. David et al.

The Development of Workplace Friendships 

Organizational scholars have seen friendship development as taking place 
in stages, including relationship initiation, development, and mainte-
nance, with different factors affecting friendships at each stage (Sias & 
Cahill, 1998; Sias et al.,  2012a, 2012b). For example, Sias and Cahill 
(1998) found that friendships with organizational peers experienced 
three primary transitions. The first transition was from coworker to 
friend and was influenced by working together in physical proximity, 
having things in common and socializing outside of work. The second 
transition, from friend to close friend, was precipitated by sharing 
support and assistance regarding work and personal problems and was 
associated with more frequency, intimate, and personal communica-
tion. Finally, the transition from a close friend to an almost-best friend 
was occasioned by increasing intimacy and support around work and 
personal problems, and further extra-organizational socializing. Other 
work has looked at how people maintain their workplace friendships. 
Sias et al. (2012a, 2012b) identify the tactics employees use to main-
tain peer friendships in ‘escalating’ situations (when an individual feels a 
friendship is becoming too close) and ‘deteriorating’ situations (when an 
individual feels a peer is withdrawing from a friendship). Some tactics are 
perceived as politer and more face-saving for the coworker than others, 
and perceived politeness is a strong predictor of tactic use in both esca-
lating and deteriorating situations. Further, both individual attachment 
styles and sharing common tasks with the coworker predict tactic use. 

Dyadic Antecedents of Workplace Friendships 

Dyadic factors refer to the characteristics of a pair of employees and 
how these characteristics impact relationships between them. Several key 
dyadic factors have been shown to precipitate friendship. First, physical 
proximity. In general, individuals who spend more time in physical prox-
imity to one another are more likely to develop a relationship (Kadushin, 
2012) and the same is true for workplace friendships (Sias & Cahill, 
1998).
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Second, similarity in demographic characteristics. Homophily is the 
tendency for individuals who share similar characteristics to form rela-
tionships with one another (McPherson et al., 2001). Two of the most 
studied characteristics are sex and race. Lincoln and Miller (1979) exam-
ined the effect of different shared traits on network proximity (measured 
as path distance, or the number of network links) between employees in 
three organizations. They found that similarity in authority and educa-
tion influences friendship and work-focused ties equally, while sex and 
race similarity are more likely to influence proximity in the friendship 
network. Gibbons and Olk (2003) found that shared ethnicity was a 
strong predictor of friendship development between individuals and of 
the attainment of similar structural position in friendship networks. 
Similarly, Mollica et al. (2003) showed that newcomers to organizations 
are more likely to make friends with others from their own racial group, 
and this effect is stronger for those who identify more strongly with their 
race. Ibarra (1992) found that while men tended to choose other men 
as network partners across friendship networks, other forms of expres-
sive networks, and instrumental networks, women tended to be more 
homophilous in their friendship and expressive choices while they were 
more heterophilous in their instrumental ties. Mehra et al. (1998) found 
that women and racial minorities are more likely to have friends within 
their own groups and that for racial minorities this was due to both 
exclusionary pressures and choice, while for women it was due solely to 
exclusionary pressures. 
Beyond similar demographic characteristics, similarity in attitudes, 

values, and interests influences friendship initiation (Sias et al., 2012a, 
2012b). An individual’s attitude towards a coworker is related to friend-
ship initiation, including whether they like the co-worker, are attracted 
to them and think they have a good personality (ibid.). 

Another precursor to friendship is communication. In a longitudinal 
study, Ellwardt et al. (2012) found that gossip between two employees 
increases the likelihood of their future friendship formation, but that 
friendship does not increase the likelihood of gossip. They also found 
that individuals with disproportionately high gossip activity have fewer 
workplace friends.
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Finally, shared tasks (known as task interdependence) are important 
to the creation of friendship ties, especially in virtual contexts (Schinoff 
et al., 2020; Sias et al.,  2012a, 2012b; Yakubovich  &  Burg,  2019). Sias 
et al. (2020) found that shared tasks result in communication and trust, 
and thereby influence friendship initiation and closeness. They also 
found that friends were less subject to negative effects of dependence 
asymmetry (where one coworker is more dependent on the other) on 
trust than non-friends. 

Antecedents of Individuals’ Position in Workplace 
Friendship Networks 

Another significant body of research focuses on the characteristics of 
employees that are associated with the attainment of (usually advan-
tageous) positions in workplace friendship networks. Researchers have 
examined personality traits, such as self-monitoring. High self-monitors 
are people who adapt their self-presentation depending on the social 
setting. They are more likely to attract friends over time and attain 
advantageous positions bridging otherwise unconnected groups, and 
their ties are more likely to be to relative strangers (Sasovova et al., 
2010). However, while high self-monitors have been shown to be more 
central in early-stage close friendships and socializing networks, these 
popularity advantages decline over time as relationships are dissolved, 
perhaps because people are put off by high self-monitors’ inconsistent 
self-presentation (Bhardwaj et al., 2016). 

As well as being precursors to friendship development between 
employees, race, and sex are important predictors of individual status 
attainment in workplace friendship networks. Lincoln and Miller (1979) 
found that high-status people occupy more central network positions. 
Four attributes were found to be status determinants: sex, race, educa-
tion, and formal authority. White males with high education in formal 
positions of authority have high probabilities of occupying the most 
central positions in organizational networks. Ibarra (1992) found that 
women were less able to convert human capital into advantageous 
network positions, providing evidence for systematic barriers preventing
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women from obtaining power. Barriers to racial minorities attaining 
advantageous network positions appear to go beyond their preferences 
for same-race friendships and barriers within the organization to include 
differences in social status and numeric representation in society at large 
(Leonard et al., 2008). 

Contextual Influences on Workplace Friendships 

Contextual influences on workplace friendships include formal aspects of 
the organization or relatively fixed aspects of the work context over which 
employees have little influence, but which shape their interpersonal rela-
tionships. They include group/team factors, organizational factors, and 
cultural/wider contextual factors. 

Group/Team Factors 

Belonging to the same organizational group is associated with friend-
ship tie formation. In a field experiment, Yakubovich and Burg (2019) 
followed pairs of managers formally assigned to temporary project teams. 
They found that being assigned to the same team influences informal 
(friendship and work-focused) tie creation and persistence, that pre-
existing tie strength has a positive effect on informal tie persistence, and 
that the effect of team co-assignment on tie persistence is weaker for 
pre-existing strong ties. Team composition, or how the team is consti-
tuted in terms of the attributes of its members, is also important to 
friendship formation. Balkundi et al. (2007) found that teams with age-
diverse memberships have fewer structural holes in friendship networks 
(i.e., are less fragmented) than less age-diverse teams. They speculate 
that age diversity is associated with more intergenerational mentorship 
and less rivalry. Finally, team climate, which refers to team members’ 
shared perceptions of organizational policies, practices, and procedures 
(Anderson & West, 1998), has been linked to friendship. Psycholog-
ical safety climate, or the shared perception that the team is safe for 
interpersonal risk-taking, is associated with more friendship among team 
members (Schulte et al., 2012).
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Organization Factors 

The structure and prevalence of workplace friendships differs across 
different organizations, suggesting that organizational context plays a role 
in structuring friendships (Lincoln & Miller, 1979; Mao et al., 2009; 
Stackman & Pinder, 1999). For example, in a comparative study across 
industries, Mao et al. (2009) found that employees in more bureau-
cratic industries have fewer workplace friendships. They propose that the 
hierarchy, rigid procedures, and impersonality of bureaucracy encourage 
the dissociation of work from personal life and discourage workplace 
friendship. However, to date, there is little work examining in detail 
how organization type shapes friendship, or the role friendship plays in 
different kinds of organization. 

Cultural and Wider Contextual Factors 

National culture appears to be an important factor in shaping work-
place friendships. Morris et al. (2008) argue that culture is reflected by 
the relationship patterns in which people are embedded. Basic relational 
models differ across cultures and spill over into the workplace, acting 
as templates for workplace relationships. For example, they find that 
Americans have market transactions as a salient template, and conse-
quently their friendship and work-focused ties are less likely to overlap. 
Spanish culture, in contrast, is characterized by codes of honor, reflected 
in a higher ratio of friendships to required work ties, and longer-lasting 
friendships. 
Researchers have recently been interested in the impact of COVID-19 

on employees and organizations. Jo et al. (2021) found that friendships 
were less likely to be maintained following the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, despite their role in providing emotional support. This effect 
was lessened for individuals who believed that others would be recep-
tive to emotional support requests, and these beliefs were particularly 
beneficial for sustaining cross-race friendships.
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Antecedents of Multiplex Workplace Friendships 

A small and quite recent body of work has examined the interplay of 
friendship and work-focused ties—or multiplex workplace friendships. 

The Development of Multiplex Workplace Friendships 

Ibarra’s early theoretical work examined multiplex relationship devel-
opment among women and minorities (Ibarra, 1993). She proposed 
that formal organizational context and interaction dynamics constrain 
network choices for women and minorities, leading to differences in 
personal network structure compared with white male counterparts. 
Primarily, women and minorities will have fewer strong and multiplex 
ties because they are structurally constrained to have a preponderance 
of cross-sex and cross-race relationships. Porter and Woo (2015) develop 
a theoretical framework focused on strategic networking behavior as a 
driver of relationship development. They argue that early on work rela-
tionships are driven by instrumental considerations, but as relationships 
mature and trust develops they progress to a ‘maintenance stage’ where 
exchange is more ’social’—i.e., involving less expectation of immediate 
reciprocity and the exchange of more particularistic (i.e., friendship-
related) resources. Overall, there is limited research on how multiplex 
workplace friendships develop and are managed over time, and much of 
this work is theoretical rather than empirical. 

The Structure of Multiplex Workplace Friendships 

A small body of research has examined the structural features of over-
lapping work-focused and friendship networks and the implications of 
multiplex structure for organizations. This work argues that friendship 
eases cooperation in organizations by enabling social exchange, charac-
terized by the voluntary exchange of a broad range of resources without 
the need for immediate reciprocity, as opposed to economic or quid pro 
quo exchange (Lazega & Pattison, 1999; Rank et al.,  2010). This special 
role of friendship helps to account for its complex overlapping structure
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with work-focused networks. Since workplaces are characterized by status 
competition and free-riding risks, employees tend not to provide instru-
mental resources to colleagues without reciprocation (Lazega & Pattison, 
1999; Rank et al.,  2010). However, in their study of a law firm, Lazega 
and Pattison (1999) found that advice and friendship ties are often recip-
rocal, meaning that one person will nominate another as an advisor who 
in turn nominates them as a friend. Thus, friendship appears to be associ-
ated with non-instrumental resources that can be exchanged reciprocally 
for instrumental ones. In terms of more complex triadic structures, they 
find that employees who provide advice to a common third party also 
tend to be friends, implying friendship offsets status competition created 
by giving advice to a common subordinate. Similarly, Rank et al. (2010) 
find that friendship lessens the need for direct reciprocity in instru-
mental resource transfer and that indirect reciprocation is facilitated by 
local hierarchical triads. They also find that friendship ties exert more 
structuring effects on cooperative relationships than the formal organi-
zation. In sum, friendship inhibits the potentially negative consequences 
of workplace competition and to an extent supplements the formal orga-
nization as a governance mechanism by enabling social exchange among 
employees. 

Virtuality and Multiplex Friendships 

Virtuality is one aspect of work which has been well-explored with 
respect to multiplexity. Since virtual interactions are more likely to be 
work-related, work-focused relationships seem to be more important as 
pre-cursors to friendship in virtual contexts than in face-to-face contexts 
(Schinoff et al., 2020; Sias et al.,  2012a, 2012b). Virtuality is negatively 
related to the importance of personality to friendship initiation, as people 
are less able to learn about and become personally familiar with one 
another early in a relationship; and positively related to the importance of 
shared tasks (Sias et al., 2012a, 2012b). Furthermore, in virtual contexts 
friendships may be predicated on perceptions of competence (Schinoff 
et al., 2020), whereas in face-to-face environments employees seem to 
prefer to work with people they like, and will seek out resources from
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less-competent colleagues who they like rather than more-competent 
colleagues who they do not (Casciaro & Lobo, 2008). Work-focused 
relationships have often been seen as undermining workplace friendships, 
but Schinoff et al. (2020) find that in a virtual context, friendship and 
work-focused relationships are deeply intertwined and instrumentality 
is a facilitator, rather than a stressor, of friendship. Overall, research on 
multiplex friendships in virtual contexts suggests that much work is to 
be done on contingencies in both the antecedents and consequences of 
such relationships. 

Future Research Directions on the Antecedents 
of Workplace Friendships 

Taking stock of these findings on the antecedents of workplace friend-
ships at different levels, we identify several gaps which require further 
research. Firstly, there are few longitudinal empirical studies on the 
evolution of friendship networks, the interdependence between friend-
ship and work-focused relationships, or what factors shape multiplex 
friendships over time. Secondly, the antecedents and structure of friend-
ships should be studied more extensively in different contexts, including 
different cultural contexts (e.g., high vs. low power-distance cultures) and 
different types of organizations (e.g., more- or less-formally structured 
organizations, different kinds of work). This is particularly important as 
the globalized nature of contemporary work means that organizations 
often work across multiple countries, and employees manage relation-
ships with colleagues from diverse backgrounds. Thirdly, more work 
should be done on formal interventions and workplace friendships—in 
other words, how can organizations intervene using policies, practices, 
and formal structures to shape workplace friendship among employees 
and deliver positive organizational outcomes?
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Consequences of Workplace Friendships 

A broad range of studies has investigated the consequences of work-
place friendships for a variety of outcomes across levels and settings. 
The following sections provide an overview of this research, discussing 
outcomes at the individual level, dyad, and group level, as well as orga-
nizational level. In a separate subsection, we synthesize those studies that 
investigate the consequences of multiplex workplace friendships. Table 2 
summarizes the main outcome categories across levels.

Individual-Level Consequences 

Perceptions and Attitudes 

Several studies investigate the influence of workplace friendships on 
employee satisfaction, mostly job satisfaction or life satisfaction. While 
some studies fail to establish significant relationships (e.g., Colbert et al., 
2016; Haggard et al., 2011), others show that employees with more 
workplace friends are more satisfied with their jobs (Craig & Kuykendall, 
2019; Cranmer et al., 2017; Winstead et al., 1995). Rai and Agarwal 
(2018) provide evidence that the negative effect of workplace bullying 
on job satisfaction is weakened if employees have workplace friends. 
Beyond satisfaction, Zhang et al.’s (2021) study of Chinese employees 
demonstrates that workplace friendships have a well-being-enhancing 
effect. 
Workplace friendships also act as important sources of information 

that employees use to make judgements about their work, thus influ-
encing their perceptions of their work environment. For instance, having 
friends at work has been linked to positive perceptions of support 
received from coworkers (Lobel et al., 1994) and the perceived quality 
of relationships between individuals and members of their team (Tse 
et al., 2008). Labianca et al. (1998) demonstrate that individuals whose 
friends have friends in other groups perceive less inter-group conflict. In 
a conceptual study, Pillemer and Rothbard (2018) examine the dark sides 
of workplace friendships and propose that friendships lead to perceived 
inter-role conflict between formal and informal roles.
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Performance 

Across settings and using both quantitative (e.g., Gómez-Solórzano et al., 
2019; Shah et al.,  2017) and qualitative (Lobel et al., 1994) research 
designs, scholars have found a positive influence of employees having 
workplace friendships on their job performance. Adding nuance to 
this research, Sias et al. (2004) conducted interviews to look into the 
consequences of workplace friendship deterioration. Their interviewees 
reported negative performance as a consequence of losing a friend at 
work. 

Behavior 

Workplace friendships have also been shown to influence employee 
behavior, mostly in beneficial ways. For instance, employees with work-
place friends are less likely to leave the organization (Sias et al., 2004; 
Vardaman et al., 2015). Besides turnover, workplace friendships benefit 
a number of positive behaviors at work such as informal leadership 
(Guo et al., 2022) and speaking up with positive ideas and suggestions 
(Venkataramani et al., 2016). Using data collected from call center agents 
in India, D’Cruz and Noronha (2011) describe behaviors that individ-
uals exhibit in reaction to friends at work being bullied. For instance, 
they try to make sense of the situation jointly with their bullied friends, 
provide support, or may approach the bullies or HR managers. Lee and 
Duffy (2018) show that employees who envy particular coworkers are 
more likely to seek them out for observational learning and advice when 
they are also friends. Thus, friendship helps counter negative workplace 
phenomena such as envy or bullying. 

Dyadic and Group-Level Consequences 

Several studies explore how workplace friendships influence the quality 
and characteristics of coworkers’ relationships. Chua et al. (2008) show  
that friendship ties are positively associated with affect-based trust 
but not related to cognition-based trust. Moreover, testing differences
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between U.S. American and Chinese managers, they provide evidence 
that friendship ties are more positively related to affect-based trust for 
U.S. managers than for Chinese managers (Chua et al., 2009), thus shed-
ding light on the importance of attending to cultural differences when 
studying the consequences of workplace friendships. Given that interper-
sonal trust has important consequences for organizations (e.g., Dirks & 
de Jong, 2022), the studies by Chua and colleagues suggest the need 
to attend to the way friendship impacts trust in different organizational 
settings. 

Research investigating whether workplace friendships give rise to simi-
larity between friends gives mixed findings for contagion of attitudes 
and values via friendship networks. On the one hand, studies show 
that workplace friends have similar professional values (Gibbons, 2004) 
and similar perceptions of organizational features, such as flexibility and 
conflict (Ho & Levesque, 2005; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993). On the other 
hand, Ho and Levesque (2005) show that employees’ perceptions related 
to pay and project flexibility differ from their friends’ perceptions when 
employees see these friends as potential work substitutes. Zagenczyk 
et al. (2015) find that close friends working for the same supervisor 
have dissimilar leader-member-exchange perceptions. They explain this 
finding by pointing to a mechanism whereby individuals compare them-
selves to similar others and evaluate the treatment received by their 
supervisor as less favorable relative to their coworker friend. 
Research also shows that individuals’ workplace friendships have 

broader implications for their groups. For instance, Mehra et al. (2006) 
find that leader centrality in a friendship network of peer group leaders is 
positively related to group performance. Leader centrality in the group’s 
friendship network and the density of the group’s friendship network 
are positively related to customer loyalty but not sales performance. Ren 
et al. (2015) provide evidence that friendship ties that bridge subgroups 
created by faultlines within a group mitigate the negative effect of 
faultlines on team performance.
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Organization-Level Consequences 

Only few studies investigate the bottom-up influence of workplace 
friendships on outcomes at the organizational level. Linking workplace 
friendships to organizational performance, Krackhardt and Stern (1988) 
use experimental evidence to show that organizations with many friend-
ships across subunits performed better than organizations in which most 
friendships are within the subunits. Vissa and Chacar (2009) show that 
the extent of friendship among members of entrepreneurial teams rein-
forces the influence of the teams’ external advice networks on their 
ventures’ performance. 
In early research on workplace friendships, Krackhardt (1992) 

provides a detailed illustration of how employees’ central position in 
a friendship network and their understanding of the overall friendship 
network within the organization related to their influence over a union-
ization campaign. Finally, shedding light on the downsides of workplace 
friendships for organizations, Pillemer and Rothbard (2018) reason that 
workplace friendships may also inhibit knowledge sharing across the 
broader organization because of the formation of cliques that have fewer 
interactions with non-clique members. 

Consequences of Multiplex Workplace Friendships 

Many scholars have investigated the consequences of multiplex work-
place friendships, accounting for the overlap of friendship ties with other 
(positive and negative) relationships that are common in organizations. 
Several of these studies focus on performance as an outcome. While 
Methot et al. (2016) find that the overlap of assistance-seeking and 
friendship relationships is positively related to individual performance, 
Shah et al. (2017) find an inverted U-shaped relationship between multi-
plex relationships consisting of advice and friendship ties and employee 
performance, such that performance increases with a rising number of 
multiplex workplace friendships up to a certain point from where it 
starts to decrease. They explain this finding with costs associated with 
additional multiplex relationships (such as the consumption of time
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and cognitive resources) exceeding additional marginal benefits. Gómez-
Solórzano et al. (2019) demonstrate that being involved simultaneously 
in non-overlapping knowledge-sharing and friendship cliques is nega-
tively related to individuals’ innovative performance, presumably putting 
too much strain on individuals’ time and attention. This suggests that 
overlapping friendship and knowledge-sharing relationships could be 
more efficient to maintain for employees. 

Examining group-level performance, Song et al. (2020) provide 
evidence that denser multiplex networks consisting of leadership and 
friendship relations are positively related to management team cohesion, 
leading to better business unit performance. Hood et al. (2017) investi-
gated the multiplex overlap of friendships among team members and two 
types of intrateam conflict (i.e., task- and relationship conflict) for team 
performance. They find that relationship conflict among team members 
who are friends negatively influences team performance, while the inter-
play between task conflict and friendship within a group is unrelated to 
team performance. Clarke et al. (2022) find that team leader multiplex 
centrality in advice and friendship networks was a better predictor of a 
team performance improvement than centrality in either the friendship 
or the advice network alone. 

Apart from performance, research has linked multiplex workplace 
friendships to other types of outcomes such as exhaustion, positive affect, 
coworker emotional support, coworker trust, felt obligation towards 
coworkers, and maintenance difficulty (Methot et al., 2016), as well as 
transmission of positive and negative gossip (Grosser et al., 2010), and 
the experience of tension (Bridge & Baxter, 1992). 

Future Research Directions on the Consequences 
of Workplace Friendships 

The above summary makes clear that the findings of research on the 
consequences of workplace friendships are not always consistent. This 
may be due to the varying ways in which scholars have defined and 
measured friendship. Further, cultural or institutional differences that 
impact workplace friendship may play a role. Scholars should investigate
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how such differences influence the effects of friendship ties on work-
related outcomes. The study by Chua et al. (2009) is a notable start to 
build upon. 
By and large, the above-summarized research emphasizes the bene-

fits of workplace friendships. Given the tensions inherent in friendships 
among coworkers, we call for future research on potential undesirable 
consequences of workplace friendships, such as distraction or the forma-
tion of cliques and exclusion of non-clique members from knowledge 
transfers. Finally, while there is some qualitative evidence of the conse-
quences of losing friends at work (Sias et al., 2004), we see significant 
potential to extend this stream of research. Losing friends could affect 
individual well-being or job performance, or work group cohesion. The 
same could be true for new friends being added to a work group. Given 
that individuals frequently move roles within an organization or to a 
different organization, exploring the consequences of friendship network 
change is of high relevance to the modern organization. 

Practical Implications of Workplace 
Friendships 

Thus far, we have synthesized findings on the antecedents, structure, 
and consequences of workplace friendships to provide an overview of 
the organizational importance of these relationships. In this section, 
we explore the practical implications of these findings for organizations 
and managers. We first briefly summarize the implications that have 
been suggested by the studies that we have reviewed. Moving beyond 
this, we direct our attention to three prominent issues related to recent 
developments in work and society at large: (i) the rise in virtual work, 
which accelerated due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and its impact on 
workplace friendship, (ii) a raised awareness of social and organizational 
inequalities faced by minority groups, and how these inequalities may 
be exacerbated by workplace friendships, and (iii) an increasing desire by 
(especially younger) employees for an improved work-life balance and
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a clearer separation between work and private life that questions the 
encouragement of workplace friendships by management. We discuss 
each of these in turn. 

Practical Recommendations as Discussed 
in the Literature 

Many of the reviewed studies have suggested ways organizations can 
encourage friendship development among employees. These studies 
tend to adopt the perspective that more workplace friendships are 
good for employees and organizations. Given the fact that an impor-
tant antecedent for friendship formation is physical proximity between 
employees (Sias & Cahill, 1998), there have been recommendations on 
the spatial organization of workplaces, such as open office designs where 
employees who work together also sit close to one another to encourage 
interactions (Sailer & McCulloh, 2012), as well as spaces that favor 
spontaneous encounters and communication between employees from 
different parts of the organization, such as water coolers or photocopier 
rooms (Fayard & Weeks, 2007). 

Scholars have also highlighted the importance of structuring tasks 
and work teams to increase opportunities for friendship develop-
ment through task interdependence and interactions (Sias et al., 2020; 
Yakubovich & Burg, 2019). Also, the use of human resource manage-
ment instruments, such as high commitment work systems, has been 
emphasized as a catalyst for friendship development among employees. 
By valuing employee participation, internal promotion, job security, 
team rewards, and shared goals, such work systems help create a common 
identity and interdependence among employees (Zhang et al., 2021). 
They encourage employees to build close work relationships based on 
high-quality exchange to attain their shared goals, and thereby create 
favorable conditions for the building of friendships. Finally, an orga-
nizational culture that values open communication, collaboration, and 
mutual helping has been highlighted as an essential determinant of 
the development of workplace friendships (Berman et al., 2002; Tse  
et al., 2008). Besides these recommendations linked to the work context,
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several authors have stressed the importance of informal socializing 
outside work—such as picnics, BBQs, or sports activities arranged by 
managers—as opportunities for employees to get to know each other 
beyond their work roles, and thereby to facilitate friendship develop-
ment (Berman et al., 2002; Tse & Dasborough, 2008; Tse et al., 2008). 
Prominent exponents of these efforts are Google, Amazon, or Lego, 
which provide sports and activity centers, garden areas, or cozy kitchens 
for their staff at their headquarters. These measures are intended not 
only to favor informal exchange among coworkers to enhance creativity 
and performance but also to help employees to get to know each other 
better and to build a sense of community, belonging, and, ultimately, 
friendship. 
Studies that emphasize the potential for tensions and conflicts inherent 

in workplace friendships have provided practical recommendations on 
how managers can minimize the emergence and impact of such tensions. 
Berman et al. (2002) stress that workplace friends should clarify their 
roles when interacting in the work context (e.g., “I am now speaking 
to you as a manager/friend”, p. 220) and for organizations to provide 
training for managers on how to build relationships of trust and friend-
ship with subordinates while raising their awareness on potential conflicts 
of interest. 
Overall, we observe that studies have too often assumed that more 

workplace friendship is necessarily beneficial for organizations and have 
made practical recommendations accordingly. In line with our recom-
mendations that research should take a more nuanced view on the 
contingent outcomes of workplace friendships, we suggest that organi-
zations should pay more heed to negative and unintended consequences 
of workplace friendships and how to manage them. 

Workplace Friendships in a Virtual World 

In recent years, there has been a large increase in virtual work in organi-
zations across the globe (Jo et al., 2021; Schinoff et al.,  2020). More 
employees work from home more days per week. This evolution has 
been accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic and employees’ massive
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shift to home-working. While virtual work provides more flexibility for 
employees and benefits for organizations, it also amplifies challenges 
with regard to the building and maintaining of workplace friendships 
that have been identified by previous literature on virtual working (e.g., 
Jo et al., 2021; Kurland & Cooper, 2002). First, the lack of physical 
proximity between home-working employees reduces opportunities for 
spontaneous interaction and serendipitous encounters as compared to 
co-located office work (Sias & Cahill, 1998). As a result, employees 
are less likely to build friendship ties with their coworkers, and virtual 
and hybrid employees’ workplace friendships tend to more closely align 
with their work-focused relationships (Schinoff et al., 2020; Sias et al.,  
2012a, 2012b). Computer-mediated instead of face-to-face communica-
tion poses other challenges for relationship building and maintenance. 
Communication via electronic media conveys fewer social cues and 
less intimacy than face-to-face communication and thereby discourages 
self-disclosure and trust-building which are essential building blocks of 
friendship (Sias et al., 2012a, 2012b; Zarankin & Kunkel, 2019). If some 
employees in a team work from home and others work at the office, there 
is a risk of decreased team cohesion, as home workers may be the subject 
of negative gossip and decreased trust from their coworkers (Kurland & 
Cooper, 2002) and tend to feel professionally isolated (Bartel et al., 2012; 
Cooper & Kurland, 2002). Managers have an important role to play in 
overcoming these challenges, and creating trust and cohesion in teams 
where either some or all of the members work from home. To do so, they 
should improve conditions for friendship building and maintenance for 
their employees in both virtual and face-to-face settings. 
To help home workers build connections to their coworkers, managers 

can recreate informal gatherings in virtual settings to compensate for 
the lack of physical proximity and its opportunities for spontaneous 
exchange. Regular times for informal chats between colleagues during the 
work week, such as the Friday afternoon drink with coworkers online, 
can help overcome distance and build team cohesion. Given the impor-
tance of friendships and informal socializing ties that cross organizational 
boundaries for enabling flexibility and innovation (Krackhardt & Stern, 
1988), these team encounters could be complemented with larger gather-
ings that include employees from other units to provide opportunities for
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home workers to build connections beyond their own units. Simultane-
ously, it is crucial to make employees work on shared tasks and common 
projects to encourage interactions between them (Yakubovich & Burg, 
2019), especially where some team members work from home and others 
work on-site (Sias et al., 2012a, 2012b). 

Furthermore, organizations could exploit the possibilities offered 
by developments in telecommunication technologies to help improve 
employees’ interaction experience and recreate a face-to-face feeling as 
much as possible. 3D video conferencing tools and hologram technology, 
for example, enable participants to be seen in high-quality 3D view. 
They aim to convey more social cues as compared to traditional video-
conferencing tools, for participants to experience colleagues as almost 
physically present, and to thereby improve the quality of communication 
and understanding among coworkers who are geographically dispersed. 
Metaverse technologies based on augmented and virtual reality claim 
that they go even further in that they enable people to meet in a 
common universe, thereby coming very close to the experience of a 
face-to-face meeting. However, as these technologies are just emerging 
in the organizational context, research on their effectiveness to improve 
communication quality and recreate a feeling of physical proximity 
among employees is lacking. Whether they will ultimately deliver on 
their promise and benefit workplace friendships remains to be seen. 

Despite the potential of promising new technologies, face-to-face, in-
person interactions should still be organized regularly as they are the 
best way for employees to reconnect with each other, helping them to 
maintain workplace friendship ties and build new relationships with 
coworkers (Sias et al., 2012a, 2012b). The scheduling of co-located 
work days for teams composed of remote workers is an opportunity 
for employees to meet each other face-to-face on a regular basis and 
strengthen their otherwise mainly virtual relationships (Gajendran & 
Harrison, 2007). However, this arrangement primarily helps employees 
to sustain their pre-existing friendship ties with coworkers from their 
own team which, as we know, tend to overlap more strongly with work-
focused ties. Organizations could therefore arrange regular events that 
bring together employees from different parts of the organization, such 
as large-scale seminars and off-site trainings, to provide opportunities
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for employees, and especially virtual workers, to build ties to coworkers 
beyond their daily work interactions. Given that friendship is built 
over time through repeated interactions (Sias & Cahill, 1998), organi-
zations should consider ways to facilitate follow-up interactions among 
employees, as one-off events may not lead to lasting relationships. 

Workplace Friendships and Inequality 

Another contemporary challenge faced by organizations, and which has 
relevance for workplace friendships, is inequality among employees with 
regard to their access to social capital at work. In particular, women 
and ethnic minorities are disadvantaged as compared to white males 
with regard to opportunities for building and maintaining the kinds of 
friendships and friendship networks that lead to advantageous outcomes 
(Ibarra, 1992, 1995). Although this is not a new phenomenon, it has 
recently been resurfaced and brought to greater public attention by 
broader social movements including Me Too and Black Lives Matter, 
which highlight persistent social inequalities and discrimination faced by 
women and minorities in society in general and in organizations. Indi-
viduals’ tendency towards homophily, i.e., their preference to become 
friends with similar others (McPherson et al., 2001), penalizes minority 
groups in organizations, as shown by a recent review (Ertug et al., 2022). 
Several studies investigating cross-race friendships have demonstrated 
that in diverse contexts, race becomes a more salient source of identity for 
minorities, leading individuals to primarily choose members of their own 
race as friends (Leonard et al., 2008; Mehra et al., 1998; Mollica et al., 
2003). Ibarra (1992) studied multiplex workplace friendship networks 
of women and men and found that while white male employees tend 
to build homophilous multiplex ties across the organization, including 
influential white male counterparts, women tend to have less overlap 
between their friendship and their work-focused network, making it 
harder for them to attain influential positions. Further, compared to their 
male counterparts, women develop more intimate and persistent rela-
tionships at work, which might lead to less of the network renewal that



352 N. A. David et al.

has been shown to benefit status-attainment, performance, and creativity 
(Carboni et al., 2020; Soda et al.,  2021). 

Organizations may therefore wish to intervene formally to help disad-
vantaged groups build their social capital, which is essential to access 
influential positions within the organization. Such moves not only 
benefit minority employees but also organizational performance. For 
example, having a more gender- and racially-diverse workforce has been 
shown to benefit performance by introducing diverse ideas and perspec-
tives, greater legitimacy, and checking management perceptions against 
broader experiences of reality (e.g., Carboni et al., 2020; Gong, 2006; 
Richard, 2000). Studies have explored practical solutions for helping 
minorities build workplace social capital. For example, a field experiment 
in the Chinese context showed that formal mentoring helps employees 
expand their workplace networks (including their friendship network) 
and that such programs are particularly effective for women due to 
the legitimacy-enhancing signals of mentorship (Srivastava, 2015). Simi-
larly, Mollica et al. (2003) have suggested that organizations implement 
formal networking groups for racial minorities that create opportunities 
for mentorship and career advancement. Taking into account that work-
focused relationships are important determinants for friendship building 
(Sias et al., 2020; Yakubovich  &  Burg,  2019), organizations could delib-
erately create diverse teams and work groups to provide the opportunity 
for cross-sex and cross-race friendships to develop (Marelich, 1996). 

Organizations can also encourage informal relationship-building by 
employees themselves. Network training for employees helps them 
understand their own workplace networks, how to implement strate-
gies to develop them (Cross et al., 2013), and, crucially, how the 
implicit biases and explicit choices of majorities constrain outcomes for 
minority colleagues. Organizations must also recognize that advanta-
geous networking strategies are not uniform for all groups. Ibarra (1995) 
for instance found that high-potential minority employees had more 
cross-race ties in their instrumental network relative to high-potential 
white employees. She concludes that, rather than trying to imitate 
network development strategies of white males, minority employees 
can benefit from building heterophilous relationships in addition to 
their mainly homophilous friendship networks to compensate for their
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disadvantaged positioning in intra-organizational networks and to access 
influential individuals in the organization. 

However, diversity policies implemented by organizations may also 
have unintended consequences and organizations should be wary of 
these. For example, Elsesser and Peplau (2006) coined the term ‘glass 
partition’ to describe obstacles to the development of cross-sex friend-
ships at work. They point out that organizational policies to prevent 
workplace romances and sexual harassment might discourage employees 
from building friendships with employees of the other sex because they 
fear misinterpretation of friendship by others as romantic or sexual 
interest. This glass partition limits women’s networking opportunities 
with peers and supervisors, especially in male-dominated organizations. 
Moreover, both white male and minority employees may resent efforts 
by organizations to integrate their networks because such efforts might 
be interpreted as a lack of confidence by the organization in minority 
employees’ social competence, or as a special treatment of minorities 
which can be perceived as unfair by white male employees (Mollica et al., 
2003). While we do not wish to suggest that majority resentment should 
be coddled or should guide organizational policy, it is nonetheless neces-
sary for organizations to recognize potential backlash and find ways to 
preclude or mitigate it. 

Beyond helping minorities build workplace friendships that provide 
advantages in intra-organizational networks, it is crucial that organiza-
tions address the structural and cultural barriers that impede minority 
employees. We see two important aspects that need attention in that 
regard: first, majorities in the organization should be trained and made 
aware that natural preferences for building homophilous friendship ties 
exclude minority group members from building influential networks in 
the organization. Second, minority groups should be sensitized about 
the internalization of potentially disadvantageous beliefs about work-
place relationships that can result from social inequalities. For example, 
women and racial minorities may believe that they should not be ‘too 
pushy’ when it comes to workplace relationships, or that networking 
behavior is morally dubious (Casciaro et al., 2014). One way for orga-
nizations to address these challenges is to build comprehensive training 
programs both for the majority and minority groups, as well as integrated



354 N. A. David et al.

programs, that explicitly touch upon these aspects to raise employee 
awareness and create legitimacy for building workplace friendship across 
demographic and cultural boundaries. 

Workplace Friendships and the Melding 
of Professional and Private Life 

Despite the above suggestions for fostering workplace friendships, we 
also see a limit in the active involvement of organizations in creating 
these intimate and affective social ties among their employees. Organi-
zations need to consider that workplace friendships create tensions that 
can translate into negative outcomes for individuals and organizations, as 
discussed previously. This potential for tensions and conflicts as perceived 
by employees is increasingly referenced in the current debate on work-
life balance and the appropriate degree of separation between work 
life and private life (Feldmann, 2022; Rothbard et al.,  2005). Younger 
generations in particular may be less willing than their forebears to sacri-
fice their personal life for work (Hoffower, 2021; Janeska-Iliev et al., 
2019). They show a greater desire to separate their work and private 
lives (Hoffower, 2021). As a consequence, the encroachment of work 
life on private life through long working hours, employee permanent 
availability via modern communication media, and coworker socializing 
outside work is increasingly being questioned (Feldmann, 2022; Krause, 
2018). The recent modifications in work organization brought about 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and the imposition of remote work have 
pushed many employees’ tolerance of the overlap between their work and 
private lives to a limit, increasing, for example, risks of parental burnout 
(Griffith, 2020) and job stress related to work-family conflict (Galanti 
et al., 2021). At the same time, many employees have experienced social 
disconnection from their work relationships, including their workplace 
friendships (Jo et al., 2021), leading to feelings of isolation (Galanti 
et al., 2021; Toscano & Zappalà, 2020). These experiences have raised 
employees’ awareness of the risks of overlap between their work and 
private lives (Feldmann, 2022), and organizations will have to address 
this issue to remain attractive as employers. In particular, it is probable
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that more and more employees will take a critical and perhaps dismissive 
stance towards organizational efforts to promote socializing outside of 
work hours as a means to workplace friendship development. They may 
perceive these efforts as a meddling of the organization with their private 
lives. 

One potential course of action is for organizations to change their 
perspective on socializing time, and recognize it as productive time that is 
likely to benefit the organization (for example, by increasing connectivity 
and flexibility across organization boundaries). They could therefore 
make time for more socializing events during work hours, instead of 
expecting employees to engage in networking interactions with their 
coworkers outside work. 

From a broader perspective, organizations should critically examine 
strategies for promoting overlap between employees’ work and private 
lives, as championed by companies like Google, Lego, or Amazon. 
Indeed, these pose the risk that employees interpret them as an expec-
tation by their organization of an ‘always on, always working’ culture 
(Krause, 2018), with negative consequences for employees such as 
burnout. Such strategies may work to some extent for companies like 
Google, who are seen as prestigious employers and are able to attract 
employees who are willing to sacrifice much of their private lives to 
the organization. But in less prestigious companies such sacrifice may 
become increasingly unattractive to prospective employees. It is possible 
that in coming years, we will witness a shift in expectations regarding 
the relationship between employees and employers, and a prioritization 
by employees of their private lives, eventually leading to changes in the 
role that friendship plays at work. 

Conclusion 

Workplace friendships result from multiple processes. They are shaped 
partly by employees themselves, who are drawn to their coworkers to 
satisfy needs of relatedness and belonging. They are partly a side effect of 
organizational arrangements, such as increased teamwork. They are also 
deliberately encouraged by organizations through various activities, such
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as socializing outside work or providing spaces for informal encounters 
for employees. Our review of studies investigating the consequences of 
workplace friendships has shown that they have important outcomes for 
individuals, teams, and organizations alike, but also that these studies 
exhibit mixed findings. On the one hand, workplace friendships lead 
to positive outcomes, increase employees’ well-being at work, enhance 
their performance and facilitate exchange throughout the organization. 
On the other hand, they can lead to tensions, as workplace friends 
face conflicting demands through the interaction of friendship-related 
and work-related concerns. These are particularly salient when friend-
ship overlaps with a work-focused relationship, as research on multiplex 
workplace friendships demonstrates. 
The review allowed us to identify avenues for future research, and to 

articulate recommendations for organizations and managers on how to 
reap the benefits of workplace friendships while avoiding their draw-
backs. In particular, we identified three aspects of work that have 
become increasingly important and that impact workplace friendships: 
the increase in virtual work and the challenges that this engenders with 
regard to workplace friendships, inequalities with regard to the building 
of workplace friendships which penalize women and minorities in orga-
nizations, and an increasing desire by employees to rebalance their work 
and private lives that might reduce their willingness to maintain work-
place friendships. Organizations have much to gain by attending to 
these new challenges related to workplace friendships, and by developing 
strategies that address the issues they bring about. 
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Introduction 

To join a work organization is to be plunged into a world of similar 
and dissimilar others. Of the many people one encounters at work, 
only some become our personal friends. The question of why people
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become friends with some people and not others is important because 
we know that workplace friendship ties influence key outcomes, such as 
job satisfaction, turnover, job performance, and promotions (for a review, 
see Brass, 2022). Perhaps the most influential response to this question 
draws on Lazarsfeld and Merton’s classic work on “homophily,” defined 
as “a tendency for friendships to form between those who are alike in 
some designated respect” (1954, p. 23). Similarity, from the homophily 
perspective, breeds friendship. 
But if similarity is to be used to explain patterns of friendship choice, 

on what basis is similarity to be assessed? In their study of friendships 
in “Hilltown” (a bi-racial, low-rent housing project in Pennsylvania) and 
“Crafttown” (a housing project consisting of mostly white families in 
New Jersey), Lazarsfeld and Merton distinguished between two different 
bases of homophily. The first—which they labeled “status homophily”— 
focused on sociodemographic dimensions that stratify society, such 
as race and gender. The other—“value homophily”—included a wide 
variety of internal psychological states and attitudes, such as opinions 
about whether or not “colored and white people should live together 
in housing projects” (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954, p. 26). Similarly, the 
conceptually related work on “The Attraction Paradigm” (Byrne, 1971) 
examined both demographic variables and psychological attitudes as 
precursors of interpersonal attraction. This line of work found that simi-
larity in terms of demography and psychological beliefs were both related 
to interpersonal attraction, but the effect sizes for the demographic vari-
ables were anemic compared to those for attitude similarity: Individuals 
tended to be attracted to people who shared similar attitudes, even if 
these individuals happened to be of a different gender or race (Byrne, 
1971, pp. 127–163). 

Classic work on homophily recognized the importance of assessing 
perceptions of similarity (and dissimilarity). But most of the work on 
homophily in the workplace has tended to focus on demographic char-
acteristics to the exclusion of cognitive ones (e.g., Brass, 1985; Ibarra, 
1992, 1995; Lawrence & Shah, 2020; Lincoln & Miller, 1979, for  a  
review). The structural take on homophily focuses on readily observable 
demographic variables (such as sex and race) rather than on an exam-
ination of underlying psychological states. There are good reasons for



Friendship at Work: Inside … 371

the popularity of the structural perspective on homophily in investi-
gations of workplace friendship. For one thing, it possesses the virtues 
of parsimony and expediency: Individuals’ cognitions don’t have to be 
assessed; they can be inferred by examining easily observed demographic 
proxies (Pfeffer, 1983). Demographic similarity is treated as a proxy for 
underlying but unobserved cognitive processes, such as shared cultural 
beliefs and attitudes (McPherson et al., 2001, p. 435). On the other 
hand, the strategy of bypassing individuals’ psychological beliefs and 
attitudes “obscures clear thinking” (Lawrence, 1997, p. 3; Lawrence &  
Shah, 2020). This is because the structural approach assumes that 
demographic variables also capture the variation in underlying, but 
unmeasured, psychological concepts. Although this “congruence assump-
tion” (Lawrence, 1997, p. 3) is regularly invoked in explanations of why 
demographic similarity is related to friendship choice, it is seldom exam-
ined in the empirical research in work organizations (Harrison et al., 
2002; cf. Kilduff et al., 2000). This raises a troubling possibility: We 
know that demographic similarity is related to friendship choice in work 
organizations (Brass, 1985; Ibarra, 1992; e.g., Lincoln & Miller, 1979), 
but is it possible the rationale underlying this observed relationship is 
mis-specified?1 

The primary goal of our field-based study is to submit to empir-
ical test the explanatory theory that is implicit in structural accounts 
of workplace homophily. Specifically, we examine whether interpersonal 
cognitions mediate the relationship between demographic characteris-
tics (we examined rank and sex) and workplace friendship choice at the 
dyadic level of analysis. Looking inside the black box of homophily, we 
directly examine the perceptions of similarity that presumably explain 
why demographically similar people are more likely to be friends in the 
workplace. We also examine individuals’ perceptions of dissimilarity. As 
Simmel (1950, p. 30) pointed out long ago: “… for the actions of the

1 Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954, p. 23, footnote 10) cautioned that the term homophily repre-
sents statistical regularity rather than an explanation for that regularity—i.e., they noted that 
they intended the concept as “descriptive” rather than “interpretive.” Nonetheless, structurally 
informed empirical work on the formation of interpersonal relationships routinely describes 
homophily as a “self-organizing mechanism.” A tendency, however, is a statistical regularity; it 
is not a mechanism/explanation (see the discussion in Chen et al., 2021). 
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individual, his difference from others is of far greater interest than his 
similarity with them.” The tendency to ignore dissimilarity as an inde-
pendent force in friendship formation is perhaps not surprising given the 
relative neglect of negative ties in organizational research (Labianca & 
Brass, 2006). In allowing for the possibility that perceptions of dissim-
ilarity play a unique role in the choice of friends, we hope to provide a 
“useful antidote” to the “emphasis on similarity as the pervasive dynamic 
in groups” (Weick, 1969, p. 14). 

A second and related goal of this research is to expand the current 
focus of organizational homophily research from visible demographic 
characteristics to include the less visible but psychologically relevant 
characteristics that make up individual personality. Although personality 
characteristics were examined in classic work on the similarity attraction 
paradigm (see the summary in Byrne, 1971, pp. 164–187), they have 
received relatively little attention in subsequent research on homophily 
(see the review in Ertug et al., 2022). There is, however, a reason to 
suspect that personality plays an important role in friendship forma-
tion (e.g., Klohnen & Luo, 2003; Sasovova et al., 2010). Of the many 
possible personality theories that can be used to differentiate individuals, 
we focused on one that has been shown to be of importance to the struc-
ture of workplace friendship relations: self-monitoring (e.g., Fang et al., 
2015; Mehra et al., 2001). Self-monitoring theory is concerned with 
systematic “differences in the extent to which people value, create, culti-
vate, and project social images and public appearances” (Gangestad & 
Snyder, 2000, p. 531; for an organizationally oriented review of self-
monitoring theory and evidence, see Day & Schleicher, 2006; Kudret  
et al., 2019). Some people (“high self-monitors”), out of a concern for 
situational appropriateness, monitor and regulate their self-presentation 
for the sake of creating desired public appearances. The behaviors of 
others (“low self-monitors”), by contrast, are largely a reflection of their 
inner attitudes and dispositions. Whereas high self-monitors are akin to 
social pragmatists who are willing and able to project images intended to 
impress others, low self-monitors seem unwilling and unable to carry off 
appearances (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000, p. 531). 
Given these sharply contrasting approaches to managing their social 

worlds, it seems likely that people of the same self-monitoring
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orientation would see each other as similar and those of opposite 
self-monitoring orientation would see each other as dissimilar. The 
homophily principle can be used to anticipate that, in work organiza-
tions, individuals will tend to befriend others of the same self-monitoring 
orientation as themselves because they will be more likely to perceive 
these others as similar to themselves and those of the opposite self-
monitoring orientation as dissimilar to themselves (Snyder & Smith, 
1986, pp. 71–73). Whether this is in fact the case is an empirical 
question, and it is one this research attempts to answer. 

Methods 

Site 

We collected survey-based data from a small high-tech organization that 
researched and produced sophisticated chromatographic equipment. The 
organization had been kept deliberately flat to enhance speed and respon-
siveness, which were critical to success in a competitive environment that 
pitted the firm against bigger rivals. The small size meant that people at 
the company knew each other on a first name basis and regularly ran into 
each other in the spacious atrium, that included a cafeteria, surrounded 
by plants and small trees, where employees from all parts of the orga-
nization ran into each other. The firm had won industry awards for its 
innovative products, customer service, and its inclusive culture. 

Data 

Data on social networks and self-monitoring were collected through a 
questionnaire sent to all 116 employees (68 men, 48 women). 102 people 
provided data on their friendship ties. We used the roster method to 
collect this “whole-network” data. People were free to nominate as many 
individuals as they liked as friends. Missing data on self-monitoring 
reduced the total usable sample in this study to 93.
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Measures 

Friendship 

The raw data on friendship relations were arranged in a 93 × 93 binary 
matrix. Each cell X ij in this matrix initially corresponded to one indi-
vidual i ’s relation to another individual j as reported by i. For example, 
if i reported j as a friend, then cell X ij was coded as 1. Because we were 
interested in this study in reciprocal friendship choice, we symmetrized 
this matrix using the rule that X ij = 1 if and only if X ij = X ij = 1. 
That is, both i and j had to list each other as a friend for the pair to be 
considered friends. 

Perceived Similarity 

We used the same sociometric approach to capture data on perceived 
interpersonal similarity as we did for friendship (for a previous applica-
tion of this measure, see Mehra et al., 1998, p. 443). Individuals were 
asked, on the questionnaire, to identify those individuals they consid-
ered “especially similar” to themselves. We noted, on the questionnaire, 
that we were interested in the respondents’ perceptions and the basis of 
judging similarity was entirely up to them. As with the friendship data, 
we initially arranged these responses in a 93 × 93 binary matrix, which 
we then symmetrized using the rule that cell X ij was coded as 1 if and 
only if both i and j reported the other as someone who was especially 
similar to themselves. 

Perceived Dissimilarity 

We used the same approach to code and symmetrize this 93 × 93 binary 
matrix as we did the perceived similarity matrix. The question we used 
to gather data asked individuals to identify individuals at the firm who 
they thought of as “especially dissimilar” to themselves. Cell X ij in the 
final matrix was coded as 1 if and only if both i and j reported the other 
as someone who they considered “especially dissimilar.”
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Self-monitoring 

Self-monitoring was measured with an 18-item true–false questionnaire 
(Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). A sample item is “In different situa-
tions with different people, I often act like very different persons.” This 
measure correlates highly (r = 0.93) with the original 25-item measure 
(Snyder, 1974) and has been demonstrated to be both more reliable and 
factorially pure (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). In the present study, the 
reliability for this scale as measured by Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80. 

Personality Difference 

This dyadic measure was computed, for each pair of individuals in the 
sample, as the absolute difference in the self-monitoring scores between 
the two individuals. This variable was arranged as a 93 × 93 valued 
matrix where cell Xij was coded as the absolute difference between self-
monitoring orientations of i and j. The observed values range from 
0 to 17. To ease interpretation of the MRQAP regression coefficient 
associated with this variable, we rescaled this variable by dividing it by 
10. 

Gender Similarity 

Data on gender was obtained from company records. We converted these 
data into a 93 × 93 binary matrix where cell X ij was 1 if and only if both 
i and j were of the same gender. 

Rank Similarity 

Data on rank came from company records. We simplified data on rank 
into two categories: supervisors (i.e., those who had one or more persons 
formally reporting to them) and non-supervisors (all others). These data 
were converted into a 93 × 93 binary matrix such that cell X ij was coded 
as 1 if and only if both i and j were of the same rank.
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Control Variables 

Workflow 

Because friendships are more likely to form between people who come 
into regular contact with each other (Festinger et al., 1950), we included 
as a control the 93 × 93 binary “workflow” matrix. Data on workflow 
relations were obtained from the sociometric survey by asking people 
to identify their workflow contacts (i.e., the set of people from whom 
one regularly exchanged workflow inputs and/or outputs—see Mehra 
et al., 2001 for additional details). Cell X ij in the symmetrized work-
flow matrix used for analysis in this paper was coded as 1 if and only if 
both i and j identified the other as a workflow partner. 

Analysis 

We used the Matrix Regression Quadratic Assignment Procedure 
(MRQAP) in UCINET 6 (Borgatti et al., 2002) to test our ideas. 
This analytic approach is a better choice than OLS regression because 
MRQAP is a procedure designed specifically to account for the lack of 
independence in network data (Krackhardt, 1988; see the discussion in 
the methodological appendix of Chen et al., 2021). We used the standard 
procedure to examine mediation (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

Results 

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for each 
of the matrixes used in the MRQAP analyses.
The first question we sought to investigate was: Is the relation-

ship between demographic similarity and friendship choice mediated 
by psychological perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity? To test for 
mediation, we examined, first, if there was a significant relationship 
between demographic similarity in terms of rank and gender and friend-
ship choice. Second, we checked to see if this relationship was eliminated
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or significantly reduced once perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity 
were added to the regression model. The results presented in model 1 of 
Table 2 show that, controlling for the significant effects of being work-
flow partners on friendship (b = 0.04, p < 0.001), gender similarity (b = 
0.02, p < 0.001) predicted dyadic friendship choice. Similarity in rank, 
by contrast, was not a significant predictor of dyadic friendship (b = 
0.01, p = n.s). Model 2 in Table 2 shows that perceived similarity (b 
= 0.43, p < 0.001)—but not perceived dissimilarity (b = −  0.02, p 
= n.s.)—predicted dyadic friendship choice. However, the relationship 
between gender similarity and dyadic friendship choice was not signif-
icantly diminished once perceived similarity and dissimilarity were also 
included in the regression (see model 3 in Table 2). Moreover, as shown 
in Table 3, the demographic similarity was only inconsistently related to 
underlying perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity: gender similarity 
predicted perceived similarity (b = 0.01, p < 0.01) but did not predict 
perceived dissimilarity. And rank similarity did not significantly predict 
perceived similarity or perceived dissimilarity. Overall, these results indi-
cate that gender similarity and perceived similarity had significant but 
independent effects on dyadic friendship choice. Thus, there was no 
support for the argument that the effects of demographic similarity 
on friendship are mediated by underlying perceptions of similarity and 
dissimilarity.

A second question we sought to investigate was: Does self-monitoring 
personality predict friendship choice? If so, is the effect mediated by 
perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity? The results in Table 2, model  
1 show that the greater the difference in the self-monitoring score 
of two individuals, the more likely they were to be friends (b = 
0.00, p < 0.10). There was, however, no evidence that differences in 
self-monitoring personality were significantly related to perceptions of 
similarity and dissimilarity (see Table 3); and, even with the inclusion of 
these perceptual variables in the model, the greater the difference in the 
self-monitoring scores of two individuals, the more likely they were to 
be friends (b = 0.00, p < 0.05; Table 2, model  3).  
We found further evidence of this complementarity in analysis that, 

first, coded a person as a high self-monitor if that person scored above 
11 on the 18-point self-monitoring scale and as a low self-monitor
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Table 2 MRQAP analyses predicting dyadic friendship choice 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Workflow 0.04*** 0.04*** 0.04*** 

Demographic similarity 
Rank similarity 0.01 0.01 
Gender similarity 0.02*** 0.01** 
Personality difference 0.01† 0.02* 

Social identity 
Perceived similarity 0.43*** 0.42*** 
Perceived dissimilarity −0.02 −0.02 
Intercept −0.01*** 0.01*** −0.01*** 

Adj. R-Squared 0.02 0.10 0.11 
N 4278 4278 4278 
†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests) 
Significance levels are based on 20,000 permutations 

Table 3 MRQAP analyses predicting perceived similarity and dissimilarity 

Variable Perceived similarity Perceived dissimilarity 

Workflow 0.02*** 0.01† 

Demographic similarity 
Rank similarity 0.00 0.00 
Gender similarity 0.01** −0.00 
Personality difference −0.00 0.00 
Intercept 0.00*** 0.00*** 

Adj. R-Squared 0.01 0.00 
N 4278 4278 
†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests) 
Significance levels are based on 20,000 permutations

otherwise.2 Next, we examined the mean score for “preference-based 
homophily,” computed using a formula that adjusted for the relative 
numbers of high and low self-monitors in our sample (for the formula, 
see Ibarra, 1992; Krackhardt, 1990). We found that the mean for both 
high self-monitors (mean = −  0.01, SD = 0.08) and low self-monitors

2 Self-monitoring has been theorized to be a class variable. A score higher/lower than 11 on 
the 18 point has been used as an indicator that a person is either a high self-monitor or a low 
self-monitor (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). 
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(mean = −  0.01, SD = 0.12) was negative, an indication that high self-
monitors were more likely to prefer friends who were low self-monitors, 
and vice versa. These mean scores were not significantly different (t = 
− 0.18, p = n.s.), so high self-monitors and low self-monitors did not 
differ to the extent to which they were heterophilous. Complemen-
tarity, it appears, rather than similarity is the principle that governs the 
relationship between self-monitoring personality and friendship choice. 

Discussion 

This paper reported an empirical test of the idea, implicit in structural 
research on homophily, that demographic indicators, such as gender and 
rank, accurately capture underlying psychological perceptions of simi-
larity and dissimilarity, and these, in turn, drive friendship choice. The 
results of our investigation suggest that this mediation model is mis-
specified. Looking inside the black box of homophily, we examined 
whether perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity contributed to the 
observed tendency for people to be friends with those of the same 
gender and rank as themselves. We found that similarity in gender (but 
not rank) predicted dyadic friendship, but this effect was not medi-
ated by underlying perceptions of similarity or dissimilarity. Instead, 
both gender similarity and perceived similarity independently predicted 
dyadic friendship. 
Although several theorists (e.g., Simmel, 1950; Weick, 1969) have  

argued for greater attention to dissimilarity as an independent force in 
organizational life, these negative cognitive ties—like negative social ties 
more generally—have received relatively little attention in the organiza-
tional literature. We found no evidence that perceptions of dissimilarity 
were associated with differences in gender, rank, or personality. More-
over, perceptions of dissimilarity did not predict dyadic friendship. 
It may be that perceptions of dissimilarity only infrequently play a 
role in friendship choice, and this rarity of dissimilarity ties may also 
make it difficult to detect this otherwise plausible effect. Nonetheless, 
even if infrequent, perceptions of dissimilarity may play a decisive role
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in friendship dynamics. This is a topic that deserves more empirical 
attention. 

A goal of our study was to examine whether the homophily prin-
ciple applied to self-monitoring personality (Snyder, 1974). We focused 
on self-monitoring personality because it has been shown to have clear 
implications for friendship dynamics in work settings (e.g., Sasovova 
et al., 2010). Moreover, past work suggests that individuals can accu-
rately identify the self-monitoring orientation of people with whom they 
interact (Snyder, 1974). From the homophily perspective, individuals of 
the same self-monitoring orientation should be more likely to choose one 
another as friends than individuals of opposite self-monitoring orienta-
tions. What our study found, however, was that the greater the difference 
in the self-monitoring score of two individuals, the more likely they were 
to be friends. Heterophily,3 not homophily, seems to be the principle that 
governs the relationship between self-monitoring personality and dyadic 
friendship choices in organizations. Further, as with gender, we found 
no evidence that perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity mediated the 
effects of self-monitoring on dyadic friendship. 

Implications for Theory and Future Research 

Our results have three implications for theory. First, our results suggest 
that although the structural perspective on homophily in work organiza-
tions is parsimonious and accounts for much of the variance in friendship 
relations in work organizations, the rationale for why it does so deserves 
further scrutiny. We found that similarity in gender was related to 
friendship choice, but this relationship was not mediated by under-
lying psychological perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity. Alternative 
theoretical accounts may be needed to explain why similarity in gender is 
related to friendship choice in the workplace even in the absence of corre-
sponding psychological perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity (see

3 Heterophily was the term Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954, p. 23) coined to describe the 
(statistical) tendency “for friendships to form between those who differ in some designated 
respect.”. 
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Montoya et al., 2008). An intriguing possibility is that workplace friend-
ship means different things to women and men. There is some evidence, 
for example, that women tend to see their friendships as a vehicle for 
the receiving and giving of social support whereas men think of work 
friends as someone to do things with, such as socialize outside work 
(Argyle & Henderson, 1985, pp. 75–81). These gendered differences in 
what friendship means may provide fresh clues about the mechanisms 
that explain friendship choices at work (for a plea for greater attention 
to mechanisms underlying the relationship between gender and social 
networks, see, e.g., Brands et al., 2022; Woehler et al., 2021). 
A second and related implication of our study is that the homophily 

perspective in organizational research may need to re-inject the earlier 
emphasis on underlying perceptions of similarity as an independent basis 
for homophily in friendship choice. We found that people were more 
likely to befriend those they perceived to be especially similar to them-
selves, irrespective of whether those people were demographically similar 
to them. By ignoring the psychological bases of friendship formation in 
work organizations, structural research on homophily offers an incom-
plete account of the antecedents of friendship choice in organizations. 
Perceptions of similarity matter for friendship, above and beyond demo-
graphic similarity. We are not driven in our choice of friends at work by 
structural forces alone; our inner beliefs and cognitive processes also play 
an important if neglected role. 
The third implication of our work is that the homophily principle may 

explain why similarity in demographic characteristics is related to friend-
ship, but heterophily may be the more appropriate principle when it 
comes to how personality influences friendship choice. In contrast to the 
pervasive emphasis on how “birds of a feather flock together,” it appears 
that sometimes it is birds of different feathers that flock together. Past 
work has argued that similar individuals are preferred as friends because 
similar others provide consensual validation of one’s own views and 
beliefs (e.g., Byrne & Clore, 1967; Snyder & Smith,  1986). However, 
individuals may sometimes prefer different yet complementary others. 
Plato, in his famous dialogue, “Lysis,” argued that those who resemble 
us excite in us feelings of envy and competitiveness whereas dissimilar
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others can inspire and attract. Despite the intuitive appeal of Plato’s argu-
ment, the idea that similarity is the basis for interpersonal attraction has 
come to be accepted as axiomatic. Organizational research and practice 
could profit from a richer understanding of the conditions under which 
opposites attract. 
The questions we are in pursuit of beg for longitudinal data. The 

analytical approach we used for analyzing our cross-sectional data is a 
type of regression in which the cases are dyads, the dependent variable is 
the state of the dyad, and the independent variables are dyadic prop-
erties, such as differences in gender or self-monitoring. The p-values 
in MRQAP, however, are calculated via a permutation-based method 
that avoids assuming a mathematical distribution and instead generates 
its own distribution of beta coefficients. With cross-sectional data, the 
MRQAP can be considered as modeling tie formation (see the appendix 
in Chen et al., 2021). Nonetheless, it would be fruitful to explicitly 
observe and model changes in workplace friendships over time (Nestler 
et al., 2015). With longitudinal data, coevolution modeling can be used 
to distinguish whether people select those they perceive as similar or 
whether, over time, people come to influence each other, thereby coming 
to see each other as similar (e.g., de Klepper et al., 2010). It might also be 
worth manipulating perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity to see if 
changes in similarity/dissimilarity shape network dynamics. It is possible 
that whereas perceived dissimilarity did not emerge in our analysis as a 
significant predictor of friendship choice, it could be a potent predictor 
of friendship dissolution. It is also possible that whereas dissimilarity does 
not predict friendship choice, it may predict other relationships, such as 
advice, or role modeling, that we did not examine in this paper. 
Our study is limited in its reliance on just two items to measure 

the underlying perceptions that presumably mediate the relationship 
between visible, demographic markers and friendship choice. The benefit 
of this approach is that respondents were free to make a determination 
based on individually-salient criteria unbiased by researcher-imposed 
categories. However, an alternative strategy would be to ask people about 
the extent to which others are similar/dissimilar to them regarding their 
views on specific topics and/or values. It may be that our approach to
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measuring the psychological beliefs that mediate between demographic 
similarity and friendship was simply too coarse-grained. 

Managerial Implications 

Work organizations in the post-(Covid) pandemic world have been 
scrambling to find ways to enhance employees’ sense of connectedness 
to their colleagues at work. A firm called Imperative is using an inter-
esting approach to addressing this challenge, one that dovetails nicely 
with our findings (Hurst, 2022). In a nutshell, the firm uses software to 
have each employee identify their “purpose drivers,” the things that they 
are intrinsically motivated by at work, and the outcomes they most care 
about. Drawing on this psychological data on attitudes and beliefs, the 
firm creates meaningful connections between people who were otherwise 
unlikely to connect. This approach to directly collecting data on relevant 
attitudes could be one way that firms can grow workplace friendships. 
As our research shows, irrespective of whether people were demograph-
ically similar, they were more likely to be friends if they perceived one 
another as similar. Managers cannot control the gender or personality of 
the people they would like to turn into workplace friends, but what they 
can do is shape people’s sense of interpersonal similarity by helping them 
see what they have in common despite their demographic differences. 

Conclusion 

Why do people befriend certain others at work? An influential answer 
relies on the “homophily” principle, which posits that similarity breeds 
friendship. Although early formulations of this principle accounted for 
similarity in terms of both observable demographic markers (such as 
gender and race) and underlying perceptions of similarity and dissim-
ilarity, the study of friendship choice in work settings has since come 
to focus almost exclusively on readily observable surface characteristics.
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Looking inside the black box of homophily, our research suggests that 
the gains in methodological expediency that result from the adoption 
of a structural perspective on homophily need to be carefully weighed 
against the possibility that the underlying psychological assumptions it 
relies upon are mis-specified. It can be pragmatic for a theory to focus 
on predictive success at the expense of explanatory accuracy. The trouble 
arises when the model starts to be confused with reality.4 
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A Network Perspective on Interpersonal 
Trust Dynamics 
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Introduction 

Trust is an important and sensitive aspect of workplace relationships. 
A commonly accepted definition of trust at the interpersonal level is 
“the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another 
party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular 
action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor
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or control that other party” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). In the 
workplace, trust between employees has been associated with enhanced 
psychological safety, effective communication, and individual and orga-
nizational performance (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Fulmer & Gelfand,  2012; 
Zaheer et al., 1998). Hence, scholars have devoted considerable atten-
tion to exploring the antecedents of trust, among which network-related 
antecedents have received increasing attention over the past two decades. 
Researchers have investigated associations between trust and network 
variables such as reciprocity (Schoorman et al., 2007), the presence of 
third parties (Ferrin et al., 2006; Lau & Liden, 2008), or aspects such 
as the ego-centric network (Chua et al., 2008; Wong & Boh, 2010), 
and the whole network (Gupta et al., 2016). This body of research, 
while laying the foundations for future research on trust from a network 
perspective, is still in an early stage. In synthesizing the literature, we 
observe that extant research on this topic remains largely fragmented and 
inconclusive. 
Because trust is embedded in interpersonal networks, there is good 

reason to assume that trust changes along with network relations and 
structures (Baer et al., 2018; Giest, 2019). Yet, given the scattered schol-
arly landscape on trust-network associations, advancements can be made 
by integrating previous research and providing guidelines that may assist 
in exploring how networks affect trust from a dynamic perspective. 
Therefore, we conduct a systematic literature review to integrate the liter-
ature and answer the research question: How does network embeddedness 
affect trust dynamics? In line with previous research (Chua et al., 2008; 
De Cremer et al., 2018), we define trust dynamics as a system of changes 
in interpersonal trust relationships. This system of changes includes the 
three stages of trust, formation, decay, and repair (Bachmann et al., 
2015), and it pairs well with the voluntary and vulnerable relational 
notion that underlies the trust dynamics (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). 
To explicate trust dynamics, this chapter focuses on two network 

mechanisms: relational embeddedness that describes the quality of a tie 
between trustor and (potential) trustee and structural embeddedness that 
captures the patterns and configurations of ties surrounding this relation-
ship (Gulati, 1998). We organize the literature by identifying relational 
and structural dimensions of networks that affect trust in the stages of
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trust formation, decay, and repair and provide implications for practice 
based on the research. 

Key Concepts 

Network Embeddedness 

The concept of embeddedness was introduced in sociology to investigate 
the interdependence between social structure and behavior (Coleman, 
1958). Granovetter (1985) further developed this concept and distin-
guished between embeddedness as “concrete personal relations and struc-
tures (or “networks”) of such relations” (Granovetter, 1985, p. 490). 
Following Granovetter’s seminal work, Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) 
further distinguished between relational embeddedness and structural 
embeddedness. Relational embeddedness refers to “the kind of personal 
relationships people have developed with each other through a history 
of interactions” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 244). Structural embed-
dedness, in turn, refers to the configurations of the relationships. Both 
relational and structural embeddedness are characterized by a broad set 
of dimensions, and this literature review aims to investigate which of 
them are relevant in explaining trust dynamics in an intra-organizational 
context. 

Trust Dynamics 

In some prior studies embedded in the field of general management, trust 
dynamics are understood as behavioral or psychological changes (Lewicki 
et al., 2006). This view, however, would limit trust dynamics to isolated 
individuals. Such a view has become conceptually problematic as more 
recently, network researchers found that trust levels change over time in 
a network, depending on the presence of other actors (Jones & Shah, 
2016; Kim  & Song,  2011; Wittek, 2001). As an active notion, trust 
changes following a trajectory of “formation, dissolution, and restora-
tion” (Korsgaard et al., 2018, p. 142). Accordingly, this chapter focuses
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on trust as a dynamic process of trust formation, decay, and repair 
(Bachmann et al., 2015). Trust formation is a process in which a trust 
relationship is built between two individuals. Formed trust relationships 
are not always stable as trust is fragile and easily broken. As a result, 
trust violations occur frequently in a workplace and may lead to serious 
consequences, such as revenge (Aquino et al., 2001), distrust (Bijlsma-
Frankema et al., 2015), and damaged trust (Schweitzer et al., 2006). 
These phenomena are representative of trust decay, referring to a process 
in which an existing trust relationship disappears, or wherein the level of 
trust in the relationship declines following the occurrence of trust viola-
tions (Dirks et al., 2009). A lack of trust—or broken trust—challenges 
the functioning of organizations. Researchers thus show an increasing 
interest in trust repair. Trust repair refers to the process of rebuilding 
or restoring a trust relationship that has been broken due to a trust 
violation, back to the previous state, or an even more positive state 
(Gillespie & Dietz, 2009; Kim et al., 2009; Ren  & Gray,  2009). 

Methodology 

To answer the research question, we conducted a systematic literature 
search in the Web of Science Core Collection to ensure a high-quality 
sample of peer-reviewed articles. Based on a systematic–screening and 
selection process,1 we finally identified 31 articles (see Table 1 for an 
overview of the included articles).

1 We used keywords from the trust literature (“trust dynamics” or “trust building” or “trust 
formation” or “trust decay” or “trust decline” or “trust repair” or “trust restoration” or “trust 
violation” or “trust process” or “trust” or “trustworthiness”) and the social networks literature 
(“social network analysis” or “network embeddedness” or “social networks” or “network position” 
or “structural holes” or “brokerage” or “centrality” or “tie strength” or “third party”). We used 
three selection criteria: journal impact factor no less than 2 in 2018, interpersonal level, and 
quantitative studies. 
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Results 

Table 2 provides an overview of the major findings and suggestions 
for future research, indicating that network-trust dynamics shows a 
multi-dimensional characteristic and that more attention is called for 
the research on trust decay and repair. Figure 1 shows the conceptual 
framework.

Trust Formation 

Relational Embeddedness and Trust Formation 

In the extant trust literature, we identified four relational dimensions that 
affect trust formation: tie content, tie strength, reciprocity, and similarity. 

Tie content refers to specific resource-based or identity-based content 
involved in a social tie (Podolny & Baron, 1997). Although tie content 
plays a role in explaining the outcomes related to a tie, limited research 
has been conducted to directly investigate the role of tie content in trust 
formation. In our review, four studies shed light on the effect of tie 
content on trust formation (Bianchi et al., 2018; Levin & Cross, 2004; 
Methot et al., 2016; Olk & Elvira, 2001). These studies show that the 
existence of friendship ties (Olk & Elvira, 2001) and collaboration ties 
(Bianchi et al., 2018) positively affect trust formation. Besides, Levin and 
Cross (2004) found that advice-seeking ties are also positively associated 
with seekers’ trust in givers. Going beyond a single type of tie content, 
Methot et al. (2016) found that multiplexity, which refers to the overlap 
of instrumental and friendship ties in a workplace, is positively related to 
coworker trust because multiplexity produces a strong emotional bond 
between coworkers. 

Tie strength refers to a combination of the duration, closeness, and 
interaction frequency of a tie (Baer, 2010). The literature (eight arti-
cles) provides consistent results regarding how tie strength affects trust 
formation. Researchers have found evidence that strong ties are not only 
related to higher trust (Karlan et al., 2009; Levin & Cross, 2004; Levin 
et al., 2011) but also predict higher trust over time (Jonczyk et al., 2016).
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Fig. 1 Conceptual framework: Network embeddedness and trust dynamics

In addition, numbers of previous interactions, reflecting the strength of 
a tie, were found to affect trust formation positively (Barrera, 2007; 
Barrera & van de Bunt, 2009; Buskens et al., 2010; Van  Miltenburg  
et al., 2012). 
Reciprocity refers to the symmetry of a tie, i.e., the extent to which a 

tie from Actor A to Actor B is perceived as mutual also from the perspec-
tive of Actor B to Actor A (e.g., based on returning favors) (Borgatti 
et al., 2018). We discuss reciprocity separately instead of treating it as 
one of the dimensions of tie strength because an asymmetric tie, such 
as an advice-seeking tie, can also be strong. Reciprocity occurs within 
dyads, and it is argued to improve trust development through mutual 
recognition (Barrera & van de Bunt, 2009). However, we found incon-
sistent results from three studies in the review. On the one hand, in 
longitudinal studies researchers observed that reciprocity contributed to 
trust development over time (Barrera & van de Bunt, 2009; Robins &  
Pattison, 2001). On the other hand, in a cross-sectional study, Lusher 
et al. (2012) found that expressed trust relationships are not signifi-
cantly reciprocated. Despite the inconclusive results, a clear distinction 
can be made: Although reciprocity predicts trust formation and persis-
tence over time, at a given point in time, trust should not be assumed to 
be reciprocated.
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Similarity is a relational concept, which is “operationally defined on 
such dimensions as age, sex, education, prestige, social class, tenure, and 
occupation” (Brass et al., 2004, p. 796). Similarity is commonly argued 
to predict tie formation, while the effect of similarity on trust formation 
has been less investigated. In our review, only two studies shed light on 
the relationship between similarity and trust formation (Comulada et al., 
2012; Mäkelä et al.,  2012). Researchers did not find consistent evidence 
that similarity, in terms of nationality (Mäkelä et al., 2012) or drug use  
(Comulada et al., 2012), is related to trust formation. We think that 
this lack of evidence may be caused because the studies failed to take 
mediators into account. Similarity predicts tie formation because similar 
people have more opportunities to interact with each other (Brass et al., 
2004; Ertug et al., 2021; McPherson et al., 2001). Building on a formed 
tie, trust is then likely to develop. Therefore, we propose that similarity 
affects trust formation indirectly, through tie formation. 

Structural Embeddedness and Trust Formation 

We identified five structural dimensions that influence trust formation: 
structural equivalence, transitivity, third parties, centrality, and density. 

Structural equivalence refers to the extent to which two actors are 
similar regarding their connections and disconnections with others in a 
network (Ferrin et al., 2006). Research findings (three studies) are incon-
clusive regarding the effect of structural equivalence on trust formation. 
On the one hand, structural equivalence between an individual and a 
third party has an effect on trust formation. When a trustor and a third 
party share a great number of connections, the trustor is more likely 
to develop trust in a trustee who is trusted by the third party (Wittek, 
2001). Sparrowe and Liden (2005) found that when an employee and a 
leader occupy similar connections within an organization, the employee 
is likely seen as influential, trustworthy, and reliable by other colleagues. 
On the other hand, structural equivalence between a trustor and a trustee 
was found to have inconclusive effects on trust formation between the 
trustor and trustee. Research concerning the evolution of a trust network 
did not find evidence that structural equivalents tend to develop trust
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in each other over time (Wittek, 2001). The situation appears different 
in a communication network in a cross-sectional dataset. Ferrin et al. 
(2006) found that structural equivalence in a communication network 
was significantly related to trust: When two employees have communi-
cation connections with the same set of actors, they tend to trust each 
other. Considering that different methods are used in these two studies, 
the inconclusive findings can be summarized as follows: Although struc-
tural equivalence (between the trustor and trustee) is positively related to 
trust, it may not lead to trust over time. 

Transitivity refers to the tendency to build relationships with 
contacts’ contacts (Burk et al., 2007; Mirc & Parker, 2020). It describes 
a triadic structure: If Actor A has a tie to Actor B, and Actor B has 
a tie to Actor C, then Actor A tends to build a tie with Actor C 
(Holland & Leinhardt, 1977; Louch, 2000). Four studies in the review 
found that transitivity leads to trust formation (Ferrin et al., 2006; Lau  &  
Liden, 2008; Robins & Pattison, 2001; Robins et al.,  2009). Researchers 
found that a tendency towards transitivity existed in trust networks 
(Ferrin et al., 2006; Robins et al.,  2009). Robins and Pattison (2001) 
investigated transitivity in a trust network from a dynamic perspec-
tive and found that transitive triads were stable over time once they 
formed. Under specific conditions, nevertheless, transitivity presented 
special features. For instance, Lau and Liden (2008) studied transitivity 
in a leadership context and found that employees tended to place more 
trust in fellow coworkers who were trusted by the leader. The conclusion 
was supported even though the precondition that the employees should 
have high trust in the leader was not found. In this case, the influence 
of the leader improved trust formation while the structure of transi-
tivity is incomplete. This study indicates that apart from the structural 
features of transitivity, contextual factors, such as hierarchy, are relevant 
when investigating transitivity and trust formation. In conclusion, these 
studies provide empirical evidence supporting the relationship between 
transitivity and trust formation. 
Third Parties Apart from the focus on the trustor and the trustee, 

the role of third parties has received considerable attention in explaining 
trust formation (seven articles in this review). We discuss the role of third 
parties separately from structural equivalence and transitivity, because in
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this section we focus on third parties who are not assuming a specific 
position of structural equivalence or transitivity. On the one hand, we 
found that third parties can play a passive role in influencing trust forma-
tion between a trustor and a trustee because both trustor and trustee 
make decisions considering a broader reference—the presence of third 
parties. For instance, when trustees have connections with third parties 
who have more information and resource advantages, trustors tend to 
maintain trust relationships with the trustees (Wittek, 2001). Besides, 
a third party’s entire network affects the process. Wong and Boh (2010) 
found that the ego network characteristics of employees who act as advo-
cates of managers influence these managers’ reputation among peers. 
Results in a trust game also show that a trustee was less likely to recipro-
cate trust to a trustor when the trustor was delegated to play the game for 
a third party’s benefits instead of their own benefits (Kvaløy & Luzuriaga, 
2014). Moreover, the presence of third parties functions as a sanctioning 
mechanism that can improve trust formation by reducing opportunistic 
behaviors (Buskens et al., 2010; Frey et al.,  2019). This research suggests 
that the presence of third parties affects the trust relationship between a 
trustor and a trustee and that the effects are conditional on different 
contexts. On the other hand, we found that third parties can play a 
proactive role in influencing trust formation, e.g., by conveying infor-
mation between a trustor and a trustee, third parties can influence their 
judgments about each other (Barrera & van de Bunt, 2009; Gërxhani 
et al., 2013). 

Centrality refers to the extent to which “an actor is central [or core] 
to a network” (Brass, 2003, p. 288). Centrality can be operational-
ized through various measures in social network analysis, such as degree 
centrality, closeness centrality, and betweenness centrality (Freeman, 
1978), which highlight different patterns of “traffic flows” through 
a network (Borgatti, 2005). As one of the most frequently studied 
concepts, centrality is generally argued to be advantageous because it 
provides greater power and influence (Bruning et al., 2018; Ibarra, 
1993). Despite the popularity and advantages of centrality in social 
network studies, trust formation relative to centrality has been relatively 
deprived of scholarly attention. Only two studies in the review shed 
light on the roles of degree centrality and betweenness centrality in trust
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formation (Sarker et al., 2011; Tsai  &  Ghoshal,  1998). Degree centrality 
refers to “the number of direct connections that a given actor (or node) 
has with other actors” (Li et al., 2013, p. 1517). Betweenness centrality 
refers to “the proportion of the shortest paths between all pairs of nodes 
that pass-through a given actor in the network” (Li et al., 2013, p. 1517). 
Sarker et al. (2011) found that an actor’s degree centrality in a communi-
cation network was positively related to that actor’s direct trust ties with 
others because the higher degree of communication the actor engages 
in increases others’ perceptions on the actor’s trustworthiness. Similarly, 
Tsai and Ghoshal (1998) found that an actor’s betweenness centrality in a 
social interaction network improved trust formation. These two studies 
used cross-sectional data to test the correlation between centrality and 
trust but did not investigate whether centrality could predict trust forma-
tion over time. In addition, other centrality patterns, such as closeness 
centrality, have not been explored to explain trust formation. 
Density refers to “the ratio of existing ties between team members 

relative to the maximum possible number of such ties” (Balkundi & 
Harrison, 2006, p. 50). Density is used to explain how the whole 
network affects trust formation among actors in a network because 
density is perhaps “the most common way to index network structure 
as a whole” (Balkundi & Harrison, 2006, p. 50). Many studies in the 
review investigated the connection between network density and trust 
formation. Researchers found consistent evidence that network density 
improved trust formation, e.g., in social communities (Karlan et al., 
2009), in managers’ networks (Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000), in intra-
organizational networks (Ferrin et al., 2006), and in different contexts 
of West and East (Burt & Burzynska, 2017). In spite of the consistency 
regarding the relationship between density and trust within a network, 
Jonczyk et al. (2016) came up with a different rationale. In their empir-
ical work, they found that internal network density limited the new 
trust relationship building across network boundaries. Therefore, when 
investigating how density affects trust formation, it is also important to 
consider the network boundaries.
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Trust Decay 

Only limited attention has been paid to investigating trust decay from a 
network perspective, as outlined by the low count of occurrence of trust 
decay studies in Table 1. In the review, only two studies shed light on 
this topic (Lee & Chuang, 2018; Yenkey,  2018). After the occurrence 
of a trust violation, Yenkey (2018) found that the relations between the 
victim (trustor) and violator (trustee) affect the formation and diffusion 
of distrust. Specifically, when the victim and violator belonged to the 
same social group, the victim was less likely to attribute the blame to the 
group wherein they have the same identity. The study of Yenkey (2018) 
suggests that dyadic relational characteristics, such as ties strength and 
reciprocity, affect trust decay. Apart from dyadic factors, another study 
by Lee and Chuang (2018) indicates that third parties play a role in 
trust decay. Lee and Chuang (2018) considered the loss of benefits of a 
third party when they investigated immoral behaviors between a trustor 
and a trustee. They found that the trustor and the trustee could collude 
to generate benefits for themselves by sacrificing a third party’s benefits. 
This implies the possibility that third parties may behave proactively in 
trust decay, with the purpose of protecting their own benefits. 

Trust Repair 

Trust repair has received much attention in research, although rarely 
from a social network perspective. In our review, only one study inves-
tigated how third parties contribute to trust repair (Yu et al., 2017). 
Yu et al. (2017) found in an experiment that persuasion and guaran-
tees from third parties increased trustors’ willingness to reconcile with 
trustees after the occurrence of violations. This study indicates that third 
parties are able to influence trust repair between the trustor and trustee. 
In general, considering that both trustor and trustee, as well as events of 
violations and repair actions are situated in a network (Kim et al., 2013), 
we argue that research on trust repair needs to be enriched by further 
investigations from a network perspective (Kähkönen et al., 2021).
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Responding to calls to investigate trust from a social network perspective 
(Gupta et al., 2016) and from a dynamic perspective (Fulmer & Gelfand, 
2012), this chapter provides a systematic literature review to examine 
how intra-organizational network embeddedness influences interpersonal 
trust dynamics. We identified dimensions of network embeddedness 
as antecedents of trust dynamics, including four relational factors (tie 
content, tie strength, reciprocity, and similarity) and five structural 
factors (structural equivalence, transitivity, third parties, centrality, and 
density). We then analyzed the effects of network embeddedness on 
trust in each stage of trust formation, decay, and repair. We found that 
network embeddedness has diverse effects on trust dynamics. However, 
we also contend that, although the review spans a long period, this 
research question has not been clearly answered and significant gaps 
remain. We propose a research agenda to address this question. 

Future Research Agenda 

A Network Perspective 

Trust is embedded in social relations, whose quality and configuration 
affect trustors’ and trustees’ judgments of and reactions to each other 
(Schilke et al., 2021). Previous research has justified this argument, and 
more is to be unpacked in future research to deepen our understanding 
of trust from a network perspective. First, apart from the network dimen-
sions summarized above, space remains for future research to explore how 
other network dimensions affect trust dynamics. For instance, extant 
research shows that ego’s degree centrality (Sarker et al., 2011) and  
betweenness centrality (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998) increase the probability 
of being perceived as trustworthy, while the effect of closeness centrality 
remains unexplored. Closeness centrality refers to “the mean shortest 
distance by which a given actor is separated from all other nodes in 
a network” (Li et al., 2013, p. 1517). With the shortest distance to 
reach out to all others in an organization (Freeman, 1978), it remains



A Network Perspective on … 423

interesting to investigate whether closeness centrality improves the focal 
actor’s trust relationships with others. Researchers need to be aware that 
a high closeness centrality means a high degree of exposure to multiple 
and diverse others, which might influence the stability of the focal 
actor’s trust relationships with certain trustees. In addition, at a network 
level, we obtained insights into the effects of density on trust formation 
(Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000; Karlan et al., 2009), while it remains unclear 
whether centralization plays a role in trust development. Centralization 
refers to “the extent to which exchange relationships are concentrated 
among a few individuals” (Chung et al., 2011, p. 739). Different from 
density, which shows the degree of cohesion of a network, centralization 
additionally shows the distribution of the cohesion (Chung et al., 2011). 
The question of whether a centralized context improves or impedes 
trust development deserves further research. Individuals in a centralized 
network tend to develop a shared identity, which leads to trust develop-
ment. However, centralization might indicate lower density and impede 
the formation of trust. Another question that prior research has left 
unexplored is how multiple network dimensions, which often co-exist, 
interact to affect trust dynamics (Chung et al., 2011). For instance, the 
effect of degree centrality on trust formation in a centralized context 
might differ from the effect in a decentralized context, as a decentralized 
structure may weaken the advantages of an individual’s degree centrality. 

Moreover, we suggest that a network perspective enriches the research 
on trust decay and repair. For instance, in a dyadic context, tie strength 
is a critical factor influencing trust decay. Considering that weak ties are 
built without strong emotional foundations, they may suffer more from 
trust violations, which thus more likely lead to trust decay. Neverthe-
less, strong ties may also lead to trust decay with a higher probability 
because (certain types of ) trust violations can damage the trustor’s iden-
tity and positive expectations regarding the strong relationship. Another 
topic that is interesting for future research is the role of third parties. 
Tying in with current developments in the network literature to move 
beyond dyadic and bilateral relationships as antecedents to trust, future 
work could explore third and further n-party effects on trust dynamics 
between individuals or groups (Dirks & de Jong, 2021; Gupta et al., 
2016). For instance, building on the effect of direct reciprocity involving
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two parties on trust, which is the mainstream of extant research, future 
research may also explore how indirect reciprocity involving third parties 
affects trust (Molm, 2010). This is a promising avenue to make a contri-
bution because so far, these two topics are mainly investigated in a dyadic 
or individual context. 

A Dynamic Perspective 

Prior research investigated the connection between network embedded-
ness and trust (for a review, see Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012), while the 
dynamic perspective needs more attention. First, the relations between 
trust formation, decay, and repair can be explored to enrich our under-
standing of trust dynamics. To date, extant research has investigated the 
effects of network embeddedness on trust formation. Research on trust 
decay and repair could build on the extant research on trust forma-
tion under the condition that the connections between the three stages 
are clear. For instance, strong ties are found to predict trust formation 
(Jonczyk et al., 2016; Levin et al., 2011), but it remains unexplored how 
strong ties affect trust decay or repair. Tie strength between the trustor 
and trustee may lead to different levels of tolerance towards and expec-
tations of each other; as a result, they may display varying attitudes and 
behaviors responding to trust decay and trust repair. Providing that the 
connections between trust formation, decay, and repair are made clear, 
researchers can investigate the effects of tie strength on trust decay and 
repair based on extant research on trust formation. 
Second, we suggest focusing on the difference/alignment between 

trustfulness and trustworthiness in a trust relationship (Fulmer & 
Gelfand, 2012). As Bachmann et al. (2015) suggest the trustor and 
the trustee play different roles in a trust relationship and both influ-
ence trust development. For instance, Jones and Shah (2016) found that 
the trustor and the trustee influence trust formation differently in that 
the trustor’s influence decreases while trustee’s influence increases over 
time. When the trustor’s level of trustfulness does not correspond to the 
level of the trustee’s trustworthiness, this trust relationship is unbalanced 
and may change. The alignment and mis-alignment may also explain
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the dynamics of trust. Additionally, trust is not divorced from environ-
mental uncertainty and potential risks involved because trusting means 
that trustors are willing to take risks in an uncertain environment. Envi-
ronmental factors, such as uncertainty, change over time and affect trust 
dynamics accordingly. Cheshire et al. (2010) have found that shifting 
between high and low uncertain environments and high and low cooper-
ative situations affect the level of trust of interactive parties. Their work 
inspires future research to shed light on the dynamics of the environ-
ment and social networks, which affect the dynamics of trust. A network 
perspective and a dynamic perspective should not be treated as separate 
angles; instead, the combination and integration of both are likely to 
make a difference in future research. 

Organizational Context 

Different organizational contexts also account for inconclusive findings 
in extant research and are a factor that needs to be considered. First, 
to better understand the complex process of trust dynamics, it helps 
to identify clear network boundaries (Bachmann et al., 2015; Pirson & 
Malhotra, 2011). For instance, internal network density was argued to 
affect trust formation either positively within the network (Ferrin et al., 
2006) or negatively across networks (Jonczyk et al., 2016). What also 
matters is the network context. Reciprocity in a friendship network may 
work differently from how reciprocity in an advice network affects trust 
dynamics given their underlying expectations of (a)symmetry. Further-
more, we propose to pay attention to hierarchical or status differences 
involved in the relations. Depending on the hierarchical level of the 
trustor, the trustee, and the third parties, trust development shows 
different features. Hierarchy in leadership could offset incomplete tran-
sitivity in leading to trust formation (Lau & Liden, 2008). De Cremer 
et al. (2018) and Fulmer and Ostroff (2017) also developed a trickle-
down and a trickle-up model across hierarchical levels and found that 
trust can be transferred from subordinates to top managers via a direct 
supervisor. Thus, hierarchy influences the direction of trust transfer and 
trust formation. Future work could also look into the effect of sudden 
network changes due to exogenous network factors on interpersonal trust
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dynamics. Recent work on intra-organizational network disruption, for 
instance, identified the role of sudden tie loss as an exogenous trigger 
for an individual’s inclination towards discretionary new tie formations 
(Aalbers, 2020). A related mechanism may hold for the trust dynamics 
in these relationships. 

Mixed Methods 

In this review, we found that some findings are inconclusive because of 
the usage of different methods. For instance, in longitudinal studies reci-
procity was found to contribute to trust formation over time (Barrera & 
van de Bunt, 2009; Robins & Pattison, 2001), while in a cross-sectional 
study trust ties did not show a significant reciprocal effect (Lusher 
et al., 2012). This implies that reciprocity increases trust formation 
over time, whereas trust is not always reciprocated (Schoorman et al., 
2007). The same issue also exists in the relationship between structural 
equivalence and trust formation. This might inspire future research to 
use mixed methods to enhance the validity of the results. Moreover, 
endogeneity problems are present in many network studies (Ellwardt 
et al., 2012), and they may also occur in examining the relationship 
between network embeddedness and trust dynamics. Recently, network 
studies have started testing theoretical models using mixed methods 
(e.g., a combination of a cross-sectional survey and an experiment, see 
Dirks & Skarlicki, 2009; a combination of two cross-sectional surveys 
and an experiment, see McCarthy & Levin, 2019). Given the possibility 
to examine causality in longitudinal studies, and correlations in cross-
sectional studies, as well as the flexibility in terms of research design in 
experiments, we propose a combination of multiple methods to test the 
relationships between network embeddedness and trust dynamics. 

Limitations 

The first limitation concerns the selection criteria that were used to 
include articles in the systematic literature review. Articles from journals 
with lower impact factors were excluded to warrant the quality of the
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reviewed work. This increases the risk of missing articles that may also 
be relevant. Although the formal selection criteria included quantitative 
articles, possibly missing important theoretical and qualitative research, 
additional literature has been considered as background information. 
Content-wise, we narrowed the literature down to interpersonal level 
interactions, while we did not consider articles concerning trust in orga-
nizations, teams, or groups. Although this choice allows sufficient depth 
to analyze the literature by focusing on trust at the interpersonal level, 
we admit that a review of trust incorporating other levels would enrich 
the theoretical system. Finally, we focused on the dynamics of trust in 
three stages while we did not shed light on the dimensionality of trust. 
We believe that network embeddedness may produce different effects on 
separate dimensions of trust (e.g., affective vs cognitive dimension) and 
that this topic deserves further attention. 

Practical Implications 

Our research provides several implications for practitioners to build and 
repair trust in an organizational context. Our findings unveil a series 
of network factors that can explain trust dynamics. These factors could 
serve as a foundation for future trust-building and repair activity by 
management. Trust dynamics form the informal backbone of an orga-
nization—and our findings allow management to better understand the 
social infrastructure that partially carries a firm’s trust climate. As such, 
our research implications extend prior work that directs senior executives 
seeking to implement strategic change to consider the social structures 
as a way to get employees connected and reconnected with each other, 
thereby improving individual and organizational performance. 
We find that network structures are an important antecedent that is 

malleable for managers to improve trust networks between employees. 
First, increasing organizational network density can increase the possi-
bility of trust building within the organization because in a dense 
network people are less likely to adopt opportunistic behavior. Managers 
can improve trust formation by encouraging internal interactions, such
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as organizing formal and informal activities, between employees. Mean-
while, increasing density internally may have a negative effect on 
extending ties to other organizational units—a trade-off managers have 
to be aware of. Depending on the organizational goals, managers need 
to help build and at the same time balance the internal and external 
networks of their employees. In a sales organization, wherein employees 
are supposed to reach out to external stakeholders, managers not only 
need to stimulate an internal climate of trust and network density but 
also need to create space to develop external networks. 

Second, third parties can help mediate after a trust violation and 
repair trust between the trustor and trustee. Managers can orchestrate a 
third-party coordination mechanism to repair trust between employees. 
In some cases, parties involved in a trust violation lack the motiva-
tion or opportunity to be reconciled. A third party can play a role in 
bringing both parties together. Giving that trust violations create a nega-
tive climate in an organization and may have a bad effect on individual 
and organizational performance, a third-party coordination mechanism 
thus deserves managers’ attention and effort. Meanwhile, they should be 
aware that a third party needs to be neutral or have positive connections 
with both parties without being partial. 
Third, we find that there is a potential tension between employees 

who occupy similar positions in an organization, which should draw 
managers’ attention. Although two employees sharing a higher level of 
similar connections may be more likely to trust each other, they are 
also interchangeable and can be competitors. This consideration should 
also raise managers’ awareness to coordinate relationships between such 
employees. 
Managers may also want to know who occupies a central position in 

their organizational network. Occupation of a central position means 
power and access to resources. Such employees are likely trusted by 
others because of their possession of resources but also are likely ques-
tioned and doubted by others because they control resource flows. To 
effectively run the organization and improve organizational function-
ality, managers should be able to influence and manage centrality. For 
instance, managers may need to reward and retain an employee who 
occupies a central position and is trusted by many colleagues. Managers
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may hope to mitigate the conflicts between a central employee and others 
when that employee is disliked by others because he/she controls and 
takes advantage of the resource flows between others. 

Finally, our insights signal why and when individuals turn to their 
social network environment to obtain cues when looking for informa-
tion regarding who can be trusted and whether it is worthwhile to repair 
trust. Employees often encounter a dilemma in which they want to 
collaborate with a colleague but do not know whether that colleague 
is trustworthy, or they might hesitate to forgo or repair a relationship 
when their trust in someone was violated. Our insights suggest that 
in such cases, network structure, such as tie strength, provides a cue 
for individuals to judge whether that person can be relied on in the 
future. Although practitioners are limited in the information that they 
can directly obtain, the network environment provides them with possi-
bilities to obtain and process additional information from their contacts. 
Management, in turn, could invest in the monitoring and screening of 
individual relational and trust profiles in preparation for future interven-
tions, as a manner to help direct the potentially limited support resources 
more effectively and in a manner that retains or restores trust levels in the 
organization. 

Practitioners might be confused of how to make use of the network 
structures since neither interpersonal interactions nor network ties 
among employees are overt. Research shows that social network analysis 
can make these interactions visible by analyzing and visualizing them 
(Cross et al., 2003). Practitioners are able to make use of the networks 
to improve the organizational trust climate and performance, bearing in 
mind network characteristics and trust-network associations. To summa-
rize, such awareness and knowledge are the main practical implications 
of our research. 

Contributions 

This chapter looked into the trust-network link as a potential answer 
to how organizations can make use of the understanding of their 
social networks to develop and repair trust among employees. First, we
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extended the research of trust from an individual phenomenon into an 
organizational context by adapting a network perspective. Considering 
the social nature of trust, we showed that it is necessary to complement 
prior research by studying how network ties influence trust (Ferrin et al., 
2006). We identified relational and structural dimensions of network 
embeddedness that affect trust dynamics. By doing so, we responded to 
the call to integrate psychology and network perspectives to investigate 
organizational phenomena (Casciaro et al., 2015). Second, we deepened 
the understanding of the complete trust dynamics process by investi-
gating trust dynamics as a process of trust formation, decay, and repair. 
We observed that, compared to trust formation, trust decay and repair 
received far less attention from a network perspective; trust repair is 
mostly studied in experimental settings. To conclude, in this chapter, 
we have identified major research gaps, proposed promising avenues for 
future research, and suggested practical implications for management. 
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