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Network-based job search is especially likely to foster workplace segregation and limit status
attainment when information flows through homophilous ties. This paper takes the perspective of
information holders and examines how the use of strong versus weak ties – which tend to be
homophilous and heterophilous, respectively – differs with characteristics of labour markets in
which jobs are located. Using in-depth interviews with entry-level white collar workers I show
that information holders with opportunities to mention specific jobs to specific people do so only
27% of the time. Because they hesitate to share information if they are uncertain the information
is specifically sought, information flows more commonly to strong ties, whose career goals are
more likely to be known. Information is more likely to be shared with weak ties if it concerns
occupations for which one may be specifically credentialed, since receiving relevant training
serves as signal of interest in such jobs. These finding suggest that the homophily of referrals and
their inequality-generating effects may vary across occupations.
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ties 



3

1. Introduction

The use of social networks in the labour market has been frequently implicated in the

creation and re-creation of inequality. Research on the mechanisms linking network-based job

searches to inequality suggests that network-based job search is especially likely to foster

workplace segregation and limit status attainment when information flows through homophilous

ties. This paper takes the perspective of information holders and examines how the use of strong

versus weak ties – which tend to be homophilous and heterophilous, respectively (Lawrence

2006, Mollenhorst et. al. 2008) – varies with characteristics of labour markets in which jobs are

located.

While several scholars have explained the use of strong and weak ties in the labour market

by theorizing about the types of ties or types of networks that hold the most information, the flow

of job information cannot be explained simply by the resource content of networks. Information

available through social networks only makes it to job seekers when information holders choose

to share it. Therefore, a full explanation requires an account of the ways in which information

holders exercise agency in deciding what to do with this information (Emirbayer and Goodwin

1994). Theories of how information holders make decisions to share or withhold job information

are implicit in much of the research on the use of social networks in job search and recruitment;

however, research collecting data on this subject directly from information holders is scarce (See

Smith 2005, 2007 for a notable exception). While arguing that network-based recruiting helps

organizations and job seekers deal with imperfect information in the labour market, the literature

has failed to problematize the ways in which potential referrers must also deal with imperfect

information to evaluate their network members’ aptitudes and interests. This paper studies
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information holders directly to understand when they share and withhold information, why they

make the choices they do, and to show that information holders’ decision-making process affects

the likelihood of sharing information with strong and weak ties differently in different labour

markets.

These findings are based on a study that addresses when and why information holders share

or withhold information using in-depth interviews in which information holders discussed

specific job openings of which they had been aware. Information sharing is the dependent

variable, holding constant both knowledge of job information and connections to potential

applicants. This approach allows the study of not only the successful information flow captured

in job seeker and job applicant studies (Granovetter 1973; Granovetter 1974; Lin, Ensel, and

Vaughn 1981; Lin, Vaughn and Ensel 1981; Fernandez and Weinberg 1997), but also instances

in which job information was not shared or not shared with particular network members.

Information holders in this study with opportunities to mention job openings to their network

members do so only 27% of the time. Consistent with theories explicit and implicit in the

literature, information holders wish to be helpful to their network members and are concerned

with their reputations and thus with evaluating their network members likely performance in a

job opening (Granovetter 1973, Smith 2005, 2007, Fernandez and Weinberg 1997). In this

population, both of these factors promote information sharing. However, information flow is

hindered by information holders’ reluctance to appear intrusive by offering unsolicited career

advice. As a result, they report that they do not share information if they do not know their

network member to be looking for that job and they do not share information unless the topic of

job openings comes up in conversation. The conditions that favour information flow vary with tie
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strength and with the extent to which occupations are open to people with a wide variety of work

and education backgrounds. As a result, the likelihood of information sharing is similarly

structured: information sharing is more likely to be shared with strong ties or with weak ties

when occupations are tightly linked to specific educational backgrounds. This in turn has

implications for the ways in which, and the conditions under which, network-based hiring is

likely to be linked to status attainment and workplace segregation.

2. Social Networks, Job Search and Inequality

Social networks are an important source of job information for job seekers and job changers

(Granovetter 1973, 1974, 1995 Lin, Vaughn, and Ensel 1981, Marsden and Gorman 2001,

McDonald 2005, McDonald and Elder 2006 ). Approximately half of job-changers first learned

of their jobs from a network member and about half of job seekers use their networks in

searching for jobs (Marsden and Gorman 2001). More importantly, organizational research on

hiring has shown that job applicants who are referred have an advantage over non-referred

applicants. They are more likely to be interviewed, even controlling for the appropriateness of

their resumes, and if interviewed they are more likely to be hired (Fernandez and Weinberg

1997). 

Because social networks play a critical role in matching people to job openings, they have

been frequently implicated in creating or re-creating workplace segregation, a key factor in

creating the gender wage gap (Fernandez and Sosa 2005, Petersen and Morgan 1995, Reskin et.

al. 1999, Reskin and Padavic 1995). Studies of job seekers consistently show that women who

use networks to search for work and especially who learn of their job openings from a same-sex

contact are more likely to work in female dominated jobs and occupations (Drentea 1998,
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Hanson and Pratt 1991, Mencken and Winfield 1998, Straits 1998). Workers who learned of their

jobs from co-ethnics are similarly more likely to work in ethnically segregated jobs (Elliot 2001).

Findings at the organization level are consistent with this: women are more likely to refer than

men and women disproportionately refer other women (Fernandez and Sosa 2005). These

gendering effects of referrals are so strong that Rubineau and Fernandez (2005) argue that even

in the absence of biases in hiring or turnover, network-based hiring can re-create or exacerbate

gender segregation. 

In addition to affecting workplace segregation, network-based hiring may influence job

seekers’ status attainment. While there is some debate as to whether and for whom finding a job

through social networks leads to a better job (Bridges and Villemez 1986, Lin 1999, Mouw

2002a, 2002b, 2003, 2006 McDonald 2005, McDonald and Elder 2006, Montgomery 1992), the

characteristics of the contact who provides information matters. Among job seekers who learn of

their jobs from network ties, those who used high-status contacts achieved higher-status positions

than those who used lower status contacts (Lin 1999; Lin, Ensel, and Vaughn 1981, Lin, Vaughn,

and Ensel 1981).

Social networks foster workplace segregation and limit status attainment when information

flows to homophilous ties. Theories of how network-based recruitment re-creates such inequality

have presented this as the result of the information holders hoarding opportunities, and sharing

information only with those whom they define as members of their ingroup, thus guarding

occupations or workplaces from outside incursions (Tilly 1998, Grieco 1987). Others have

presented this as the unfortunate but foreseeable result of homophilous social networks

(Fernandez and Sosa 2005, Rubineau and Fernandez 2005). Social networks are homophilous,
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therefore it stands to reason that information travelling through networks will follow

homophilous paths, even where no ill-intent, opportunity hoarding or deliberate exclusion exists.

Neither approach calls attention to conditions under which homophily is likely to vary: Strong

ties are more homophilous than weak ties (Lawrence 2006, Mollenhorst et. al. 2008) and

information shared through weak ties should reach less homophilous contacts than information

shared through strong ties.

The literature suggests that the extent to which network-based hiring promotes status

attainment or ascriptive segregation depends in part on the extent to which information is passing

through strong or weak ties. Lin (1999, 2001) argues that weak ties are particularly useful for job

seekers using their networks for status attainment. Among job seekers who learned of their jobs

from network ties, those who attained high-status positions used higher-status contacts more

often than those with lower status positions (Lin 1999; Lin, Ensel, and Vaughn 1981, Lin,

Vaughn, and Ensel 1981). These findings come together in Social Resources Theory which posits

that high-status contacts, by virtue of the networking opportunities provided by their

organizational positions, have more diverse social networks, possess more influence, and are

more likely to be familiar with higher status openings than low-status contacts (Lin 2001).

Because strong ties are more likely than weak ties to be homophilous, job seekers are more likely

to reach higher status contacts and higher status positions through weak ties than through strong

ties (Lin and Dumin 1986, Lin 2001, Loury 2006, Wegener 1991). 

Network-based information flow re-creates ascriptive segregation in the workplace because

people tend to refer people who are similar to themselves. If one group is disproportionately

represented among employees, it tends to be disproportionately represented among referred
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applicants (Fernandez and Sosa 2005). Because weak ties are less homophilous than strong ties

(Lawrence 2006, Mollenhorst et. al. 2008), workplace segregation is less likely to be recreated or

exacerbated by network-based information flow when people share information with weak ties

than when they share with their strong ties.

Whether information flows through strong or weak ties may have important

consequences for outcomes that are deeply important to sociologists. Yet the question of when

information holders share information with strong versus weak ties has been left unasked and we

are left only with the assumption that the contacts who provide the most information are the

contacts who have the most information. For example, Granovetter (1973, 1974) argued that

because a person’s weak ties are less likely to know one another and to have common contacts

themselves, these network members lead to non-redundant sources of information. Burt has

similarly argued for the information benefits of contacts who are not connected to another or to

common third parties (1992, 2000), and Lin and his collaborators have argued that information

about high status jobs comes from weak ties because those higher status contacts are more likely

to know of high status job openings (Lin 2001, Lin, Ensel, and Vaughn 1981). 

In each theory, the greater incidence of information flow is attributed to a greater volume of

information held by contacts. This means that the theories contain an implicit assumption of

inevitable or at least uniform information flow: Equating the ties that provide the most

information with those that have the most information makes sense only if information flow is

either inevitable or uniform. Both conditions are implausible if we take seriously information

holders’ agency in choosing to share or withhold information. 

3. Choosing to Tell



9

The literature suggests two explanations of when and why information holders choose to

share information. The first treats information exchange as a low-cost and relatively risk-free

method of doing a friend a favour (Granovetter 1974) or building relationships with possibilities

for reciprocity or mutual benefit (Finlay and Coverdill 2002, Fernandez and Castilla 2001, also

Bian 1997). Understood in this way, there is little reason to view information sharing as

problematic; given knowledge of an opening and a potential applicant, sharing information is an

obvious or automatic thing to do.

The second proposed explanation of when information holders share information is common

in both lay wisdom and the literature: information holders may choose not to share information

out of concern for their own workplace reputations (Rees 1966). Organization-based studies of

referral hiring have theorized, based on comparisons of referred and non-referred job applicants,

that information holders pre-screen network members before providing referrals (Fernandez and

Weinberg 1997, Kirnan et. al. 1989). Information holders, particularly those who know of jobs

within their own organizations or those who are in a position to make repeated referrals, will only

refer those applicants whom they believe to be qualified and reliable workers. If information

holders believe that their reputations would be harmed by poor performance on the part of their

referrals, they are likely to refrain from referring them. 

The importance of reputational concerns among information holders is well-supported

empirically by Smith’s (2005, 2007) study of urban low-income, black information holders, one

of the only studies to study information holders directly. Many of Smith’s respondents,

particularly those who believed they had strong reputations to risk, were reluctant to share

information with their network members because they feared these network members were
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unreliable workers. Often respondents were wary precisely because they had been burned in the

past (2007). 

In populations where steady employment is common and workers’ life circumstances are

compatible with reliable work habits, information holders have limited reason to fear that friends

who are sufficiently qualified to be hired will prove to be unreliable workers. Information sharing

under these circumstances should be common. If information holders mention job openings

simply because they are nice, we can account for withholding information only with the

unthinkable explanation that information holders are sometimes – capriciously, perhaps – not

nice, a conclusion not supported by the literature or my own interviews. 

4. Decision-Making, Tie Strength and Occupations

Understanding the withholding of information under circumstances were concerns for

reputations are less salient requires an appreciation of network tie strength and labour market

characteristics. Before mentioning a job opening, information holders must not only identify

potential applicants among their network members but also determine whether or not their

network members will welcome the available information. The ability to determine network

members’ interest in job openings will vary with tie strength and occupation.

Both of the motivations cited in the literature – helping a network member and protecting

one’s workplace reputation – should favour strong ties over weak ties. Information holders are

highly motivated to help their strong ties and strong ties may feel obliged to help strong ties find

work due to bonds of reciprocity (Smith 2007, Newman 1999). Smith reports that one tenth of

her respondents considered tie strength before providing job-finding assistance (Smith 2007).

More importantly, Smith argues that strong ties allowed for in-depth knowledge of contacts’



 These definitions of open and closed occupations bear some resemblance to Sørenson1

(1983), but they are not identical and the two uses of the terms should not be confused.
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personalities and work habits which often allayed fears that information holders might have

about their contacts’ work habits. In addition to aiding in the evaluation of network members’

work habits, strong ties convey rich information that allows information holders to gauge their

likely interest in particular jobs. Bits and pieces of knowledge that information holders have

learned about their strong ties over the years can come together to serve as signals of the kinds of

jobs in which those network members are interested. 

Signals of interest, however, are not always subtle and do not always require combining

dozens of small clues collected over years of interaction. A passing mention of law school

application, a diploma in human resources, a sociology Ph.D., or job as a hairstylist to a new

acquaintance at a party is plenty to signal a potential interest in jobs for paralegals, HR

specialists, assistant professors or stylists. People who have worked in or been educated for

jobs requiring specific educational or work backgrounds send strong, easily-read signals of their

interest in those jobs through these qualifications. A background or credential related to these

closed occupation  jobs provides signals to make it easier for information holders, even those1

who are weak ties, to evaluate the potential fit between job opportunities they encounter and their

network likely interest in these jobs.

Conversely, those who have worked in open occupation positions - jobs that draw from

applicant pools with a wide variety of career and educational backgrounds - have backgrounds

that offer no such signals. In closed occupations, strong ties should have less of an advantage

over weak ties than they do in open occupations. A passing mention of a B.A. in sociology or



Information flow is itself the first stage in the process by which people obtain jobs through2

social networks. The process continues when job seekers make choices to apply for jobs, and
hiring organizations screen applicants and make job offers. These latter stages have been studied
extensively (for a review see Marsden and Gorman 2001). 
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previous jobs in retail do not have a strong signalling effect. Evaluating likely interest in job

openings based on past jobs or on education is trickier for some occupations than for others.

5. Methods

To understand information-holders’ decision-making, I treat information flow as a multi-stage

process: People learn about job openings and thereby become information holders. They then

identify people from within their networks to whom a particular piece of job information might

be relevant. Only at this point can information holders make a decision to share or withhold

information . As much of this process occurs apart from the job-seeker and reaches job-seekers2

only when all stages are completed successfully, a process-based understanding is not usefully

studied from the perspective of job-seekers. Instead, this requires an information-holder-centred

approach.

I collected data by interviewing a sample of 37 insurance agents employed in a Toronto call

centre about the knowledge of job openings and their information sharing behaviour. Although

call centres are a common setting for the study of social networks, this call centre is quite

different from those studied in previous research. As described below, workers are educated, and

though turnover is high this is due to vertical and horizontal mobility as well as poaching from

other companies, and not to burn-out, terminations, or employee dissatisfaction. This is a setting

well-suited to the study of information holders for several reasons. First, these are service jobs

being performed in the service sector. Three quarters of Canadian workers are employed in



Statistics Canada 2004. Employment by Industry and Sex: CANSIM Table 282-008.3

http://www.statcan.ca/english/pgdb/labor10b.htm

 In 2000, average weekly earnings for jobs in the insurance industry were $902.73,4

compared to $777.52 in all finance, insurance and real estate jobs, and $626.45 for all industries
(Statistics Canada. 2004). 
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service industries . Therefore, insofar as the use of social capital varies between sectors, studying3

the largest sector maximizes the number of jobs to which my findings may be pertinent. 

Second, my information holders are employed in entry-level, white-collar positions. They are

in a relatively well-paid industry,  and employed by a large and profitable company that offers4

opportunities for advancement. These jobs, and by extension many of the jobs of which my

information holders have knowledge, are likely to be desirable. For many insurance agents, these

are the first jobs after completing their educations, and thus are important in setting a trajectory

for their careers (Blau and Duncan 1967, Lin, Vaughn, and Ensel 1981). People seeking

employment in this sector would therefore be highly motivated to use whatever resources they

knew to be available and deemed to be appropriate in order to gain access to knowledge of

openings. 

Third, due to high levels of turnover among insurance agents because of opportunities for

vertical and horizontal mobility, openings are plentiful, ensuring that a supply of information

about job openings exists – to be shared or hoarded by those who possess it. Because the formal

qualifications for many of these positions are commonly held, those who know of job openings

within this industry are likely to have a pool of potential applicants within their existing social

networks with whom they can share information if they so choose. 

Fourth, insurance agents are not likely to know only of jobs identical to their own. Their own
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employer hires for workers across the company in many different kinds of jobs; their short

tenures at the company ensure that they know former co-workers currently employed by other

organizations; and since many insurance agents have worked or received training in other

occupations they retain school and work contacts in other organizations, occupations and

industries. These factors all increase the variety of job openings that these information holders

are likely to know of, providing data to compare the ways in which they handle information

about different kinds of jobs.

Finally, these jobs require two months of full-time paid training. After completing their

training, new hires must pass a licensing exam. Those who do not pass may not work as

insurance agents, and become a wasted investment for the employer. Employers who must invest

heavily in employee training before they can fully evaluate competence will be more cautious in

their hiring (Barron et. al. 1985) and may also turn to network recruitment to take advantage of

potentially lower turnover rates among network hires (Castilla 2005, Neckerman and Fernandez

2003, Sicilian 1995). In fact, this organization pays referral bonuses of at least $500 for

employees who refer successful applicants who stay on the job at least six months.

I interviewed current employees because employees have frequent opportunities to learn of

and share job information. They know when their own organizations are hiring, an event which

will be relatively common given the high rates of turnover within these jobs, and they hear about

job openings from former coworkers with whom they maintain loose ties (Mouw 2003). They

also know potential applicants, through personal networks, which tend to be homophilous by

education (Marsden 1987, McPherson et. al. 2006) and through ties to former schoolmates and

coworkers who are likely to have similar qualifications. These respondents are in a strong
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position to provide information about job openings; however, being entry-level workers in a large

bureaucratized organization, they are not in a position to exert influence on hiring a process

likely to be different in its network paths and mechanisms (Bian 1997, Yakubovic 2005). I

limited the research to a single industry and workers in a single occupation in a single

organization because the qualitative nature of the study precluded a large sample and because we

do not yet know variations that might occur across different employment sectors.

5.1 Interviews 

All call centre insurance agents were invited to participate in this research. Each received an

email from the human resources manager informing them of the research I was conducting and

encouraging them to participate. I interviewed 37 of approximately 70 eligible employees over a

five week period in May and June 2004. Of these, fifty-six percent were women. The mean age

was thirty years old, the median was of 28. Most respondents had either a university degree

(46%) or a college diploma (32%), though some had degrees (16.2%) or diplomas (2.7%) in

progress. One respondent (2.7%) had a graduate or professional degree. Eighty-nine percent were

full time. Only one person listed their employment status as “looking for work” during the survey

portion of the interview, though at least half mentioned looking for work or “keeping their ears

open” during the open-ended portions. 

I asked each respondent to list job openings of which they had been aware in the past year,

beginning with jobs with their own employer, then jobs in their own industry, and finally outside

their own industry. Once I had compiled a list of jobs I asked respondents “Is there anyone you

know who you could see in this job?”. This wording was intentionally open to the respondents’

interpretation to allow each respondent to determine the criteria for naming alters. In fact,



 Name interpreters were administered for all alters mentioned as sources of job information5

or potential applicants as well as for a quasi-random sample of alters named in response to name
generators earlier in the interview. Because I am studying the flow of job information conditional
on the identification of a potential applicant, only data from applicants named as potential
applicants are analysed here.
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information holders’ accounts of why they could see particular alters in jobs most often took the

form of explaining their alters’ qualifications – credentials, related experience or perceived

relevant personality-characteristics – for the job in question. I followed up by asking for each

person listed (hereafter “potential applicants”) why they had named that person, whether they had

mentioned the job opening to that person and why or why not. This research design captures

information sharing from information holders to particular targets, but it is less likely to capture

the kind of passing mentions of job opportunities that do not pertain to a specific job or are not

targeted to particular job searchers that recent research suggests may also be important in linking

networks, jobs, and status attainment (Lin and Ao 2008).

 The next segment of the interview consisted of a series of questions, known as name

interpreters (Marsden 1990, 2005), about each of their network members . These included5

questions about network members’ demographic characteristics, the relationships between

respondents and each network member, about how close they were to each person, and about the

connections between network members. Respondents completed this portion of the interview by

entering their answers in a laptop computer, which generated the questions from the list of all

names mentioned during the open ended portion of the interview. Finally, a single-page survey

collected information about each respondent, including sex, age, marital status, family status, and

education level. 

I recorded and transcribed all interviews and imported them into Nud.Ist software for



 I call these “matrices” after Miles and Huberman (1994) who do the same. However, the6

format could be described equally well by the word “Tables” with the added benefit of not
creating possible confusion with the matrices commonly used in network analysis.

 These job-alter pairs are not independent because they are clustered by job, by network7

member, and of course by respondent. Therefore, no tests of significance are attempted or
reported.
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qualitative data analysis. Using the coded data, I created three sets of matrices (Miles and

Huberman 1994)  recording relevant qualitative data from each interview, with each set6

corresponding to a different unit of analysis. The first set of matrices recorded relevant

information about each respondent. The second set of matrices recorded information about each

job that respondents listed including how the information holder had heard about the job, what

they knew about the job, and information about the job itself, such as the job title, the name of

the employing company, and the industry in which the job was located. The third set of matrices

recorded information about each person listed as suitable for each job opening, including

descriptions of why information holders believed them to be suitable, whether or not information

was shared, and respondents’ reasons for sharing or withholding information. I created one of

these matrices for each person named as suitable for a job for each job for which they were

mentioned. Therefore, if one person was mentioned as suitable for three different jobs, I created

three matrices for that person. Each of these 181 matrices represents an instance in which

information could pass from information holders to potential job applicants. These job-alter

pairs form the primary data source for the findings presented here .7

In addition to qualitative data collected from the interviews, I draw on quantitative measures

of tie strength and occupational closure. Tie strength is measured using respondent reports from

the self-administered, laptop-based survey administered at the end of each interview.



Though I present it here as a dichotomy, there is a continuum between open and closed8

labour markets (for example Weeden (2002) measures occupational closure a composite of the
extent to which occupations use several closure mechanisms). I am currently developing more
precise measures of occupational closure that can be used where occupational codes are
available. However these were qualitative interviews where respondents provided only job titles,
it was not possible to assign occupational codes to job openings, making a more precise measure
difficult to develop.
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Respondents were asked for each network member, “How close are you to <name>?” (Marsden

and Campbell 1984). Network members to whom respondents reported being “not at all close” or

“somewhat close” were coded as “not close.” Network members to whom they were “very close”

were coded as close. 

I coded occupational closure based on the job titles or descriptions provided by information

holders. I coded jobs as open if no specific training or education is available for those

occupations. Examples of open occupations listed are customer service representatives, sales

positions, and mortgage associate. I coded occupations as closed if licenses, certificates, college

diplomas or university degrees closely related to the occupation can be obtained pre-hire . The8

distinguishing factor was the availability of such training rather than a requirement that all

occupation incumbents possess the training. For example, Canadian colleges commonly offer

diplomas in human resources or travel and tourism, but such credentials are not required to be a

recruiter or travel agent, two occupations that I would code as closed because they make possible

potential signals to information holders. Closed occupations in the data include police officer,

computer programmer and marketing associate. 

6. Findings

6.1 Opportunities to Share Information and Actual Information Sharing 

As expected, every insurance agent interviewed had been aware of job openings in the past
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year. A few respondents mentioned that they had likely known of additional job openings which

they could not recall during the interview. However, the patterns that these memory lapses are

likely to follow are consistent with the findings reported here. Information holders are more

likely to forget to list job openings that they did not associate with anyone, and more likely to

forget job openings that they never discussed with anyone. Job openings that the information

holder thought about long enough to at least associate with a potential applicant and job openings

that were at some point salient enough to communicate with someone about are likely to have

been stored in memory. One respondent reported, “I’m sure if I actually sat down and took a bit

longer, I could remember a couple more things, but unless it’s something that catches my mind,

I’m not going to dwell on it for long, right?” and another said “Only the ones that catch your eye

in the first place really register with you.” If jobs for which information holders never identified

potential applicants and jobs that were never mentioned to potential applicants are more likely to

be omitted from the data, this suggests that information sharing and information sharing

conditional on the identification of a potential applicant are even less common than reported

here.

Although all respondents were themselves in the same job, the job openings of which they

were aware varied. The jobs included both ones that were similar and others that were dissimilar

to their own, jobs inside and outside of their own organization, and jobs within and outside of

their industry. Most jobs listed appeared to be geared towards workers in the early stages of their

careers. Respondents listed a mean of 6 jobs each, for a total of 222 jobs. Most of these

(mean=3.4) were job openings with the insurance company or its parent bank. However,

respondents also commonly knew of openings in other companies with each knowing a mean of
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2.6 such jobs. Within the insurance company and bank, respondents knew not only of jobs as

insurance agents, the jobs in which they worked, but jobs in other insurance-related areas such as

claims or underwriting and openings selling insurance in specialized markets, such as high-risk

clients and commercial or marine policies. In addition to these insurance jobs, respondents

commonly knew of jobs that were not directly related to the insurance or finance industry. These

included jobs in human resources, information technology, marketing and administration.

Outside of their own organization, respondents commonly knew of jobs similar to their own at

other insurance companies. Since many insurance agents come into job information as part of

their own ongoing job searches, many of the jobs of which they are aware are similar to those

they currently hold. Respondents whose background or training are in unrelated areas were often

also aware of openings in their areas of training, jobs they hear of through former schoolmates or

colleagues, or because their own job searches are focussed on those areas.

Respondents identified potential applicants for 122 of the jobs that they listed. Potential

applicants were identified for 72% of closed labour market jobs compared to 52% of open labour

market jobs. Qualitative data in which respondents explained how they identified potential

applicants suggests that while open labour market jobs potentially apply to more people, they are

less likely to bring any particular person to mind. For each job for which they identified a

potential applicant, information holders identified a mean of 1.5 potential applicants. This

resulted in a total of 181 job-alter pairs. Job openings and network members are clustered by

respondent, with each respondent listing a number of each. Job-alter pairs are clustered by both

job and network member since respondents could list more than one person as suitable for each

job or list the same network member as suitable for multiple jobs. precisely because they are



Information holders shared job information a mean of 1.5 times each, but only shared9

knowledge about 1.08 job openings because they sometimes shared knowledge of one job
opening with more than one person.

This is consistent with findings (Fernandez and Sosa 2005) that women are more likely to10

be referrers than men and with Ashwin and Yakubovich’s (2005) finding that Russian women
provide job finding assistance as one way of taking care of the people around them.
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often not especially and not obviously suited to anyone in particular. Therefore, these units are

not statistically independent or even dependent in any simply ordered sense. However, because

these include only job openings for which a potential applicant was identified, each of these job-

alter pairs consists of one opportunity to share job information and holds constant both

knowledge of a job opening and the identification of a network member whom to inform.

Therefore, rates based on job-alter pairs are comparable across jobs and job types for which more

or fewer potential applicants are identified.

Less expected than the ubiquity of job information was the infrequency of information

sharing. Respondents shared knowledge of 17.6% of the jobs they listed, a mean of 1.05 per

information holder. Respondents shared knowledge of job openings a mean of 1.5 times each .9

One respondent passed along job information eight times and nine respondents never shared job

information with any network members. Many of the jobs respondents did not mention were ones

for which the information holders had identified no suitable candidates within their social

networks. Nonetheless, looking only at job-alter pairs, where information holders were able to

name a suitable candidate, respondents told those network members about job openings only

27% of the time. Women told of job openings more often than men did.  Women shared

knowledge of 20% of jobs they listed and compared to 13.7% for men. Looking at job-alter pairs,

women shared knowledge of job openings 36% of the time, compared to 17% for men .10



45 of the 181 job alter pairs were for jobs that information holders were interested in for11

themselves. Expressions of interest in the job were coded from the qualitative data. However, it
is worth noting that no respondent listed their own interest in a job as a reasoning for not
mentioning a job opening. Further, as this surprised me, in later interviews I pressed several
respondents on this point – the instrumental downsides to sharing information about jobs that
interested them – and all seemed genuinely perplexed that anyone would think this way. If self-
interest explains the difference, this self interest does not appear to be acted in self-consciously.
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Information holders were somewhat less likely to share information about jobs in which they

themselves expressed interest. Based on job-alter pairs, information holders mentioned jobs 20%

of the time when the jobs were jobs they were interested in for themselves and 28% of the time

that they expressed no interest .11

Further analysis shows that the alters identified as potential applicants affect the likelihood

of information sharing. Information holders shared job information 31.3% (N=48) of the time

when they knew potential applicants to be looking for work but 24.8% (N=133) of the time when

they did not know them to be looking for work. In addition to the alters themselves, their

relationship with the information holders matters. Information holders shared information 41%

(N=68) of the time if the potential applicant was a strong tie, but only 19% (N=105) of the time if

the potential applicant was a weak tie. Information holders’ accounts of their decisions to share

or withhold information shed light on this finding. 

6.2 It’s the Obvious and Nice thing to Do

Information holders who reported mentioning job openings to potential applicants in their

networks often reacted as though their actions required no explanation. Most commonly, they

rephrased and repeated their descriptions of why they believed the person was suitable for the

job. For example, when explaining why he mentioned an internal programming job to a

programmer friend, one respondent said simply “It’s in computers ... Computers is computers.
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That’s it.” Another mentioned a job opening to a friend and said “She works sort of like a service

job right now. That’s why I told her.” Others said “I knew that’s what she did.” and “Basically I

passed it along to other people because they were in a similar kind of job.”

When information holders explain their sharing of job information by pointing to the reasons

they believe a person to be suitable for a job, they imply that this suitability is sufficient to

explain information sharing. The identification of a potential applicant and the sharing of job

information are treated as one and the same; once a potential applicant is identified, the sharing

of information requires no further explanation. Yet further explanation is required, precisely

because information sharing is not inevitable once a potential applicant is identified. Information

sharing is not even the modal outcome. A desire to be nice can explain why people share

information, but it does not explain why most frequently they do not.

6.3 Protecting Workplace Reputations

Information holders spoke of concern for their workplace reputations. However, this concern

is mentioned most often as a positive reason for having referred network members, a reason for

not referring unknown persons, or as a hypothetical reason for not referring a network member.

Unlike the findings of Smith’s (2005, 2007) inner city study, among these white collar workers,

only one cited reputation as a reason for not referring a network member for a particular job.

Respondents more commonly referred to their contacts’ likelihood of doing well when

explaining why they would refer these contacts for jobs within their own organization. For

example, I asked one respondent who had mentioned a job opening to a friend whether he would

have listed himself as a referrer if his friend had chosen to apply. He replied, 

Oh yeah, definitely. [Interviewer: Why definitely?] He’s a good worker .... From what
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I’ve known of him a long time ago and from what I know, he’s very responsible. And
he’s doing well for himself.

Another respondent answered a similar question saying,

Yeah, I would. She’s a good working person. All those people I’ve told about, they’re
all good people. I would tell them. I would refer them. [Interviewer: Do you think that
it’s important to be a good person before you refer somebody?] Oh yeah, sure, because a
person comes into the organization, they have to be at least a decent worker. When they
come into the actual company to work that I’m working at as well, they have to have
some type of viable skills that they’re going to put to use. They’re going to actually
come in to work. They’re not going to be people who don’t come in or people who don’t
work at all, right?

Information holders are clear in explaining that this screening is primarily related to concerns

with their reputation with their employer. The second respondent quoted above explains, 

It’s different if I’m referring you to somewhere else than if I’m referring you to here. If
I’m referring you to here then I put my name on whatever paper that you’re turning in
and you actually use me as a reference point when you’re talking to people in an
interview, right?

Another says,

Because I work here, if you maybe have a bad attitude or you're always late, then maybe
if I'm late once they might start to associate me with that person because that person is
always late. And maybe the next time around that I recommend somebody or refer to
someone to work here and they put my name down, they might not take on that person.

Information holders’ reluctance to refer contacts who may not be reliable is particularly striking,

given that the organization pays employees for referring successful applicants. I asked

respondents if they were aware of the bounty program; and though most were, the lure of $500

did not outweigh the importance of protecting their reputations. One information holder

mentioned an opening to a friend who was not interested himself but wanted to pass the

information to some of his clients. When I asked her if she would serve as a referrer for these

applicants, she said,



Workpolis.com is a web site on which organizations list job openings.12
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Well just because in that case I don’t know the person that he would refer .... And in that
case I didn’t feel comfortable doing that because I wouldn’t know the person. And that’s
important to me actually. If I’m going to refer somebody it has to be somebody that I
know and that will be good and stuff like that. Because I know a manager will ask me
the questions and I don’t want to have to lie to get that person the job. I want to be as
honest as possible and if I have good confidence in the person then I don’t have to make
stuff up or lie about the person. I’d be more comfortable, too. And because these people
might be working for you and also your name is attached to them .... So I said look it up
in the Workopolis  because I know that’s where we post for externally and that way you12

can work up from there.

6.4 Not Wanting to Intrude

When asked why they didn’t share information, information holders most frequently said

that they did not know the network member in question to be looking for work or looking for that

particular kind of position. One said, 

They didn’t let me know that they were looking for a position .... I wouldn’t actively call
somebody and say here is a position. Go and do it. Unless they tell me ‘Look if you have
something, let me know.’ No, I wouldn’t actively do that.

However, as noted earlier, information holders frequently withheld information even when they

knew potential applicants to be looking for work. Often it was not simply knowing that a person

was looking for work that was at issue, but knowing that they would likely be interested in a

particular job. So, when they knew someone to be searching for a particular kind of job, they did

pass along job information. For example, another information shared job information with a

friend who he knew to be a computer programmer,

I know he was looking to get out of his job. And I told him there was some kind of a
computer programming job that was available, and that was last year sometime. But I
sent him the description .... I just said, you know, we have a posting here for my
company. It's for a computer programmer or whatever. I told him the description and
then I said, you know, it seems like it pays ok money. Do you want me to send it to you?
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In the absence of being explicitly told that their network members are searching for information,

information holders infer what their network members may want and rule out passing along

information to network members who are already working, and to network members who are

looking for work in other fields or whose education has specialized in other fields.

While use of these criteria may seem to exclude only those network members to whom the

information is not relevant, the context suggests otherwise. First, all the network members

discussed in these questions are people whom information holders have identified as people they

could see in these jobs. Second, insurance agents are not hired from a pool of unemployed people

who are looking for work as insurance agents. The insurance agents I interviewed have

backgrounds in human resources, marketing, IT, retail, personal-training, and birth-coaching

among other areas. Many had been employed while conducting the job searches that brought

them to this job. Based on this, information holders have every reason to believe that some of

these network members may, unbeknownst to them, be in a position to find their information

useful.

This reluctance to mention information to people whom they do not know to be looking for

jobs or particular jobs is no doubt partly a practical concern – information holders cannot share

all information they have with everyone they encounter, or even everyone to whom it could

potentially be of interest. However, it is also motivated by a sense that offering information that

is not solicited, or at least known to be of interest, is presumptuous or intrusive. One respondent

explains not telling an acquaintance about a job, saying,

It’s one of those things. Again, it’s somebody that I wouldn’t know well enough to –
Discussing work plans or employment and stuff like that. It’s one of those things that
you tend to probably discuss with people who you’re a little closer to. I think it can be a
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little sensitive sometimes.

Information holders also fear providing unsolicited information because they may appear over-

eager to recruit into their own organization. This reluctance to appear overly eager to recruit may

be not only in spite of the bounty that the organization pays referrers, but because of it. People

who appear to be overly-eager to bring their network members into the company fear appearing

to be considering their own interests or the interests of their employer before those of their

friends. One information holder explained not having mentioned a job opening saying,

I thought of a family friend who has a daughter who’s in university, but she hasn’t told
me whether she’s looking for a job right now. So I didn’t just approach her and say ‘Hey
are you –’ Like I’m not actively recruiting people into this industry, into the company,
either. Like if she had come and asked me at the time, I probably would have told her
about it if she was looking for something.

6.5 Not Bringing it Up

Information holders especially avoided initiating the transfer of information or initiating

contact for the purpose of sharing job information. Information holders speak of opportunities to

share information as things that have to come up rather than things that they can create. For

example, one said he had not told a friend about a job opening because, “I don't really speak to

him that often. That's why I didn't really get a chance to tell him.” Another respondent said of a

job advertisement for a job closely related to a friend’s job,

If she was sitting right there, I might have said ‘Hey, that’s kind of like your job! Check
it out.’ But I would have only mentioned it in passing in that way. It certainly wouldn’t
have been something that I would have torn out and saved for her later on. 

Another commented,

If somebody was looking if I saw them the next time, it wouldn’t be an urgency, like just
if I see them on a regular basis, like my sports team or something, I would see them and
say ‘oh, I saw on Workopolis this came up.” then that’s it. And then I felt like I helped a



28

little but, but, you know, not done anything.

Often the opportunity to share information provided by the company of the network member and

an opening in an appropriate conversation is more important than whether or not the network

member has solicited job information.

I don’t think I would have. Because I’m not really that close to her. I don’t see her that
often. I guess if it came up in conversation, I would, but I wouldn’t initiate calling her
up and letting her know of it, just because we’re not that close. No, I don’t think I would
have called her.

Accounts of instances in which information was shared often reveal that information is shared

when career goals are already the topic of conversation, not because information holders make a

point of bringing up job opportunities. For example, one information holder said,

I knew she was looking for a job and I think what happened was I think she called me
and she mentioned that she's really looking to get out of this job. And I said ‘ok, I know
of a summer position at my workplace,’ and I let her know about it.

Another said,

Well it came up in conversation because she was just complaining about how she didn't
like her position right now and how she was looking for something new. And I said
‘Well why don't you consider this?’

No information holder indicated that they had or would withhold information if they were quasi-

solicited for information in this manner. However, the likelihood of having such conversations is

not spread uniformly across the network.

6.6 Avoiding Awkwardness if it Doesn’t Work Out 

In addition to concerns about how their offering of information might be interpreted by

network members, information holders are concerned that referrals may leave them feeling

responsible for any unfavourable outcomes that may result from applications. Respondents did
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not want to risk leaving their network members disappointed if they applied and were not hired.

For example, one respondent explained that though she might refer network members to more

senior level positions – even person who did not quite qualify for the job – she would not refer

them to entry-level positions. She explained that a network member who did not qualify for a

senior position might be offered a more junior position, but “if you apply for sales and you don't

get the job, so be it. You're on your way and [out] the doors.”

One respondent, explaining why he told an acquaintance about a job opening, but referred

him to the company web site rather than submitting his resume, said

I don’t want to feel the pressure of ‘Give me your resume and I’ll submit it in.” If she
wanted to submit her resume she could do it online at any time .... [Interviewer: You
talked about not wanting to feel pressure. Can you explain what you mean by that?] Just
that I guess in regards to having her wonder why haven’t they called me and not having
the response for her. And also the pressure of what if she really doesn’t qualify. How do
I let her know ‘you’re not suitable for this position?’

As Smith found (2005, 2007), information holders’ attitudes towards referrals are based on their

past experiences with referring. One of my respondents recounted his experience of having

referred his brother,

I felt really bad for my brother when he got the phone call and they said they weren’t
going to hire him. I think he was very disappointed too because – I think a lot of it too
was because he’d seen me do well in this company and my brother thought ‘oh, this
would be a great opportunity for me as well.’ That if he did this, that it would work out
for him as well. So he saw how well I was doing and you know he was excited because
he had graduated, too and stuff. And he would have been excited that he got a full-time
job right after college and it would have been full benefits and stuff like that. And it
would be a little bit of what he was doing because he took business in college. So I think
he got– I thought he thought that would be a great opportunity so we were both
disappointed. [Interviewer: So if they were hiring again, would you recommend him
again?] I’d like to, but I don’t think my brother could go through it if they didn’t hire
him.

This concern could result in the kind of pre-screening that results in better matches and a stronger
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applicant pool among referrals than among non-referred job applicants (Fernandez et. al. 2000,

Fernandez and Weinberg 1997, Wanous 1980). However, it is theoretically distinct because the

concern information holders express here is not for managing their reputations with their

employers, but with managing their relationships with their network members.

7. Explaining Variations In Information Sharing

7.1 Information Sharing and Tie Strength

Information holders base their decisions to share or withhold information on their desire to

help their network members, on their concern for their own reputations, on a reluctance to appear

intrusive or to initiate contact for the purpose of sharing job information, and on fears of

awkwardness that might result from a negative outcome. Each of these reasons should favour

information sharing with strong ties over weak ties. Gauging a network members’ likely interest

in jobs or particular jobs is not always easy and knowledge of the information needs of strong

ties is greater than that for weak ties (Erickson 1996). Information holders can use broad and in-

depth knowledge of their strong ties to determine likely interest in a particular job. For example,

one information holder who listed her sister as suitable for a job as a banking assistant working

for her employers’ parent company said,

Just because I know my sister doesn’t have a college or university degree and I know the
banking assistant doesn’t require one. Also, it’s an entry-level position which is easier
for my sister. My sister’s young. She’s coming back from mat[ernity] leave. So knowing
that she does not have a college or university degree. Also knowing that she has a lot of
service [experience] .... My sister does have some accounting experience. That’s why I
thought it would be best for her.

In deciding that her sister is suitable for this job, she draws on several kinds of information about

her sister: her education, her life-course, her skills and job experience, including not only the
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titles of past jobs, but also the kinds of work involved in doing those jobs. This broad

information would be less available to weak ties, making it more difficult for those information

holders to judge how welcome or useful knowledge of this job opening would be. 

Knowing a network members’ information needs is easiest when they have been discussed

explicitly. Strong ties are more likely to have explicitly discussed their career plans and their

feelings about their current jobs. Respondents view these discussions as personal and not

conversations to be had with casual acquaintances. Yet these conversations facilitate information

flow both because they help conversation partners to determine if job information will be

welcome, and because they create opportunities for information holders to share information in a

relevant conversation without having to raise the topic.

For those information holders who prefer not to initiate contact for the purpose of sharing

job information and who share information only during encounters intended for other purposes,

scheduling constraints will structure the flow of information (Gibson 2005, Moody 2002).

Besides slowing the information flow process, awaiting opportunities rather than initiating

contact is most likely to benefit contacts with whom information holders interact frequently and

with whom career-related conversations are more common. These will often be strong ties,

though they may also include work-based ties who are in daily contact regardless of tie strength.

In addition, strong ties and the intimacy they entail give information holders the freedom to

be a little intrusive either without fear of offending or without minding offending. Information

holders state that their willingness to provide unsolicited and potentially unwelcome information

depends on how close they are to the network members in question. Respondents often explained

that they would not suggest a job opening unless they were specifically asked to do so and
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suggested that they believed doing so would be intrusive. However, some of these same

respondents did provide unsolicited information. For example, one man who had earlier in the

interview expressed reluctance to initiate transfer of job information later told me about the role

he played in a friend’s job search:

He was working for somebody. He went to school and all that and he was working for a
factory. I said ‘how come you’re working for a factory?’ I said ‘This is ridiculous.’ So I
told him to fax his resume to the same lady, same place. And when I talked to him, I
explained to him how they do the interview, what questions they ask and things all of
that nature. And then he prepared and he went and passed. He referred me [sic], because
he knew me.

When asked to explain why he had been so active in this friend’s job search despite have

expressed such reluctance to share job information he said,

Because he was my close friend. He was the first person I knew in Toronto. When I
came to Toronto I stayed at his place. I stayed at his place. It was a very close friend of
mine. So we are friends. Just last week I went to his wedding in Ottawa.

This explanation along with a second example he provides of a very similar scenario, suggests

that his concerns about the appropriateness of providing unsolicited information did not apply to

people to whom he was close.

Because information holders are less concerned about providing unsolicited information to

close ties – because they are better able to assess fit, and because they are more motivated to help

(Granovetter 1974) and thus willing to intrude – they are also more likely to initiate contact for

the purpose of passing along job information rather than waiting to encounter a job-seeker. For

example, one respondent explains,

With my sister when things came up I called her right away because it was more urgent I
felt for her and sometimes the posting said you needed to have it done by a certain time
and stuff like that .... I would call her if I saw something and said ‘I’m going to send you
something right now. Look at it. Cause I know she’s at home, she can look at it right
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away.

Another respondent, also speaking of his sister, explained in an exasperated tone his sister’s

willingness to make presumptions about his information needs despite his protests,

And she thought I should apply for it because it would be a better pay scale and there’d
be a change of scene. She’s always sending me something. She’s always sending me
something. Actually, I can’t even count them. She’s always sending them. I don’t even
know how she has time to find out all of these .... Oh, she is very pushy. She’s like that.

These examples where information holders play a very active role in others’ job searches suggest

that with regards to close ties, information holders not only attempt to evaluate what information

their network members want, but also make judgements about what information they should

want and will initiate the transfer of this information rather than waiting for a suitable

opportunity, something they are much more reluctant to do for people to whom they are not as

close.

7.2 Information Sharing Decisions and Occupations

When information holders overcome their reticence and share information with weak ties,

the type of occupation matters (See Table 1). Given knowledge of a job in an open occupation

and a potential applicant, information holders share information with 43% of potential strong tie

applicants, but only 13% of potential weak tie applicants. When weak ties identified as potential

applicants do hear of job openings, these are more often in closed labour market jobs; weak ties

listed as suitable for closed labour market openings were told about these openings 53% of the

time, compared to 13% for weak ties listed as suitable for open labour market jobs.

<Table 1 about here>

In general, information holders were more likely to share information about closed labour
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market jobs than open labour market jobs. Information holders mentioned open labour market

jobs to 26% of potential applicants and closed labour market jobs to 44% of potential applicants.

This is consistent with the qualitative finding that information holders prefer to be somewhat

sure that potential applicants are interested in particular openings before sharing information.

Open labour markets are appropriate for people with a wide variety of credentials and experience.

These jobs are most likely to be filled by people whose qualifications would make them

appropriate for a wide variety of jobs, as well. Because the qualifications of these network

members do not immediately suggest an obvious “right” job, information holders are less able to

predict whether the information they have will be welcome and thus are less likely to risk a

potentially awkward encounter with a weak tie. 

8. Discussion

Every insurance agent interviewed knew of job openings and could identify network

members they could see filling some of those jobs. Most of the time they did not mention the job

opening to potential applicants. This finding is unexpected given that the methods frequently

used to study and theorize networks and job search rely on the implicit assumption that

information available through networks is accessed unproblematically, and given the

understanding that sharing job information is a relatively easy and risk free way to do a favour

for a friend or family member. Information holders were more likely to mention job openings to

potential applicants among their networks who were strong ties than those who were weak ties.

Consistent with Granovetter’s (1974) finding that information flow through weak ties often

occurs during casual contact, information holders were especially hesitant to initiate contact for

the purpose of sharing job information, especially with weak ties. That information flow is more
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common when potential applicants are strong ties may seem inconsistent with the canonical

finding that job seekers more often learn of job openings through weak ties (Granovetter 1973,

1974). However, the findings reported here hold constant the availability of information and the

identification of a potential applicant. Therefore, the findings are consistent if a job seeker’s

network contains more pieces of job information among weak ties than among strong ties. This

would be the case either because individual weak ties hold more unique information as

Granovetter argues, or because weak ties so thoroughly outnumber strong ties. In fact, if weak

ties are more commonly sources of information despite being less likely to transmit available

information, the amount of information available through weak ties relative to strong ties is even

greater than would be suggested by an assumption of uniform or unproblematic information flow.

By far, the most common reasons information holders cited for not having shared job

information involved a reluctance to appear intrusive, including by initiating contact or to

bringing up career plans if these are not already a topic of conversation. Each of these

explanations for reluctance to share job information favours strong ties, since these are the most

likely to be in contact and to discuss career goals, and since people are frequently more willing to

intrude on those with whom they are closest. 

The apparently minimal role of reputation safe-guarding in affecting the decision-making

process for information holders in this study may have resulted from the study design or the

particular population’s characteristics. These findings are notably different from Smith’s (2005,

2007), which showed that poor black information holders choosing to share or withhold job-

finding aid made their decisions primarily based on their concerns for their own workplace

reputations. Information holders in this study expressed concern for their reputations but were
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not basing their decisions to share or withhold information on this concern. My interviews began

by asking information holders to list job openings of which they had been aware and what they

did with information after identifying a potential applicant. I asked only about information

sharing with network members already identified as potential applicants. People who information

holders believed lacked the qualifications for a job are unlikely to be listed as someone they

could see in a job. So, it is possible that my respondents did not report declining to share

information based on reputational concerns because they did not list people who posed risks to

their reputations as potential job applicants. Smith, on the other hand, asked her sample of

information holders to talk about what they do when they know of job openings, whether they

have ever solicited information on another’s behalf, and how they respond when their network

members ask for help finding work. Smith’s potential applicants may not have been qualified for

the jobs they sought, and they often self-identified as interested in job openings by soliciting

information. 

The populations under study were also quite different. The networks of Smith’s information

holders included many people with little education, mixed job experience, tenuous attachments to

the labour force or life circumstances that interfere with steady employment. The risk of a referral

who was hired not working out was high, as evidence by her respondents’ tales of having been

disappointed in previous attempts to refer network members. Information holders in my sample

have networks filled with people who, much like themselves, are educated and have strong ties to

the labour market. For example, one of my respondents reported, “I'd say that the people I know

or the people I basically walk with are all people who would come in and do work, really. They're

good people.” In a population of people who assume their network members to be reliable, risk
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to a referrer’s reputation is more likely to come from inadequate or mismatched skills, training or

qualifications – which would preclude listing the network member as a potential applicant – than

from poor work habits. While information holders in Smith’s sample may have less to fear with

regards to their network members not being interested in or open to particular jobs or feeling

intruded upon by the offering of job information, they could not be as confident in the labour

market success of their network members.

Though they differ on the surface, taken together, these findings and Smith’s show that the

reasons people have for sharing and withholding information matter. Smith’s data show that in a

context where information is likely to be widely welcomed and potential applicants are

frequently unreliable, the primary concern for reputation will create referral patterns in which

people living in poor neighbourhoods are less likely to refer than people living in non-poor

neighbourhoods. The results reported here show that in contexts where job information is

abundant, but information about the right job is less so, concern about sharing information about

unwanted jobs dominates information holders’ decision-making. The result is a referral network

structured such that strong ties are favoured and weak ties are more likely to receive information

about jobs that can be prepared for with specific vocational training. The reasons people have for

sharing information affect the conditions under which they share information. This, in turn,

determines the structure of who receives and does not receive information and ultimately who

finds networks helpful for entering what kinds of jobs.

Examining patterns in when information holders do share information shows that in addition

to preferring to share information with strong ties, information holders are more likely to share

information about jobs in closed occupations – those for which occupation-related training is
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available. Besides making it easier to evaluate network members’ likely interest, having a more

obvious match between job and network members reduces any social awkwardness in the

transmission of job information. Even a potential applicant who is not interested in a job opening

can see why information holders might think the information to be of interest. Network members

may be less likely to view the information as insulting or as a subtle form of unsolicited advice.

These findings suggest that neither homophilous networks nor conscious attempts to hoard

opportunities (Tilly 1998, Grieco 1987) may be necessary to account for observed homophily

among referrals (Fernandez and Sosa 2005, Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo 2006). Because

information holders more commonly refer strong ties – the ties most likely to be homophilous –

network members who are referred to job openings may be more homophilous than the network

from which they are drawn. More importantly, these finding suggest that the homophily of

referrals and their inequality-generating effects should vary across occupations. Occupations that

draw from narrowly defined backgrounds may have less homophily between referrers and

referred applicants than occupations that commonly hire from a variety of backgrounds. If this is

the case then network-based information flow should more strongly lead to workplace

segregation and less commonly aid in status attainment in open occupations than in close

occupations. Because referrals reach weaker ties in closed occupations, these occupations should

feel the effects of network homophily to a smaller extent. Referrals should do more to create and

re-create inequality in open occupations than in closed occupations. Further research into referral

networks in various labour markets could test this finding on a broader scale.

While strong ties are generally more homophilous than weak ties, not all strong ties are

equally homophilous or homophilous along the same dimensions. Many strong ties are kin



This assumes that information holders are identifying cross-gender kin ties as potential13

applicants and that once they have identified potential applicants they are equally likely to refer
cross-sex and same-sex ties. If information holders rely on stereotypes and use gender as a signal
of who might be interested in a job opening, kin referrals may still produce gender segregation
even though many ties are cross-sex. Research (Ridgeway 1997) suggests that people are more
likely to rely on gender stereotypes when more salient information is unavailable, suggesting that
stereotypes may be most activated with weak ties, about whom information holders may know
little, and in occupations with no specific training available, where training cannot serve as
alternative salient information.
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(Fischer 1982, Marsden 1987, McPherson et. al. 2006) and the extent and axes of homophily

vary between strong ties who are kin and non-kin. Kin ties are more homophilous by race and

religion, but less homophilous by age, education and sex (Marsden 1987, McPherson et. al.

2006). While referrals to kin may travel through the most homophilous ties (kin ties) from the

most homophilous portion of the network (strong ties) when considering race and ethnicity, they

are likely to be less homophilous than other strong ties by sex. Therefore, referrals to cross-sex

kin ties might mitigate workplace gender segregation  but exacerbate workplace ethnic13

segregation. 

There may also be interaction effects with the extent to which jobs are sex-labelled. In sex-

labelled occupations gender may serve as an alternative signal of potential interest in a job

opening. Few of the jobs listed by respondents in this study were strongly sex-labelled, making it

impossible to look at differences by sex-labelling of jobs. However, it is possible that because

gender stereotypes are most active when no other salient information is available (Ridgeway

1997), gender may be especially likely to serve as a signal for jobs in occupations with no

occupation-specific training available. If this is the case, information may be more likely to flow

through strong ties in sex-labelled jobs or occupations than in non-sex-labelled jobs or

occupations and this discrepancy may be greatest in open occupations. The finding that
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information holders are reluctant to initiate contact for the purpose of sharing job information –

especially with the weaker ties who are likely to be less homophilous – may mean that the

advantage of strong ties over weak ties may be especially strong among non-job-searchers. This

may account for recent findings that non-searching may be especially significant in reproducing

gender segregation and providing high status jobs to people whose careers are already well

established (Kmec et. al. 2010 McDonald 2005, McDonald and Elder 2006).

9. Conclusion

Understanding why information holders choose to share or withhold information is key to

understanding when they share information with strong versus weak ties, which is in turn

important for predicting the effects of network-based hiring on workplace segregation and status

attainment. I collected unique data directly from information holders tracing their treatment of

specific pieces of job information. I show that opportunities to share job information are

common, but actually mentioning job openings is far less so. Information holders are motivated

by a desire to help their network members and by concern for their own reputations, but

reluctance to appear intrusive better explains their decisions to withhold information. They share

information with their strong ties, whose interests they can infer based on extensive knowledge

and share information with weak ties when strong signals of interest in particular job openings

are available. Job information is more likely to be shared with weak ties when strong easily-

observed signals of interest in the relevant occupation are possible.

This paper contributes to a growing research agenda that goes beyond documenting the

effects of network-based job search and examines how referrals actually operate (Fernandez and

Weinberg 1997, Fernandez and Sosa 2005, Smith 2005 and 2007, Lin and Ao 2008). The unique
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data collected for this study are among the few that look closely at information holders directly

(Smith 2005, Ashwin and Yakubovic 2005). I treat information-flow as a multi-step process, to

isolate one crucial step in the process: the decision to share or withhold information.

This approach has a number of advantages. First, the primarily qualitative nature of the data

allows me to closely examine the agency and perception of information holders, rather than

inferring these from job seeker or job applicant data. Second, unlike studies based on job

applicants, job seekers, or job changers, this research distinguishes between information not

received because there was no job to tell of and information not received because it was

withheld. By holding constant the availability of information I dispense with the assumption that

greater information flow is the product of more available information. Third, this is the only

study of which I am aware that hold constant the availability of information and compares the

flow of job information across strong and weak ties, a distinction that is prominent in job search

theory, and theoretically significant in understanding the link between network-based job

referrals and inequality. 

On a theoretical level, these findings prod network analysts to consider the role of agency in

creating what we often treat as the effects of social structure. These findings show that structure –

including the structure of occupations and labour markets, the relationships between educational

trajectories and occupations, and the structure of the networks – matters. It matters precisely

because it shapes the effects of agency. A new research agenda for understanding the relationship

between referral-based hiring and inequality must go beyond documenting the relationship

between the use of network-based methods and inequality-related outcomes to uncover variations

in the extent to which referrals generate inequality in different contexts. Understanding how the
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agency of information holders and job seekers interacts with relevant structures will be crucial to

finding the sources of such variation.
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Table

Table 1: Percent of Job-Alter Ties in which Job Information was Shared by Tie
Strength and Availability of Occupation-Specific Education

Tie Strength Occupation Type Percent who
Shared Job
Information (N)

Strong Open 43% (56)

Closed 33% (12)

Total 41% (68)

Weak Open 13% (90)

Closed 53% (15)

Total 19% (105)

Total 28% (173)


