
ABSTRACT 

HAMM, LINDSAY MAXWELL. Helping Hands: Race, Trust, and Assisting Others on the 

Job Hunt. (Under the direction of Steve McDonald). 

 

One of the most effective means of finding and acquiring a job in today’s labor market is 

through the use of networks. However, African Americans consistently see lower returns 

from their ties than members of other racial and ethnic groups, contributing to the minority 

group’s higher unemployment and underemployment rate. Recent evidence from 

ethnographic field research posits that race disparities in returns to networking are due to 

“defensive individualism” and the failure of African Americans to effectively mobilize their 

social ties. This study tests this assertion on a national-scale using geo-coded data from the 

General Social Survey and the Neighborhood Change Database. The results show that 

African Americans and Hispanics offer more frequent job finding assistance to their friends 

than do whites, and that an individual’s altruism and desire to help the community are more 

important factors than their generalized trust when making the decision to help others on the 

job hunt.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Helping Hands: Race, Trust, and Assisting Others on the Job Hunt 

 

 

by 

Lindsay Maxwell Hamm 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 

North Carolina State University 

in partial fulfillment of the  

requirements for the degree of 

Master of Science 

 

Sociology 

 

 

Raleigh, North Carolina 

2011 

 

APPROVED BY: 

 

 

_______________________________  ______________________________ 

Steve McDonald     Martha Crowley 

Committee Chair 

 

 

________________________________   

Kim Ebert    



ii 

 

 

 

 

BIOGRAPHY 

Lindsay Hamm grew up in Montpelier, Virginia. She graduated from Virginia Polytechnic 

Institute and State University in 2009, with a bachelor’s of science in Sociology. Currently, 

her studies focus on the sociology of racial inequality, labor markets, and generalized trust.



iii 

 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

There are several people I am extremely grateful to for helping make it through my previous 

degrees, and now my master’s thesis.  Thank you to my family, who have supported and 

encouraged me. Many thanks to my partner, Chris, whose stalwart cheering-on and strength 

got me through these past few semesters. I owe much to my chair, Dr. Steve McDonald, 

without whose guidance and reminders to “focus!” I would still be applying new theories and 

adding more variables.  I am grateful to my committee members, Dr. Martha Crowley and 

Dr. Kim Ebert, both of whom are unflaggingly encouraging of my research interests. Finally, 

I would like to thank my office mates of these past few years. I am quite lucky to count 

Christine Mair, Ellen Griggs Whiteman, Joshua Lambert, and Mindy Vulpis as mentors, 

editors, sounding boards, and friends. 



iv 

 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES…………………………………………………………………………. v  

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………………. 1  

ACCESS AND OPPORTUNITY HOARDING…………………………………………… 3  

DEFENSIVE INDIVIDUALISM AND MOBILIZATION OF TIES……………………... 5  

ASPECTS OF DEFENSIVE INDIVIDUALISM………………………………………….. 7  

SYNTHESIS……………………………………………………………………………...... 9  

DATA AND METHODS………………………………………………………………….. 11 

Sample…………………………………………………………………………………… 11 

Dependent Variable……………………………………………………………………… 12 

Personal Characteristics…………………………………………………………………. 13 

Employment Characteristics…………………………………………………………….. 14 

Relational Characteristics……………………………………………………….............. 16 

Neighborhood Characteristics…………………………………………………………… 18 

RESULTS…………………………………………………………………………………..20 

Personal Characteristics…………………………………………………………………. 20 

Employment Characteristics…………………………………………………………….. 21 

Relational Characteristics……………………………………………………….............. 22 

Neighborhood Characteristics…………………………………………………………… 22 

Complete Model………………………………………………………………………… 23 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS…………………………………………………….25 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………………..30 

APPENDICES…………………………………………………………………………….. 34 

Appendix A. Tables………………………………………………………………….…...35

  

 

 

 



v 

 

 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

 
Table 1  Descriptive Statistics…………………………………………………………….35  

Table 2  Odds Ratios for Ordinal Logistic Regression on Frequency that the  

           Respondent has Helped Someone Find a Job……………………………………. 36 



1 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Networking is one of the most effective methods for navigating the labor market 

(Granovetter 1995).  As an informal job searching method, networking tends to lead to more 

and better job opportunities than through formal means (Elliott 1999; Royster 2003).  In fact, 

researchers consistently find that almost half of all recent new hires found the job opening 

through a personal connection (Granovetter 1995; Chapple 2006).  Furthermore, employers 

favor utilizing recommendations from current workers because it creates a potential labor 

pool of higher quality candidates and better post-hire matches than generally found through 

formal means (Fernandez and Weinberg 1997; Mencken and Winfield 1998; Kmec 2007; 

Smith 2007).  This situation makes networks especially important to the job search today, 

particularly for populations (such as ethnic minorities) that historically counted on work in 

now declining manufacturing industries (Brown and Konrad 2001).  However, most 

networks are racially homophilous (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Wimmer and 

Lewis 2010), leading to greater labor market inequality as privileged groups hoard 

employment opportunities within their networks (Tilly 1998; Lin 2002; Royster 2003; 

Stainback 2008).  

Researchers consistently find that networks of African Americans, especially of those 

living in areas of concentrated poverty, are not as effective in the job search as they are for 

other populations (Trimble and Kmec 2011). Two theories have been proposed to explain the 

disparity between the effectiveness in white and African American networks in the labor 

market. The first, stemming from the work of Wilson (1987), contends that “white flight” 
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from urban areas cut the remaining African American population off from middle class 

business workers and opportunities. Essentially, poor, urban, Black men and women have 

“capital deficits” in their network ties (Lin 2001). African Americans cannot access the white 

and middle class networks to cultivate the weak ties necessary for social mobility through the 

labor market (Campbell, Marsden, and Hurlbert 1986; Briggs 1998; Peterson, Saporta, and 

Seidel 2000; Stainback 2008; Gowan 2011). The same lack of access to resource-rich weak 

ties with white men also serves as a barrier to equal labor market success for higher socio-

economic status African Americans (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Wimmer and 

Andreas 2010; Diprete, Gelman, McCormick, Teitler, and Zheng 2010).  

A second perspective asserts that the problem is not a lack of contacts, or even a lack 

of access to beneficial weak ties; the problem lays in “returns deficits,” or mobilizing the ties 

they have (Lin 2001). Sandra Susan Smith (2007) recently introduced the “defensive 

individualism” hypothesis to address how individuals ask for and provide help to network 

members, which is the first step in tie-mobilization.  She finds that African Americans living 

in inner city areas are less likely than contacts of other races and ethnicities to offer or give 

help to family and friends in the job search (Green, Tigges, and Diaz 1999; Royster 2003; 

Smith 2000, 2007, 2010; Curley 2009; Parks-Yancy 2006). Furthermore, the members of this 

population are loath to utilize their contacts and see lower returns from networking than other 

populations when they do call on personal ties (Smith 2000, 2005, 2007, 2010; Gowan 

2011).   

 The defensive individualism hypothesis poses a serious challenge to the access 

perspective on labor market disparities for racial minorities. However, Smith (2005, 2007, 
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2010) focuses on small, urban, and minority-only samples. I intend to test the defensive 

individualism hypothesis on a broader scale to assess the theory’s implications for labor 

market inequality across race and socioeconomic categories in the United States. My study 

examines race differences in the extent to which individuals offer help to network ties in the 

labor market on a national scale using data from the 2002 and 2004 waves of the General 

Social Survey (GSS). I find little support for individualist defensive behavior against risk as a 

barrier to minority network mobilization on a national scale. Instead, my results show that 

African Americans and Hispanics are significantly more likely than white respondents to 

have more frequently offered friends assistance on the job hunt, both before and after 

controlling for personal, relational, job, and community-level characteristics. Furthermore, I 

find that people are more influenced by their sense of closeness to the community and desire 

to help others than their sense of generalized trust in others when deciding whether or not to 

assist people on the job hunt. 

 

Access and Opportunity Hoarding 

 

African Americans residing in areas of concentrated poverty are typically embedded 

in networks composed of other African Americans of lower socio-economic status 

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Wimmer and Andreas 2010; Diprete, Gelman, 

McCormick, Teitler, and Zheng 2010).  As people tend to give their friends help before 

assisting others, this situation leads to opportunity hoarding of the better jobs by the white 

and African American middle class living in surrounding suburbs (Tilly 1998; Peterson, 
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Saporta, and Seidel 2000; Lin 2001; Gowan 2011).  Their higher status networks are richer in 

the essential wide-ranging and diverse weak ties to “influential others” needed to achieve 

upward mobility (Granovetter 1995; Campbell, Marsden, and Hurlbert 1986).   In 

comparison, urban African Americans cultivate smaller, denser networks comprised of strong 

ties for social support, but which are not useful for finding better paying or higher status jobs 

(Elliot 1999; Kleit 2001; Smith 2007; Stainback 2008; Curley 2009).   

This discrepancy in network composition is illuminated by recent ethnographic 

research carried out in inner-city areas.  Whereas people with disposable income are able to 

invest time and money in cultivating ties to far-reaching and efficacious individuals, people 

living in areas of concentrated poverty form strong ties to build a social support-net that can 

help them with day-to-day needs like childcare (Smith 2000; Curley 2009).   Therefore, the 

weak ties they accumulate are not found through seminars and civic associations; they are 

more likely to come from sources like their family member’s friends and coworkers, or from 

support group gatherings (Chapple 2002; Royster 2003).   Furthermore, the weak ties they 

cultivate with heterogeneous others outside of the neighborhood, with teachers, business 

people, and others, are generally neither influential nor strong enough to rely on for job help 

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Royster 2003; Gowan 2011).  Often, when these 

ties offer assistance in finding a job, they only have access to other low-paying or gendered 

jobs that the job seeker does not want to apply for, or would not be hired for. For example, 

Gowan’s (2011) ethnography of Black men living in an urban area of concentrated poverty 

had vast networks of ties. However, the only jobs accessible through these ties were low-

paying, dead-end positions, which the men referred to as “BS jobs”. Similarly, Royster 
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(2003) found that Black men in her study received information about jobs from female 

relatives, but would not take them because they were low-wage, highly gendered, and did not 

utilize the men’s acquired skill sets. 

Research also finds that middle and upper class individuals use their networks 

differently than working class people in the job search (Lin 2001; Elliott 2000; McDonald 

and Elder 2006).   Managers and people in other middle class occupations in today’s 

economy tend to remain in passive job-search mode, constantly open to new and better 

opportunities while currently employed (Granovetter 1995).   Therefore, they often move into 

new job openings after a weak tie, someone whom they do not see very often, mentions an 

opening to them on the off-chance they may want it (Granovetter 1995; McDonald and Elder 

2006).   These practices, although not actively discriminating against minorities and working 

class individuals, result in hoarding many of the best jobs in a network comprised mostly of 

middle and upper class white men (Peterson, Saporta, and Seidel 2000; Stainback 2008; 

Gowan 2011; Trimble and Kmec 2011).  Kasinitz and Rosenberg (1996) found that unions 

function similarly by guarding future open positions for their members and keeping local 

African Americans from accessing the better paying manufacturing and maritime industries. 

 

Defensive Individualism and Mobilization of Ties 

 

 Smith (2007) postulates that African Americans have access to weak ties that can 

help them find employment, but due to “defensive individualism,” those living in inner cities 

have difficulty mobilizing these ties. The two-part defensive individualism hypothesis first 
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evinces that employed minorities in inner cities are disinclined to actively help friends and 

families find jobs. The desire to protect their work reputation and status wins out over 

helping even family members and close friends find employment.  Second, according to the 

defensive individualism approach, minorities looking for employment are loath to ask their 

friends for assistance, even when cognizant that it is the easiest and most efficient job-finding 

method. This latter part of defensive individualism arises from a fear of rejection by the 

contact, apprehension over using a friendship too often for help, and doubt about being a 

good employee if the assistance leads to a hire. The present study tests the first half of 

Smith’s (2007) defensive individualism hypothesis in an effort to discover if this defensive 

stance taken by job-holders is occurring across socio-economic status categories. 

 Many of Smith’s (2003, 2007, 2010) ethnographic studies focus on the relationship 

between job-holder and job-seeker racial and ethnic minorities in inner-city areas. She 

consistently finds that African Americans are hesitant to help others in the labor market 

because they face real on-the-job consequences for recommending acquaintances who turn 

out to be unreliable workers. The consequences for insider referrals include loss of the 

respect of their employer, blame for the poor workmanship and attitude of the referent, and 

even implication in crimes committed by the people they helped get the job.  Therefore, these 

Black men and women are actually taking a huge risk with their own career when making the 

decision to help someone get hired; making them often choose not to give a recommendation 

(Smith 2007, 2010).    

  After experiencing these kinds of job downfalls multiple times, which Smith’s (2007, 

2010) respondents referred to as “being burned,”  and Newman’s (1999) as “losing face,” 
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they no longer actively helped people they knew in the labor market in an effort to protect 

their own standing and job security.  Similarly, minorities who are open to offering help first 

evaluate the person much like an employer will.  Many of the respondents in Smith’s (2005, 

2007, 2010) studies were so thorough in their screening they refused to help best friends and 

spouses who did not exhibit enough “motivation,” or who could not produce evidence of a 

work-past relatively clean of frequent job-hopping, firings, and criminal behavior.   

  

Aspects of Defensive Individualism 

 

 There are four key aspects to Smith’s (2007) defensive individualism hypothesis 

about job holders: personal attributes, job characteristics, relational characteristics, and the 

economic status of the holder’s community. The most important personal attribute in Smith’s 

work is race. She finds that defensive individualism occurs among African American 

communities far more than in the Hispanic respondents (Smith 2010). There are two main 

theories behind this finding. First, her African American respondents are embedded in 

communities long-marked by high crime and poverty, as well as low institutional support. 

Research consistently finds that residents of these areas exhibit lower levels of generalized 

trust, both within and between races (Steele 1991; Smith 1997; Sampson and Wilson 1995; 

Anderson 1999; Smith 2011).  Although her Hispanic respondents were also of lower 

socioeconomic status, Hispanic communities do not have as long a history of systemic 

disadvantage and ghettoization (Massey 2007). Furthermore, Hispanic enclaves tend to 

follow more collectivistic goals of social support than the American individualism espoused 
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in the African American communities (Newman 1999; Elliott 1999; Anderson 1999; Smith 

2007; Luthra and Waldinger 2010). Second, Black workers are viewed and assessed more 

negatively than their white counterparts by managers (Neckerman and Kirschenman 1991; 

Moss and Tilly 1999). Therefore, African Americans face a higher risk of rebuke and sullied 

work reputation because of a bad referral than their other-race coworkers.  

 Personal characteristics are also important to the defensive individualism hypothesis 

because the amount of risk someone is willing to take with their job is moderated by other 

aspects of his or her life. Married jobholders may be more likely to offer job-finding 

assistance than their single counterparts because of their partner may also be providing 

economic support. On the other hand, people with children, regardless of marital status may 

be more wary of risking their current work position. Smith (2007) also finds that people who 

have a higher socioeconomic status are more likely to help others.  However, people with a 

higher income than the neighborhood norm in high poverty communities are less likely than 

others to help acquaintances in the job hunt. This occurs, in part, because they feel their 

slightly higher status and better resources are at risk in the disorganized environment, as well 

as their ability to cultivate somewhat of a safety net for their own family. In turn, some 

respondents were so economically desperate that they helped everyone, regardless of 

reputation, in hopes of help in return. 

 Smith (2007) finds that job holders assess themselves, in terms of their own work 

reputation, status, and relationship with the boss, before deciding whether or not to help 

someone find a job with their company. If the individual feels their position precarious, then 

they do not offer help because they feel that they have little say with the manager, or because 
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they are worried about making their current reputation decline with a bad referral. Similarly, 

neighborhood characteristics were also important in determining whether or not to offer 

someone help. In areas with very low hiring rates and high unemployment, job holders were 

more reluctant to help others because the likelihood of successfully matching them to a job is 

lower than during a better economic time.  

 Finally, relational feelings are an important element of the defensive individualism 

hypothesis. Smith (2003, 2005, 2007, 2010), in conjunction with several other ethnographers 

(Anderson 1999; Newman 1999), finds that many respondents with jobs in areas of 

concentrated poverty still hold on to the American ideal that every individual can achieve 

upward mobility through hard work. Therefore, these job holders have little empathy or a 

sense of altruism when it comes to helping those who seem “unmotivated” to find work. 

Smith (2007, 2010) contends that the major reason African Americans living in the inner city 

are less likely to help others on the job hunt is due to low levels of generalized trust, which 

stems from systemic disadvantage. However, some respondents reported helping others 

because they wanted to make the neighborhood as a whole better. Therefore, some of the 

individuals who did not have high generalized trust in others felt that making the community 

a better place was worth the risk of helping someone find a job. 

 

Synthesis 

 

The broader extant literature on race and networks creates an inconsistent picture of 

minorities’ use of networks and the benefits they receive from them. Research on a larger 



10 

 

 

 

 

scale consistently finds that African Americans, across socioeconomic status, are more likely 

than other racial and ethnic groups to seek jobs through formal mechanisms than informal 

network ties (Parks-Yancey 2006; Kmec 2006; Fischer 2010). These studies support Smith’s 

(2007) position that African Americans are turning to other methods of finding job openings, 

rather than mobilizing the ties to which they have access. As a result, minorities’ networks 

are not as effective on the job search as whites’ networks because they do not utilize their ties 

as often and so see smaller returns from their networks.  

However, networking research also finds that, although minorities of lower 

socioeconomic status are less likely to find their jobs, especially well-paying positions, 

through personal contacts, they are more likely to actively search for openings through their 

friends and family than white and middle class employees (Lin 2001; Smith 2000; Trimble 

and Kmec 2011). Additionally, Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo’s (2006) study of one 

company’s applicants finds that minorities are significantly more likely than white 

employees to refer their friends for job openings. In sum, the literature suggests that African 

Americans and other racial minorities do utilize and help their networks when searching for 

jobs; the disparity in their effectiveness may be due to the lower quality of the ties in terms of 

their access to information and influence over hiring (Lin 2001).  

The findings by Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo (2006) suggest that defensive 

individualism is not occurring on a broader scale. However, the hypothesis has not been 

tested on a large sample. Furthermore, Smith’s (2000, 2005, 2007, 2010) work is focused on 

African Americans and Hispanics of lower socioeconomic status. This limits the 

generalization of the defensive individualism hypothesis because minorities of higher 
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socioeconomic statuses and poor whites have not been included in the studies’ samples. This 

paper addresses these limitations by utilizing the GSS and by including whites and members 

of additional racial and ethnic groups.  

 

  Data and Methods 

 

Sample 

 

 To test Smith’s (2007) defensive individualism hypothesis on a broader scale, I am 

using a combination of the General Social Survey (GSS) and Census 2000 data from the 

Neighborhood Change Database (NCDB).  The GSS is collected bi-annually through face-to-

face interviewing.  Respondents are a nationally representative, random sample of 

individuals living in United States households.  The 2002 and 2004 waves of the GSS include 

a section on job finding, from which I derive my dependent variable measuring how often a 

respondent has helped others on the job hunt in the past twelve months. I also operationalize 

my independent variables measuring personal, relational, and job characteristics using the 

2002 and 2004 waves of the GSS.  

 In addition, I gained access to the restricted portions of the GSS to include 

neighborhood-level variables in my analysis.  These additional variables provide each 

respondent’s census tract code, which I used to merge census data from the NCDB into the 

GSS.  The NCDB combines the tract-level census data collected between 1970 and 2000 

from all 65,232 tracts in the United States and normalizes it to the 2000 boundaries.    
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 The working sample size is 2,475. I imputed the missing values for the independent 

variables, excluding race, using Royston’s (2009) Imputation by Chained Equations 

procedure (ICE). The ICE procedure imputes missing values by calculating the joint 

distribution of all of the independent variables. I used this method to take maximum 

advantage of the real answers given by respondents to impute values missing on independent 

variables due to the partitioned nature of the GSS. I also conducted supplementary analyses, 

which show that the results using imputed values from ICE are consistent, in terms of 

direction and significance, with those achieved with listwise deletion. The descriptive 

statistics are presented in Table 1.  

 

-Table 1 about here-  

 

Dependent Variable 

 

Each round of interviews in the GSS features topical models asked of portions of each 

year’s overall sample, in addition to a core set of questions posed to every respondent across 

the waves.   In 2002 and 2004, the GSS included an employment module, which asked 

individuals how often they helped with others’ job searches. The available responses are 1) 

more than once a week, 2) once a week, 3) once a month, 4) at least two or three times in the 

past year, 5) once in the past year, and 6) not at all in the past year.  I reverse-coded this 

ordinal-level variable so that higher numbers correspond to respondents who help others find 

jobs more frequently than those with lower numbers.   



13 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal Characteristics 

 

 I include eight variables measuring respondents’ personal characteristics: age, marital 

status, number of children, educational status, family income, gender, race, and household 

prestige. Smith’s (2007) defensive individualism hypothesis asserts that people are more 

likely to offer job assistance if they are willing or able to jeopardize their current job.  The 

characteristics of an individual’s personal life may determine how much risk someone is 

willing to take on.  Smith (2007) identifies race as a primary indicator of risk, finding that 

African Americans are more likely to suffer consequences than members of other racial 

groups for referring a sub-par employee.  I include race as a set of dummy variables for 

Blacks (twelve percent of the sample), Hispanics (four percent), and Other-Races (three 

percent), with whites (81 percent) as the reference category.   Gender and age may also 

mediate the risk of offering someone job assistance.  Therefore, age is included as a 

continuous variable and sex as a dummy variable, with male as the reference category.

 Smith (2007) finds that socioeconomic status is positively correlated with a person’s 

willingness to help others find a job.  Therefore, I include education as a series of dummy 

variables, grouping respondents into those with a high school degree, some college, or a 

Bachelor’s degree or higher, and using “less than a high school degree” as the reference 

category.  I theorize that a person will be more willing to take risks with their current 

employment situation based on their overall household socioeconomic status.  Therefore, I 

created a continuous variable to measure household job prestige by taking either the 
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respondent’s job prestige or their spouse’s based on whose score was higher.  To account for 

those who answered that they were not in the work force at this time, I created an embedded 

dummy variable by recoding these respondents who also did not list a spouse’s prestige as 

zero.   

I also use the family income variable, rather than individual income to account for the 

socioeconomic status for the respondent’s household.  Income is logged to compensate for 

the skewness of this variable. Smith (2007) found that people with very little access to, or 

accumulation of, resources living in areas of high disadvantage would help anyone who 

asked in hopes of a returned favor one day. However, people in the same disadvantaged 

neighborhoods who managed to garner a higher income or attain some wealth isolated 

themselves from their community members in an attempt to protect their gains. Therefore, it 

is uncertain from her research which has a stronger effect on whether or not respondents help 

others: income or neighborhood disadvantage.  An individual’s family status and number of 

dependents may also influence their willingness to risk their current employment.  Therefore, 

I include the number of children living in the household, ranging from zero to eight children.  

Marital status is also included as a dummy variable, with those who are currently not married 

coded into the reference category.   

 

Employment Characteristics 

 

 To test for job stability, I include dummy variables for employment status, with 

categories for full-time and part-time, with those “not currently in the workforce” serving as 
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the reference category (0).  For the remaining questions about a respondent’s work, I created 

embedded dummy variables for those who answered “not in the workforce” for the work 

status question. Therefore, these respondents are recoded into the reference group, with a 

value of “0,” for the remainder of the work questions (Hardy and Reynolds 2004).  

Job characteristics are particularly important to the defensive individualism 

hypothesis for two reasons: 1) people with more stable employment are more likely to help 

others find job openings in their company, and 2) some positions have better access to 

knowledge about openings than others.  For example, respondents who work for themselves 

are in a much better position to offer job information to acquaintances than those who work 

for other people.  Therefore, I include whether or not a respondent is self-employed as a 

dummy variable.  I also include a dummy variable for whether or not someone works for the 

government, because minorities are more likely to hold public positions (Waldinger 1995).  

Government agencies are more likely to hire employees through applications, rather than 

word-of-mouth, making their hiring procedures different from private employers (Fernandez 

and Weinberg 1997).  Job satisfaction is included as a dummy variable recoded from a 

categorical variable in the 2002 and 2004 waves of the GSS. The original question asked 

respondents: “On the whole, how satisfied are you with the work you do –would you say you 

are very satisfied, moderately satisfied, a little dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied?”  

The GSS includes two questions to assess a respondent’s feelings of job security. The 

first question included only in 2002, asked respondents “Now I’m going to read you [a] list 

of statements about your main job.  For each, please tell me if the statement is very true, 

somewhat true, not too true, or not at all true with respect to the work you do.  The job 
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security is good.” I reverse coded the answer choices so that higher values correspond with 

higher job insecurity.  The second variable used to measure job security was asked in both 

the 2002 and 2004 waves.  The exact wording of the question is, “Please respond to the 

following statements based on your experience during the past 12 months unless otherwise 

specified, with reference to your current place of employment only.  At work, job security is 

good.” The available responses were 1) “very true”, 2) “somewhat true,” 3) “not too true,” 

and 4) “not at all true.”   To deal with the missingness on the first job insecurity variable, due 

to its presence in the 2002, but not the 2004 wave, I used responses from both questions to 

impute the missing responses for these variables.  I then used factor analysis to create a 

continuous index measuring job insecurity.  

 

Relational Characteristics 

 

 Attitudes toward others are a key factor in the decision to take a risk on another 

person.  Therefore, I include variables measuring empathy, altruism, generalized trust, and 

how close a respondent feels to his or her community to account for these relational 

variables.  Respondents were asked to “indicate how well [each item] describes you…I often 

have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me,” with choices ranging 

from 1, “does not describe me very well,” to 5, “describes me very well.” I include this 

variable as a measure of empathy.  Respondents were also asked if they felt “People should 

be willing to help others who are less fortunate,” on a likert scale from 1, “strongly agree” to 
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5, “Strongly Disagree.” I reverse-coded the responses so that higher numbers correspond 

with a stronger altruistic outlook.     

The GSS includes two questions to measure a respondent’s generalized trust. The first 

question is worded, “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: 

There are only a few people I can trust completely,” which was asked in 2002, with a likert 

scale of answer choices ranging from 1) “strongly agree,” to 5) “strongly disagree.” I reverse-

coded the responses so that higher values correspond with higher levels of trust. The second 

question I use for the trust index was included in both the 2002 and 2004 GSS waves. It is 

worded, “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you 

can’t be too careful in dealing with people?” I reordered the answer choices into: 1) “Can’t 

be too careful,” 2) “Other/Depends,” 3) “Most people can be trusted. To address the 

missingness in the first question assessing generalized trust, because it was only asked in 

2002, I used the responses from both questions to impute those missing a value for these 

questions. I then performed a factor analysis to create an index of generalized trust, with 

higher values corresponding with more trust.
1
 

Those who feel closer to the members of their neighborhood may be more likely to 

offer help to acquaintances in finding jobs, both out of a desire to help others and in an effort 

to keep up the socioeconomic status of their community (Smith 2007, 2010). To assess how 

close respondents are to their community, I created another index using factor analysis on 

two variables. The first question used was only asked of respondents in the 2002 wave of the 

                                                
1
 The alpha reliability coefficient for the trust measures is .42.Although this alpha coefficient is low, I decided 

to use the imputed index, rather than listwise deletion, in an effort to utilize as many actual responses from the 

GSS as possible. 
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GSS, and is worded “Thinking now of people who live near you – in your neighborhood or 

district: How many of these people are close friends of yours?” The answers ranged from 

zero to ninety-seven, so I logged this variable to account for the skewness of the answers 

towards the lower end of the spectrum. The second question I include to measure closeness to 

neighborhood is: “How often you do the following things…Spend a social evening with 

someone who lives in your neighborhood?” Asked in 2002 and 2004, the answer choices for 

the question were: 1) “almost every day,” 2) “once or twice a week,” 3) “several times a 

month,” 4) “about once a month,” 5) “several times a year,” 6) “about once a year,” and 8) 

“never”. These answers were reverse-coded to give people who spent more time with their 

neighbors higher scores than those who did not. Using multiple imputation, I imputed the 

missing responses from those not asked the module of questions, and then performed factor 

analysis to create an index measuring how close a respondent is to his or her community.
2
  

 

Neighborhood Characteristics 

 

 The final set of independent variables is comprised of four census-tract level 

variables: neighborhood disadvantage, population density, unemployment rate, and the 

neighborhood diversity index. One major aspect of the work on defensive individualism is 

the economic and social condition of a respondent’s community. Smith (2005, 2007, 2010) 

consistently finds that neighborhood conditions are positively correlated with the likelihood 

                                                
2 The alpha reliability coefficient for the closeness to community variables is .30. As with the trust index I 

decided to use the imputed index, rather than listwise deletion, in an effort to utilize as many actual responses 

from the GSS as possible. 
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of helping someone else find a job.  I created the neighborhood disadvantage index to address 

this aspect of defensive individualism using factor analysis to combine the proportion of 

female headed households, the proportion of people below the poverty line the past year, and 

the proportion of households on public assistance in the past year. The alpha reliability 

coefficient for these items is .82. The unemployment rate is the proportion of people who are 

sixteen years or older who are currently in the civilian labor force and unemployed. I include 

the unemployment rate apart from the neighborhood disadvantage index to test the effects of 

these two neighborhood characteristics separately.  

 All of the ethnographic research testing the defensive individualism hypothesis took 

place in urban areas. I include the population density of a respondent’s census tract to control 

for its urbanization. This was calculated by dividing the land area in miles by the total 

population of the census tract.  The neighborhood diversity index (1977) measures the racial 

diversity of a respondent’s census tract. This measure of neighborhood diversity was created 

using the percent white, Black, Hispanic, and those of other races in a tract. The index ranges 

from zero to one, where zero stands for the least heterogeneous and one stands for the most. 

Therefore, a respondent who lives in a tract with a neighborhood diversity index score of 

zero lives in a census tract comprised entirely of his or her own racial group. On the other 

hand, someone living in a tract with a neighborhood diversity score of one lives in a 

community that is one-fourth of each racial group. In this sample, the communities range 

from a score of zero to .75.  
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Results 

 

 I use ordinal logistic regression to test the relationship of each set of independent 

variables on the likelihood of a respondent helping someone find a job in five models. In 

Table 2, the odds ratios are presented, along with the -2 Loglikelihood Scores and Chi-

Square values for each of the five models. Each of the models is significant at the alpha of 

.05, which means that all fit the data better than I would expect by chance. Each model tests a 

separate aspect of the defensive individualism thesis on whether or not a respondent is likely 

to help someone find a job with the final model testing all four categories of characteristics at 

one time.  

 

-Table 2 about here- 

 

Personal Characteristics  

 

The first model tests the effects of respondents’ personal characteristics on how 

frequently they help others find jobs. African American and Hispanic respondents are both 

significantly more likely to have helped someone find a job in the past year more frequently 

than white respondents. Holding all other personal variables constant, Black individuals have 

78 percent higher odds and Hispanic respondents at 64 percent odds higher than whites. The 

category measuring “Other Races” is not significantly different from white respondents 
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however; these individuals are also no more likely than their white counterparts to more 

frequently assist someone in finding a job more frequently. Therefore, the hypothesis that 

minorities are less prone to helping others in the labor market is not supported in this 

analysis.  

 In this model testing personal characteristics, I also find that age is negatively related to 

frequency of job assistance. Each additional child in the household increases the odds of 

helping people more frequently. Women have lower odds than men to have more frequently 

helped someone find a job. Each additional unit of household prestige increases the 

likelihood of more frequently helping someone find a job by one percent. Finally, although 

people with a high school diploma or some college do not exhibit significantly different odds 

than someone without a high school diploma for helping someone find a job, those who have 

a bachelor’s degree or more have higher odds to have more frequently helped someone find a 

job, holding all other personal variables constant. 

 

Employment Characteristics 

 

 My second model examines the effects of job characteristics on whether or not a 

respondent has higher odds to frequently help people he or she knows on the hunt for a job. 

Respondents who are dissatisfied with their current jobs have higher odds of helping 

someone find a job more frequently than individuals satisfied with their job. Both people 

who work full-time and part-time jobs have higher odds to more frequently help people in the 

job search than people not in the work force. The odds of a full-time worker more frequently 
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helping someone find a job are three times as high, while the odds for a part-time worker are 

twice as high as the odds for someone not currently in the workforce.   

 

Relational Characteristics 

 

 The third model tests how relational characteristics of individuals affect the frequency 

of respondents helping others find a job. As a person’s altruism increases, they have higher 

odds of more frequently helping an acquaintance find a job. Those who feel closer to their 

community have 14 percent higher odds to more frequently assist others in the job search. 

However, one unit increase in trust lessens the odds that a respondent more frequently helped 

others find a job in the past year. The positive correlation between altruism and closeness to 

community with the frequency a respondent has helped someone find a job in the past year 

supports the defensive individualism hypothesis. However, the significant and negative 

correlation between generalized trust and the frequency with which a person helps others on 

the job hunt is not in-line with Smith’s (2000; 2005; 2007; 2010) work.  

 

Neighborhood Characteristics 

 

 My fourth model assesses the effects of census-tract level characteristics on the 

frequency of a respondent’s odds of helping someone find a job. Neighborhood disadvantage, 

the population density, and the unemployment rate do not significantly affect the odds of 

helping someone find a job, holding constant these four neighborhood characteristics. 
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However, for every one unit increase in racial diversity, as measured by the neighborhood 

diversity index, respondents’ odds are 2.33 times higher to more frequently help someone 

find a job. These findings do not support the defensive individualism hypothesis. 

 

Complete Model 

 

 The fifth model tests all the independent variables on how frequently respondents are 

likely to have helped someone they know find a job in the past year. African Americans and 

Hispanics still have higher odds than whites to have more frequently helped someone on the 

job hunt. Household prestige is no longer a significant predictor, however, age, marital status, 

number of children, and having a bachelor’s degree or higher are still significant when 

accounting for all of the independent variables.  

 When controlling for the personal, job, relational, and community-level 

characteristics, respondents who are self-employed have significantly higher odds than those 

currently working for others to help someone find a job.  Job dissatisfaction is no longer a 

significant indicator when controlling for all other independent variables. People who work 

full or part-time have significantly higher odds to provide frequent job finding assistance to 

others, although the odds ratios decrease when controlling for all of the independent 

variables.  Out of the relational characteristics, the odds ratio for altruism increases from 1.19 

times in model three to 1.25 times more likely to more frequently help others find a job. 

Subsequent tests indicate that controlling for both personal and job characteristic variables 
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contribute to the increased odds ratio of altruism. Trust is no longer significant. Closeness to 

community remains significant with an increased likelihood.  

 After adding the personal, relational, job, and census-tract level variables in the 

analysis, neighborhood disadvantage is now a significant, positive indicator of the likelihood 

that someone more frequently has helped someone find a job in the past year. Now, in model 

five, a one unit increase in neighborhood disadvantage raises the odds that you have more 

frequently helped someone find a job in the past year by sixty-nine percent. The diversity 

neighborhood index is no longer a significant predictor.  

 To check the robustness of my analyses and results, I reran the results with the 

dependent variable, how often the respondent has helped someone find a job in the past 

twelve months, recoded as a dummy variable: has helped versus has not helped at all. This 

test provides a more conservative estimate of whether or not racial minorities are helping 

their ties more often than whites because the latter group tends to hold jobs in more stable 

fields than the former group, meaning their ties may need less help finding new openings 

(Brown and Konrad 2001). However, these tests did not change the significance or size of the 

coefficients significantly. I also performed a Brant test to ensure that the ordinal logistic 

regression models did not violate the proportional odds assumption. The models do not, so 

generalized ordered logit models are unnecessary (Williams 2006).  
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Discussion and Conclusions 

 

 My paper tests the defensive individualism hypothesis, that African Americans are 

less likely to help others find jobs than whites, on a nationally representative sample. In the 

final model, which controls for all aspects of the defensive individualism hypothesis, African 

Americans and Hispanics have significantly higher odds than whites to more frequently help 

others find a job. Furthermore, trust is not significantly associated and neighborhood 

disadvantage increased the odds of helping others in the labor market. Essentially, the GSS 

and NCDB data show minorities and those living in disadvantaged areas giving people 

assistance in finding a job more often than whites or those living in more advantaged 

communities. Therefore, my analyses suggest caution when generalizing Smith’s previous 

findings of defensive individualism beyond the specific contexts of her studies.  

Trust is a central tenant of defensive individualism. Smith (2005, 2007, 2010) finds 

that higher levels of trust are associated with a higher likelihood of helping others find 

employment. However, generalized trust decreases the likelihood that a respondent has more 

frequently helped others find a job in the past twelve months. Net of all other characteristics, 

trust is not significantly associated with helping others. However, closeness to community 

and a respondent’s level of altruism significantly increase the likelihood of helping others in 

both models. This suggests that individuals’ drive to help others (altruism) and make their 

communities better places, is stronger and more important than their generalized trust level 

when making the decision to help someone else find work. On the other hand, Simpson, 

McGrimmon, and Irwin (2007) find that the standard trust variable asked in the GSS 
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underestimates trust among African Americans respondents. Therefore, this underestimation 

may play a factor in my findings, and should be further studied in future research.  

However, previous research largely finds that increasing racial diversity in a 

community decreases generalized trust (Oliver and Medelberg 2000; Putnam 2007; Coffe 

2009).  Therefore, my finding that racial diversity in the community, net of other 

neighborhood characteristics, significantly, and positively, increases the likelihood of more 

frequently helping others find jobs, provides additional support for my assertion that desire to 

help others and improve your community is more important than trust in terms of making 

decisions to extend a hand towards others in helping to find a job.  

My findings do not support Smith’s (2007) finding that African Americans are more 

reluctant than whites to give job help to their friends at the national level. Rather, the models 

align more closely with Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo’s (2006) study of a single 

workplace, which found that all minority groups were more likely than white workers to refer 

their acquaintances for job openings. Smith (2007) addresses their finding in her study Lone 

Pursuit, saying that the earlier study’s conclusions do not negate her own because the firm in 

Fernandez and Fernandez-Mateo’s (2006) paper did not rely as heavily on network 

recruitment as the businesses in her study did. Consequently, those workers did not face the 

steep penalties that her study participants did for recommending a friend who turned out to 

be an unreliable worker, making them far less defensive about their own work reputations.  

The GSS data are not restricted to one firm and supports Fernandez and Fernandez-

Mateo’s (2006) findings on a national level. Additionally, net of personal, job, and relational 

characteristics, respondents living in communities characterized by higher levels of 
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disadvantage are more likely to have helped others more frequently find jobs in the past 

twelve months. Population density, indicating how urban an area is, and unemployment rate 

of the respondent’s community, did not significantly affect the odds of someone’s frequency 

of helping others find a job. Therefore, my findings do not support Smith’s (2007) assertion 

that defensive individualism is occurring nationwide in urban areas of concentrated poverty.  

The results shed light on other aspects of respondents’ decisions to help friends and 

family on the job hunt. Part-time workers are less likely to have helped someone find a job 

more frequently than full-time employees. Net of all other controls, family income increases 

the likelihood of helping others more frequently find a job. These findings suggest that 

people who are in the less stable, or whose family depends on lower-wage, part-time jobs are 

less likely than others to help people find a job (Newman 1999; Kalleberg, Reskin, and 

Hudson 2000). Therefore, these respondents could be more defensive about their work 

reputation. On the other hand, job insecurity and dissatisfaction do not significantly affect the 

likelihood of helping someone find a job.  

However, the dependent variable only captures one aspect of defensive individualism. 

Respondents in the 2002 and 2004 waves only indicated “how often” they had helped 

someone “find” a job in the past twelve months. This means that the data does not test 

whether or not the respondent is helping people find a job in his or her current workplace. 

Future research should further specify this question to better assess the risk respondents are 

willing to take when offering help. Additionally, the question does not ask how much help, or 

exactly what kind of help the respondent gave to each of the people they counted. Smith 

(2010) found major differences in peoples’ willingness to simply indicate to someone a job 



28 

 

 

 

 

opening versus walking them through the application process or recommending them 

personally to the hiring manager. Therefore, future research should specify exactly how 

much and what kind of help a respondent is giving their ties on the job hunt. 

The GSS also provides limited data on the next parts of the hiring process, including 

how much help the referent gives to his or her acquaintance in the job search, and whether or 

not the person they help gets hired. Future research should delve further into these aspects of 

the job hunt to further illuminate what is occurring after a friend helps someone else find an 

open position.  Furthermore, my analysis shows that women have significantly lower odds 

than men to help others find jobs, net of other personal, relational, job, and neighborhood 

characteristics. This finding suggests that something beyond relegation to “pink-collar” 

positions with lower wages and less security is keeping women from helping their friends 

and family on the job hunt more frequently than men.  Future research should focus on 

women’s job finding assistance and how this affects the job searches of other women.  

The defensive individualism hypothesis asserts that minorities have the ties they 

need; they just do not utilize them out of fear for risking their reputation, safety net, or 

current employment status (Curley 2009; Smith 2005, 2007, 2010). However, my finding that 

African Americans and other racial and ethnic minorities have higher odds than whites to 

offer help to others in the labor market suggests that the employment disparities between 

minorities and whites is the result of insufficient access to better quality labor market ties. 

Additionally, my results suggest that African Americans are helping acquaintances find 

openings, but that something after this step in the hiring process is causing racial inequality. 

Therefore, the lower rates of employment and lower average incomes of African Americans, 
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when compared to other racial and ethnic groups, is not the result of an individualistic sense 

of defensiveness which is preventing people from mobilizing their ties on a national-scale. 

Instead, issues of access to job openings and influence over hiring and promotion decisions 

appear to be a much larger contributor to racial inequality in the labor market.  
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APPENDIX A - TABLES 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

 
Help Job 

 
2.188 

 
1.245 

 
1 

 
6 

Age 45.739 17.075 18 89 
Not Married 0.526  -- 0 1 
Married 0.474 -- 0 1 
Number of Children 1.784 1.673 0 8 
Less Than High School 0.141  

-- 

0 1 

High School 0.282 -- 0 1 
Some College 0.302 -- 0 1 
Bachelor's or More 0.273 -- 0 1 
Family Income Logged 2.671 0.533 0 3.359 
Male 0.474 -- 0 1 
Female 0.526 -- 0 1 
White 0.806 -- 0 1 
Black 0.122 -- 0 1 
Hispanic 0.038 -- 0 1 
Other Races 0.034 -- 0 1 
Household Prestige 45.466 16.241 0 86 
Works for Govt 0.178 -- 0 1 
Works for Self 0.116 -- 0 1 
Job Dissatisfaction 1.304 0.999 0 4 
Job Insecurity 1.094 1.027 0 4 
Not in the Workforce 0.335 -- 0 1 
Full Time 0.529 -- 0 1 
Part Time 0.136 -- 0 1 
Empathy 3.084 1.068 0 4 
Altruism 3.314 0.720 0 4 
Trust 0.004 0.932 -1.870 2.994 
Close to Community -0.007 0.911 -1.977 3.976 
Neighborhood 

Disadvantage 
0.385 0.243 0.054 1.611 

Population Density 0.008 0.036 5.43e-06 0.699 
Unemployment Rate 0.0598 0.046 0.005 0.434 
Neighborhood 

Diversity Index 
0.288 0.194 0 0.751 

N = 2475 
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Table 2. Odds Ratios for Ordinal Logistic Regression on Frequency that the 

Respondent has Helped Someone Find a Job 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

      

Age 0.959***    0.963*** 

Married 0.874    0.915 

Number of 

Children 

1.063*    1.070* 

High School 0.871    0.867 

Some College 1.157    1.121 

Bachelor's or More 1.456**    1.456* 

Family Income 

Logged 

1.117    0.995 

Female 0.752***    0.783** 

Black 1.777***    1.369* 

Hispanic 1.636**    1.471* 

Other Races 1.241    1.166 

Household Prestige 1.007*    1.006 

Works for Govt  0.878   0.906 

Works for Self  1.033   1.314* 

Job Dissatisfaction  1.124**   0.981 

Job Insecurity  0.937   0.940 

Full Time  2.996***   2.294*** 

Part Time  2.043***   1.695** 

Empathy   0.974  1.018 

Altruism   1.187**  1.247*** 

Trust   0.896**  0.961 

Close to 

Community 

  1.141**  1.165*** 

Neighborhood 

Disadvantage 

   1.456 1.693* 

Population Density    0.242 0.192 

Unemployment 

Rate 

   1.771 2.329 

Neighborhood 

Diversity Index 

   2.334*** 1.440 

Observations 2475 2475 2475 2475 2475 

-2 Log Likelihood -3317.112 -3427.427 -3506.119 -3498.701 -3265.079 

Chi-Square 404.590 183.960 26.575 41.412 508.655 

Exponentiated coefficients  * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

 


