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This study introduces the concept of group social capital, which is the configuration of
group members’ social relationships within a group and in the social structure of a
broader organization, and tests the proposition that group effectiveness is maximized
via optimal configurations of different conduits for such capital. These conduits
include intragroup closure relationships and bridging relationships that span vertical
and horizontal intergroup boundaries. Results from our 60-team field study of infor-
mal socializing ties provide empirical support.

As the business environment has become more
complex and uncertain, organizations have re-
sponded by increasingly using groups as their fun-
damental unit of organizational structure in an ef-
fort to decentralize decision making and respond
more flexibly to their environments (Manz & Sims,
1993; Mohrman, Cohen, & Mohrman, 1995).
Groups have been granted greater autonomy within
organizational structures, which has brought with
it the need for groups to more actively manage their
cooperation and coordination with other organiza-
tional units and with management (Choi, 2002).
Ancona and her colleagues have shown that groups
need to manage “boundary-spanning” relation-
ships with other groups and external members in
their organizations to pull in important informa-
tional and political resources that help maintain
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the groups’ effectiveness (Ancona, 1993; Ancona &
Caldwell, 1992; Gladstein, 1984).

Although boundary-spanning activities can in-
crease performance, recent research suggests that
pursuing social relationships outside a group might
decrease the group’s internal cohesiveness (Keller,
2001), which can, in turn, negatively affect its per-
formance (e.g., Beal, Cohen, Burke, & McLendon,
2003). Thus, an increasingly complex and uncer-
tain business environment has made understand-
ing how individual group members manage this
delicate balance of social relationships within their
group, across organizational units, and across hier-
archical levels increasingly important.

We introduce the concept of group social capital
as one way of examining in greater depth how
group members’ social relationships within and
outside of their groups and across multiple types of
boundaries are related to group effectiveness. So-
cial capital is the set of resources that inheres in the
structure of relations between individual actors
(Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 1992, 2000; Coleman, 1988,
1990; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). People and
groups of people are connected to certain others
(and not connected to yet others), and this pattern
of connection creates a network of interdependent
social exchanges wherein certain people become
trusted exchange partners who can be called upon
for resources and support. For example, when or-
ganization members socialize outside of the work-
place with certain other organization members, the
trust, opportunity, and motivation to increase the
level of social exchanges among these people in-
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creases. The social capital concept highlights the
idea that people or groups with the “right” types of
social connections can more effectively employ
other types of capital they possess (such as finan-
cial resources, knowledge, skills, and abilities) to
achieve their goals than can people or groups with
social connections of a different type. People with
the right connections occupy a position in the net-
work of social exchanges that allows them to bring
their resources to bear on problems in a more
timely and effective manner (Burt, 2000; Portes,
1998).

We define group social capital as the configura-
tion of a group’s members’ social relationships
within the social structure of the group itself, as
well as in the broader social structure of the orga-
nization to which the group belongs, through which
necessary resources for the group can be accessed.
We explicitly consider individuals as embedded
simultaneously in the social structure of a group
and an overall organization (Firebaugh, 1980; Man-
son, 1993), thus viewing a group simultaneously as
both a whole unit and a collection of individuals.
Doing so allows us to consider optimal configura-
tions of members’ social relationships within a
group, outside the group, and across hierarchical
boundaries within an organization. The main pur-
pose and contribution of this piece is to propose
and test a multidimensional model of group social
capital that focuses on optimal configurations of
social ties within and outside a group that lead to
the highest level of group effectiveness. This study
was a preliminary empirical test of the conceptual
model developed in Oh, Labianca, and Chung (in
press).

The concept of group social capital is intended to
spur multilevel research on groups. Despite the
fundamentally relational and embedded nature of
groups, most group research (for reviews, see
Guzzo and Dickson [1996], Guzzo and Shea [1992],
and Hackman [1992]) has lacked a multilevel per-
spective that focuses simultaneously on the social
structure of a group and its members’ relationships
within the larger social structure of an organization
(Firebaugh, 1980; Manson, 1993; see also Klein,
Dansereau, & Hall, 1994; Rousseau, 1985). Re-
cently, researchers have begun to explore how dif-
ferences in group members’ positions in their
group’s and their broader organization’s social
structures affect phenomena of interest (cf. Labi-
anca, Brass, & Gray, 1998; Sparrowe & Liden, 1997;
Reagans & McEvily, 2003), but this more multilevel
view remains in its infancy. Only by viewing
groups from a multilevel perspective that simulta-
neously addresses the internal and the external so-

cial context can researchers begin to accurately ac-
count for groups’ social capital.

From a broader group effectiveness perspective,
our model of group social capital also serves to
expand upon the work that has been conducted on
group boundary management (e.g., Ancona, 1993;
Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Gladstein, 1984). Groups
with a keen ability to manage their external rela-
tionships are more effective (Ancona, 1993; Cross,
Yan, & Louis, 2000; see Choi [2002] for a review).
This study traces the social connections that group
members must establish in order to effectively
manage their internal processes while reaching out
to other units and unit leaders within their organi-
zation for resources that allow a group to be suc-
cessful. Thus, an additional theoretical contribu-
tion of our work is to add greater specificity to
knowledge of group boundary management.

GROUP SOCIAL CAPITAL AND INFORMAL
SOCIALIZING TIES

Our definition of group social capital acknowl-
edges that a group itself has a social structure and
must be considered both as a whole and as an
aggregate of its parts, which include the formal
group leader and the group members. This defini-
tion also recognizes that groups and their members
must be considered in their broader contexts (e.g.,
Firebaugh, 1980; Gladstein, 1984). Some groups
will have greater social capital “liquidity” because
of their members’ positions in the overall social
structure of their organization—that is, their ability
to tap into resources passed along through their
social ties quickly if they need these resources. For
example, timely access to information or political
support is likely to be better for groups whose
members socialize during their free time with their
organization’s upper management. This liquidity is
important in many situations, such as when a
group needs to protect or grow its funding to con-
tinue to function.

We follow the more structuralist network theo-
retic tradition of focusing on the configuration of
social ties (or conduits) that make resources avail-
able to a person or group (see Seibert, Kraimer, and
Liden [2001] and Adler and Kwon [2002], for alter-
native perspectives that focus on resources carried
in specific ties). From the structuralist perspective,
the configuration of group members’ social ties
within and outside a group affects the extent to
which the members connect to individuals who
can convey needed resources, have the opportunity
to exchange information and support, have the mo-
tivation to treat each other in positive ways, and
have the time to develop trusting relationships that
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might improve the group’s effectiveness (cf. Krack-
hardt, 1992).

Our focus in this study is on a particular type of
social tie—informal socializing ties—that poten-
tially make a wide variety of resources available to
a group through its members’ informal socializing
outside of the workplace with other members of the
group and members of the broader organization.
Researchers on networks have often distinguished
between social ties that can primarily access a sin-
gle resource and ties that can access multiple types
of resources (cf. Fischer 1982), and the general re-
search emphasis in work organizations has been on
single-resource ties. Podolny and Baron (1997) de-
veloped a typology of single-resource ties in which
some ties afford access to organizational gossip
about important future decisions (e.g., strategic in-
formation ties); others, access to positive affect and
personal support (e.g., friendship ties); others, to
work flow inputs/outputs and task advice (e.g., task
advice ties); and still others, to performance feed-
back and authority to proceed with current activi-
ties (e.g., “buy-in” ties). However, in practice, it is
often difficult to look at social ties as conveying
only one type of resource because, as relationships
develop, they tend to broaden from being very spe-
cific to including more foci and resources (Altman
& Taylor, 1973; Feld, 1981). Qualitative research on
relationships in the workplace indicates that as a
social tie strengthens, the relationship moves from
being centered solely on instrumental, work-related
purposes to having more expressive/affective ele-
ments, a change that creates the opportunity and mo-
tivation for the members of the relationship to trans-
mit a greater variety of resources (e.g., Fischer, 1982;
Labianca, Umphress, & Kaufmann, 2000). These are
precisely the type of ties that can provide the most
liquid social capital because of the flexibility in the
type of resources that can be accessed.

A number of different social ties can create the
opportunity for the members of a relationship to
convey all or most of these resources, and these
types of ties can be quickly appropriated to serve
many varied purposes (Coleman, 1988, 1990).
Podolny and Baron (1997) focused on the mentor-
ship tie as one instance of a strong, comprehensive
tie that could provide work-related resources and
identity-related information and support, and
whose focus could be work related and yet also
extend into the personal realm. This type of social
tie can be used to access a great variety of social
capital resources. Podolny and Baron also noted
that other ties might share this property.

This study investigates another type of tie that
can be appropriated for many different purposes—
a work-related tie that extends into the social realm
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outside of work. These informal socializing rela-
tionships specifically move outside of the physical
setting of the workplace. In that sense, the shift in
the physical focus of the relationships’ activities
invites a shift in the types of resources that are
transferred in the ties (Feld, 1981). For example,
what might begin as a tie in which simple work
flow information is transmitted can be transformed
into a tie that can be appropriated for task-related
advice, political support, strategic information, and
emotional support if the relationship is taken out-
side of the workplace (by, for example, the individ-
uals going out to dinner together). This change of
venue invites greater focus on the informal, expres-
sive aspects of the relationship, which can increase
the level of trust between the members of the rela-
tionship and give them greater time, opportunity,
and motivation to strengthen and broaden their
relationship. This increased appropriability in-
creases the liquidity and utility of each member’s
social capital.

In some cultures, such changes in relationship
focus are institutionalized and actively encouraged
for workplace relationships to the point that these
shifts are informal requirements for being an effec-
tive worker. For example, in many Asian cultures,
including the Chinese, Japanese, and Korean cul-
tures, norms have developed whereby workers en-
gage in social activities outside of the workplace,
mostly centered on eating and drinking (Bian,
2001; Bian & Ang, 1997). While these types of in-
formal socializing relationships are certainly im-
portant in Asian cultures, prior social network re-
search has found that they are also important in
Western business culture, suggesting that they are
universally important. For example, some network
researchers have studied workplace “friendship”
by asking about the extent to which two people
socialize outside of their organization (e.g., Ibarra,
1992; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Mehra, Kilduff, &
Brass, 2003). Mehra, Kilduff, and Brass found that
employees in a U.S. high-technology company who
had greater numbers of informal socializing ties
with fellow employees (defined as “people with
whom you like to spend your free time” [Mehra et
al., 2003: 130]) had higher performance ratings than
those who had fewer numbers of such ties. In ad-
dition, performance ratings were even more posi-
tive if the employees with whom they socialized
were from diverse social circles within the organi-
zation. Ibarra (1992) found that women in a U.S.
advertising firm had less access than men to poten-
tial instrumental resources like advice, informa-
tion, and political support in part because they had
more gender segregated informal socializing ties
(“people whom you see socially outside of work”
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[Ibarra, 1992: 431]). Women’s inability to access
comprehensive ties meant that they had to develop
separate networks for both instrumental and ex-
pressive (emotional and identity-related) resources,
which made their social capital less “liquid” and
their networks more difficult to maintain. Using the
same data set, Ibarra and Andrews (1993) found
that employees central to the informal socializing
network in an organization also perceived signifi-
cantly less interdepartmental conflict than employ-
ees who were less central, which suggests that
these ties might be a mechanism through which
interdepartmental conflict is managed. Thus, infor-
mal socializing ties might be a particularly infor-
mative type of social tie to study for understanding
a group’s social capital, because they can carry a
wide variety of resources that can improve perfor-
mance and potentially assist in coordinating across
groups in an organization.

GROUP SOCIAL CAPITAL
AND GROUP EFFECTIVENESS

We argue that there are optimal configurations of
social ties that maximize group effectiveness. A
number of ways to define group effectiveness exist,
including meeting many types of group and indi-
vidual members’ goals (cf. Hackman, 1987; Guzzo &
Shea, 1992; Guzzo & Dickson, 1996; Sundstrom,
DeMeuse, & Futrell, 1990). This study focuses on
group effectiveness as upper-level managers’ eval-
uations of a team on a broad set of criteria, includ-
ing the following: quality of work, quantity of work,
initiative, cooperation with other groups, ability to
complete work on time, and ability to respond
quickly to problems. Greater group social capital
makes for more effective groups because these
groups have greater access to important resources
necessary to maintain and improve their perfor-
mance, and to quickly respond to challenges that
arise.

We emphasize that the members of a group can
engage in these informal socializing relationships
with people within their group and outside their
group, and even with members of management,
including leaders of other teams. These all repre-
sent different types of ties or conduits through
which group social capital flows. Group social cap-
ital needs to be understood from an optimal con-
figuration perspective; it is the optimal overall bal-
ance of relationships that leads to the maximum
flow of group social capital. There are informal
socializing relationships that draw a group together
into a cohesive whole, relationships that reach
across hierarchical levels outside the group, and
diverse relationships that reach across different

horizontal boundaries within the organization
(such as cross-departmental relationships). The
group must have the right configurations of each of
these relationships to maximize group social capi-
tal resources and to ultimately improve group ef-
fectiveness. In the remainder of this section, we
discuss different relationship conduits that bring
social capital to a group, as well as the optimal
configuration of those conduits. We do not exhaus-
tively treat all of the possible conduits that supply
a group with social capital, but we capture many
important conduits and suggest further possibili-
ties for future research in the Discussion section.

Closure Conduits: Relationships That Bring a
Group Together

In social capital research, two main conduits
through which social capital flows have been sug-
gested: closure relationships and bridging relation-
ships (Burt, 2000). Closure in a group is full con-
nectedness; each member has a tie with each other
member. Through the closure mechanism, group
members connected by strong relationship ties ben-
efit from embedded and dense networks in their
closed group (Coleman, 1988, 1990). In a group in
which group members have strong ties to each
other, and in which everyone is connected to ev-
eryone else through informal socializing outside of
the workplace, we would expect more bounded
solidarity, stronger reciprocity norms, greater trust,
and sanctions against self-serving behaviors than
we would expect in groups lacking those strong ties
(Granovetter 1985; Krackhardt, 1999; Portes &
Sensenbrenner, 1993). Mutual trust develops from
exchange reciprocity in an environment in which
norms are well enforced and free riding is kept in
check (e.g., Coleman, 1988, 1990; Levine, 1991).
Such an environment allows for greater “credit
risk” to be extended—group members are more
willing to extend favors to one another because
they know that the favors will ultimately be re-
turned by another member of the group (e.g., Ed-
mondson, 1999; Kramer, Hanna, Su, & Wei, 2001).
Thus, social capital in these groups diminishes the
probability of opportunism, reduces the need for
costly monitoring, reduces transaction costs, and
results in benefits for all group members (Seers,
1989; Uzzi, 1997). Group social capital that flows
through closure conduits emphasizes that group
members are willing to subsume their interests un-
der those of the group as a whole because of the
dense web of strong closure relationships within the
group. Beyond these instrumental benefits, the infor-
mal socializing ties also bring expressive benefits
(e.g., Ibarra, 1992, 1993; Umphress, Labianca, Brass,
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Kass, & Scholten, 2003). An often-undervalued re-
source that flows through social ties is emotional
support (Nicolaou & Birley, 2003; Wellman, 1992).
There are many times when a setback might destroy
morale, or when an unexpected tragedy might cause a
group to lose its focus. Although emotional support is
generally ignored in social capital research, we be-
lieve that the ability to access emotional support dur-
ing difficult times is an important aspect of group
social capital that can determine the relative effec-
tiveness of a group.

While group closure has many positive aspects,
we do not share the view of recent studies that
suggest simple positive linear relationships be-
tween group closure and performance (e.g., Re-
agans & Zuckerman, 2001; Sparrowe, Liden,
Wayne, & Kraimer, 2001). We instead argue that
excessive group closure may negatively affect
group social capital, and ultimately, group effec-
tiveness. Excessive group closure, particularly in
relationships with significant expressive/affective
components such as informal socializing ties, can
lead not only to increased identification and satis-
faction with an in-group, but also to strong norms
against associating with members of out-groups
(Brewer, 1979). Strong-closure groups might con-
strain individual group members’ contacts with di-
verse others outside and restrict access to the more
diverse resources and innovative information avail-
able beyond the closed group (Portes & Sensenbren-
ner, 1993). Even where ties continue to be allowed
with out-group members, the resources and infor-
mation that flow through those ties can be ignored
or discounted because of strong positive in-group
biases and negative out-group biases (cf. Coser,
1956; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Simmel, 1955; Tajfel &
Turner, 1985). These biases can combine to limit
access to and absorption of innovative information
from outside the group. The ultimate effect of these
forces is that in a closed group connected by strong,
positive ties, the information that is available tends
to be homogeneous and redundant (e.g., Burt, 1992;
Gargiulo & Benassi, 2000). Its effectiveness is thus
limited (Burt, 2000). We argue that at moderate
levels of group closure—that is, when moderate
numbers of these comprehensive informal socializ-
ing relationships exist—group social capital will be
highest, and group effectiveness will be maxi-
mized. By contrast, high or low levels of group
closure will be detrimental to group effectiveness.

Hypothesis 1. Group closure will have an in-
verted U-shaped relationship with group effec-
tiveness. Group effectiveness is maximized at a
moderate level of closure.
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Bridging Conduits: Cross-Boundary Relationships

The closure perspective discussed above rests on
an assumption that all group members are homoge-
neous. But the members of a group can be hetero-
geneous with respect to their positions in the for-
mal and informal structures of the group and of the
organization (Blau, 1969). This heterogeneity
comes from various boundaries that exist in groups
and organizations, including vertical boundaries
(those between leaders and followers), horizontal
boundaries (those between people in different
functional areas), and boundaries delineating intra-
group and intergroup relationships (Oh, Labianca,
& Chung, in press). The bridging mechanism, in
contrast to the closure mechanism, emphasizes the
importance of ties connecting heterogeneous peo-
ple (e.g., Burt, 1992). Employees who bridge other-
wise disconnected people tend to receive timely,
diverse information because of access to a wide
range of heterogeneous information flows. These
bridging relationships can span a number of differ-
ent types of boundaries within an organization.

Intergroup horizontal bridging relationships.
Because groups exist in the broader social structure
of organizations, we need to consider a group’s
boundary-spanning activities, which are critical
determinants of a group’s social capital resources,
and ultimately of its effectiveness (Ancona, 1990;
Geletkanycz & Hambrick, 1997; Gruenfeld, Ma-
torana, & Fan, 2000; Tushman, 1977). Groups that
communicate more frequently with different peo-
ple in outside groups have greater access to re-
sources outside themselves (e.g., Hansen, 1999;
Tsai, 2001). Groups whose members socialize out-
side the workplace with people from a diverse set
of other groups from within their organization will
learn about developments in the organization faster
because the relationships in which their members
are engaged are trusting relationships. Those
groups will be more likely to receive important
tacit knowledge because their members spend more
time with a diverse set of people outside the work-
place, making it more likely that members of other
groups in the organization will be motivated to
share their knowledge and skills with the groups’
members. If a group experiences a setback, it is
more likely to be able to access a broad base of
emotional and political support through its ties
with other groups in the organization. Thus, if a
group has quick access to timely information, di-
verse ideas, and critical instrumental, political, and
emotional resources because of its members’ exter-
nal connections to diverse groups, it is more likely
(compared to a group with less diverse connec-
tions) to come up with creative decisions and to
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have the necessary leverage to implement these deci-
sions (Ancona, 1993; Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Mil-
liken & Martins, 1996). Better performance results for
the group with diverse connections.

Hypothesis 2. Groups with more diversily in
their social relationships with other groups will
be more effective than groups with less diver-
sity in their external ties.

Intergroup vertical bridging relationships. Hav-
ing diverse external ties is important, but having
external ties to people who have the power to in-
fluence one’s group is perhaps more important.
Every organization has a dominant coalition of
powerful actors (Thompson, 1967), and connec-
tions to that dominant coalition facilitate an organ-
ization member’s ability to upwardly influence as
well as to gather needed resources in a timely man-
ner to accomplish tasks (cf. Brass, 1984, 1992; Sei-
bert et al., 2001). This is true for individuals, and it
is also true for a group as a whole. A group, through
its members, must be able to access the dominant
coalition in its organization. These group boundary
management activities facilitate the group’s ability
to absorb outside political pressure, protect itself
from external threat, and coordinate and negotiate
with outsiders, and they ultimately allow it to be
more successful (Ancona, 1993; Ancona & Cald-
well, 1992). This effect might be particularly im-
portant because members of an organization’s dom-
inant coalition tend to have the ability to act
quickly and with broader latitude, making access to
dominant coalition members a very liquid source of
group social capital. For example, if an executive is
attempting to shut down a task force, the task
force’s access to political resources from other
members of management may prevent the shut-
down—if this access is rapid. Quick reactions and
quick mobilization of a group’s social capital is
facilitated by group members’ informal socializing
relationships with leaders around the organization.

We operationally defined “dominant coalition”
here as the formal leaders of the other groups in a
focal group’s organization. Access to these leaders
can facilitate a group’s ability to engage workers
from other groups to assist them (Perry-Smith &
Shalley, 2003). For example, if a task force is trying
to reengineer a company’s new product develop-
ment process, the ability of its members to tap
leaders in various groups that are intimately in-
volved in new product development will allow the
task force to gain important information. This abil-
ity will also reduce the possibility of resistance
from workers in other groups to any change that
might need to be implemented in the process. The
existence of informal socializing ties between

group members and those leaders makes the latter
more motivated to assist the group members when
they need information, political support, or other
types of assistance than would be leaders with
whom members of the group did not socialize in-
formally. Thus, groups whose members have more
informal socializing relationships with formal lead-
ers in other groups will be able to access resources
more quickly and successfully than groups whose
members have fewer of these ties. In the previous
hypothesis, we argued that the diversity of a
group’s informal socializing ties to other groups in
its organization will increase group social capital,
without specifying who is on the other end of these
ties. Here we argue that when a group’s informal
socializing ties are to leaders in other groups, the
focal group’s social capital, and ultimately, its ef-
fectiveness, are enhanced.

Hypothesis 3. Groups with more relationships
with formal leaders in other groups will be
more effective than groups with fewer external
ties to leaders.

METHODS
Sample and Procedures

The work groups in this study were drawn from
11 organizations in Korea ranging in size from 17 to
151 employees and averaging 74 employees. These
organizations included a consumer sales company,
a paint manufacturer, and 9 smaller entrepreneur-
ial organizations in such high-tech industries as
computer software, computer equipment, and
Internet-based technologies. The primary sources
of data for this study were questionnaires. The
questionnaire items and scales were translated into
Korean and subjected to careful validity checks
using back-translations by a bilingual Korean-
American independent of the research team. We
distributed questionnaires to all the work groups in
the 11 organizations, a population of 82, as well as
to the organizations’ upper managements. The 9
small high-tech ventures each had 3 to 7 teams, and
the sales and paint organizations had 21 and 7
teams, respectively. Members of 77 work groups
completed the questionnaires (a 94 percent group-
level response rate). Respondents completed ques-
tionnaires either during breaks at work or at home
and sealed them in individual envelopes, which
were collected by the members of the research team
to ensure confidentiality. We also interviewed key
informants and obtained relevant archival data
such as organizational charts from each organiza-
tion. Each chart listed each group in the given
organization, included a roster of the members of
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each group, identified each group’s formal leader,
and delineated whom the group leader reported to
in the hierarchy; we used them to identify bridging
ties with assistance from key informants.
Following previous research on the network
properties of work groups in organizations (Spar-
rowe et al., 2001), we excluded work groups with a
less than 80 percent response rate on the questions
about intragroup ties or with fewer than three re-
ported intergroup ties (see below for descriptions of
these variables). We did this to allow comparison
between our study and previous research, as well
as to ensure that there was sufficient variance in the
Blau index of heterogeneity of intergroup ties for
regression analysis (see below). These exclusions
reduced the final sample to 60 work groups (73
percent of the groups in the population) ranging in
size from 3 to 20 members; the average for the
analyses was 6 members per group (formal leaders
were considered group members for analyses).
These 60 groups had an average 96 percent indi-
vidual response rate. The average age of the respon-
dents was 34.6 years; their average organizational
tenure was 4.6 years; 60 percent of the respondents
had at least a university degree; and 76 percent of
respondents were men. The work groups’ main
functions included accounting, sales, human re-
sources, and research and development, and they
could be classified as process teams (see Napier
and Gershenfeld [1999] for a typology of groups).

Questionnaire

Intragroup networks. The questionnaire pre-
sented an individual respondent with an alphabet-
ical list of all group members in the respondent’s
work group (see Marsden [1990] for a discussion of
this roster method). Following Burt (1992), we
asked respondents, “To what extent did you go out
with this person for social activities outside work
such as going out to informal lunch, dinner or
drinks?” (Burt, 1992: 123). These network data
were valued on a five-point scale ranging from “not
at all” (1) to “very much” (5). We constructed ma-
trices that represented all of the informal socializ-
ing relationships among members of each group.

Intergroup networks. Each respondent was
asked to name up to ten people in his or her organ-
ization but outside of his or her own work group
with whom he or she “had been out with often for
social activities outside of work such as going out
to informal lunch or dinners” (see Campbell and
Lee [1991] and Marsden [1990] for a discussion of
the name generator method). Focusing on a rela-
tionship such as informal socializing is consistent
with the name generator method, which tends to
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reliably elicit emotionally closer or stronger rela-
tions (Campbell & Lee, 1991). Using the company-
supplied organization charts, we identified the
group in which each “alter” (an organization mem-
ber whose name was elicited by the above question)
was located in the organization, as well as whether
the alter was a formal leader of another group in the
organization. We analyzed all data using the UCI-
NET 6 for Windows network analysis package (Bor-
gatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002).

Independent Variables

Closure conduits. Group closure was measured
as a group’s density in the network of informal
socializing relationships (Burt, 2000: 351). A
group’s density is the sum of the valued tie
strengths in the group divided by the total possible
sum of tie strengths among all members in the
group (Scott, 2000). The data were left in asymmet-
ric form. We replaced missing data (less than 4
percent because of the high response rate) with the
median value for the group, as did Sparrowe et al.
(2001).

Intergroup horizontal bridging conduit diver-
sity. We used Blau’s (1977) index of heterogeneity
to measure a group’s diversity of outgoing inter-
group ties by examining the distribution of the
group’s members’ total informal socializing ties to
people in other groups. Heterogeneity was defined
as follows: Heterogeneity = (1 — Xp,®), where p is
the proportion of informal socializing ties to an-
other group and i is the number of other groups in
the organization. This index varies from 0 (if mem-
bers have informal socializing ties with only one
other group) to a theoretical maximum of 1 (if mem-
bers have equal proportions of informal socializing
ties with all other groups).

Intergroup vertical bridging conduits. Inter-
group vertical bridging was measured by group
members’ informal socializing relationships with
the formal leaders of different groups. Formal lead-
ers were identified via organization charts and
were verified by key informants in each organiza-
tion. We identified the number of formal leaders in
other groups that a group’s members named as peo-
ple that they socialized with informally outside of
work (out-degree informal socializing ties). This
measure was a simple count: if a group had five
members with a tie to the same leader of another
group, this would be counted the same as if a
group’s members had five ties to leaders of five
different groups. We standardized these numbers
and then used the standardized scores as measures
of intergroup vertical bridging to allow for compar-
isons across differently sized groups in differently
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sized organizations with different numbers of
groups.

Dependent Variable

Group effectiveness. The effectiveness of each
group was assessed by the CEO of its company or
by the high-level manager who usually evaluated
the group’s performance (cf. Anderson, 1983), ac-
cording to the organization’s key informant. We did
not ask the formal leaders embedded within the
groups to evaluate group effectiveness because they
were likely to be favorably biased, as high group
performance would imply their own leadership ef-
fectiveness. We asked the high-level executives to
assess group effectiveness using a seven-item, five-
point scale (“very poor,” 1, to “excellent,” 5) simi-
lar to the one used by previous researchers (Spar-
rowe et al., 2001). They were asked to respond to
the question, “Compared to the average of other
teams in your company, how would you rate this
team’s performance on each of the following
items?” We then averaged the executive’s re-
sponses about the group’s performance on the fol-
lowing items: the quality of work, the quantity of
work, the group’s initiative, the group’s coopera-
tion with other groups, its ability to complete work
on time, its ability to respond quickly to problems,
and its overall performance (¢ = .89).

Control Variables

Alpha/beta. The 60 work groups in the sample
came from two different types of organizations: 9
small entrepreneurial organizations (32 groups)
and 2 medium-sized, more mature organizations
(28 groups). We controlled for a group being in one
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of medium-sized organizations by including two
dummy variables, alpha and beta, in the regression,
using the following coding scheme:

Dummies Alpha  Beta
Nine small entrepreneurial firms: 32 groups 0 0
Medium-sized mature firm: 21 groups 1 0
Medium-sized mature firm: 7 groups 0 1

The above scheme allowed us to include only
two control variables, both of which were corre-
lated above .90 with organizational size, organiza-
tional age, and industry type (high-tech vs. low-
tech), thus preserving power in our regression
analyses (we thank an anonymous reviewer for this
suggestion).

Group size and total number of ties. Previous
research suggests that group size influences group
dynamics and performance (Hare, 1981; Shaw,
1981; see Moreland and Levine [1992] for a review).
For example, larger groups tend to be less cohesive.
Larger groups also have more members that can
give them bridging ties. We controlled for these
possibilities by controlling for the number of mem-
bers in each group. We also controlled for the total
number of group ties, which was the sum of the
total number of closure and bridging ties for each
group. By controlling for the size of the networks,
we were able to address the possibility that it was
simply the “extensivity” of the networks that deter-
mined group effectiveness, thus allowing us to iso-
late the effects of the closure and bridging mecha-
nisms (Burt, 2000).

RESULTS
The descriptive statistics in Table 1 show that the

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations®
Variable Minimum Maximum Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Alpha 0.00 1.00 0.31 0.46
2. Beta 0.00 1.00 0.11 0.32 —.24*
3. Total number of ties 10.00 155.00 38.44 27.16 .23* .15
4. Group size 3.00 20.00 5.67 2.93 .19 .18 86***
5. Closure 0.14 2.83 0.80 047 —.20 .13 —.27* —.36%*
6. Intergroup 0.26 0.90 0.66 0.14 27% .19 11 .04 —.09

horizontal bridging

conduit diversity
7. Intergroup vertical -1.13 2.12 0.05 0.90 —.05 .01 54F 40%*  —.15 .01

bridging conduits
8. Group effectiveness 2.14 4.86 3.78 0.66 37%* .33* .09 .08 .05 .33%* .20

?n = 60 groups.
*p<.05
**p<.01
xx% <001
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typical work group in this study had six members,
relatively low density in the intragroup informal so-
cializing network, and moderately high diversity of
ties with other groups. Table 2 presents the results of
the hierarchical regression analyses testing the hy-
pothesized relationships between the different con-
structs of group social capital and group effectiveness.
Hypothesis 1 proposes an inverted U-shaped re-
lationship between group closure and effective-
ness. To support an inverted U-shaped relation-
ship, the coefficient estimates for closure should be
positive and the estimates for closure squared
should be negative and significant, with a signifi-
cant change in the model’s explained variance. The
results in model 3 in Table 2 show that at moderate
levels of group closure, group effectiveness was max-
imized, suggesting support for the hypothesized in-
verted U-shaped curvilinear relationship between
group closure and group effectiveness (see Figure 1
for a graphical depiction of the relationship).
Hypotheses 2 and 3 concern bridging conduits
across groups. Did a focal group’s pattern of infor-
mal socializing relationships with other groups in
its organization matter for group effectiveness? Our
results did not support Hypothesis 2: intergroup
horizontal bridging conduit diversity, measured by
the focal group’s diversity of informal socializing
ties with other groups, were not significantly re-
lated to group effectiveness. On the other hand,
groups with greater numbers of informal socializ-
ing relationships with the formal leaders of other
groups achieved greater group effectiveness, sug-
gesting support for Hypothesis 3, which is about a
positive relationship between intergroup vertical
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bridging relationships and group -effectiveness.
Taken together, closure and bridging group social
capital conduits explained an additional 15 percent
of the variance in group effectiveness in equations
controlled for specific organization, group size, and
a group’s total number of ties (model 1 vs. model 4
in Table 2).

In a post hoc examination, we also checked for
possible interaction effects between closure and
bridging ties. Finding significant interactions
would suggest that optimal group social capital
configurations would involve the proper balance
within different types of closure and bridging con-
duits, and also across the different conduits (for
example, needing to choose between adding an-
other intragroup closure tie and adding another
intergroup vertical bridging tie). We examined the
possibility that closure ties and bridging ties inter-
act through either linear interactions, curvilinear
by linear interactions, or curvilinear by curvilinear
interactions (Aiken & West, 1991). We tested the
curvilinear by linear interaction by including the
product of a squared closure term and a linear
bridging term. We tested the curvilinear by curvi-
linear interaction by including the product of
squared terms for both closure and bridging vari-
ables. Results failed to uncover any interaction ef-
fects, and these analyses are not reported.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

We proposed and defined the construct of group
social capital as the configuration of group mem-
bers’ social relationships within the social struc-

TABLE 2
Results of Regression Analyses Predicting Group Effectiveness®
Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Alpha 0.72*** (0.16) 0.73%** (0.16) 0.71%** (0.15) 0.73%** (0.16)
Beta 1.02*** (0.24) 1.00*** (0.25) 0.84** (0.24) 0.82** (0.24)
Total number of ties 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) —0.01 (0.01)
Group size -0.07  (0.05) -0.06  (0.05) -0.01  (0.05) 0.02  (0.05)
Closure conduit 0.07 (0.17) 1.26*  (0.49) 1.18*  (0.46)
Closure conduit squared —0.47* (0.18) —0.42*  (0.17)
Intergroup horizontal bridging 0.47 (0.53)

conduit diversity
Intergroup vertical bridging 0.23*  (0.09)

conduits
R? .35 .36 43 .50
F 7.52%%* 5.96%** 6.60%** 6.40%**
AR? .01 .07 .07
AF 0.19 6.64* 3.74%

*n = 60 groups. Values represent unstandardized coefficients; Standard errors are in parentheses.

*p<.05
**p<.01
*** p < .001
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FIGURE 1
Relationship between Group Closure and Group Effectiveness
5.0 :
Group
Effectiveness
2.0
0.0 Group Closure 3.0

ture of a group itself, as well as in the broader social
structure of an organization, through which neces-
sary resources for the group can be accessed. Our
results suggest that certain optimal configurations
of group social capital conduits maximize group
effectiveness. The optimal configuration of infor-
mal socializing ties within a group is a moderate
level of internal closure, whereas the optimal con-
figuration of these ties across groups is a large
number of bridging relationships to other groups’
leaders. This study adds to scholars’ understand-
ing of group social capital by suggesting that
more of one type of social tie is not always better.
Our findings suggest that it is actually counter-
productive for a group’s functioning when all its
members go out together informally outside of
the organization. This study focused on informal
socializing ties, but we believe that our argu-
ments about optimal configurations can be gener-
alized to other types of ties, particularly to more
comprehensive, multiple-resource ties, such as
mentoring ties. This study also contributes to un-
derstanding group boundary management (Ancona,
1993; Gladstein, 1984) by making explicit the types
of boundary-spanning informal socializing relation-

ships, specifically those that cross to other groups’
formal leaders in the organization, that a group must
maintain in order to improve its effectiveness.

Our study also adds to the study of groups and
networks by focusing on a previously underappre-
ciated type of social tie—the informal socializing
tie that crosses outside of the workplace into a more
informal realm. These ties are particularly critical
because the switch in focus from the workplace to
outside the workplace invites a shift in the types of
resources that are transferred in the ties toward
greater comprehensiveness and multiplexity. This
is particularly true in many Asian cultures, where
norms have developed whereby employees engage
in social activities outside of the workplace (e.g.,
Bian, 2001). Indeed, as one Korean executive ex-
plained in an interview with our study team:

In Korean companies, [informal socializing] ties are
key factors for successful task performance, rather
than just being supplementary ones for task-related
ties. In Korean companies, most important issues
tend to be discussed, coordinated, and decided in
advance of formal meetings through informal and
personal meetings among relevant individuals. In
the formal meetings, these decisions tend to be just
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endorsed and become official by others with rarely
fierce conflict and serious debates on the issues.
Thus, if the individual faces some problems and
conflicts, that individual would discuss the possible
solutions with other relevant individuals through
personal meetings such as informal lunch or drinks
after work in advance of formal meetings.

Another Korean executive we interviewed said:

It is very important to maintain good personal rela-
tionships with others within and outside the group
through everyday interactions for the possible mo-
bilization of those personal relationships for per-
forming tasks some day. If you often miss the infor-
mal dinner or drinks with other colleagues and are
perceived as the isolated one by other colleagues,
you will be in big trouble with working with others.
In Korean companies, whether I know that person
personally or not makes a big difference in [task-
related] cooperation.

These comments might lead one to wonder
whether the results of our study, which was con-
ducted within 11 organizations in Korea, will gen-
eralize to other countries because of the strong em-
phasis placed on informal socializing in that
country. There has been no suggestion to date that
social capital operates differently in Korea than it
does in other, more individualistic, cultures (e.g.,
Hofstede, 1980), even if certain types of relation-
ships (such as informal socializing relationships)
are encouraged to a greater extent in Korea. Indeed,
research at the individual level suggests that infor-
mal socializing ties are important determinants of
performance in the United States as well (e.g., Mehra
et al., 2001). Notwithstanding this situation, future
researchers should seek to replicate this study in
other cultural settings where informal socializing
outside of work is relatively rare to confirm the
generalizability of the results.

It is also noteworthy that the previous network
studies showing positive linear relationships be-
tween internal group closure and group perfor-
mance (Reagans & Zuckerman, 2001; Sparrowe et
al., 2001) focused on single-resource ties that were
mainly task-oriented. Perhaps the types of curvilin-
ear effects we found in this study are more likely to
be found when studying more comprehensive ties
that are both instrumental and expressive, and that
require greater investment of time, attention, and
care. Further research incorporating comprehen-
sive ties, such as mentoring and informal socializ-
ing ties, as well as single-resource ties, such as task
advice ties, should examine the extent to which the
type of tie influences the relationship between in-
ternal group closure and group performance.

We hypothesized that the curvilinear relation-
ship between internal group closure and group per-
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formance is driven, in part, by norms in strong-
closure groups constraining individual group
members’ social contacts with diverse others out-
side their groups, thus restricting access to the
more diverse resources and innovative information
that might be available beyond the closed group.
However, we did not find the expected negative
correlation between group closure and intergroup
ties. This finding suggests closed groups might
have norms that allow members to have social ties
with out-group members, but that the resources and
information that flow through those ties might be
ignored or discounted when they enter the closed
groups. This lack of information utilization might
be due to the development of strong positive in-
group biases and negative out-group biases that
prejudice a group’s members against absorbing and
using information from outside their group (cf.
Coser, 1956; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Simmel, 1955;
Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Future research should
examine in closer detail the underlying mechanism
driving the curvilinear relationship between inter-
nal group closure and performance.

Future research should also move past the cur-
rent tendency in social capital research to either
examine the closure and bridging conduits sepa-
rately, or to pit the two in a “horse race” to see
which is a better predictor of the phenomenon of
interest (cf. Burt, 1987). Moving forward, we be-
lieve that more complex, multidimensional models
that examine the interactions between different
types of conduits will be needed to get a deeper
understanding of group social capital. There is a
limit to the amount of time and attention that group
members can spend on initiating and maintaining
their social relationships, particularly informal so-
cializing ties. Pursuing one type of tie generates
opportunity costs because one then limits pursuing
and engaging other types of new relationships
(Granovetter, 1985). In addition to potential issues
of time, attention, and care, legitimacy issues arise.
It is also possible that being embedded in a dense
web of informal socializing relationships within
one group might make having informal socializing
relationships with members of other groups illegit-
imate in the eyes of fellow group members. Alter-
natively, even if these ties are not actively discour-
aged, information brought into the group from
these ties might be discounted and not used to plan
future group activities. Different types of ties might
interact to affect group effectiveness in many po-
tential ways. While we did not find any significant
interaction effects in the current studys, it is likely
that this lack of findings was due to not having a
sufficient number of teams, as opposed to there not
being any trade-offs inherent in having different
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types of social ties. Future studies with greater
power might seek to uncover these types of inter-
action effects.

The study has a number of limitations that point
toward possible future research. As with most net-
work research, the design was cross-sectional, pro-
hibiting determination of causality. Although we
have argued that a group’s configuration of social
ties determines its effectiveness, it is also possible
that upper management’s ratings of effectiveness
could affect the development of informal socializ-
ing relationships within a group, and between that
group and formal leaders in other groups in the
encompassing organization. Future researchers
conducting longitudinal research might be able to
better determine the direction of causality. Another
limitation common to network research is that the
data were collected in only 11 organizations, leav-
ing open the question of whether our results would
generalize to a broader population of organizations.
Further, we collected the intergroup informal so-
cializing ties using a single-item measure, as is
typically done in network research, which leaves
open questions of data reliability. Future research-
ers should also control for possible group compo-
sition effects that are due to differences in individ-
ual characteristics, such as human capital and task
characteristics.

Another limitation of this study is that we de-
fined group effectiveness as a single upper-level
manager’s evaluation of each team on a broad set of
criteria. Clearly such an evaluation is a crucial mea-
sure of group effectiveness, but future researchers
might wish to survey additional upper-level man-
agers to ensure greater reliability, and they may
wish as well to adopt a more multilevel, multidi-
mensional definition of group effectiveness (e.g.,
Guzzo & Shea, 1992; Hackman, 1987). For exam-
ple, at the group level, in addition to measuring
upper-level managers’ satisfaction with a group,
researchers can measure the group’s ability to reach
agreed-upon goals, its ability to incorporate tacit
knowledge, and its viability (its ability to come
together in the future to do more work). At the
individual level, effectiveness can also be mea-
sured as the extent to which membership in the
group meets individual group members’ goals and
needs. Researchers employing different effective-
ness measures might find that the relationships
between group effectiveness and the various clo-
sure and bridging conduits differ from what we
observed here. For example, they might find a pos-
itive linear relationship between closure and a
group’s internal assessment of its performance that
might be affected more by socioemotional elements
than by external information gathering (cf. Ancona,

1993), or a curvilinear relationship between bridg-
ing ties and group learning of tacit knowledge (cf.
Hansen, 1999). Our definition of group social cap-
ital and the resources that flow through relation-
ship conduits is sufficiently broad to accommodate
this broader view of group effectiveness, and we
encourage future research in that direction.

Another limitation was that the data were col-
lected in small and medium-sized organizations
with extremely flat hierarchies. If research were
conducted in larger, “taller” firms (those with more
hierarchical levels), one could examine whether
the same configuration of ties is important for
groups that are either more central or have greater
status in organizations’ hierarchies (cf. Tsai, 2001).
This step is ultimately necessary if researchers are
to achieve a more multilevel view of groups and
their social capital.

We adopted a decidedly sociological approach in
this study in that we measured only the social ties
within and between groups and assumed that re-
sources such as trust, political support, informa-
tion, and emotional support were flowing through
those ties and ultimately improved group effective-
ness (e.g., Burt, 2000). While this is probably an
easy supposition to defend because our analysis
centered on informal socializing relationships, a
more resource-based view of social capital would
also be interesting to pursue. More psychologically
oriented researchers in the arena of individual so-
cial capital have begun to open the black box by
measuring the resources that are presumed to flow
through social ties (e.g., Seibert et al., 2001). For
example, in this study, our arguments assume that
emotional resources (e.g., social support) that flow
from intragroup relationships are a more important
element of those relationships than they would be
in intergroup relationships, and that political sup-
port is more important in vertical relationships
than in horizontal ones. Asking respondents more
directly about what type of resources flow in what
proportions through different relationships would
confirm what is now only speculated. It is easier to
measure both social ties and resources at an indi-
vidual level than at a group level, yet we think that
it would be fruitful for future researchers to exam-
ine group social capital resources directly by asking
about the type and quality of a wide variety of
resources that are transmitted through ties.

We also do not claim to have exhaustively exam-
ined all of the types of conduits that can carry
group social capital resources. For example, a
group can also be composed of formal and informal
subgroups (e.g., Frank & Yasumoto, 1998; Weick,
1979). The group’s leader’s ability to efficiently
connect subgroups to quickly confront problems
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might be another form of group social capital that
improves a group’s effectiveness. Although it might
not be possible for a group leader to maintain a
strong relationship with each group member—par-
ticularly a strong relationship via informal social-
izing ties—the leader’s ability to maintain a strong
relationship with at least one member of each sub-
group might be sufficient to maintain the group’s
ability to work together while allowing time for the
group leader to develop critical intergroup ties.
Bridging conduits across subgroups would only be
present in fairly large groups, because a group can
have no fewer than five members to fit this profile
(enough for a leader and two subgroups composed
of at least two members each). Finding enough
large groups for analysis of this type of intragroup
conduit is difficult, but doing so is possible and
should be considered as a future possible research
direction.

Managerial Implications

We believe that group social capital is malleable,
although not easily so. We believe that it can be
influenced by altering group composition to in-
clude members with the most needed types of so-
cial ties and by changing current members’ behav-
iors and patterns of interaction. Existing group
members can be actively encouraged to develop
bridging ties. Increasingly, firms are sponsoring in-
formal groups around common hobbies and social
activities to promote the formation of these bridg-
ing ties. The introduction of computer-based social
networking systems within organizations might
also assist somewhat in developing bridging rela-
tionships.

During group formation, teams might also con-
sider a possible member’s current social ties as an
input into the group composition decision. For ex-
ample, a potential team member with excellent ac-
cess to formal leaders in other groups through in-
formal socializing ties might be critical to
maximizing group social capital resources. Finally,
recent research indicates that the self-monitoring
personality trait is linked to a person’s social net-
work configuration in organizations (Mehra et al.,
2001). Including a balance of individuals who rate
high on this trait—who would be more adept at
creating bridging ties—and those who rate low, and
thus would be more adept at maintaining closure
ties, might help in achieving optimal group social
capital.

Our results also call into question the benefits of
traditional team building efforts focused around
creating a highly cohesive team. This approach
would likely increase a group’s closure by encour-
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aging informal socializing, but doing so might be
counterproductive for group effectiveness. Tradi-
tional team building would also do little by way of
improving any bridging ties to other groups’ formal
leaders that are lacking, and such ties were also
positively related to group effectiveness here. Our
results suggest that team building that is focused on
bringing a team with very low internal closure to a
moderate level of closure will likely improve effec-
tiveness, but that trying to create a highly closed
team is counterproductive.

Conclusion

Our results suggest that there are multiple con-
duits for group social capital that lead to greater
group effectiveness and that researchers need to
consider them in more complex models, such as
optimal configuration models. Having too much of
one source of group social capital (strong closure
within a group, for example) can negatively affect
the group’s effectiveness. The increasingly com-
plex and uncertain business environment within
which organizations operate has made understand-
ing how a group’s members manage this delicate
balance of social relationships within their group,
across organizational units, and across hierarchical
levels increasingly important.
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