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ABSTRACT  Network theory and research have identified the powerful dynamic of  homoph-
ily whereby individuals are more likely to connect with similar rather than dissimilar others. 
However, less is known about when individuals might connect with dissimilar others to en-
hance organizational diversity benefits and mitigate social exclusion. This study builds upon 
prior evidence linking homophily to both elite group closure and lower-status self-segregating 
social withdrawal to propose a new dynamic of  middle-status ambivalence toward homoph-
ily, generating a greater propensity toward diversity. Indian society offers a unique context of  a 
legally codified, stable, three-tiered status hierarchy to test the idea that middle-status individuals 
will develop the most diverse networks. Using a unique longitudinal friendship network dataset, 
we find empirical support for our prediction, a novel contribution extending classic homophily 
theory. In addition, due to potent status dynamics we theorize and find that lowest-status group 
members initiate more ties over time but also exhibit lower tie stability and greater losses of  
early ties than higher-status group members, resulting in the appearance of  lowest-status group 
homophilous withdrawal. Overall, we advance homophily theory and offer practical suggestions 
for organizations seeking to enhance social ties across diversity and improve the effectiveness of  
social inclusion policies.
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INTRODUCTION

Rohith Vemula, a lower-caste Ph.D. student, committed suicide at the University of  
Hyderabad in India on 17 January 2016. This was the eighth case of  suicide in the prior 
decade by a lower-caste doctoral student at the University of  Hyderabad alone. The 
event caused a national uproar and brought to fore the deep frustration, alienation, and 
discrimination faced by lower-caste students (see Kumar, 2016). The tragic suicide has 
provided the impetus to deepen the scholarly exploration of  lower-caste perspectives and 
experiences in India (Chrispal et al., in press; DiTomaso, in press). This paper examines 
the culture of  toxicity driven exclusion faced by lower-caste individuals in friendship 
networks and points to opportunities within the caste hierarchy for bridging these deep-
seated caste divides.

Research on interpersonal networks has identified homophily, defined as the tendency 
of  individuals to connect with similar others (Lawrence and Shah, 2020; Seidel, 2011), 
as a key basis for social relationships. Similarity appears to breed connections of  all types 
between individuals, including marriage, friendships, and advice networks (McPherson 
et al., 2001). Informal networks within work organizations also tend to be homophi-
lous (Ibarra, 1995; Reagans, 2011), with clear negative implications for organizational 
functioning and inclusion. In particular, homophilous networks limit and divide the so-
cial worlds of  people and reduce their exposure to diversity (McPherson et al., 2001). 
Contemporary workplaces are becoming more diverse over time, but the tendency to-
ward homophily limits the benefits of  diversity for organizations as homophilous network 
ties limit the exchange of  diverse ideas, resources, and knowledge (Ertug et al., in press).

Given the usefulness of  diverse informal networks to organizational functioning, in-
creasing the extent to which employees connect across diversity may add value to the 
organization. Achieving this goal requires better understanding of  the factors driving ho-
mophily dynamics and their negative impact on network diversity (Rivera et al., 2010). We 
argue that status distinctions between identity groups are important sources of  homoph-
ily creating barriers to network ties across diversity by inhibiting cross-group connec-
tions (Lawrence and Shah, 2020; Seidel, 2011). We develop the notion of  middle-status 
ambivalence toward homophily to highlight the greater engagement of  middle-status 
individuals in forming ties across diversity. We also highlight inclusion challenges for the 
lowest-status group by examining the substantial disadvantage that the lowest-status in-
dividuals experience in their attempts to build and maintain relationships. Overall, given 
the importance of  diversity and inclusion in organizations, our research focuses on the 
development of  friendship ties across status groups over time.

Our empirical work focuses on the development of  friendship ties in a three-tiered status 
hierarchy. We choose to focus on friendships because these ties are associated with the 
exchange of  many different types of  resources, including information, emotional sup-
port, and even material help such as job opportunities. Friendship ties associated with 
interpersonal trust are valuable in the workplace because they enhance the sharing of  
scarce, tacit, and valuable information (Coleman, 1990; Krackhardt, 1992; Obstfeld, 
2005). Prior research has highlighted the importance of  friendship ties in both academic 
(Baldwin et al., 1997; Gibbons and Olk, 2003; Konrad et al., 2017) and organizational 
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contexts (Krackhardt and Kilduff, 1990, 1999; Lincoln and Miller, 1979; Sasovova et al., 
2010).

Two views inform our current understanding of  hindrances to friendship ties across 
diversity in status group hierarchies. The lower-status social withdrawal perspective suggests 
that ties across diversity are inhibited by the networking behavior of  members of  lower-
status groups as they self-segregate into homophilous networks (Mollica et al., 2003). 
An alternative elite closure (Konrad et al., 2017; Tomaskovic-Devey, 1993) view suggests 
that members of  lower-status groups have little reason to self-segregate but instead have 
strong motivation to seek friendships with members of  the resource-endowed higher-
status groups (Ibarra, 1995). Hence, homophilous patterns result from higher-status 
individuals limiting their friendship ties across status diversity. These two alternative the-
oretical mechanisms point us in different directions regarding whether the actions of  
higher- or lower-status group members most hinder the development of  diverse organi-
zational networks.

One reason for our limited understanding is that prior findings emanate from research 
that typically has examined friendship ties using a two-tier status hierarchy where, for 
example, scholars in North America compare the networks of  White MBA students to 
others such as their African American counterparts (Mollica et al., 2003) or use multi-
ple identities (e.g., citizenship and gender) to rank status groups in a hierarchy (Konrad  
et al., 2017). By comparison, we examine the pattern of  friendship ties in a more com-
plex three-tier status hierarchy in order to observe more than two hierarchically-ranked 
status groups. As such, we can compare a middle group to both a higher-status and a 
lower-status group. Such comparisons enable us to test the arguments on both sides of  
prior debates regarding whether it is the higher- or the lower-status group members 
who choose to self-segregate. This approach also opens the possibility of  confirming that 
both processes operate independently and simultaneously. We aim to disentangle these 
dynamics both theoretically and empirically.

Indian society offers a unique research context where a complex set of  factors have 
led to a readily identifiable three-level status hierarchy based on caste identity (Cotterill  
et al., 2014; Davidson, 2018; Deshpande, 2011; Qureshi et al., 2018b; Srinivas, 1996; 
Vaid, 2014; Zacharias and Vakulabharanam, 2011). The three-tier status hierarchy in 
India includes a lowest-status group that has faced ostracism and degradation for thou-
sands of  years, an elite group that is legitimized by religion, and a middle-status group 
situated between the two. This context of  a three-tier hierarchy is particularly useful in 
advancing theory developed primarily in Western contexts (e.g., Faems et al., 2018) to 
consider the stronger middle-status group inclination to build friendship ties across status 
diversity within the two mechanisms of  elite closure and lower-status social withdrawal.

In sum, the purpose of  this paper is to address the following research questions: do lower-
middle- or elite- status group members show the most (least) homophily in their personal networks? and do 
the lowest-status group members more actively attempt to build network ties and have less success in main-
taining network ties? Conceptually, we add a novel argument explaining that some individuals 
build more diversity into their personal networks than others, based upon their middle-
status location in the identity group status hierarchy. Moreover, we propose that the lowest-
status group members face particular disadvantage in their efforts to build munificent and 
long-lasting friendship networks. By collecting network data at two points in time, we are 
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able to examine how the networks of  different status groups develop and change over time 
and test predictions about group differences in initiating and maintaining network ties.

HOMOPHILY AND STATUS: THEORY DEVELOPMENT

Prior research has suggested the alternative mechanisms of  lower-status group withdrawal 
and elite closure for explaining homophilous friendship ties among members of  low- and 
high- status groups (Konrad et al., 2017; Mollica et al., 2003). In this section, we integrate 
these two mechanisms while making two assumptions. First, based upon prior research 
and theory, we assume that human identity groups exist in a status hierarchy (Sidanius 
and Pratto, 1999) and that, in a three-tiered hierarchy, the elite group enjoys the greatest 
access to material and non-material resources. Members of  the lowest-status group have 
the lowest levels of  resource endowments, while middle-status individuals show moderate 
resource endowment levels. Second, we also assume that individuals seek to maximize 
resources through their personal networks and that seeking resources is a powerful moti-
vation for building friendship ties (Ingram and Roberts, 2000).

Given the strong motivation to maximize resources, we argue that the apparent ten-
dency toward lowest-status group withdrawal emanates from mistreatment and toxicity 
in social interaction. Toxicity refers to the cluster of  negative social experiences that 
lowest-status group members experience in organizational settings ranging from incivil-
ity, microaggressions, discrimination, and subtle prejudice to overt acts of  hostility and 
harassment (Barling et al., 2009; Bowling and Beehr, 2006; Deitch et al., 2003). High lev-
els of  toxicity create barriers to forming ties across status diversity for lowest-status group 
members. We suggest that the greater the toxicity experienced by the lowest-status group 
members, the stronger would be their ultimate self-segregation into homophilous friend-
ship networks. But we also acknowledge the possibility that some lowest-status group 
members may choose to distance themselves from their status group identity, at least in 
their visible actions, in an attempt to deflect such toxicity (Derks et al., 2011).

In contrast to the lowest-status groups, members of  elite groups in most organizational 
settings enjoy expectations of  high competence and are considered capable of  adding 
value to the organization (Ridgeway, 2014). The tendency of  deference towards mem-
bers of  higher-status groups means that individual members from the elite group expect 
and receive positive reactions when they approach members of  lower-status groups (in 
this case, members of  both the middle-status and lowest-status castes). Positive expec-
tations of  high capability minimize the likelihood of  receiving toxicity, as perpetrators 
avoid targeting those who might be able to benefit them in the future. Thus, elite group 
members experience low levels of  toxic social interaction in organizational settings; for 
example, meta-analytic research has shown that White men report fewer experiences of  
workplace mistreatment, harassment, and discrimination compared to racial minorities 
(McCord et al., 2018). Situated between the lowest and the elite groups, middle-status 
group members experience moderate levels of  toxicity. Altogether, as group status in-
creases, the toxicity-linked barriers to forming friendship ties across diversity also decline.

The need to access social and material resources also motivates members of  the lowest-
status groups to seek ties with better-resourced higher-status groups. By comparison, 
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elite-status individuals have limited motivation to build friendships across diversity to 
access resources. Situated between the elite and the lowest-status groups, the middle-
status group members with moderate levels of  resource endowment have moderate levels 
of  motivation to seek friendship ties across diversity. Overall, as group status increases, 
motivation to seek resources by forming friendships across diversity declines.

In sum, we argue that the motivations driving homophily vary as a function of  group 
status. Specifically, elites exhibit closure within homophilous networks due to their limited 
motivation to develop friendships across diversity for purposes of  accessing resources. In 
contrast, lowest-status individuals, who are highly motivated to build friendships across 
diversity with higher-status others, may avoid doing so because they experience high 
toxicity in interactions across diversity (McCord et al., 2018). Our overall proposition, 
depicted in Figure 1, argues that for middle-status groups, pressures toward homophily 
are weaker in that both the closure dynamic driving homophily among elites and the 
toxicity avoidance driving homophily among the lowest-status group are less pronounced 
for middle-status individuals.

HOMOPHILY AMONG ELITE, MIDDLE, AND LOWEST-STATUS 
GROUPS

One of  the research advantages of  the Indian caste context is the fact that caste groups 
reflect three distinct status levels: the elite-castes, the middle-castes (so-called Other 

Figure 1. Conceptual relationship between social status and homophily in friendship ties
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Backward Classes or OBCs), and the lowest-level Scheduled Caste (SC)/ Scheduled 
Tribe (ST) group. Legal enactments and the policy of  affirmative action (AA) codify 
these status distinctions, formalizing the three levels of  the Indian caste status hierarchy. 
Studying this rank-ordered, stable, three-tiered status hierarchy provides us with an op-
portunity to test whether homophily is weaker for the middle-status group as compared 
to the elite and the lowest-status groups.

The elite group is most well-endowed with cultural, economic, and social capital 
(Bapuji and Chrispal, 2020; Pandey and Pandey, 2018; Zacharias and Vakulabharanam, 
2011). Elite status also confers non-material resources such as religion-based assessments 
of  purity/pollution (Davidson, 2018; Vaid, 2014). Although elite group members expe-
rience low toxicity-linked barriers to ties across diversity, as highly resourced individuals, 
elites have little motivation to seek friendship ties across diversity to access resources. 
To the extent that elite group members desire to enhance their resource access through 
networking, they are most likely to connect with other elites because they are the most 
resource-endowed. As a result, the self-interested behavior of  elite individuals generates 
high levels of  homophilous closure within the elite group. Elite closure is also strength-
ened through their common interest in opposing AA quotas reserving educational and 
occupational positions for members of  the middle- and lowest-caste groups (Kumar, 
1992). The ease of  forming friendship ties across similarity of  food preferences, back-
ground similarly, shared habits (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986), and shared experiences of  religious 
rituals further strengthen homophilous closure among elites.

Situated at the lowest-level of  the three-tiered Indian status hierarchy are the Scheduled 
Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) group that includes the Untouchables[1] (Dalits) and 
the marginalized indigenous communities (Adivasis) who were historically situated out-
side the human Varna hierarchy (Bapuji and Chrispal, 2020). The lowest-status SC/ST 
group has low resource endowments (Deshpande, 2011; Zacharias and Vakulabharanam, 
2011) and members are motivated to seek ties across diversity, however, these lowest-
status individuals face high levels of  toxicity including prejudice (Cotterill et al., 2014) 
and unfriendly attitudes in social interaction (Pandey and Pandey, 2018). In academic 
institutions, this toxicity is blatant, overt, and strong such as students ‘not sitting on the 
same table or drinking water from the same tap as used by Dalits’ (Kumar, 2016, p. 12), 
as well as subtle including language nuances and body gestures (Kumar, 2016) reflecting 
a range of  microaggressions. Consequently, lowest-caste group members face consider-
able barriers to forming friendship ties across diversity despite their strong motivation 
to develop such ties for resource access. Furthermore, the toxicity experienced by the 
lowest-status SC/ST group members pushes them towards stronger in-group identifica-
tion, as rejection by other groups reinforces their separation and the non-permeability 
of  group boundaries (e.g., Brown, 2010; Sidanius et al., 2008), pushing members of  the 
lowest-status group into homophilous self-segregation (Bacharach et al., 2005; Mehra  
et al., 1998; Mollica et al., 2003).

Distinct from the elite group, middle-status group members are less endowed with re-
sources than the elite status group and are still motivated to seek ties across diversity for 
resource access. The toxicity-driven self-segregation demonstrated by the lowest-status 
group is also weaker for the members of  the middle-status group as they face fewer 
negative attitudes and less hostility than the lowest-status individuals do (Pandey and 
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Pandey, 2018). Historically, the middle-status groups have faced a less toxic environment 
in terms of  fewer restrictions on inter-dining and socio-economic exchange with elites 
compared to the members of  the lowest-status group (Wiser, 1988), who have borne the 
brunt of  caste-based toxicity. Consequently, the middle-status (OBC) group is likely to 
face fewer barriers in forming friendship ties with the members of  the resource-endowed 
elite-status group.

In addition, the experiences of  members of  the middle-status group being lower in sta-
tus compared to elites are likely to reduce their overall level of  in-group bias (Bettencourt 
et al., 2001). Repeated experiences of  being in the lower-status position reduce an indi-
vidual’s sense of  inherent superiority, thus making them more open to forming friendship 
ties with lowest-status individuals. The shared experience of  toxicity, albeit more moder-
ate for members of  the middle-status group, makes them more empathetic towards the 
experiences of  the lowest-status group and more open to forming friendships with them. 
Supporting this idea, past research in the context of  resource sharing in rural communities 
shows that in contrast to elite leaders, middle-caste individuals holding community leader-
ship positions create resource sharing arrangements that are more beneficial to the lowest-
status castes, indicating greater empathy (Anderson, 2011). Consequently, we expect the 
middle-status OBC individuals to be more open to friendship ties across caste diversity. 
Generalizing from this illustration in the caste context to our broader theory, we expect:

Hypothesis 1: Compared to the elite and lowest-status group, homophily in friendship 
ties is weaker for the middle-status group.

LOWEST-STATUS GROUP NETWORKING BEHAVIOUR

We noted earlier that the lowest-status group faces a context where their group is low in 
resource endowments and subject to toxicity in social interactions across status diversity. 
This context shapes the distinctive networking behavior of  the lowest-status group. More 
specifically, the context limits the agency (Gulati and Srivastava, 2014) of  the lowest-status 
group (Chrispal et al., in press) to optimize their network ties in two important ways. First, 
because they are forced to seek ties across diversity for accessing resources, lowest-status 
members have to reach out to higher-status individuals (i.e., elite and middle-status) and 
this action involves substantial effort. By comparison, higher-status group members can 
simply reach out to homophilous ties to access resources (Ibarra, 1995). Second, due to 
potential toxicity in social interactions, many relationships may not come to fruition in 
terms that are desired by the lowest-status group. This additional challenge limits the 
choices of  the lowest-status individuals, relative to higher-status groups, for selecting ties 
that will provide access to resources and persist over time. The resulting network pat-
terns appear as homophilous withdrawal, even if  the lowest-status individuals have made 
many efforts to build diverse ties. In order to understand why that pattern emerges, we 
develop hypotheses relating to the impact of  constrained choices that lead to greater 
effort and lower likelihood of  success on distinct patterns of  tie seeking and tie mainte-
nance for the lowest-status group.
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Due to their limited resource endowments (Deshpande, 2011; Zacharias and 
Vakulabharanam, 2011) members of  the lowest-status group experience substantial 
stress in organizations as the demands of  their roles potentially exceed their access to 
resources for fulfilling the demands (Desmond, 2012). The disadvantage of  low resource 
endowment creates an inherent motivation for lowest-status individuals to seek access to 
resources (Ibarra, 1992, 1995) and presses the lowest-status group to seek ties across di-
versity (Konrad et al., 2017). Ties across diversity may not, however, bring quick resource 
access as building trust across differences takes effort, time, and reciprocation. Facing 
these challenges, the lowest-status group may engage in relatively frequent initiation 
of  new relationships, motivated by the expectation that among the many relationships 
sought, some will produce resource access (Desmond, 2012).

Furthermore, for at least some members of  the lowest-status group (e.g., with weak in-
group identification), the motivation to seek ties with higher-status groups may be driven 
by a desire to overcome toxicity arising from the salience of  discrimination (Derks et al., 
2015) or experienced discrimination (Derks et al., 2011). In addition, some lowest-status 
individuals may also be motivated to distance from their identity by seeking ties with 
middle- and elite-status individuals as a step toward social mobility and abandonment 
of  an undesirable identity (Derks et al., 2011) or deflection of  stigma (Pyke and Dang, 
2003). Combining the mechanisms of  resource seeking and stigma deflection, we expect 
lowest-status group members to actively seek ties across status diversity – yet have diffi-
culty in building meaningful connections, with results that mimic a pattern of  homophi-
lous withdrawal in their ultimate realized networks.

Hypothesis 2: As compared to the higher-status group (elite and middle), members of  
the lowest-status group are more likely to initiate new friendships over time.

We propose that the low resource endowment of  the lowest-status group members 
combined with the desire for stigma deflection drives these individuals to initiate a rela-
tively large number of  ties. However, even with that extra effort toward tie initiation, we 
predict that members of  the lowest-status group will also have greater difficulty at main-
taining relationships that will manifest in the greater loss of  network connections over 
time. Ties across diversity may bring experiences of  toxicity for the lowest-status group 
that create challenges in maintaining friendship ties and motivate exits from diverse re-
lationships. Moreover, for members of  the lowest-status group, accessing resources from 
ties across status diversity may be quite difficult, because it is hard for them to fulfill the 
reciprocity norm in munificent social exchanges with higher-status individuals (Shore  
et al., 2009). For this reason, members of  higher-status group have limited motivation to 
maintain ties with resource-seeking members of  the lowest-status group.

In contrast to the lowest-status group, the middle-status and elite groups will have less 
difficulty in maintaining relationships as manifested in fewer lost network connections 
over time. Higher-status group members are sought by lower-status groups (Ibarra, 1995; 
Konrad et al., 2017) for resource access and hence, higher-status individuals have a wide 
variety of  choices in selecting network ties. Using the principle of  minimal effort (Ibarra, 
2016), the higher-status group can choose, amongst the many possibilities on offer to 
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them, ties across diversity that they think will be most valuable and likely to last. Bringing 
the arguments together, we propose:

Hypothesis 3: As compared to higher-status group (elite and middle), members of  the 
lowest-status group are less likely to maintain friendship ties over time.

METHODS

Data and Sample

We collected data from five section networks constituting an incoming cohort of  459 
students pursuing an MBA equivalent program at a management school in India. A ‘sec-
tion’ is a set of  students assigned to the same classroom when they enter the program so 
that they take all of  their foundation courses together as a group during their first year of  
study. Following prior studies (Konrad et al., 2017), we collected data on friendship net-
works within sections using the roster method (Wasserman and Faust, 1994), which helps 
to overcome the problem of  recall purely based on memory (Marsden, 1990). The school 
had implemented AA quotas, thus ensuring representation of  all the three status groups 
in each section network. The network size for each of  the five networks was similar, 
ranging from 90 to 93. Participants were provided incentives including participation fees 
and dinner coupons (approximately US$20) for each round of  data collection. Overall 
participation rates for both rounds of  social network data collection were very high and 
comparable across the sections. Specifically, 422 out of  459 eligible participants provided 
usable information (92 per cent response rate). For the dyadic analysis testing hypothesis 1,  
we combined all the sections together treating ties across the sections as missing (illus-
trated in Figure 2). Specifically, as friendship data were collected for within section ties 

Figure 2. Combined network data and structural missing data
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only, this resulted in about 80 per cent structural missing data, i.e., matrix cells treated 
as missing because we did not collect data on friendships formed between members of  
different sections.[2]

The data collection schedule was designed keeping in mind that caste is not immedi-
ately visible but revealed through social cues and interaction. To give sufficient time for 
status group identities to be revealed, we collected our first round of  friendship network 
data eight weeks (Time T1) after the beginning of  the program. The second round of  net-
work data collection took place approximately four months later (Time T2). Consistent 
with the pattern of  distribution in most publically funded business schools and academic 
institutions in India, both females (Financial Times Global MBA Rankings, 2017,[3]  
network percentage 10.4, range 8.9 to 11.5 per cent) and Muslims (nationally 14.23 per 
cent of  the population, network percentage 2.2 per cent, range 0 to 5.6 per cent) were 
highly underrepresented in our sample. While we controlled for gender, given the relative 
rarity of  Muslims, we did not include religion in the analyses.

Measures

Strength of  friendship tie. For friendship ties, ‘0’ indicates don’t know, and, ‘1’, ‘2’ and ‘3’ 
indicate increasing levels of  friendship, with ‘3’ being a close friendship. In our Multiple 
Regression Quadratic Assignment Procedures (MRQAP) and Stochastic Actor-Oriented 
Model (SAOM) analyses described in greater detail below, we used the directional 
strength of  friendship ties. For the MRQAP analysis we used the tie values (1 through 3)  
as the dependent variable, whereas for the SAOM analysis that uses the presence or 
absence of  ties, we used ‘3’ for dichotomizing network ties, focusing our analysis on close 
friendships.

Caste group similarity. Participants were asked to provide data on the caste group to which 
they belonged (i.e., Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe, OBC, General Category, and 
Other). We used this participant provided data to assess their membership in the elite, 
middle (OBC), and the lowest-status (SC/ST) group. We created an elite similarity 
matrix by coding a cell as ‘1’ if  both individuals were elite, and ‘0’ otherwise. Similar to 
the treatment for the friendship data, we treated the structural missing data as missing. 
Similarly, we created a middle similarity matrix by coding a cell as ‘1’ if  both were 
middle-status, and ‘0’ otherwise. We followed the same process for creating the lowest-
status similarity matrix. In total, 61 per cent of  the participants belonged to the elite-
status group, 22 per cent belonged to the middle-status (OBC), and 17 per cent belonged 
to the lowest-status (SC/ST).

Control variables. We controlled for the similarity of  work experience and similarity of  
undergraduate academic discipline at the dyadic level. The work experience data were 
highly positively skewed, and before creating the similarity matrix we normalized the 
data using a log transformation [log (1 + X)], where X is months of  work experience. In 
addition, we also controlled for gender similarity. In both these matrices, we again treated 
the structural missing data as missing.
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Dummy matrices for the sections (networks). We also created four dummy matrices to control 
for possible section effects. Network 1 dummy matrix was created by replacing all the 
cells in Network 1 in the combined matrix with ‘1’ and all the cells in Network 2, 3, 4, 
and 5 with ‘0’. The structural missing remained as missing. Similarly, Network 2 dummy 
matrix was created by replacing all the cells in Network 2 in the combined matrix with ‘1’ 
and all the cells in Network 1, 3, 4, and 5 with ‘0’. We repeated this process for Network 
3 dummy and Network 4 dummy matrices. Network 5 is our reference category for these 
dummy matrices.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

To better illuminate the underlying data, we present the ties within and between the sta-
tus groups in Tables I and II respectively for T1 and T2. These tables depict combined 
data from all five sections. Tie strength in these Tables refers to the closeness of  friend-
ships where higher numbers indicates stronger ties (i.e., 3 for close friendship), and lower 
numbers indicate weaker ties (i.e., 2 indicates casual friend, 1 indicates acquaintance). In 
each cell, the first number represents the raw score of  ties between the respective status 
groups, whereas the second number in parentheses indicates the fractional percentage of  
maximum possible ties in the respective status group.

Table I. Friendship ties distribution within and across the status groups at T1

Elite Middle (OBC) Lowest (SC/ST)

Tie strength = 3 (close friend)

Elite 899 (6.99%) 297 (6.31%) 234 (6.19%)

Middle (OBC) 289 (6.14%) 106 (6.55%) 63 (4.62%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 253 (6.70%) 105 (7.70%) 95 (9.05%)

Tie strength = 2 (casual friend)

Elite 1877 (14.59%) 605 (12.85%) 476 (12.60%)

Middle (OBC) 734 (15.59%) 250 (15.45%) 196 (14.37%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 581 (15.38%) 184 (13.49%) 178 (16.95%)

Tie strength = 1 (acquaintance)

Elite 2886 (22.43%) 917 (19.47%) 735 (19.45%)

Middle (OBC) 1052 (22.34%) 357 (22.06%) 301 (22.07%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 749 (19.83%) 271 (19.87%) 193 (18.38%)

Note: For tie strength, a higher number from 1 to 3 indicates a stronger tie. Tie strength = 3 represents close friendship ties
In each cell, the first number represents the raw number of  ties between the respective status groups, whereas the second 
number, (i.e., the number in parentheses) indicates the fractional percentage of  maximum possible ties in the respective status 
groups.
For each of  the three types of  ties, the numbers on the diagonal represent within group ties. The diagonal numbers can 
be compared with the other two numbers in the same row for outside group ties. For example, for close friendship ties 
(Tie strength = 3) elite group has a fractional percentage of  within status ties (6.99%) that is a greater than their fractional 
percentage ties with the middle-status (6.31%) and the lowest-status group (6.19%).
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The data in Tables I and II indicates initial support for our basic proposition that the 
middle-status group will show less homophily in their networks than either the elite or 
lowest-status groups. Examining close friendships (Tie strength = 3) at T1, we find ev-
idence of  homophily for all three status groups. For example, the middle-status group 
shows the highest fractional percentage of  strong ties with other members of  the middle-
status group (6.55 per cent) and a lower fractional percentage of  ties with the elite (6.14 
per cent) and lowest-status groups (4.62 per cent). The elite and the lowest-status groups 
also show homophily among close friendships. Interestingly, the middle-status group is 
not homophilous for either casual friendship ties or acquaintances. The lowest-status SC/
ST group is homophilous in their casual friendship ties but not in their acquaintances. 
Consistent with our theorizing that resource access is an important motivator of  network-
ing behavior, elites were the only group to show homophily across all levels of  tie strength.

At T2, the middle-status group is not homophilous even for close friendship ties as the 
fractional percentage for within status ties for the middle-status group (6.49 per cent) is 
lower than fractional percentage for ties with elite (7.52 per cent) and lowest-status group 
(7.62 per cent). The middle-status group is again not homophilous for casual friendship 
ties (tie strength = 2) while the elites and the lowest-status groups again show homophily 
in their close friendship ties and casual friendships. Interestingly, none of  the three status 
groups are homophilous for acquaintance ties at T2. In general, at T1, the middle-status 
group shows less homophily compared to the elite and the lowest- status groups. This 
effect continued over time and appears to be more pronounced at T2.

Table II. Friendship ties distribution within and across the status groups at T2

Elite Middle (OBC) Lowest (SC/ST)

Tie strength = 3 (close friend)

Elite 1195 (9.29%) 332 (7.05%) 272 (7.20%)

Middle (OBC) 354 (7.52%) 105 (6.49%) 104 (7.62%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 291 (7.70%) 115 (8.43%) 97 (9.24%)

Tie strength = 2 (casual friend)

Elite 2451 (19.05%) 830 (17.63%) 630 (16.68%)

Middle (OBC) 1020 (21.66%) 265 (16.38%) 275 (20.16%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 670 (17.73%) 230 (16.86%) 234 (22.29%)

Tie strength = 1 (acquaintance)

Elite 4075 (31.68%) 1524 (32.36%) 1122 (29.70%)

Middle (OBC) 1560 (33.13%) 464 (28.68%) 448 (32.84%)

Lowest (SC/ST) 1101 (29.14%) 427 (31.31%) 294 (28%)

Note: For tie strength, a higher number from 1 to 3 indicates a stronger tie. Tie strength = 3 represents close friendship ties
In each cell, the first number represents the raw number of  ties between the respective status groups, whereas the second num-
ber, (i.e., the number in parentheses) indicates the fractional percentage of  maximum possible ties in the respective status groups.
For each of  the three types of  ties, the numbers on the diagonal represent within group ties. The diagonal numbers can 
be compared with the other two numbers in the same row for outside group ties. For example, for close friendship ties  
(Tie strength = 3) middle-status has a fractional percentage of  within status ties (6.49%) that is smaller than their fractional 
percentage ties with the elite (7.52%) and the lowest-status group (7.62%).
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We used the multiple regression quadratic assignment procedures (MRQAP) imple-
mented in UCINET for testing Hypothesis 1. MRQAP is an analytical technique equiv-
alent to multiple regression analysis that overcomes violations of  data independence and 
allows the use of  valued networks, enabling us to use the strength of  friendship ties as 
the dependent variable.[4] Table III provides the correlation matrix. As expected, gender 
similarity was significantly and positively correlated to the strength of  friendship ties at 
both T1 (r = 0.05) and T2 (r = 0.04). Consistent with our theorizing, shared middle-
status similarity was significantly and negatively correlated to the strength of  friendship 
ties at both T1 and T2.

H1 suggested that compared to the elite and the lowest-status group, homophily in friendship ties is 
weaker for the middle-status group. To test this hypothesis, we created similarity matrices for 
each of  the three groups. The results are presented in Table IV. Model T1-1 shows that 
among the control variables, only gender similarity was significantly related to friendship 
at T1 (β = 0.04, p < 0.001). Model T1-2 adds status similarity to the T1 equation and 
indicates that consistent with our reasoning, homophily effects were significant and positive 
for the elite (β = 0.05, p < 0.001) and lowest-status (β = 0.02, p < 0.01) groups. In line 
with our rationale, status similarity was a significant and negative predictor of  friendship 
for the middle-status group at T1 (β = −0.01, p < 0.05) indicating middle-status group 
heterophily. We repeated the analysis at T2 and the results, shown in Model T2-2, were 
again consistent with our reasoning, showing positive and significant status similarity 
effects indicating homophily for the elite (β  =  0.08, p  <  0.001) and the lowest-status 
(β = 0.02, p < 0.001) groups, with a negative and significant status similarity effect for the 
middle-status group (β = −0.03, p < 0.001) indicating middle-status group heterophily.[5]

NETWORK DYNAMICS ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

To test the hypotheses that the lowest-status group will initiate new friendship ties (H2) 
and have a lower likelihood of  maintaining friendship ties over time (H3), we used tempo-
ral analysis of  the Stochastic Actor-Oriented Model (SAOM) implemented in Simulation 
Investigation for Empirical Network Analysis (SIENA) software and its R version 1.1-288 
R-SIENA (Ripley et al., 2018; Snijders, 1996, 2001).[6] Because the network and actor 
attribute effects on this network objective function are simultaneously estimated, it is 
possible to make strong statistical inferences regarding the effects of  attributes (status 
group in our case) on network evolution (friendship networks in our case) controlling for 
structural network effects (Kalish et al., 2015; Steglich et al., 2010). The SAOM analysis 
can only include a two-category attribute. So, consistent with our motivation to contrast 
the lowest-status group with the other groups in the status hierarchy; we combined elite 
and middle status together to enable us to compare the lowest-status group with this 
combined higher-status group.

We conducted our analysis using R-SIENA software version 1.1-290 (Ripley et al., 
2016). We were unable to run R-SIENA on the combined matrix for the five sections, 
with a high level of  missing structural data, as R-SIENA results do not converge if  the 
proportion of  missing data is high. Hence, we report results for the R-SIENA analysis 
for each section separately.[7]



14	 A. Bhardwaj et al.	

© 2021 The Authors. Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

T
ab

le
 I

II
. Q

A
P 

co
rr

el
at

io
ns

 (c
om

bi
ne

d 
ne

tw
or

k)

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11

1
W

or
k 

E
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

si
m

ila
ri

ty

2
D

is
ci

pl
in

e 
si

m
ila

ri
ty

0.
00

**

3
G

en
de

r 
si

m
ila

ri
ty

0.
00

 *
0.

14
**

4
St

at
us

 (E
lit

e)
 s

im
ila

ri
ty

0.
00

−
0.

03
−

0.
05

5
St

at
us

 (M
id

dl
e)

 s
im

ila
ri

ty
0.

00
0.

06
*

0.
04

†
−

0.
17

**
*

6
St

at
us

 (L
ow

es
t) 

si
m

ila
ri

ty
0.

00
**

−
0.

04
−

0.
01

−
0.

13
**

*
−

0.
04

**

7
Fr

ie
nd

sh
ip

1
0.

00
0.

01
0.

05
**

*
0.

05
**

*
−

0.
02

†
0.

01

8
Fr

ie
nd

sh
ip

2
0.

02
†

−
0.

01
0.

04
**

0.
08

**
*

−
0.

04
**

0.
01

0.
53

**
*

9
N

et
w

or
k 

1
0.

00
†

0.
07

−
0.

01
−

0.
04

0.
02

0.
01

0.
00

0.
02

10
N

et
w

or
k 

2
0.

00
−

0.
07

−
0.

00
−

0.
02

0.
01

0.
00

0.
00

0.
01

−
0.

27
**

*

11
N

et
w

or
k 

3
0.

00
−

0.
05

0.
03

0.
02

−
0.

03
0.

02
0.

01
−

0.
02

−
0.

24
**

*
−

0.
26

**
*

12
N

et
w

or
k 

4
0.

00
0.

03
−

0.
04

−
0.

02
0.

01
0.

01
−

0.
02

†
−

0.
05

**
−

0.
25

**
*

−
0.

27
**

*
−

0.
24

**
*

N
ot

e: 
N

um
be

r 
of

 P
er

m
ut

at
io

ns
 =

 5
00

0.
† p 

<
 0

.1
; *

p 
<

 0
.0

5;
 *

*p
 <

 0
.0

1;
 *

**
p 

<
 0

.0
01

.



	 Bridging Caste Divides	 15

© 2021 The Authors. Journal of  Management Studies published by Society for the Advancement of  Management Studies 
and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

We tested the five evolving networks labelled as Net-1-5. Table V provides the abridged 
results of  SAOM analysis with the network and attributes/behaviour controls (for com-
plete results see supplementary Table SI), presenting only the parameters relevant to H2 
and H3. H2 states that as compared to the higher-status group (elite and middle), members of  the 
lowest-status group are more likely to initiate new friendships over time. Because the higher-status 
group is coded as ‘1’ with lowest-status as ‘0’, the significant negative coefficients in  
the top row of  Table V support this prediction. Specifically, H2 is supported for Net-1 
(parameter = −18.88, p  <  0.001), Net-2 (parameter = −15.51, p = 0.002), Net-4[8]  
(parameter = −20.62, p = 0.005), and marginally for Net-3 (parameter = −11.60, p = 0.09);  
but not for Net-5[9] (parameter = −9.85, p = 0.22). In sum, H2 was supported in four of  
the five network analyses.

H3 states that as compared to the higher-status group (elite and middle), members of  the lowest-
status group are less likely to maintain friendship ties over time. The significant positive parameters 
in the bottom row of  Table V support H3. Recall that the higher-status group is coded as 
‘1’ with lowest-status as ‘0’, so the significant positive coefficients support the prediction 
that the higher-status group (elite and middle) is more likely to maintain friendship ties 
over time (or as stated in H3, the lowest-status group is less likely to maintain friendship 
ties over time). H3 is supported for Net-1 (parameter = 19.34, p < 0.001), Net-2 (param-
eter = 14.49, p < 0.001), Net-4[10] (parameter = 20.50, p = 0.006), and marginally Net-3 
(parameter = 11.49, p = 0.096); but not for Net-5[11] (parameter = 9.85, p = 0.22).[12]

Table IV.  (Combined Networks): Effect of  status group similarity on friendship –MRQAP (Unit of   
Analysis –Dyad)

DV – Friendship T1 DV Friendship T2

Model T1-1 
Control

Model T1-2 
Hypothesis 1

Model T2-1 
Control

Model T2-2 
Hypothesis 1

Work Experience similarity 0.00 0.00 0.02* 0.02*

Discipline similarity 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01

Gender similarity 0.04*** 0.05*** 0.04*** 0.04***

Network 1 −0.01 −0.00 −0.02 −0.02

Network 2 −0.01 −0.01 −0.03* −0.03*

Network 3 −0.00 −0.00 −0.06** −0.06***

Network 4 −0.02 −0.02 −0.07*** −0.07***

Status (Elite) similarity 0.05*** 0.08***

Status (Middle) similarity −0.01* −0.03***

Status (Lowest) similarity 0.02** 0.02***

R² 0.002*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.014***

Note: Number of  Permutations = 5000. N(T1) = 34432 (Dyads); N(T2) = 34461 (Dyads).
Network 1 to Network 4 are the dummy matrices for the sections 1 to 4. Network 5 (section 5) is the reference matrix.
†p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

Globally, organizations are becoming more diverse through increased inclusion of  his-
torically marginalized groups in all types of  positions. However, within organizations, 
informal networks among members, which are important to organizational functioning, 
show a clear tendency toward homophily and away from building connections across 
diversity. These homophily dynamics limit information and resource exchanges across 
the organization because many individuals are disconnected due to gaps/lack of  con-
nections across diversity. We theorize that status distinctions between identity groups 
constitute strong barriers to network diversity which are particularly damaging to the 
efforts of  lowest-status groups to build and maintain network ties, ultimately resulting in 
homophilous withdrawal network patterns. We argue further that middle-status groups 
are likely to show the greatest heterophily.

Past research examining the linkages between status and homophilous friendship ties 
have produced mixed findings of  either homophilous elite closure or lowest-status group 
self-segregation (Konrad et al., 2017; Mollica et al., 2003). The non-Western context of  
India with a well-recognized, stable, and legally codified three-tiered status group hier-
archy provided us with the opportunity to compare a middle-status group with both the 
elite and the lowest-status groups. Findings from our research suggest that middle-status 
group members are the most likely to build ties across status diversity. The key insight we 
offer of  middle-status ambivalence towards homophily in friendship ties is an important 
theoretical advancement to our understanding of  the relationship between status and 
homophily in networks, and one that can be built upon to help mitigate the negative 
organizational and societal impacts of  homophily.

While we see evidence of  greater homophily among both the elite and the lowest-
status groups, we find that the strongest homophily is amongst the elite group, supporting 
arguments of  elite closure (Konrad et al., 2017; Tomaskovic-Devey, 1993). This pattern 
of  findings held at both T1 and T2 with elite closure effects strengthening over time. 
While beyond our data’s testing capabilities, our conceptual reasoning suggests that the 
greater the resource endowment advantage of  the elite, the stronger is the expected elite 
closure into homophilous ties. This dynamic warrants further research on the role of  
organizational and public policies that support the wider distribution of  resource endow-
ments (Riaz, 2015). Elite closure represents one manifestation of  high status in-group 
behavior that bolsters the existing system within the system justification perspective (Jost 
et al., 2004), and future research could empirically examine the interplay of  individual 
attitudes and networking behaviour across status groups for its contribution to system jus-
tification (Jost and Banaji, 1994) and status-hierarchy maintenance (Sidanius and Pratto, 
1999).

It is noteworthy that within the three types of  ties (close friendships, casual friend-
ships, and acquaintances) the general pattern (Tables I and II) suggests that the greatest 
heterophily in close friendship ties emerges at T2 where the middle-status group builds 
connections to both the elite and the lowest-status groups. For instance, for close friend-
ship ties at T2, middle-lowest (7.62 per cent) and middle-elite (7.52 per cent) ties are 
both greater than middle-middle ties (6.49 per cent). This pattern also holds for their T2 
casual friendships and acquaintances. It is also interesting that for acquaintance ties, all 
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three groups exhibit heterophilous tendencies at T2. This is potentially promising if  such 
acquaintance ties can be strengthened through structural interventions. It appears time 
has a complex influence on patterns of  heterophily, and future research can examine 
the evolution of  network ties for a longer time period to unravel further differences in 
network development across status groups and types of  relationships. Along these lines, 
policymakers should also consider the important role of  societal institutions (e.g., univer-
sities) as facilitators of  social interaction for the prolonged periods of  time required for 
the emergence of  friendship ties across diversity, and perhaps facilitated by middle-status 
group members.

Our findings of  homophily within the elite group in a context where status group 
identities may be initially visibly indistinguishable point to deeply embedded social 
mechanisms that drive elite homophily. But the finding of  middle-status heterophily also 
suggests porous status group boundaries that were previously missed in simplified two-
tier status models. Organization leaders seeking to enrich the diversity of  the informal 
networks in their organizations should take note of  our novel middle-status heterophily 
findings in the Indian context of  near universal homophilous tie formation (McPherson 
et al., 2001).

Our findings of  heterophily among members of  the middle-status group point to the 
important potential role of  the middle-status group in bridging status group divides, 
which is likely to enhance collaboration, social inclusion, and organizational functioning. 
Our conceptual development leveraging the two mechanisms of  resource endowments 
and exposure to toxicity across status groups suggests that findings of  middle-status het-
erophily are not a result of  contextual specificity, and are a more generalized and broadly 
applicable theoretical dynamic. Nevertheless, testing the generalizability of  our findings 
in other contexts is important, perhaps with more direct measures of  resource endow-
ments and toxicity.

An interesting direction for future research is to understand the extent to which indi-
viduals within the different status groups identify with their specific identity category as 
well as whether they strengthen or weaken their level of  in-group identification as a result 
of  building friendships across status diversity. Prior authors have identified what they 
term a ‘queen bee effect’ among lower-status identity groups whereby individual mem-
bers may work to distance themselves from the group in order to shed stigma and disad-
vantage (Derks et al., 2011). For example, prior research among Surinamese Hindustani 
employees in Netherlands, with roots in a history of  indentured servitude, exhibit weaker 
identification with their own group when primed about ethnic discrimination (Derks  
et al., 2015). Our theoretical logic underlying middle-status heterophily raises interesting 
questions about whether, and the extent to which, middle-status individuals strengthen 
or weaken their personal sense of  identification with their middle-status group as well 
as the implications of  that dynamic for organizational functioning and collective societal 
change.

Although we see the evidence of  homophily in both the elite and lowest-status groups, 
the two groups are very distinct. Specifically, elites show evidence of  stronger self-
segregation (at both T1 and T2), while lowest-status individuals show evidence of  weaker 
self-segregation. Further, lowest-status group individuals demonstrate greater efforts to 
build friendships with higher-status individuals but a lower likelihood of  maintaining 
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friendship ties over time. Merely observing the segregated pattern of  lowest-status group 
friendships fails to show the efforts of  the lowest-status group. Our temporal analysis 
demonstrates this dynamic as we find that the lowest-status group makes more attempts 
to build ties (H2) and has a lower likelihood of  maintaining friendship ties over time (H3) 
which ultimately results in homophilous withdrawal network patterns. Such a dynamic 
helps to integrate the two prevalent perspectives of  elite closure and homophilous with-
drawal, and link them jointly to a culture of  toxicity.

A key feature of  the friendship ties of  the lowest-status individuals appears to be insta-
bility as manifested in the lower likelihood of  maintaining friendship ties over time. Our 
findings reveal that the lowest-status group, compared to the higher-status group, lost 
more connections to people whom they believed were friends at an earlier point in time. 
Challenges to maintenance of  friendship ties undermines the benefits of  networks (Wolf  
and Moser, 2009) and greatly diminishes the value of  networking activities as the hoped-
for exchange of  resources fails to materialize for members of  the lowest-status group. 
Given lower resource endowments, the lowest-status group are also disadvantaged with 
constrained agency as they expend greater efforts in tie seeking and accessing resources 
that may be available to higher-status group members with much lower effort. These 
findings point to the additional challenges and the lack of  a level playing field in the de-
velopment of  social networks for members of  the lowest-status group, as their choices or 
network agency are exercised in much more limited and constrained ways.

The lowest-status group members in the Indian caste group hierarchy have faced os-
tracism and degradation for more than two thousand years, and the lowest-caste group 
in India is quite distant from elites in terms of  power, influence, resources, and treat-
ment. Future research may explore lowest-status group tie seeking behaviour in societies 
with less extreme group status differences to further establish the generalizability of  our 
findings. An interesting line of  future research could focus on understanding the mul-
tiple motivations of  the lowest-status group for seeking ties across diversity, specifically, 
resource access, toxicity avoidance, and their potential interplay with stigma deflection 
(Pyke and Dang, 2003). Further, future research should simultaneously examine the chal-
lenges to tie maintenance among lowest-status group members across both visible (e.g., 
race, gender) and other non-visible distinctions or distinctions that do not need to be 
disclosed (e.g., sexual orientation, religious identity).

While we did not directly measure the mechanisms of  toxicity and resource endowment, 
survey evidence from an academic institution in India supports our logic. Specifically, the 
survey revealed that the lowest-status SC/ST group students report the highest levels of  
negative attitudes from fellow students while the elites report the lowest levels of  negative 
attitudes with the middle-status BC group placed in the middle (Pandey and Pandey, 
2018). Further and consistent with Ridgeway (1993), the survey also revealed the rela-
tively positive assessment of  the abilities of  elite status group members as well as their 
higher levels of  resource endowments (Pandey and Pandey, 2018). Yet follow-on studies 
of  middle-status networking behaviors could certainly test these dynamics in more detail 
to further refine the theoretical model.

Our observations also suggest that middle-status individuals often cross status group 
boundaries to form friendship ties. A recent comprehensive and nationally represen-
tative survey in India confirms that compared to the elite and lowest-status groups, 
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middle-status individuals report more heterophily in close friendship ties (Pew Research 
Centre, 2021) greatly adding to the generalizability of  our findings to other contexts in 
India. The reasons for these patterns may not be revealed in these data and observations, 
but we speculate that the middle-status group’s greater empathy from shared experiences 
(e.g., toxic exposure) and their relatively higher social status (than SC/ST group mem-
bers) may ease middle-status actor tie formation across diversity in both directions.

Practical Implications

The relative position of  the lowest-status group members in India brings to the fore 
the urgency of  policy initiatives in a wide variety of  contexts to alleviate this dire situa-
tion. Social psychological research suggests that biases and prejudices pose barriers that 
diminish the quality of  interpersonal interaction and reduce the likelihood of  build-
ing a friendship (Esses and Dovidio, 2002). Hence, organizations could act by imple-
menting initiatives designed to reduce these interpersonal biases. Research shows that 
prejudice reduction initiatives based upon habit-breaking can be effective for reducing 
interpersonal bias (Devine et al., 2012). Organizations could undertake activities such as 
perspective taking, whereby organizational members think about and discuss how the 
organizational experience might be different if  they belonged to a different status group. 
This type of  lesson in empathy has been linked to prejudice reduction (Levy and Green, 
2009), which results in improved interaction across diversity and increased likelihood 
of  developing lasting positive relationships, including friendships (Ragins and Ehrhardt, 
in press). Furthermore, serious attention is required for creating opportunities for the 
mixing of  people across status divides. Intergroup contact in contexts of  equality and in-
terdependence creates opportunities for friendship formation on the basis of  knowledge 
about individuals’ values and capabilities and leads to reduction in intergroup prejudice 
(Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006).

Given the importance of  diversity in friendship ties within organizations, middle-status 
individuals appear to provide a necessary path to build connections between those on 
the status extremes. Connecting disparate aspects of  the organization creates organiza-
tional value beyond what is possible if  these networks remained completely disconnected 
from one another. Middle-status group members with ties across diversity that provide 
a uniquely broad and varied source of  information and knowledge (e.g., Qureshi et al., 
2018a) and who serve as connectors linking otherwise separate networks also may be-
come role models for other actors in a broad variety of  societal contexts.

While the caste-based status hierarchy of  India is frequently cited, similar systems 
persist in many countries in South Asia (e.g., Zulfiqar and Prasad, 2021) and globally. 
Our findings have implications for many societies outside of  India as well. Many societies 
carry the historical legacy of  institutions that generate a three-tiered hierarchy among 
identity groups. For example, Australia, Canada and the USA share a legacy of  British 
colonialism. In all three, the indigenous populations were so decimated by colonialism 
that their contemporary descendants constitute the poorest (economically) and lowest-
status identity groups, similar to Adivasis or scheduled tribes (ST) in India. Domestic 
Black populations stigmatized by the history of  slavery also have uniquely negative ex-
periences (Wilkerson, 2020), creating another lowest-status group, similar to the Dalits 
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or scheduled castes (SC). Immigrants of  color from East and South Asia constitute sub-
stantial minority populations in these societies, who generally find themselves in the mid-
dle (Bell et al., 2014) such that they are devalued compared to the predominant White 
population but considered more positively than either the Black or indigenous groups.

Caste-based systems also need to be examined in places with high proportions of  
people of  Indian origin such as Mauritius, Guyana, Fiji, Trinidad and Tobago, and 
Qatar. Caste systems traverse national boundaries as immigrants embedded within the 
system migrate to new locations (e.g., South Asians immigrants to Europe and North 
America) and carry the practices of  caste discrimination to new contexts (Rai, 2021). 
Understanding the network mechanisms facilitating friendship ties across diversity of-
fers the potential for knowledge sharing of  processes, public policies, and organizational 
practices across contexts.

Another important factor to consider for practical initiatives resulting from this re-
search is the attitudes of  the organizational leaders who are selecting and guiding organi-
zational interactions. For instance, returning to our research context, although nationally 
the SC/ST group comprises about 25.2 per cent of  the population (India Census, 2011), 
less that 1 per cent of  the faculty at a group of  publically-funded Indian management 
institutions belong to the lowest SC/ST group (Joshi and Malghan, 2017). Most faculty 
members now are members of  the elite castes and many have negative attitudes toward 
AA policies in India, based in part on self-interested worry about their own children’s 
outcomes. But if  organizational leaders have negative views of  AA beneficiaries, then 
they might (unintentionally or intentionally) treat people from the middle and lowest-
status in ways that diminish their performance, as in the golem effect (Babad et al., 1982). 
With fewer opportunities to excel, lowest and middle-status people become less attrac-
tive as potential friends. Therefore, it is imperative for organizations to develop initia-
tives supporting empowerment across the entire status spectrum. Furthermore, hiring 
organizational leaders who represent the entire societal status spectrum is a longer-term 
solution for providing all organizational members with role models and opportunities to 
excel, thereby enhancing the benefits of  network diversity for all.

Active engagement of  organizational leaders in reducing toxicity is another way to 
advance the development of  friendship ties across diversity. The middle-status groups 
provide a good avenue for the start of  such efforts. Identity formation and categoriza-
tion processes across shared interests and common goals may offer additional opportu-
nities for leaders to encourage ties across new bases of  identity. Efforts to encourage and 
highlight common forms of  identity around the use of  reason and potential for shared 
ideological positions (e.g., the role of  capitalism and free markets) may provide new  
and common value-based grounds for friendships across status group divisions (Harrison 
et al., 1998, 2002; Konrad et al., 2017).

Limitations

We note some limitations of  our research. First, our analysis was limited to the three-
tiered status hierarchy in India, and we do not have data on the 4000 jatis or castes that 
are the underlying basis for the status hierarchy. Other scholars (Davidson, 2018) have 
examined status group homophily in the context of  villages where finer grained caste 
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data can be more plausibly gathered due to the more limited number of  jatis in a partic-
ular localized context, but even in such limited settings it would be difficult to incorporate 
the fine-grained caste data in network analysis. Considering that there are several thou-
sand castes at the national level, rank ordering them and examining caste homophily in a 
network consisting of  90 people is not feasible. Further, our research may be biased due 
to omitted variables such as geographic region, first language, and other similar mecha-
nisms (Wimmer and Lewis, 2010) which are possible mediators of  the observed homoph-
ily. But we would argue that such clustering bases for homophily are also status based.

CONCLUSION

Diversity among close friendships is important for the sharing of  scarce, tacit, and valu-
able information crucial to the functioning of  organizations and society. Diverse net-
works increase the variety and flow of  information, knowledge, and perspectives that 
bring benefits to both individuals and organizations and enhance creativity in problem 
solving. Hence, successful efforts aimed at integrating and diversifying social networks 
are beneficial to organizations, the business sector, and lead to a more inclusive overall 
society. Our research can contribute to a theoretically informed identification and reduc-
tion of  the barriers to inclusion for the lowest-status group and to understanding the role 
of  middle-status group member networking behaviours as the key to mitigating status 
divides.
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NOTES

	[1]	 Untouchability was formally abolished when the Indian Constitution was adopted on 26 November 
1949 and came into effect on 26 January 1950.

	[2]	 The structural missing data resulted in very long computation time for each analysis. For stochastic 
actor-oriented models (SAOM) to test H2 and H3, we analyzed the data for each of  these five networks 
separately, because SAOM models cannot handle high levels of  structural missing data.

	[3]	 For example, the gender percentage in MBA equivalent program at the three publically-funded schools 
that ranked in the top 100 MBA schools in the Financial Times (2017) rankings was 14%, 22%, and 
15% respectively.

	[4]	 In our analysis, we specifically used the Double-Dekker-Semi-Partialing MRQAP method as it avoids 
any multi-collinearity issues (Dekker et al., 2007). See additional note following supplemental material 
Table SIII.

	[5]	 See additional ANOVA results following supplemental material Table SIII.
	[6]	 SAOM is capable of  incorporating network matrices (dyadic data) at more than one time point to test 

creation of  new ties or maintenance of  existing ties. See supplemental material for additional details.
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	[7]	 See supplementary Table SI.
	[8]	 Net-4 results should be read with caution, see supplementary Tables SI and SII.
	[9]	 Net-5 results should also be read with caution, see supplementary Tables SI and SII.
	[10]	Net-4 results should be read with caution, see supplementary Tables SI and SII
	[11]	Net-5 results should also be read with caution, see supplementary Tables SI and SII.
	[12]	As a robustness check we tested an alternative specification that combined the lowest-status group with 

the middle-status group and compared this combined group to the elite-status group and this analysis 
provided a similar pattern of  results. The results for this alternate analysis are available in the supple-
mentary files, Table SII. The disaggregated data of  ties that were maintained, dissolved, and created 
between T1 and T2 is available in supplementary Table SIII.
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