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Over the past 2 decades, the interrelationship among the concepts
of social support, stress, and psycho-physiological well-being has
undergone much scrutiny in the professional literature. More re-
cently, the many challenges posed by the reality of this country’s
increasingly diversified workplace have received attention by both
social work practitioners and researchers alike. The area that re-
mains largely unstudied is the intersection of these two fields of
study. The research reported here specifically addresses the ques-
tion : What do we know about social support that can be used to
effectively facilitate workplace diversity?

The central focus of this article explores the relationship between
social support and stress as differentially experienced by African
American women, White women, and White men both within and
outside the workplace. Of particular interest is the relationship
between the social support and well-being in these contexts. Based
on the fmdings of a 3-year study, this article reports on research
conducted with a larger study of health promotion and stress and
begins with an exploration of types and sources of social support
and stress as they relate to issues of gender, race, and context. The
article continues with a description of the research methodology. A
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discussion of the findings and implications for leaders of multicul-
tural organizations concludes this report.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

STRESS, SOCIAL SUPPORT, AND WELL-BEING

Cohen and Wills (1985) provided a classification of the role of
social support in maintaining well-being and managing stress,
which led to the development of two general hypotheses about the
relationships among these variables. The main effects hypothesis
states that social support has a direct effect promoting positive
indicators of well-being and inhibiting negative indicators. In other
words, one’s quality of life is enhanced by the presence of caring
and supportive relationships. Research by Roos and Cohen (1987),
Jung and Khalsa (1988), and Jayaratne, Himle, and Chess (1988)
represent studies that support the main effects hypothesis.

The second hypothesis, the buffering hypothesis, addresses the
ways in which relationships protect one from the adverse effects of
stress. If the primary role of social support is buffering, there should
be relatively little difference in well-being for those with or without
social support in the absence of stress. However, as stress increases,
well-being should decrease sharply for those who lack social sup-
port but not as much for those who are well supported. Stokes and
Wilson (1984), Taylor and Chatters (1988), and Petchers and Mil-
ligan (1987) are among those reporting a buffering effect. Although
there exists some literature that critiques the buffering model and
suggests other models that might link stress and social support to
psychological well-being (Barrera, 1988), the major alternative in
most studies remains the main effects model.

TYPES AND SOURCES OF SOCIAL SUPPORT

In a comprehensive review of the literature, Streeter and Franklin
(1992) found that although many schemes exist to investigate the
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different types and sources of social support, there were several

principle conceptualizations that were consistently employed in
both empirical and theoretical studies.

Definitions of social support tend to refer to one or more of three
classifications-social embeddedness, as the interconnections
among individuals; perceived support, as an individual’s cognitive
assessment of the interconnections; and enacted social support, as
the actual behaviors used to express support (Barrera, 1986). Ab-
bey, Abrams, and Caplan (1985), and Nelson (1990) are repre-
sentative of studies using these classifications.

Social support is most often dichotomized into types as either

being instrumental or affective in nature (Pattison, 1977). Instru-
mental support refers to tangible forms of support-for example,
financial and material assistance. Affective support consists of

intangible forms, such as social recognition and emotional support.
Butler, Giordano, and Neven (1985), Hill and Christensen (1989),
and Roos and Cohen (1987), were among those that studied types
of social support.

The many sources of social support are summarized as deriving
from either formal supports, as provided by most social service
agencies, or informal supports, as found in the unstructured assis-
tance from one’s interpersonal relationships (Griffith 1985; Krause,
1990; Taylor & Chatters, 1988). However, the literature on informal
supports has not addressed the locus of social support among
interpersonal relations.

SOCIAL SUPPORT AND GENDER

Numerous studies have examined gender differences in relation
to the types and sources of social support. Roos and Cohen (1987)
found that of 109 undergraduate students, females scored higher
than males on measures of social support that included instrumental
and social embeddedness measures. However, the concept of high
masculinity was reported to be more highly associated with the
stress-buffering effect of instrumental support. Similarly, in a study
by Rosenthal and Gesten (1986), females were found to be satisfied
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with instrumental, affective, and informal types and sources of
support, whereas males reported less satisfaction with intangible
support than with instrumental or informal.
The difference between males and females in relation to instru-

mental and affective supports appears to be consistent in recent
literature. Stokes and Wilson (1984) studied male and female
introduction to psychology students and found that females re-
ceived more affective support than males. Krause and Keith (1989)
investigated gender differences between elderly males and females.
Their research indicated that as &dquo;exposure to global stressful events
increases both elderly men and women report an increase in the
amount of informal, tangible, and emotional support that they
received&dquo; (p. 620). However, when placed under financial strain,
elderly females reported receiving more affective support than the
males. Depner and Ingersoll-Dayton (1988) also examined gender
differences in older adults. Once again, females were found to
receive (and offer) more affective support from their children and
their friends.
Some studies in the social support and gender literature looked

explicitly at African Americans. Coates (1987) examined the social
support characteristics of Black adolescents. Although the size of
the male and female support networks did not differ significantly,
Black females indicated a preference for a family member as a
resource for both intangible and formal needs, whereas males
preferred going to their peers. If church members are viewed more
as friends than family, the Taylor and Chatters (1988) study con-
firms that adult Black males are more likely than women to receive
support from fellow church members. An earlier study by Taylor
(1986) suggests that family contact, closeness, and proximity had
to be taken into account as these factors were more significantly
associated with the probability of receiving support than were
factors of gender or family satisfaction.
Few gender studies looked explicitly at the sources of social

support. Caldwell, Pearson, and Chin (1987) found that females
scored significantly higher than males on various types of social
support and that females reported using formal and informal sup-
ports to reduce levels of depressive symptoms. In this study, men
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did not report any relationship between source of support and level
of psychological well-being. Loscocco and Spitze (1990) examined
the relationship between social supports and gender within a factory
work environment. Although the females and males were found to
receive most of their support from informal sources, men received
more of this from supervisors than did females.
A summary of the literature on social support and gender can be

stated as follows: (a) most studies confirmed the main effects
hypothesis of social support; (b) women generally described their
types and sources of social support as affective and informal, and,
when explored, these same descriptors applied to the stress-buffering
effects of social support; and (c) for men, most social support is
instrumental.

SOCIAL SUPPORT AND RACE

The relationship between social support and race in the current
literature focuses primarily on African American females and
White Americans sometimes referring to this as issues of &dquo;ethnic-
ity.&dquo; The overwhelming majority of this literature point to greater
similarity than difference between these racial groups in relation to
type of social support.

Jung and Khalsa (1988) studied college students and found that
both Black and White students reported an inverse relationship
between affective and informal supports with depression (the
higher the perceived support the lower the experience of depres-
sion). However, for Black students the family was seen as the
primary source of support, whereas White students described their
friends and not family as the primary source of support.

Smerglia, Deimling, and Barnes (1988) studied social support
and race among Black and White elderly. Similar to the study
described earlier, members of both racial groups reported the
majority of their supports as affective and informal in nature.
Neither group saw formal supports as helpful. Both Black and
White elderly considered their spouses to be the most important
person from whom they received support, followed by friends and
neighbors.
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A study of social supports and social networks of Black urban
elderly (Petchers & Milligan, 1987) also found that the vast major-
ity of the respondents reported types and sources of support were
intangible and informal. Children, other family members, and
friends led the prioritized list of primary supports.

In summary, recent studies on social support and race report that
Black and White Americans describe their social supports as intan-

gible and informal in nature. When age is factored in, some differ-
ences between the races do appear such that White college-aged
students report that friends and not family members provide the
primary support. Black and White elderly and Blacks of college age
concur that the single most source of support exists within the
family.

SOCIAL SUPPORT AND STRESSORS AT WORK

Social support has also been investigated in the context of the
work environment with studies reporting that intangible types of
support (e.g., emotional support) coupled with informal sources
(e.g., supervisors, coworkers, family, and friends) provide the most
effective resources.

Jayaratne and Chess (1984) found that emotional support was
negatively related to job stress (as defined by role ambiguity and
role conflict). Ganster, Fusilies, and Mayes (1986) agreed with this
finding, but were quick to add that social support &dquo;does not mod-
erate the effects of stressful conditions in the workplace&dquo; (p. 110).
Jayaratne et al. (1988) focused on the profession of social work and
found that high use of social support indicated lower levels of stress.
This study found no difference between sources of support and
whether one used or perceived social support. A year later, Himle,
Jayaratne, and Thyness (1989) reported that in the social work
profession &dquo;the effects of work stress on job satisfaction was not
buffered by any type of social support&dquo; (p. 27).

Dhooper and Byars (1989) also looked at the social work pro-
fession, specifically at Black social workers with respect to their
levels of stress and life satisfaction. They found that Black females
with high levels of life satisfaction were found to have lower levels
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of work-related stress. Moreover, spousal and friend support was
found to be positively related to higher levels of life satisfaction to
the extent that &dquo;married subjects found social support from their
husbands to be helpful, even in work-related situations&dquo; (p. 74).

Klitzman, House, and Israel (1990) explored the relationship
among sources of work and nonwork stress and physical and mental
health. The findings concluded that, although work stress was not
an indicator of personal problems, excessive stresses in either work
or nonwork domains interfered with life in both domains.
Some research on gender differences and social supports in the

workplace has been reported. In a study of support for organiza-
tional advancement, South, Markham, Bonjean, and Corder (1987)
found that female and male employees reported more support from
same sex coworkers. Moreover, Loscocco and Spitze (1990) exam-
ined the relationship between social supports and gender within a
factory work environment and found that men received more
support than women from their supervisors (no difference between
genders among coworkers).

Kissmen (1990) also studied blue-collar occupations but focused
solely on females. Affective and informal support from friends and
coworkers was significantly related to work satisfaction; however,
unlike Dhooper and Byars (1989), this was not found to be true of
spousal support.

In summary, these and other studies of social support and stress-
ors at work found that most support is experienced as intangible
and informal with both genders citing supervisors and coworkers
as the primary resources. There were mixed reports regarding
women finding spousal support contributing to work satisfaction
and evidence that excessive nonwork-based stress led to decreased

well-being at work and vice versa.
This literature review has presented various research pertaining

to the types and sources of social support as related to gender,
race/ethnicity, and work. However, little research has been con-
ducted that examines the interrelationship between the variables of
gender and race, with respect to supports and stressors in the home
and work environments. It is this gap in the literature that the
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following study begins to fill. The central questions addressed in
the analyses reported here are twofold:

Is there a differential impact of social support and stress on Black
women, White women, and White men in the contexts of home and
work?

What do we know about social support in the context of work that can
be used to more effectively manage and facilitate workplace diversity?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The data for this analysis were gathered in an extensive 3-year
study of stress and health, in a health promotion program with some
1,750 subscribers. The larger study included a questionnaire survey
of stress and health, company records on attendance and illness,
and an evaluation of various health promotion activities. The data
reported here are all drawn from the questionnaire survey.

SAMPLE

Respondents numbered 757 employees; 65% female and 35%
male, the sample was primarily white collar-professional and
clerical. They ranged in age from 19 to 71 years with an average
age of 34.8. Seventy-one percent were White males and females,
26% African American females, and 3% identified as &dquo;other.&dquo; Data
collected from African American males was incomplete and there-
fore not used in this study. Participation was strongly encouraged,
but voluntary, and the instruments were completed on company
time.

MEASURES

Research concepts were operationalized into three sets of vari-
ables : stress (as the independent variable), social support (as the
moderating and mediating variable), and well-being outcomes (as
the dependent variables).
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Stress and well-being were measured by three instruments:
Strain was measured by the Adams (1981) 26-item instrument.
Depression was one of the strain variables that was identified
through a factor analysis of this instrument. The participants were
asked to respond to these questions using a 5-point scale that ranged
from rarely or never to quite frequently. Job satisfaction (Manring,
1979) was measured by asking participants to rate 10 items (e.g.,
the quality of supervision, the nature of the task, etc.). This instru-
ment used a 7-point scale ranging from dissatisfied to satisfied.
Job-related tensions (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal,
1964) were measured by an 18-item instrument that listed situations
that sometimes bother people about their jobs (e.g., &dquo;Feeling that
you’re not fully qualified to handle your job&dquo;). Participants were
asked to indicate how frequently they felt bothered by each item,
using a 7-point scale anchored by never to nearly all the time.

Social support was measured by two separate instruments
(Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975; Sarason,
Levine, Basham, & Sarason, 1983), which totaled seven two-part
and three-part questions. Using the Sarason et al. instrument, par-
ticipants looked at the number of caring social relations and were
asked to write down for each of three questions the initials of people
in their environment from home and work who provide them with
intangible support (such as &dquo;Whom can you really count on to tell
you, in a thoughtful manner, when you need to improve in some
way?&dquo;). The Caplan et al. instrument looked at support at home
(i.e., support from spouse, family and friends) and support at work
(support from your supervisor and coworkers). Using a scale an-
chored by &dquo;don’t have any such person&dquo; to &dquo;very much,&dquo; the
participants were asked to rate the support received from the
individuals at home and work (e.g., &dquo;How much can each of these
people be relied on when things get rough at work?&dquo;).

FINDINGS

This set of analyses examines the effects of social support on the
psychological well-being of Black women, White women, and
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White men working for a large health promotion program. Several
aspects of psychological well-being are considered in both home
(personal) and work (professional) domains. Job satisfaction and
job-related tension are measures of psychological well-being that
are related to the experience of work. Depression and strain are
more general aspects of well-being that are more greatly affected
by events outside of the workplace. These analyses also examine
two sources of social support. Participants were divided into equal
groups receiving low, medium, and high levels of social support at
home and at work. Job support refers to the social support of
coworkers and supervisors at work. Home support refers to the
social support of spouses, family, and friends. There were no
significant differences between Black women, White women, and
White men in the level of job support or home support they
received. Both the source of social support and the level of social

support will be considered as mediating factors in psychological
well-being.

General findings from the study’s analyses can be summarized
by the following statements about the relationships between the
variables of depression, strain, job-related tension, andjob satisfac-
tion, and the study participants:

1. White women experienced significantly more depression than
White men; with Black women the difference was not statistically
significant.

2. White women experienced significantly more strain than Black
women and White men.

3. There were no significant differences between White men, White
women, and Black women in the level of job-related tension.

4. White men experienced significantly higher job satisfaction than
White women or Black women.

Table 1 shows the relationship between these mean scores,
significant differences, and F and p values.

Specific findings are represented by four figures. Figure I repre-
sents the effects of social support on depression for Black women
(BW), White women (WW), and White men (WM). The left side
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TABLE 1

Overall Means of Well-Being Variables by Race and Gender

NOTE: BW = Black women, WW = White women, WM = White men

of the figure represents the effects of home support on depression.
It can be seen that for all three groups, higher levels of home support
are associated with lower levels of depression. Analyses of variance
indicate that for BW, F(2, 106) = 3.080, p < 0.05; for WW, F(2,
194) = 7.42, p < 0.001; and for WM, F(2, 177) = 8.84, p < 0.001.

This indicates that the social support of spouses, family, and friends
reduces depression for Black women, White women, and White
men. The right side of the figure represents the effects of job support
on depression. Here it can be seen that for White men and White
women, higher levels of job support are associated with lower
levels of depression. However, for Black women, job support does
not have a significant effect on depression. For BW, F(2, 104) =
1.0, p. < 0.001; for WW, F(2, 296) =13.34, p < 0.001; and for WM,
F(2,176) = 9.24, p < 0.00 1. This indicates that whereas the support
of coworkers and supervisors reduces or mediates depression for
White men and women, the support of supervisors and coworkers
does not play such a role for Black women.

Figure 2 represents the effects of social support on strain for
Black women, White women, and White men. The left side of the

figure represents the effects of home support on strain. It can be
seen that for all three groups, higher levels of home support are
associated with lower levels of strain. For BW, F(2, 106) = 3.23,
p < 0.05; for WW, F(2, 297) = 9.54, p < 0.001; and for WM, F(2,
175) = 10.89, p < 0.001. This indicates that the social support for

spouses, family, and friends reduces strain for Black women, White
women, and White men. The right side of the figure represents the
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Figure 1 : Main Effects of Social Support for Black Women, White Women, White
Men, x Depression
NOTE: BW = Black women, WW = White women, WM = White men

effects of job support on strain. As with depression, for White men
and women, higher levels of job support are associated with lower
levels of strain. For Black women, however, job support does not
have a significant effect on strain. For BW, F(2, 104) = 1.090, p >
0.34; for WW, F(2, 293) = 13.68, p < 0.001; and for WM, F(2,
173) = 6.21, p < 0.002. Thus, although the support of coworkers
and supervisors appears to reduce depression and strain for White
men and women, Black women apparently do not find the support
of coworkers and supervisors a mediating factor in depression and
strain.

Figure 3 represents the effects of social support on job related
tension for Black women, White women, and White men. The left
side of the figure represents the effects of home support on job-
related tension. For White men and White women, higher levels of
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Figure 2: Main Effects of Social Support for Black Women, White Women, White
Men, x Strain
NOTE: BW = Black women, WW = White women, WM = White men

home support are associated with lower levels of job-related ten-
sion. For Black women, the relationship between home support and
job-related tension is not statistically significant. For BW, F(2,107) =
1.100, p > 0.33; for WW, F(2, 304) = 5.91, p < 0.001; and for WM,
F(2, 111) = 2.10, p < 0.001. This indicates that the social support
of spouses, family, and friends helps reduce or mediate the effects
of job-related tensions for White men and women. However, the
support of friends, family, and spouses does not significantly reduce
job-related tensions for Black women. The right side of the figure
represents the effects of job support on job-related tension. For all
three groups, higher levels of job support are strongly associated
with lower levels of job-related tension. For BW, F(2, 105) =
12.227, p < 0.001; for WW, F(2, 298) = 30.33, p < 0.001; and for
WM, F(2, 110) = 23.95, p < 0.001. Thus, for all three groups, the
social support of supervisors and coworkers helps reduce or medi-
ate the effects of job-related tensions.

Figure 4 represents the effects of social support on job satisfac-
tion. The left side of the figure represents the effects of home
support on job satisfaction. For White men and White women,
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Figure 3: Main Effects of Social Support for Black Women, White Women, White
Men, x Job-related tensions
NOTE: BW = Black women, WW = White women, WM = White men

higher levels of home support are associated with higher levels of
job satisfaction. However, for Black women, home support is not
significantly associated with job satisfaction.

For BW, F(2, 106) = .713, p > 0.49; for WW, F(2, 297) = 7.64,
p < 0.001; and for WM, F(2, 175) = 8.84, p < 0.001. As is the case
for job-related tension, although the social support of spouses,
family, and friends leads to greater job satisfaction for White men
and women, the support of spouses, friends, and family does not
help Black women achieve greater job satisfaction. The right side
of the figure represents the effects of job support on job satisfaction.
For all three groups, higher levels of job support are strongly
associated with higher levels of job satisfaction. For BW, F(2,104) =
12.38, p < 0.001; for WW, F(2, 293) = 42.58, p < 0.001; and for
WM, F(2, 173) = 42.55, p < 0.001. This indicates that the social
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Figure 4: Main Effects of Social Support for Black Women, White Women, White
Men, x Job satisfaction
NOTE: BW = Black women, WW = White women, WM = White men

support of coworkers and supervisors improves job satisfaction for
White men, White women, and Black women.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study explored the most frequently reported experiences of
social support-affective type and informal sources measuring de-
grees of social embeddedness and perceived support. The findings
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from this research revealed important differences between Black
women and White men and women in the relationship between
psychological well-being and social support. Klitzman et al. (1990)
and Dhooper and Byars (1989) found a transfer effect of stresses
and support, respectively, between work and home contexts. This
study found this to be true of social support for only White men and
White women, but not for Black women. Specifically, although
there were no significant differences between groups in the level,
type, and source of social support they received at work and home,
for Black women the context of social support was an important
determinant of psychological well-being.

Table 2 summarizes the effects of social support on well-being
by psychosocial domain and context of social support for White
men, White women, and Black women. Two psychosocial domains,
personal and professional, are crossed with two contexts of social
support, work and home, to create a 2 x 2 table. In the personal
domain, composed of depression and strain, home support was
beneficial to everyone. Similarly, in the professional domain, com-
posed of job satisfaction and job-related tension, job support was
beneficial to Black women, White women, and White men. How-

ever, although higher levels of social support outside of a psycho-
social domain were associated with greater psychological well-
being for White men and White women, for Black women social
support was only helpful when it occurred within the same psycho-
social context. Thus job support helped White men and women
reduce depression and strain, but had no such effect for Black
women. Similarly, for White men and women, home support was
associated with lower levels of job-related tension and higher levels
of job satisfaction. However, for Black women, higher levels of
home support did not significantly reduce job-related tension or
increase job satisfaction.

One explanation for the differential impact of the contexts of
social support on psychological well-being is that Black women
experience home and work as distinctly separate worlds. It may be
that Black women experience greater cultural differences between
the worlds of home and work than do White men and women. It

can be argued that the culture of large organizations has been
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TABLE 2

The Effects of Social Support on Well-Being
by Psychosocial Domain and Locus of Social

Support for Black Women, White Women, and White Men

determined primarily by White men. Thus the culture of work and
home are probably more similar for White men and women than
for Black women. Moreover, for Black women, social supports at
home (such as spouses, friends, and family) are in a poorer position
to help with work-related issues. For example, the spouses of Black
women may not be able to offer the same kinds of knowing empathy
(affective support) or pragmatic advice concerning sources of
job-related tensions (instrumental support) as may the spouses of
White men and women. Similarly, the coworkers of Black women
may have relatively little understanding of the sources of strain and
depression experienced in Black women’s home life. Conversely,
the home environments of White men and women may be more
similar to their work environment, allowing greater transfer of
support from work to home.

Another explanation for this lack of transfer focuses on the
number of demands placed on Black women, demands that are
often different than those placed on White men and women. For
example, if Black women are expected to take more responsibility
at home, then the demands of work and home may come into greater
conflict for Black women than for White men and women. In
situations such as this, even relatively close White coworkers may
have difficulty providing the kinds of helpful social support that
reduces depression and strain.
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These findings suggest that whereas social support is important
to everyone, it is particularly important for Black women to develop
sources of social support at home and at work. As the American
workforce becomes increasingly diverse, the findings from this
study also have important implications for what has been called the
&dquo;value-in-diversity hypothesis&dquo; (Cox, Lobel, & McLeod, 1991).
Both researchers and practitioners have asserted that the manage-
ment of organizational diversity is a strategic/economic imperative
as well as a moral and legal concern (Blell, 1990; Copeland, 1988;
Cox & Blake, 1991; Esty, 1988). As the numbers of African
American women in the workplace grow, organizational leaders
must employ practices to facilitate the effectiveness of these women
and other minority group members. One such practice is the use of
ethnic support groups, culturally identified teams that would most
effectively work together to accomplish both inner-directed and
organizational goals. For African American women, such sup-
port groups could serve as an outlet for frustrations and an
avenue for sharing survival and career advancement strategies,
thereby supplying both affective and instrumental support in the
workplace. Group meetings may also focus on ways to better
acquaint and educate home supports about the challenges of the
workplace.

In their proposed steps for the creation of effective multicultural
organizations, Nixon and Spearmon (1991) state that the first and
most important process is one of increased self-awareness. Ethnic
support groups may provide a safe space for such inner-directed
work. Moreover, it is this inner-directed work that serves as the
foundation for recognizing and appreciating the differences of
others; a phenomenon discovered and thus encouraged by Avon,
Digital, and other major corporations lauded as role models for
effectively managing diversity (Thomas, 1990).

Social work administrators, clinicians, and researchers must
more forcefully attend to the psychosocial needs of African Ameri-
can women in the workplace. The benefits of more thoughtful
strategies will go beyond the social support needs of these individ-
ual women toward the creation of a healthy and productive multi-
cultural workplace for all.
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